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Foreword 

Burton M. Sapin 

P
rofessor Richard C. Snyder (1916-1997) was one of the leading figures 
in the post-World War II revolution in American political science. 
This revolution altered in significant ways the conceptual-theoretical 

underpinnings, empirical scope and foci, and methodology and research tools 
of the field. There can be no doubt that they changed fundamentally what 
and how political and governmental phenomena were studied. By no means 
everyone welcomed the new approaches, with criticism that scientific claims 
and aspirations were excessive that sound familiar today. 

That Snyder was at the forefront of seeking to integrate insights from 
other disciplines was perhaps not surprising. He was a strong and forceful 
academic and intellectualleader and at the same time notably open to hear
ing and encouraging the views and efforts of others. Intellectually curious, 
one colleague recalls that he would trawl the stacks of a library seeking out 
the literature in other disciplines. As early as 1950 he taught an exciting 
graduate seminar on U. S. foreign policy-making, bringing to bear perspec
tives and data from the other social and behavioral sciences, including psy
chology, psychiatry, sociology, and anthropology. A similar pluralism 
informed an early course on political behavior Snyder created with his col
league H. Hubert Wilson. 

Snyder, like so me of his fellow "behaviorists" in the late 1940s and early 
1950s, found essentially unsatisf}ring the leading approaches to the study of 
international political phenomena, including the emphasis on national 
power and national interests that became dominant immediately after World 
War 11. In his view, they were not very helpful in explaining the whys of gov
ernmental behavior. He proposed instead that we define state action as the 
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behavior of its official decision-makers, thus providing a clear empirical focus 
for studying the behavior of nation-states, as weil as other political entities. 

Once he broke out of the traditional political science mold of institu
tional description and legal analysis, and even the power approach, he saw 
all of the social sciences as relevant to his interests and concerns. Since po
litical science lagged behind the other social sciences theoretically, concep
tually, and methodologically, Dick Snyder had no problem in borrowing 
from them. He was quite willing to take the time and make the necessary ef
forts to understand them and to bring their theories, concepts, and data to 
bear on political phenomena. His approach was and remained genuinely and 
deeply interdisciplinary. 

The origins of Foreign Policy Decision-Making lies in Snyder's early at
tempts to broaden the study of international relations and reflects concerns 
apparent earlier. Much of the material was initially published in 1954 as a 
small monograph, almost a pamphlet, entided Decision-Making as an Ap
proach to the Study of International Politics by the Organizational Behavior 
Section at Princeton. At a time when communication was slower, absent e
mail and the Web, but the networks closer, the monograph generated a stir 
befitting acha11enge to the received approaches. This monograph was re
published in 1962, with some additional essays, by The Free Press as Foreign 
Policy Decision-Making. It is an indication of Snyder's openness that in
cluded in this volume were chapters critical of the arguments we put for
ward. I should note that while Henry Bruck and I did quite a bit of the 
organizational work, this monograph was essentially Dick Snyder's work. 
Nevertheless, he put all three of oUf names on the publication. This is just 
one indication of how supportive he could be of his students and colleagues, 
and he treated the former as though they were the latter. 

Dick Snyder essentially treated everyone as equals in the search for truth 
and understanding. This was not aposture or apose. It was the way he ap
proached the world, with a basic humiliry and a genuine openness to the 
ideas and perspectives of others, even while holding very strong views of his 
own. He maintained a deep-seated personal and intellectual egalitarianism, 
undergirded by a compassionate and respectful approach to almost all of 
those with whom he came in contact, believing there should be no barriers 
of any kind, personal or intellectual, hierarchical or generational, to the 
search for a deeper understanding of the socio-political world around uso 

This did not mean that all views have equal validity or significance but 
simply that everyone should be approached with respect and others should 
displaya willingness to pay attention to the ideas, values, and perspectives 
they may articulate. There are differences of viewpoint, some views might be 
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more insightful or doser to empirical reality than others, and it is legitimate 
to attempt to identif)r the analytical shortcomings and factual errors of oth
ers. Snyder's approach was to encourage others, particularly if they stood 
lower in some hierarchical structure, to "do their thing," think their own 
thoughts, and engage in productive and creative interaction with you and 
with one another. Clearly, this is a stance that would add considerable dar
ity and balance, and improved decisions as well, to the broad realm of pub
lic policy analysis, discussion, and decision-making. 

Skeptics will point out that all of this openness to the views and ideas of 
others may me an that decisions never get made, or may give the impression 
that all opinions are entitled to equal weight and respect. Anything is possi
ble, but neither of these shortcomings is part of the Snyder heritage. Dick 
Snyder had strong and well-defined views on a broad range of academic, in
stitutional, social-scientific, and political science issues, and on matters of 
personal behavior and ethics as well, and he pursued and attempted to im
plement them vigorously and persistently. All while maintaining respect for 
others. 

As scholar, mentor, and administrator, Snyder's approach influenced a 
substantial number of students and other colleagues (and anyone else open 
to this kind of personal and intellectual support) in a number of academic 
fields and disciplines-in stimulating, encouraging, and liberating their tal
ents, values, and ideas. It is comforting to realize that many of these benefi
ciaries of the Snyder approach have in turn brought it to bear on others, and 
that the republication of Foreign Policy Decision-Making is here comple
mented by two new chapters examining its impact, implications, and po
tential for future research. Snyder's approach, both personal and intellectual, 
stands as a model. 1 It is a legacy that should be encouraged and sustained. 

NOTE 

1. For a tribute to Richard Snyder, see Glenn D. Paige and James A. Robinson 
in PS Oune 1998), available at http://www.apsanet.org/PS/june98/snyder.cfm. 



Foreign Poliey Deeision-Making ~ 

A Touchstone for International Relations 
Theory in the Twenty-first Century 

Valerie M Hudson 

F 
oreign Po/icy Decision-Making, edited by Richard Snyder, H. W Bruck, 
and Burton Sapin 40 years ago, is one of the foundational works of the 
subfield of Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) in the field of International 

Relations (IR). As is the case with any revolutionary vision, it has taken a 
great deal of time-in this case, over four decades-for those who followed 
the initial vision to find that their work is making its way toward the heart 
of current debates in the larger field of which they are apart. Today, the 
questions are asked in a slightly different dialect than that used by Snyder, 
Bruck, and Sapin (hereafter "SBS"), but most of the questions are the very 
same ones that stirred SBS so many years ago. Familiarity with current de
bates makes any dose reading of Foreign Po/icy Decision-Making an interest
ing experience, given the uncanny prescience of their concerns about issues 
such as: 

• the agent-structure problematique 
• capturing cultural effects in international affairs 
• the relationship between rational choice and decision-making models 
• the problem of dynamism and change in IR theory 
• the "two-level game"; interrelating domestic and foreign influences on 

nation-state action 
• the need for integration in theory-building 
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• broader methodological issues concerning choice of unit of analysis, pre
ferred modes of satisfactory explanation, and appropriate data collection. 

WHAT DID SBS DO? 

To understand the major contribution of the SBS framework, one must un
derstand a bit about the trajectory of IR theory since the end ofWorid War 
11. Generally speaking, realism and scientism combined after 1945 in a po
tent mix that sought to uncover generalizable laws about state behavior. Re
alism emphasized the nation-state as the preferred unit of analysis, noting 
the overriding primacy of state self-interest in power as a motivation for state 
behavior, and stating a firm commitment to exploring international relations 
as it is, not as it should be. Scientism provided a second commitment to 
careful empirical investigation of phenomena, entailing data collection, cre
ation of formal models (often statistical or mathematical in nature), and fal
sifiability of resulting models. As the state was the unit of analysis, its 
behavior was seen as best comprehended in the context of the system of 
states in which it found itself Distribution of capabilities across states was 
the primary determinant of behavior within any given system. 

Two metaphors began to take hold: the state as a "billiard ball" among 
other billiard balls on the pool table of the international system; and the 
state as a "black box," whose behavior could be estimated by the study of ex
ternal forces without much inquiry into the idiosyncratic contents of the 
box, such as domestic politics and leader psychology. Realism, with its em
phasis on raison d' etat, combined with scientism, with its envy of the nat
urallaw explanations of physics and the seeming powerfulness of economic 
models, provided a denatured perspective of international politics. It is not 
difficult to see how game theoretic and rational choice analyses could there
fore be constructed as the most useful approaches to the study of interna
tional relations. It is not coincidental that the development of this "states 
systemic project" took place during the Cold War, which could be viewed as 
the natural crucible for its development (Wendt 1999: 7). This project em
phasized the importance of system-level explanations of state behavior, at the 
expense of examining more micro-level explanatory levels that focus on how 
and why individuals act in international relations. 

Although SBS was published during the first half of the Cold War, it was 
the states systemic project that continued as the mainstream of IR theory. 
This is not to suggest that so me glaring deficiency of the SBS framework re
sulted in it being overlooked-rather, it was more a result of the times. The 
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Cold War was unusual for the apparent rabustness and stability of the bipo
lar structure pitting the United States and the Soviet Union against each 
other in an apparently predictable action-reaction cyde. 

Arguably, the catalyst for the search for alternatives to the states systemic 
praject was not a theoretical event but an actual one: the abrupt end of the 
Cold War. This dynamic and unforeseen pracess undermined the belief in 
system stability, its rabustness, and not the least its predictability, as the col
lapse of the Soviet Union went largely unpredicted by IR theory. No matter 
how one attempted to rationalize that event in terms of states, power, and 
system constraints, a key element seemed missing: ideas (see the discussion 
in Braoks and Wohlforth, 2002; English 2002; Braoks and Wohlforth, 
2000-2001). A new wave of theorizing, generally called constructivism, at
tempted to show that ideational factors could alter perceptions of power and 
system structure. As one influential artide phrased it, ''Anarchy is What 
States Make ofIt" (Wendt, 1992). Yet, oddly, much of this challenge came 
from scholars who still dung to the primacy of states as actors-scholars that 
were arguably still within the states systemic project. The theoretical mix 
simply changed to: states, power, system structure, and ideas. 

Thus, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, even the constructivist 
turn in IR theory seems lacking the answers to certain key questions: Where 
did these ideas come from? How were they disseminated? How did they be
co me persuasive? How did they become the new basis for state action? The 
standard mix of variables cannot give us a satisfying account, and thus the 
search for alternative visions in IR continues (Hudson, 2001). And so it is 
that the republication ofSBS comes at an opportune moment-far much of 
what SBS stood for in 1962 is precisely what is needed now in IR theory. 
The difference is that in 1962, this could not be recognized, generally speak
ing. But in 2002, I think there is a good chance that it will. The republica
tion of SBS might have a significantly greater effect on the larger field of IR 
today than the framework was able to praduce 40 years ago. 

THE THEORETICAL INTERSECTION 
OF MATERIALISM AND IDEALISM IN IR 

The single most important contriburion of the SBS framework to IR theary 
is to identify the point of theoretical intersection between the most impor
tant determinants of state behavior: material and ideational factors. The 
point of intersection is not the state, and that is where dassic and even con
temporary IR theory is lacking and needs augmentation, according to SBS. 
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The point of intersection is the human decision-maker. As the SBS essay puts 
it, "The description and explanation of national behavior has also suffered 
from the common fallacy of misplaced concreteness or reification, exemplified 
chiefly by the subtle transformation of the word "state" from a proper ana
lytical abstraction into a symbol allegedly standing for a concrete entity
that is, an object or person having an existence of its own apart from real 
persons and their behaviors." 

If our IR theories contain no human beings, they will erroneously paint 
for us a world of no change, no creativity, no persuasion, no accountability. 
And yet virtually none of our mainstream IR theories over the decades of the 
Cold War placed human beings in the theoretical mix. By asserting that 
analysis on the level of individual human beings was the key to fully under
standing state and system phenomena in international relations, Snyder, 
Bruck, and Sapin were proposing nothing less than a theoretical handstand 
for IR theory: 

lt is one of our basic methodological choices to define the state as its official 
decision-makers-those whose authoritative acts are, to all intents and pur
poses, the acts of the state. State action is the action taken by those acting in the 
name 0/ the state. Hence, the state is its decision-makers. State X as actor is 
translated into its decision-makers as actors. lt is also one of our basic choices 
to take as our prime analytical objective the re-creation of the "world" of the 
decision-makers as they view it. The manner in which they define situations 
becomes another way of saying how the state oriented to action and why .... 
Of all the phenomena which might have been relevant, the actors (the deci
sion-makers) finally endow only some with significance. 

Adding human decision-makers as the key theoretical intersection con
fers so me advantages generally lacking in IR theory. Let us explore each in 
turn: 

The Possibility of Theoretical Integration in IR 

In IR, there are quite a number of well-developed theoretical threads, study
ing phenomena such as institutions, systems, group dynamics, domestic pol
itics, and so forth. Often we refer to the "levels of analysis problem" in IR, 
which is that many theoretical efforts posit that phenomena can be (best) ex
plained by a foeus on a certain level of analysis, such as domestic politics or 
the international system. Attempts at integration are typically absent or even 
resisted. The formidable task of weaving these threads together has been 
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stymied by the insistence on retaining the state as a "metaphysical" actor. If 
one replaces metaphysics with a more realistic conceptualization of "actor," 
the weaving becomes feasible, albeit certainly complex. SBS points out that 
one must insist that the individual decision-maker be the locus of theoreti
cal integration across levels of analysis: 

The eentral coneept of deeision-making may provide a basis for linking a 
group of theories whieh hitherto have been applieable only to segment of in
ternational polities or have not been suseeptible of applieation at alt. ... By 
emphasizing decision-making as a eentral foeus, we have provided a way of or
ganizing the determinants of action around those officials who aet for the po
litieal society, Decision-makers are viewed as operating in dual-aspeet setting 
so that apparently unrelated internal and external faetors beeome related in 
the aetions of the decision-makers. 

This "dual-aspect setting" is familiar by a different name, that of the 
"two-Ievel" game that state decision-makers must play: the simultaneous 
play of the game of domestic politics and the game of international politics 
(Putnam, 1988). 

In addition, other types of theory that have not been weil developed in IR, 
such as theory of how cultural factors and social constructions within a cul
ture affect state behavior, can now be attempted with a greater probability of 
success. Ir is interesting to note that SBS are emphatic that IR theory must at 
some point address the issue of culture, but that it was not until the 1990's 
that serious work on this subject by IR scholars became more accepted as in
forming the major theoretical questions of the discipline (e.g., Katzenstein, 
1996; Lapid and Kratochwil, 1996; Hudson, 1997). But SBS had presaged 
this: "Any conceptual scheme for analyzing state behavior must attempt to ac
count for the impact of cultural patterns on decisions. If the decision-maker 
is viewed as a culture-bearer it would seem possible to lay the foundations for 
tracing the possible effects of common value orientations held by most mem
bers of a whole society upon the deliberation of members of decisional units." 
Only a move toward placing human decision-makers at the center of the the
oretical matrix would allow the theorist to link to the social constructions 
present in a culture. To SBS, the long-standing neglect of cultural factors by 
IR theorists stemmed from their reticence to make this move. 

The task of the IR theorist, as SBS see it, is as foilows: "State X orients to 
action according to the manner in which the particular situation is viewed 
by certain officials and according to what they want. The actions of oeher ac
tors, the actor's goals and means, and the other components of the situation 
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are related meaningfully by the actor. His action flows from this definition 
of the situation." The engine of theoretical integration, then, is the defini
tion of the situation created by the human decision-makers. 

The Possibility of Manifesting Agency in 
Explanations of International Affairs 

Scholars in IR have struggled with the "agent-structure" problematique for 
some time now. Although no final resolution will ever be accepted, as this is 
a perennial philosophical conundrum, what is accepted is that IR theory 
currently provides much more insight into structure than agency. This is a 
severe theoretical handicap, for to lack a robust concept of the "agent" in IR 
means to be at a disadvantage when trying to explain or project significant 
change and noteworthy creativity in international relations. 

SBS fuHy recognized this problematique, and gave a response at odds 
with the dominant emphasis on structure. For them, 

Adoption of the action-situational analysis makes it possible to emphasize that 
state behavior is determined but to avoid deterministic explanations. Some of 
the awkward problems of the objective-subjective dilemma are avoided by the 
attempt co see the world through the decision-maker's eyes. We adhere co the 
nation-state as the fundamental unit of analysis, yet we have discarded the 
state as a metaphysical abstraction. 

Furthermore, it is very difficult to grapple with the issue of accountabil
ity in international affairs if the theoretical language cannot, in a realistic 
fashion, link acts of human agency in that realm to the consequences 
thereof. That a standing international court to try individuals for crimes 
against humanity is now in the offing suggests that the broader world com
munity hungers after ideational frameworks that manifest the agency em
bedded in international affairs. A shift toward the SBS "handstand" would 
empower IR scholars to make an appreciated contribution in that regard. 

The Possibility of a Fuller Sense of Explanation in IR, 
as weIl as Complementarity with Rational Choice Formalizations 

The third major advantage is to move beyond description or postulation of 
naturallaw-like generalizations of state behavior to a fuHer and more satis
fYing explanation for state behavior that requires an account of the contri
butions of human beings. Social science is unlike the physical sciences in 
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that what is analyzed-humans as social beings-possess agency. Descrip
tion of an act of agency, or assertion that naturallaw was operative in a par
ticular case of the use of agency, cannot fully satisfy, for we know that agency 
means the agent could have acted otherwise. What is required is almost an 
anthropology of IR that delves into such agency-oriented concepts as moti
vation, emotion, and problem representation. Indeed, much of the early em
pirical work based on SBS (see, for example, Snyder and Paige, 1962) does 
resemble a more anthropological or "verstehen" approach. 

But SBS feit there was a larger issue at stake here-there were rwo com
plementary but distinct approaches to IR: "(1) the description and mea
surement of interactions; and (2) decision-making-the formulation and 
execution of policy. Interaction patterns can be studied by themselves with
out reference to decision-making except that the 'why' of the patterns can
not be answered." Furthermore, exploration of only the first of these 
approaches would prohibit IR from reaching its potential as a social science: 

We believe that the phenomena normally studied in the field of international 
politics can be interpreted and meaningfully related by means of [the deci
sion-making approach] as we shall present it. It should be clearly understood 
that this is not to say that all useful work in the field must or can be done 
within the decision-making framework .... However, and the qualification is 
crucial, if one wishes to probe the "why" questions underlying the events, con
ditions, and interaction patterns which rest upon state action, then decision
making analysis is certainly necessary. We would go so far as to say that the 
"why" questions cannot be amwered without analysis of decision-making. 

The supposed incommensurability of rational choice and "verstehen" 
methods is familiar and unfortunate. Presaging current research on psycho
logical and cultural factors and the corresponding calls for "thin" rationality 
to be complemented by "thick" analysis of worldviews and values, SBS ex
plicitly rejected the idea that this latter approach was somehow in theoreti
cal conflict with more formal theories of choice: 

It has been the practice of some scholars, particularly in economics and logic, 
dealing with the theory of choice or decision-making to propose what are es
sentially rational models of rational actions, models in which the actor is not 
only predicated as acting rationally but also as having complete information. 
These are not, however, completely adequate for application to situations char
acterized by risk, uncerrainty and incomplete information. It should be made 
very clear that it is nor our intention to disparage in any way efforts at formal
ization which much of necessity make numerous simplif)ring assumptions. 
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These formal models have resulted in discussion and clarification for which 
any students of organizational decision-making must be grateful. 

In what, then, does the complementarity lie? According to SBS, it is in 
the derivation of the rule of choice and specification of the preferences and 
preference orderings of the individuals involved in the decision. Rather 
than preferences and decision rules arising, as did Athena, fuHy formed 
from the head of Zeus, they derive from a myriad of factors, including cul
ture, personality, evolution of shared organizational understandings, the ex
igencies of domestic politics, and so forth. To use the predictive power of 
rational choice theory, one must first feed it accurate and detailed informa
tion about specific decision-makers, and the context in which they are op
erating. As SBS put it, "[W] e might summarize our comments on the 
nature of choice as foHows: information is selectively perceived and evalu
ated in terms of the decision-maker's frame of reference. Choices are made 
on the basis of preferences which are in part situationally and in part bio
graphically determined." 

SBS saw that the two traditions need each other: rational choice without 
study of human decision-makers can only asp ire to be vague and pray not to 

be inaccurate; yet, without rational choice, a conceptualization of the strate
gic elements of choice may not be realizable. Furthermore, it is becoming 
recognized that the style of analysis outlines by SBS is not only crucial to un
derstanding foreign policy, but to understanding all choice. Again, Snyder 
and his colleagues foresaw this: "[W]e believe that, analytically, all decision
making in formal organizations can be handled the same way." 

After decades of mutual suspicion, IR theory is slowly but perceptibly 
drawing nearer to astate of truce between the two decision-making tradi
tions-a truce based upon the very foundations Snyder and his colleagues 
described over 40 years ago. 

"SBS" SCHOLARSHIP TODAY: 
WHERE TO FIND IT, HOW TO DO IT 

If the foregoing explication of the advantages to be realized from a re-evalu
ation of the SBS framework has been at all persuasive, the reader may right
fuHy ask at this point: Where do I find recent scholarship in the SBS 
tradition? And if I were interested in making this theoretical move myself, 
how would this be accomplished? What are the methodological implications 
of such a move? 
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First, let it be said that SBS never aspired to theoretical hegemony in 
the IR fteld. They felt that all avenues of theorizing should be explored
the only caveat being that each should be open to the insights of the other. 
As the SBS essay puts it, "The task [of IR theorizingl will be noticeably 
lighter if the moods and procedures of the active scholars permit and en
courage us to stand on one another's shoulders instead of holding each 
other at arm's length." If Richard Snyder were alive today, perhaps wh at he 
would most lament has been an unaccountable insularity among the "in
visible colleges" of IR (Hermann, 1998). I do not think he would urge 
today's scholars to abandon whatever they were doing and follow in the 
SBS tradition instead, but I do think he would ask if they had read any 
good SBS-type scholarship lately. 

The SBS style of scholarship, including as it does the human decision
maker at the center of its theoretical enterprise, of necessity includes the col
lection of information about the individual(s) in the decision-making roles, 
the organizational context in which the decisions are made, the communi
cations network (structure, process, and content) pertinent to the decisions 
being studied, the cultural and ideational setting of the decision, the se
quence over time of decisions made and modifted according to feedback re
ceived, and the dynamic co-construction occurring between each of these 
factors. SBS-style scholarship is, therefore, fundamentally interdisciplinary 
in nature. 

Ir also requires a heroic data collection effort; heroic either in terms of 
the sheer amount of effort required to amass the necessary primary source 
material, much of which may be classifted, or heroic in the sense of the cre
ative construction of means to infer information that either does not exist 
or cannot be accessed. Ir was representative of SBS's openness that in the 
original 1962 edited volume they included an essay by Herbert McClosky, 
who opined, 

The inordinate complexity of the [SBSj scheme as it has so far been oudined 
is unquestionably its greatest shortcoming, one which in the end may prove 
its undoing .... A research design that requires an investigator to collect de
tailed information about such diverse matters as the social system, the econ
omy, the foreign situation, the actors, the perceptions, the motivations, the 
values, the goals, the communication problems, the personality-in short, 
that asks hirn to account for a decision-making event virtually in its totality-
places a back-breaking burden upon hirn, one that he could never adequately 
accomplish even if he were willing to invest an exorbitant effort. If the mere 
magnitude of the task does not frighten hirn off, he is likely to be discoutaged 
by the unrewarding prospect of having to collect data about a great number 
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of variables whose relative importance he can only guess at and whose influ
ence he cannot easily measure in any event. (McClosky, 1962: 201) 

This is really the crux of the matter. If such research cannot be per
formed, then the state of current IR theory makes sense: abstractions are of 
necessity at the heart of oUf theories, agency vanishes, and to the extent that 
we speak of the power of ideation al forces, we can only speak of them in a 
vague way, as if they were elusive mists that float through the theoretical 
landscape. Bur a rebuttal could be as folIows: even if only a few IR scholars 
are willing to undertake such work, it salvages the entire enterprise of IR the
orizing from irrelevance and vacuity. One can justiry using shorthand if 
there is a fullianguage underlying that use. We can justiry theoretical short
hand in IR (e.g., using the metaphysical state as an actor) if we understand 
what spelling our sentences out in the underlying language (i.e., taking the 
human decision-maker as the theoretical focus) would look like and what 
the meaning of those senten ces would be in that fuller language. If someone 
is willing to write in the fullianguage, we can still translate the shorthand. 
It is only if the shorthand completely replaces the fuller language that we are 
truly impoverished in a theoretical sense in IR. It is when we stop wincing 
slighdy when the abstraction of the state is used as a theoretical actor, when 
we feel fully comfortable with the omission of the real human actors behind 
the abstraction, that we have lost the theoretical batde and doomed IR as a 
fjeld of study. 

Furthermore, SBS would not concede that the totality of an event must 
be known to pursue this style of research: 

A careful refinement of analytical purposes and delineation of research targets 
may help considerably to reduce the burdens of numbers and complexiry of 
phenomena. The desire to "see" everything at once is a natural one, but it rep
resents another siren song for it is based on the assumption that the social 
world can or must be reconstituted to the last detail which is neither possible, 
necessary, nor desirable .... A tradition of raw empiricism in political science 
(of great value in itseiO has contributed both to despair and to unsound 
methodological assumptions. In particular, case srudies, which should become 
the basis for generalization, have somehow supported the notion that about 
any policy or event there is tao much to be known, much of it unknow
able .... Ir is one thing to assume that all facrors have a similar relevancy 
under all conditions. Ir is another to specif» potential relevancies under par
ticular conditions .... Accordingly, the perfection of concepts and categories 
should provide a basis for handling international phenomena without having 
to "see" and to "grasp" everything at once. 



Foreign Policy Decision-Making 11 

The best of the most recent works in the SBS tradition follow this advice: 
they do not seek to understand the totality of a decision-making event. 
Rather, they seek either to uncover the main micro-Ievel determinants of de
cision-making in a generalizable sense, or they seek to weave together hith
erto disparate strands of IR theory that can only be linked through the 
theoretical intersection that is the human decision-maker. What follows is 
not a comprehensive survey, by any means, but merely a starting place for 
those who would like to acquaint themselves with the current incarnation of 
SBS-style research. I 

Construction of Meaning and Framing of Situations 
by Human Agents in IR, including Horizon/Template Analysis 

Arguably at the heart of necessary micro-foundational theoretical work in 
IR, so me very innovative studies of situational interpretation and problem 
representation by human agents in foreign policy exist. Indeed, Sylvan and 
Voss's edited volume, Problem Representation in Foreign Policy Decision Mak
ing (Sylvan and Voss, 1998), is a must-read in this regard, for it contains an 
excellent survey of the diverse methodological approaches to this important 
issue. Turning to efforts by individual scholars, G. R. Boynton's longstand
ing research agenda on interpretation of new foreign policy situations by 
human agents is noteworthy in this regard. For example, in a 1991 piece, 
Boynton uses the official record of hearings of congressional committees to 
investigate how committee members make sense of current events and poli
eies. By viewing the questions and responses in the hearing as an unfolding 
narrative, Boynton is able to chart how "meaning" crystallizes for each com
mittee member, and how they attempt to share that meaning with other 
members and with those who are testifying. Boynton posits the concept of 
"interpretive tripie" as a way to understand how connections between facts 
are made through plausible interpretations. An interpretive tri pie is the 
means whereby human decision-makers create links between hitherto unre
lated concepts by means of a third concept that he already understands to be 
linked to each. Boynton is then able to illuminate how plausibility is granted 
to an interpretation-in effect, ascertaining which interpretations are plau
sible within the social context created by the hearings. 

Helen Purkitt has pioneered the use of the "think aloud protocol" in in
ternational relations to discern what happens in the "pre-decision" phase of 
foreign policy (Purkitt, 1998). Verbalizations by human agents as they pon
der a hypothetical problem in foreign policy are used by Purkitt to inquire 
as to the parameters of the reasoning used. She discovers that background of 
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the reasoners do influence their reasoning, but perhaps her more important 
finding is that problem representations are being made typically after con
sideration of only two to four factors. Furthermore, these representations are 
made and then "harden" fairly quickly. 

Hudson (1999) attempted to address the construction of meaning and 
the representation of foreign policy problems in a different way: by explor
ing the horizon of imagination present within a culture. Creating several hy
pothetical foreign policy scenarios, she outlined numerous possible 
responses of a nation to each, and then inquired of average citizens in three 
countries what they thought their own country would do, and what they 
thought the other countries would do. For most scenarios, distinctive pat
terns of horizon visualization could be discerned within each culture. In two 
cases, respondents were able to imagine responses that Hudson could not! It 
appears that an understanding of "who we are" plays into the understanding 
of "what it is we do," and new foreign policy situations will be rendered in
telligible in part by imagining what it is that would be done in that situa
tion. This research has much in common with a dramaturgical approach to 
intelligibility in IR (see, for example, Etheredge, 1992). 

Persuasion and Diffusion Undertaken by 
Framing/Meaning Entrepreneurs within IR; 

Analysis of Interaction between Competing Entrepreneurs 

Once representations have begun to be formed by human agents in foreign 
policy, collective action can only follow when agreement has been reached 
with others that a particular representation or set of representations are the 
appropriate basis for state action. To that end, diffusion of representations 
must occur, followed by persuasion and competition for persuasive power 
within a social context. "Entrepreneurs" of framing and meaning will be the 
agents studied in such research. There are some excellent examples of inno
vative work in this area. 

For example, Lotz (1997) asks how it was that Americans ever acquiesced 
to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). After all, Mexico, 
to most Americans, is constructed as "foreign" in a way Canada is not. Tra
ditionally, it would not be seen as either possible or desirable to link the eco
nomic fate of the Uni ted States to such an alien culture. Indeed, American 
public opinion was very divided on this issue, with a large bloc of undecid
eds. Knowing that the Gore-Perot debate of 1993 was crucial in swaying the 
significant undecided bloc, Lotz analyzes the rhetoric of the debate to show 
how Gore and Perot used different versions of American national identity 
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(what Lotz calls "myth"). Gore successfully outmaneuvered Perot by recast
ing the American Dream portion of the myth to make NAFTA seem a nat
ural extension of it. This discursive maneuver had real empirical effects, 
induding arguably the passage of NAFTA. 

Andrea Grove and Neal Carter (1999) make an important contribution 
to this area of research through their study of the interaction between the 
persuasion attempts of Gerry Adams and the persuasion attempts of John 
Hume to sway their countrymen in Northern Ireland to respond to the ini
tiatives of third parties to the conflict there. Comparing the riyal discourse 
of the two men, Grove and Carter are able to analyze the horizons of possi
bility for each man and the groups which follow them. They are then able 
to map out the maneuvering room Adams and Hume have left themselves 
by adhering to their particular stories of the conflict. Even more boldly, 
Grove and Carter go on to suggest how the pressure and influence of third 
parties, such as the Uni ted States, who possess their own story of the North
ern Ireland conflict, could either succeed or fail depending on the state of 
the internal debate between Hume and Adams. 

Sylvan, Majeski, and Milliken (1991) examine the mountains of written 
material generated by the U.S. national security establishment with refer
ence to the conduct of the Vietnam War. They question the war policy rec
ommendations in this material: When did a statement become a "bona fide" 
recommendation, to which other agents had to pay attention? How did such 
statements fit into the flow of recommendations and counter-recommenda
tions? How did persuasion occur? Sylvan et al. schematically map the river 
of recommendations in order to answer such questions. 

Change and Learning by Human Agents in IR 

Levy (1994) provides a useful overview of efforts to capture sociallearning 
in IR theory. Here I will highlight but two efforts that address this concern. 

Using Bonham's technique of cognitive mapping, Bonharn, Sergeev, and 
Parshin (1997) are able to detect the emergence of new knowledge structures 
within the minds of Kennedy and Khruschev during the negotiations of the 
Partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963. These new knowledge structures improved 
mutual understanding, and allowed for greater reflexivity in the interactions 
between the twO men. The authors suggests that such a "shared reality-build
ing process" may be aprerequisite for successful negotiations between two 
antagonists. 

Glenn Chafetz and his colleagues (Chafetz et al. , 1997) use national 
role conception (NRC) analysis to trace identity change over time. This is 
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an interesting use of NRC, for usually NRCs are utilized to explain the 
persistence, not the change, of state behavior over time. Their case study 
is that of Ukraine, in its first years of existence. During that time of flux, 
Ukraine was asked to relinquish its nuclear weapons. First refusing and 
then acquiescing over the period of several years, Chafetz et al. argue for a 
process of subtle change in NRC over this time period from role concep
tions that required nuclear weapons as a tangible manifestation to con
ceptions that did not require such weapons. Tracking statements by highly 
placed officials in Ukraine, Chafetz et al. are able to demonstrate who was 
making what statements that were then built upon by others. 

The Study of Human Agents as They Interact in Groups in IR 

The study of how individual human agency is transformed by interaction 
with other human agents in small groups has a long and distinguished his
tory in FPA. The work oflanis (1982), of course, is paradigmatic in this re
gard. The newest work is even more nuanced and insightful, if that is 
possible, than the old. A fine recent volume, Beyond Groupthink (Hart et al., 
1997) is invaluable as another excellent survey of the cutting edge approaches 
in this field of study. T urning to individual efforts, Beasley (1998) tackles the 
aggregation problem inherent in group research directly, by offering new 
methods for "consider[ingl the group as a complex forum for the interaction 
of decision makers and to begin to apply OUf insights regarding individuals to 
the collective level" (109). He explores six aggregation principles, and empir
ically investigates the degree to which each could be said to have been used 
in his case study of the British Cabinet meetings of 1938. These principles in
clude simplicity, single representation embellishment, factionalism, common 
decomposition, common alternatives, and expertise. He discovers that the 
group aggregation principle that emerges may alter other aspects of the group 
context, such as propensity toward groupthink itself. 

Sylvan and Haddad (1998) investigate how group environments mediate 
individual cognition. Using an experimental model, they study small groups 
of subjects who are discussing a given foreign policy problem and attempt
ing to co me up with adecision as to what to do about it. They discover that 
such small groups attempt to create a co-authored "story" of what is taking 
place. The co-authorship then allows for the action decision to be made col
lectively. The group interaction surrounding the creation of this story is 
punctuated by moments of riyal story lines colliding. The social working
through of these collisions can be traced to moments where participants 
ponder what Sylvan and Haddad call the "it depends" challenge. When one 
participant says, "It depends ... (on what we mean, on what we want to do, 
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etc.)," the group as a whole must work its way back to a consistent story line 
through persuasion and analysis. 

Construction of National Role Conception 
Identity by Human Agents Within the Nation 

National role conception research, originated by Hoisti (1970), is still a very 
useful approach to questions of national identity formation (Walker, 1987). 
Hoisti specifically tied NRC to human agency by making individuals' artic
ulations of national identity the measure of NRC. More recently, using 
eclectic methods such as discourse analysis, process-tracing, and computa
tional modeling, Sanjoy Banerjee has traced the origins and evolution of 
identities in conflict. For example, Banerjee traces Indian and Pakistani na
tional identities as individual human agents, such as Jinnah and Nehru, con
structed them for their followers (Banerjee, 1991, 1997). 

In addition to the work of Glenn Chafetz, mentioned above, Marijke Bre
uning has empirically demonstrated how differences in NRC lead to the cre
ation of different institutions and the enactment of different policies by nations 
that, materially speaking, are very similar (Breuning, 1997, 1998). Once, again, 
as with Holsti, Banerjee, and Chafetz, the operationalization of NRC in Bre
uning's studies (individual discourse) lead one directly back to human agency. 

Emotion and Affect of Human Agents 
and its Influence in World Affairs 

There is very little work on the role of emotion and strong affect in inter
national relations. Yet if a robust theory of agency is to be developed in IR, 
and given that emotions are very strong forces affecting the representations 
and reactions of human beings, such study must at so me point be under
taken. I am familiar with only two studies in this area, one by Crawford 
(2000), and one by Cottam and McCoy (1998). Both of these works argue 
that emotion "colors" rational choice in profound ways that the analyst ig
nores at his periI. As Cottam and McCoy argue, "Emotions, once aroused, 
can control cognitions" (1998: 122). Although both studies are more meta
theoretic than theory-building, it will be worthwhile to track future progress 
in this research area. 

Integrative Efforts that Attempt to Retain Agency in IR 

Attempts to integrate theory in the sense of channeling both material and 
ideational factors through the human decision-maker intersection are extremely 
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rare. Part of the problem may be, echoing Rose, that such integrative work de
mands country- or area-expertise (Rose, 1998). However, at least one integra
tive FPA project attempted to "shoot the moon': to integrate across all levels of 
theory as weil as to draw upon country/area expertise. This was the eifort of the 
now-defunct CREON 2 project. Interestingly, though having met its fate sev
eral years ago, the empirical pinnacle of its research is only now making irs way 
into print: the summer 2001 special issue of InternationalStudies Review lays 
out irs theoretical framework and empirical resulrs. 

CREON 2 envisioned a model in which the constraining and enabling 
elements of the international system and the national society, coupled with 
an analysis of the situation at hand, would be routed through a theoretical 
component called the ultimate decision unit. Within this ultimate decision 
unit, one would find theoretical clusters corresponding to those originally 
postulated by the SBS framework: personality of individual decision-makers, 
organizational setting, communications networks, and so forth. This overall 
model would require inputs from country experts before it could be applied 
to any discrete situation. Since the principal investigators were not them
selves country experts, they entered into scholarly collaboration with IR re
searchers who were. The result is a fascinating eifort at radical integration of 
IR theory, while retaining an account of human agency at the center of the 
theoretical enterprise. One wonders if we will ever see its like again in IR 
theory. Perhaps with the republication of SBS, a new generation of scholars 
will arise to take up that challenge once more. 

SUMMARY 

The advantages SBS continues to offer IR theory cannot be minimized, es
pecially at this moment in history. In the wake of the collapse of the Soviet 
bloc, in the wake of terrorism on U.S. soil perpetrated by a small group of 
foreign terrorists and applauded by many in the world, it is theoretically 
foolish to retain a primary focus on system-level variables, or even on en
during structural constraints. Humans appear to have almost an infinite ca
pacity for wriggling out of macro-level structures and constraints. This is not 
to say that we should not have theories about system and structure and how 
these condition human behavior but, rather, that we cannot stop there and 
consider our theoretical task to have been responsibly completed. If ideas do 
matter in international affairs, one must move below the state level to find 
the unit of analysis that can think of those ideas, and be persuaded by the 
ideas of others, and that can be motivated to act and even change action on 
the basis of ideas. As SBS exhorted so many decades ago, we must bring 
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human beings back into the IR theoretical enterprise, and put them at the 
intersection of all other forces about which we theorize. 

Forty years has not only brought IR doser to the questions SBS addressed 
but has brought methodological breakthroughs, as well. Many of the works 
cited in the section on current scholarship employ statistical and computa
tional tools unknown in 1962. Simultaneous, then, with the renewed inter
est in an SBS-type approach, is a dampening of criticism such as that offered 
by McClosky and others that the research was too demanding and complex. 
Now new methodological technologies exist to facilitate this type of research. 
The existence of works such as those surveyed in the previous section shows 
that this work can be done at a high level of theoretical and methodological 
sophistication. And if it can be done, then it should be done, for otherwise IR 
theory will lose its ground. If that ground were to be lost completely, then 
what we will be able to say through IR theory will be very litde indeed. 

The debt of the field of international relations to the research program 
initiated by SBS should not be underestimated. Some are conscious of this 
debt, other not. Perhaps the republication of the SBS framework is a step 
toward greater recognition of what is owed to those pioneers of 40 years ago. 
A dose reading, or rereading, of Snyder, Bruck, and Sapin's work makes dear 
how much we should have already known in IR. Areevaluation of this "path 
not taken" 40 years ago might point the way to a healthier conceptualization 
of the main theoretical tasks that face us in International Relations today. 

NOTES 

1. There are numerous empirical pieces that catch the vision of reincorporat
ing agency into IR. Some of these empirical pieces have made their way into 
top journals and highly visible edited volumes, for they grow out of research 
traditions that have sociologically based standing in the states systemic proj
ect. The work ofJeffrey Checke! (1993, 1999), Elizabeth Kier (1996), and 
Vaughn Shannon (2000) are prominent and praiseworrhy examples of falsi
fiable narrative attempts to restare agency-agency embedded in social con
text-to IR. However, since most IR scholars would be familiar with this 
work, it would not be as he!pful ta tour that literature. We will concentrate 
on the SBS-rype scholarship emanating from the fie!d of FPA. 
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PREFACE 

T he authors want to express here their firm conviction that a field 
such as international politics is not just a hodge-podge of ideas that 
in the past for one reason or another have been shoved under the 

same tent. It is rather a set of empirical problems, meaningfully related and 
having very specific, researchable referents. These problems, regardless of 
their origin, must be analyzed with tools appropriate to the enterprise. To 
that end we have found it necessary to manufacture our own scheme of 
analysis by drawing heavily on the works and methods of scholars not nor
mally consulted by political scientists. We have documented these sources in 
the ho pe that others may find them useful. We have had to employ words 
and concepts that may appear strange to the reader. 

We must comment franklyon two possible kinds of misunderstanding 
to which our paper may give rise. First, we shall be grateful and more than 
satisfied if our effort stimulates others in a modest fashion and if it provides 
a point from which more accurate bearings may be taken. We would be 
guilty of the most unforgivable na·ivete and unbearable self-confidence were 
we to overestimate the impact of this work on so large and complex a field 
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as international politics. Second, we would like to dispel the notion that 
we are offering a kind of Rube Goldberg contraption, cleverly designed to 
do in a hundred-odd pages that for which others need many volumes. If 
the reader follows the argument closely, he will, we trust, find achallenge. 
We cannot, however, overemphasize that we are not presenting a field of 
learning. Rather, these are some ways of thinking about, or aposture with 
respect to, a field of learning. On both these counts we are aware of the 
risks. 

Our intellectual debts are many. Some of the pre-eminent scholars 
whose writings we have drawn upon are acknowledged in the various cita
tions. Others are more immediate and no less extensive. Without the orig
inal and continued interest and good offices of Professor Harold Sprout of 
the Department of Politics, the project could not have been undertaken. 
Thanks to Professor Wilbert E. Moore we have had the opportunity of 
participating in the Organizational Behavior Section at Princeton Univer
sity. We have thus had the privilege of benefiting from the analytical 
prowess of a group of scholars representing virtually all the social science 
disciplines. These men helped us lay the foundations for our approach. In 
addition to Professor Moore, the director, we owe an especial debt to Pro
fessor Harold Garfinkel (now of the Department of Sociology, University 
of California, Los Angeles). Other members of the Section to whom we 
owe much are Dr. Elliot Mishler (Office of Population Research, Prince
ton University), Professor Gresham Sykes (Department of Sociology), and 
Professor Gordon B. Turner (Department of History). Professor Edgar S. 
Furniss, Jr., of the Politics Department, consultant to the Foreign Policy 
Analysis Project, took a substantial part in the early formulations which 
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B. S. 

INTRODUCTION 

The primary purpose of this essay! is to present a tentative formulation of 
an analytical scheme which we ho pe may serve as the core of a frame of ref
erence2 for the study of international politics. Eventually the outline fol
lowed here will be expanded into a full-Iength monograph in which points 
neglected for lack of space will be given fuller treatment and in which other 
points will be pursued where logical implications lead. The contents of this 
monograph will be approximately as folIows: 

Part I 

1. Introduction: Scope and Method 
2. An Intellectual History of the Field of International Politics 
3. Contemporary Approaches to the Study of International Politics 
4. A Critical Evaluation of Contemporary Approaches 

Part 11 

5. A Frame of Reference for the Study of International Politics 
6. Commentary on the Frame of Reference 
7. The General Nature of State Interaction Patterns and Systems 
8. Some Basic Types of Interaction Patterns and Systems 

Part III 

9. The Decision-Making Approach: A General Analysis 
10. Basic Determinants of State Action: Spheres of Competence 
11. Basic Determinants of State Action: Communication and Information 
12. Basic Determinants of State Action: Motivation 
13. Derived Concepts: Intellectual Process and Policy Attention 
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Part IV 

14. Problems of Research 
15. Summary and Conclusion 

We only intend at this time, therefore, to suggest in a general way the na
ture of the analysis we are trying to deve!op. Even in this abbreviated form, 
however, we fee! our scheme may be of sufficient substance and clarity to 
permit our colleagues to comment constructive!y on its possible contribu
tion to teaching and research while the process of deve!opment is still going 
on. Actually, our frame of reference and its central decision-making focus 
will have to remain tentative; we are convinced that we stand on the thresh
old of aperiod of measurable intellectual growth in which flexibility and 
tentativeness are not only imposed by circumstances but required by the 
rules of sound scholarship. 

1. SCOPE AND METHOD 

Some Preliminary Considerations 

Before we discuss our basic assumptions, certain points must be brought out 
into the open immediate!y. The individual reader will forgive us if we try in 
part to anticipate the reactions of groups of readers to our presentation. We 
do this not to demonstrate our capacity to "second guess" our audience, but 
because we be!ieve enough in the potential value of this kind of intellectual 
enterprise that we do not want to alienate so me readers unnecessarily. 

First, many will recognize that the general kind of analysis we are urging 
in this essay has actually been familiar to historians and political scientists 
for many years and has been attempted by them, sometimes with marked 
success. Good historiographers have long taken for granted the necessity of 
probing the minds of decision-makers in terms of their official behavior. 
Certain problems we emphasize here have been understood and discussed by 
such political scientists as George Catlin, Arthur Bentley, Charles Merriam, 
Harold Lasswe!l, Herbert Simon, and others. Among younger writers we 
share much with David Easton. While we can claim no inherent superiority 
over these predecessors, we have tried to build on their work and to synthe
size a number of basic factors which hitherto have been treated somewhat in 
isolation. We recognize, too, that many readers have engaged in essentially 
the same type of analysis without having the time to systematically work out 
its implications. 



Decision-Making as an Approach to the Study 0/ International Politics 25 

Second, in the words of one of our colleagues at Princeton, it may appear 
that we have manufactured a sledge hammer to crack a small nut. Closely 
related to this is the possibility that the tools presented are perhaps over
refined in view of the "crude, imperfect, and spotty materials" with which 
students of international politics must work. We shall have more to say 
about this as we go along. At the moment, we will admit freely that there are 
many significant questions which can be asked-and even answered with 
varying degrees of satisfaction-without using a global scheme like the one 
we are outlining below. As we shall have occasion to reiterate later, we are 
confronted with the imposing task of studying a whole field of political sci
ence. Bur more important, we would insist that asking the right questions is 
fundamental to all scholarly inquiry. Furthermore, questions rarely suggest 
themselves. A conceptual scheme may be of substantial help in asking all the 
possibly significant questions, in asking them in fruitful form, and in un
covering so me of the subtle analytical problems raised by apparently perti
nent and self-evident questions. 

Third, the reader may wonder, before he has covered many pages, 
whether we are discussing international politics or all of political science. 
The query is a proper one. Actually, we have concluded, tentatively, that if 
our approach meets various tests suggested later, it will have value for the 
analysis of other than international political phenomena. 1 There are obvi
ously some qualifications necessary, due to special features of interstate rela
tions. However, our feeling is that basically the decision-making core of our 
scheme, as well as the comments on the nature of a frame of reference, are 
equally applicable to the study of domestic politics or comparative politics. 

Fourth, the scheme advanced here must eventually be applied and tested 
in various ways. The approach has been employed in both graduate and un
dergraduate teaching at Princeton with enough positive success to be en
couraging. Foreign Policy Analysis Series No. 4, a research note on the role 
of the military in American foreign policy, represents another kind of trial 
run. Professor Edgar S. Furniss, Jr., of Princeton University will shortly pre
pare a case study of foreign policy-making in France within the framework 
of the present analysis. Henry Bruck--one of the authors-will also analyze, 
comparatively, commercial treaty-making in Ottawa and Washington. These 
should be viewed as nothing more than a recognition on our part that our 
system must prove itself. 

Finally, in the pages which immediately follow, we have attempted to 
state so me crucial methodological propositions. Some of our readers may 
find these painfully obvious. Others may become somewhat impatient. To 
still others, the word methodology is a scare word. We have not intended to 
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bore or torture the reader. If any justification is needed, we would ask that 
two primary factors be kept in mind. Our obligation under the Carnegie 
Corporation's grant is to evaluate critically the study of international poli
tics, not to make a substantive contribution to knowledge in the field. Thus, 
we are engaged in a study of the study of international politics; we cannot es
cape problems of method. In addition, we believe that political science cur
rently suffers, on balance, from a lack of sound theory and conceptualization, 
not from too much theory. If the reader shares this last sentiment, he will 
perhaps be persuaded that a few pages of elementary methodology are not 
irrelevant to our purposes. 

Underlying Assumptions and Principles 

Ir seems only fair at the outset that we attempt to state briefly some of our 
basic assumptions and principles. The clearer we are about these, the less 
likelihood of serious or petry misunderstandings. Naturally, others may hold 
different assumptions and principles, in which case the differences between 
us will be clear. Naturally, too, we can be judged as to wh ether we have been 
true to our own premises. 

Assumption One: That a fundamental need in the field of international 
politics at this time is more eJfective and more explicit conceptualization 

What follows is, in effect, an exercise in explicit conceptualization. We stress 
explicitness in part because we feel that if our analytical apparatus is brought 
out into the open, our work can be more easily shared and tested. Much of 
the work of scholars in this field cannot be replicated, and, therefore, an im
portant test of soundness and usefulness is missing. We would be presump
tuous to claim novelry, but we do claim a greater degree of explicitness and 
systematization than is now rypical of writing in this field. 

The practical uses of conceptualization need no elaborate demonstration. 
Teachers are always under the necessiry of planning courses. Time is limited. 
What is to be stressed? How can a course which is just a set of isolated topics 
be avoided? How a great mass of material to be organized? How can the sub
ject be packaged coherently for the student? Similarly, the research is con
fronted by questions which can only be answered on basis of preconceptions. 
Aside from available time and data, library facilities, and so on, how will he 
choose what he will do? His choice must be made and must be made in terms 
of some criteria. These are surely familiar considerations, but we do always as
sociate them with the nature of existing conceptualization in the field. 
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At this particular stage in the development of systematic analysis of inter
national politics, the construction of concepts, categories, and a specialized 
vocabulary is both essential and appropriate. We realize, of course, that this 
sort of activity may command more than its due share of scholady attention, 
can become an end in itself, can be sterile of results, and can be logically valid 
yet unrelated or unrelatable to empirical facts. Nonetheless, the perfection of 
analytical tools-if guided by strict application of certain rules of logic and 
scientific investigation-does not need to be wasteful or misleading. 

All attempts to describe and explain human behavior require that what 
has already transpired be recaptured-not in all its original detail, but selec
tively according to a scheme employed by the reporter or observer. As a mat
ter of fact, this goes on in daily life with all sorts of common-sense concepts 
being used. For example, we say Congressman Jones made a speech praising 
free trade because he is trying to get re-elected, or Congressman Jones at
tacked Congressman Smith for personal reasons. Such are common-sense 
explanations of motivation. They are not statements of fact but inferences 
based on an assumption or a pre-existing interpretative scheme. Normally 
we do not analyze these undedying factors or question them. In systematic 
investigations they cannot be taken for granted. A complicating factor is that 
many premises are hidden, many preconceptions implicit. However, the 
issue in social analysis is not conceptualization vs. no conceptualization, but 
what kind. Even the statement: "let the facts speak for themselves" is based 
on certain assumptions concerning the nature of facts, particularly that the 
selection and relationships of facts are suggested by the facts themselves 
without any operations by the observer. 

It should also be recognized that any conceptual scheme-if poody con
structed and unwisely used--can be a "blinder" which only permits the ob
server to see what he wants to see and find what he expects to find. These are 
mechanical difficulties which can be remedied by rigor and vigilance. Nor do 
they refute the need for some way (or ways) to determine what kinds offacts 

are relevant, how they are to be characterized, and how relations among them are 

to be explored. The notion that the scholar who engages in conceptualization 
necessarily lives in a dreamworld far removed from so-called reality is untrue. 
Pending systematic investigation, concepts must always be checked against 
known facts, and fruitful concepts really result from a combination of rules 
of scientific procedure, imagination, and empirical knowledge. 

Our first assumption is, then, that the attempt to establish a frame of 
reference which will embrace the political phenomena included in the 
study of international politics and the attempt to define certain central 
concepts for the analysis of state behavior represent a proper expenditure 
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of intellectual resources by some scholars at this stage in the development 
of political science.2 

Assumption Two: That any interpretative scheme must meet certain tests 

When a science is young-and we mean the study of politics, not the prac
tice of it-diverse ideas and investigative enterprises are to be welcomed. Yet 
it does not follow that every man's "approach" to the study of international 
politics is equally useful and valid. When the range of empirical phenomena 
is as broad as it is in this field, certainly there are many legitimate kinds of 
interests which students may have, and there are many kinds of researches 
which ought to be carried on. The variety of interests and problems open to 
any observer of a large area of social behavior, as weil as the variety of meth
ods of analysis, can be taken for granted. On the other hand, we ought to 
know-as a group of practicing scholars-why we disagree on these matters. 
Many discussions of scope and method fail to reveal the real bases of dis
agreement. One political scientist likes a historical approach, another likes 
an institutional approach, still another likes a power approach. Often the 
choice seems based on what suits the temperament of the individual teacher, 
not on rational intellectual calculation. In other words, because a wide 
choice is possible does not mean that every choice is equally legitimate in 
terms of criteria which should predominate in social science work. 

We should like to emphasize that the attempt to order a total area of ob
servation, that is, to discuss a field such as international politics in general, is 
clearly not the same thing as conducting a specific research operation on a 
limited topic or phase of the total subject. We are attempting to gain a broad 
and useful perspective on the sum total of ideas, data, courses, and activities 
which constitute a branch of learning. A research project is usually limited 
and may be designed to answer only one question. Not only is a field made 
up of many such questions and problems, but it would be manifestly ridicu
lous to take a cumbersome system of analysis into a limited research project. 
We would hope, of course, that a general scheme might aid in the smaller 
project-chiefly, perhaps, in suggesting researchable questions. 

Furthermore, there would appear to be only a limited number of ways to 
define a field of learning (as distinct from specific interests, problems, and 
issues), and these can be evaluated according to accepted criteria. But we cer
tainly would not argue that there is only one way to organize the data which 
comprise objects of study. All systems of analysis rest on two kinds of value 
judgments: first, those which affect the selection of data or problems to be 
emphasized and principles to be taught; second, those which affect the con-
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struction of the systems of analysis. In the first case, it may be decided to 
teach students the way toward peace by concentrating on the causes of war. 
In the second case, it may be decided to probe the prerequisites of peace by 
means of a concept of security-community.3 In any event these value judg
ments ought to be made explicit, and all such systems ought to be con
structed on the basis of rules of logic and concept-formation. Hence, we 
assume our scheme must stand or fall according to agreed tests. One of these 
tests is the extent to which it makes possible a more meaningful interpreta
tion of existing data, suggests new and fruitful research efforts, and raises 
meaningful empirical questions about the phenomena of international pol
itics which otherwise would not be asked. In short, interpretive schemes 
must meet three kinds of tests: operational, predictive, and efficiency. 

Assumption Three: That the basis for a general theory 
0/ international politics does not exist at this time 

Again we must emphasize the present stage in the intellectual development 
of our field. We have assumed that an attempt at an inclusive framework for 
existing and later theories makes more sense now because empirical data and 
preliminary conceptualization are as yet inadequate to support a general the
ory. A general theory must, of course, be sufficiently integrated to accom
mo date all phenomena and alliogical relationships. We do not know enough 
about international politics to construct such a theory. We hope one possi
ble by-product of our studies may be the exposure of gaps in our knowledge. 
However, this is not to say that the analysis of foreign policy and interna
tional politics ought not to be pushed to a higher level of generalization. Nor 
do we argue that the renewed interest in general theories of human behav
ior in the social sciences will not contribute to progress in the study of in
ternational politics.4 On the contrary, our feeling is that these are of major 
importance. But so far as the present inquiry is concerned, there is more 
immediate profit-and less methodological difficulty-in an attempt to cre
ate a frame of reference within which flexibility can be preserved and "mid
die range theories"5 can be stimulated and related to each other.6 

We recognize nonetheless that the li ne between a general theory and a 
frame of reference is not as sharp as we have implied. Our analysis contains 
definite "intirnations" of a general theory. We are moving toward such a the
ory, though at the moment our analysis has too many loose ends to be more 
than a frame of reference. The next step will be to put our categories to
gether in terms of logical relationships. We hope meanwhile that the foun
dations for a general theory have been laid. 
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The Nature of a Frame of Reference7 

Since we have said that we are attempting to ereate a frame of referenee for 
the study of international polities, it might be helpful to say something 
about what it means as applied to a field of study. 

1. First of all, it is an ordering enterprise. It eonsists of speeifying a way 
or ways of segregating phenomena for deseription and explanation, nor
mally, by means of definition, classifieation, eategorization, and assignment 
of properties to what is to be observed-all in varying degrees of eomplex
ity and detail. The operations are basic to deseriptive analysis and make it 
possible to isolate the faetors whieh are presumed to aeeount for the ob
served elements. This involves a good deal more than labeling things. For ex
ample, suppose we eall the number of males aged nineteen to twenty-six in 
any nation a "power faetor" or one kind of apower factor, namely, a "de
mographie factor." All we have done really is to suggest a listing of isolated 
faetors. Unless we know more about the two eategories of"power faetor" and 
"demographie factor" and, above all, about the relationships among the fae
tors, we have little more than a label or a synonym. 

If earefully done, the segregation of phenomena for study should make it 
possible to loeate the particular field of interest in a larger intelleetual context. 
To put the matter in a simple-minded way, in the ease of international poli
ties we are eoneerned with human soeial behavior, not with all soeial behav
ior but with politieal behavior under eertain speeified eonditions. Aside from 
being self-evident, what is gained by such astatement? For one thing others 
are also studying human behavior, and if we ean relate our work to theirs, per
haps help from them will be possible. There is another problem too. Suppose 
we take Gardner Murphy's study ofIndia, In the Minds 0/ Men (1953),8 and 
other produets of UNESCO's "Tensions Projeet" such as Hadley Cantril 
(ed.), Tensions That Cause -wars (1950).9 Does Murphy's study throw any light 
on all nations or just India? How ean the Murphy study and the report on in
ternational frietions be related to eaeh other and to the general study of in
ternational polities? These are reeurring questions and eannot be answered 
unless the field is given more than perfunctory definition. 

It would appear that this proeess of identifieation or drawing of bound
aries is also one prerequisite for relating the study of international polities to 
other areas of politieal seience, to other soeial seiences, and to other aeademie 
disciplines in a profitable, meaningful way. Thus far, we have not effeetively 
linked Area Studies, Comparative Government, Publie Administration, Po
litical Theory, and Politieal Parties, to say nothing ofHistory, Philosophy, and 
the Soeial Seiences, to International Polities. 
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2. Secondly, a coherent frame of reference should make explicit the value 
clusters which govern the social and intellectual purposes of observers and 
teachers who employ it. Thus, if there is a Marxist or World Government 
value cluster which serves as an organizing principle and if the frame of ref
erence is coherent and explicit, that fact should be abundantly clear. Pur
poses can be classified roughly as follows: criticism; reform; reliable 
description; explanation; prediction; teaching; pure research; and applied re
search. These are not mutually exclusive, and several may be served simulta
neously by a single investigative enterprise. The distinction among various 
purposes is so important that some examples are in order. Here are several 
simple pro positions with designation as to purpose indicated in parentheses: 

a. The President needs more staff help (criticism) 
b. There should be a joint Executive-Congress committee on foreign 

policy (reform) 
c. The President (or someone acting for hirn) opens all treaty negotia

tions (description) 
d. The President is more powerful in foreign policy matters because he 

has more opportunity to act (explanation) 
e. The less information Congress has on a major foreign policy issue, 

the more likely it is to oppose the President (prediction) 

Pure research would be represented by a question of this type: under 
what conditions will the President's interpretation of his role be more sig
nificant in predicting his behavior than the written mIes which bind hirn? 
Applied research would be represented by this question: how can the Pres
ident handle his relations with Senate leaders so that his Constitutional pre
rogatives will not be impaired and so that the Senate will feel it has been 
fully consulted? 

An adequate frame of reference ought to alert the user to possible in
compatibility of purposes. For example, to the extent that predictive power 
is developed with respect to decision-making, an observer should be able to 
make certain statements about the probable consequences of an alteration of 
the conditions under which decisions are made, that is, "reform." In this in
stance, scientific knowledge may contribute to the solution of an essentially 
engineering problem. But the critic who tri es to bring about a change byar
guing from apriori assumptions which are not to be tested is performing a 
quite different kind of intellectual operation from the observer who holds 
such assumptions as problematical-as subject to empirical verification of 
some sort. Similarly, conveying "understanding" to students may be quite 
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different from designing a research project. Some frames of reference will ac
commodate both, others will not. Doubdess a graphic and interesting dass 
ho ur can be built around outstanding personalities and their interpretations 
of the so-called "gap" between President and Congress, but such an ap
proach might not serve to suggest researchable questions. This brings up the 
point that training students as enlightened citizens and training them as fu
ture researchers may be quite different things and involve quite different 
problems. Again, judging a policy-maker's actions is not necessarily the same 
as trying to portray the world of the policy-maker as it exists for hirn. 

3. Perhaps the heart of any frame of reference, as we are using the term 
here, is the explicit revelation of the observer's general posture toward his 
subject-how he relates hirnself to the phenomena under study and how he 
chooses to handle these phenomena. This third characteristic of a frame of 
reference actually embraces several components concerning which the ob
server should be demandingly self-conscious. Every student of social behav
ior makes certain assumptions about the social world in which he lives and 
in which he carries on his investigations-some of these are moral, some 
philosophical, and some methodological. Thus, some scholars do not believe 
that precise knowledge about human behavior is possible-or, to take the 
extreme of this position-that social science is possible. Now these scholars 
are certainly entided to this belief The point here is that the consequences 
of so believing are great for the kind of frame of reference employed and the 
frame of reference ought to make it explicit. 

To take another example, so me observers or scholars apparendy postulate 
an objective reality which is knowable and describable by an investigator and 
which, when described, constitutes the real social world. Others, on the con
trary, assurne multiple subjective realities which, when described, also consti
tute the social system in terms of which human behavior is to be explained. 10 

To suggest the difference this choice makes, let us suppose that there is a dis
pute between the State Department and the Defense Department. If one as
sumes objective reality, it follows logically that the dispute and its context 
can be described-that there is a single, coherent whole which an outside 
observer can put together and in terms of which he can then interpret ac
tion. Thus he may say that the two agencies are disputing because they both 
have "ignored" certain facts or because they "see" the problem or situation 
differendy. In either case it is assumed that there is a situation composed of 
relevant factors which is affecting the behavior of the two agencies whether 
they realize it or not. To assurne multiple realities, on the other hand, is to 
assurne that there is no one objective situation common in all respects to all 
the participants. Rather, the views the individual participants have of their 
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situation will overlap (that is, agree) and also will show discrepancies. Both 
the overlap and discrepancies are regarded by the observer as defining the sit
uation. Anything the participants ignore is not apart of the situation, 
though any subjective errors the participants may make are. In the first case, 
an objective situation is recreated by the ob server on the basis of what the 
participants tell hirn plus what he knows which they do not. In the other 
case, the situation is recreated on the basis of how the participants each de
fine it. 

Methodologically, many models 11 are available to the observer-models 
based on statistical inference, organizational charts, process analysis, system 
analysis, actors and action,12 and so on. Within these, further choices are 
possible. "Model" is an ambiguous term in social science. But it is so dosely 
related to frame of reference that abrief comment is required. Actually, of 
course, a model is an analytical tool-fashioned by the observer for his own 
purposes or chosen from existing stocks. Ir is an artificial device for compar
ing, measuring, experimenting, and guiding observation-all with respect to 
empirical phenomena. One of the most important functions of models is to 
generate hypotheses which otherwise might not occur to the observer and 
which can be tested by reference to factual data. 

A familiar device (or model) is that of a rational bureaucracy. No one ever 
saw a completely rational organization, but the observer specifies the char
acteristics of such an organization (what it would be like if it did exist) and 
then measures or describes the extent to which areal organization conforms 
to the specifications. To take another example, one can also ass urne rational 
policy-makers whose behavior will manifest certain properties. When these 
properties do not appear in the behavior, one already has a basis for saying 
something about the differences between what the model predicts and what 
actually happens, and about the reasons for the differences. 

4. A frame of reference will also consist of adefinition or characterization 
of the range of empirical phenomena to be described and explained, along 
with the concepts which establish the criteria of relevance for specifYing the 
factors or determinants to be employed. To illustrate, let us deliberately 
choose a set of factors which all students would agree is important but which 
is not always geared effectively into the analysis of state behavior, namely, 
class structure. Unless a scheme indudes an explicit category entitled social 
stratiJication which directs attention to certain domestic social phenomena, 
an observer might or might not eventually reach these data. In the absence 
of this category, two possibilities would appear to be open: the first, the ob
server may work backward from a particular problem, thus reaching the dass 
factor among others; second, the observer-ifhe had so me special interest 
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in dass or so me other reason-might ask the general question: how do so
cial dass es affect foreign policy? The first possibility has an unfortunate ran
dom quality-important factors may be easily missed. The second is 
cumbersome and time-consuming. Other questions must follow; what are 
dasses? which definition of dass should be used? how are the connecting 
links to foreign policy to be established? Furthermore, unless a more basic 
category such as social stratification is employed, scholars tend to argue 
about the meaning of dass, and the vital distinction between dass and stra
tum may be ignored. 13 

One possible reason for the early neglect of power factors in the study of 
international politics was the lack of categories which would have alerted 
students to such factors. Later shortcomings in the power approach can be 
traced in part to inadequate categories. To describe and explain state behav
ior, therefore, it is necessary to begin with definitions and categories which 
specify the way in which such behavior is to be described and the way in 
which the determinants of such behavior are to be identified. The set or sets 
of concepts which comprise the frame of reference should normally point to 
possible relationships among the factors so isolated. 

5. When properly developed, concepts can be used as the basis for gen
erating hypotheses which can then be tested against existing empirical 
knowledge or future observation. If the categories and concepts are indusive 
and suggestive, it should be possible to decide tentatively what kinds of the
ories are appropriate for the phenomena induded in the over-all analytical 
scheme and to suggest ways of applying these theories. To these ends, some 
of the implications of the definitions and concepts employed should be in
dicated explicitly. Thus, a frame of reference functions as a basis for devel
oping and applying theories-theories of varying degrees of complexity and 
on various levels of generalization. One reason for the neglect or ignorance 
of the applicability of existing and developing theories of human social be
havior to the study of international politics has been the lack of a concep
tual scheme which would suggest possible applications. For example, under 
the heading of "communications theory" there is a duster of analytical tools 
induding insights and hypotheses concerning mass media, organizational 
behavior, small groups, and intra- as weil as cross-cultural phenomena. The 
problem is how to use these, for they are vitally important to our field. Bur 
it is also part of the problem to do so in a way which will make the analysis 
of state behavior more coherent, not more confused. Communications the
ories point in several directions to the flow of information and interpretative 
cues among policy-makers, between policy-making groups, between various 
publies, between policy-makers and the general public, between govern-
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ments, and between national groups on the nongovernmental level. How 
can these be both explored and linked in terms of an over-all system? 

In another sense, a frame of reference may be likened to an umbrella. It 
may make it possible to link or relate apparently unrelated data and propo
sitions by providing new and perhaps broader categories. Thus, both cultural 
differences and armaments are significant categories. Can they be related to 
each other and, in turn, to a more general category? We think the answer is 
yes, with success depending on the adequacy of the frame of reference. 

6. A frame of reference may or may not have a major informing notion or 
a focus around which its constituent elements may be organized. The frame 
of reference we are attempting to construct does have a central concept or, 
better, a set of concepts-namely, decision-making. By saying that our 
scheme rests on this central analytical device, we are really stating our tenta
tive conclusion that the decision-making approach is one fruitful method of 
alerting the observer to the major determinants of state behavior and of an
alyzing such factors. We believe that the phenomena normally studied in the 
field of international politics can be interpreted and related meaningfully by 
means of this concept as we shall present it. Ir should be clearly understood 
that this is not to say that all useful work in the field must or can be done 
within the decision-making framework. One may describe particular events, 
conditions, and interactions between states without necessarily probing the 
nature and outcome of the processes through which state action evolves. 
However, and the qualification is crucial, if one wishes to probe the "why" 
questions underlying the events, conditions, and interaction patterns which 
rest upon state action, then decision-making analysis is certainly necessary. 
We would go so far as to say that the "why" questions cannot be answered with

out analysis 0/ decision-making. 

Purposes of This Project 

We are assuming, then, that at this stage the attempt at a comprehensive 
frame of reference makes more sense than an attempt at a general theory. 
And we are assuming that this attempt requires us to be explicit about our 
intellectual purposes and operations. If the scheme is successful on technical 
grounds, there remain further tests, for we have also assumed that a prelim
inary effort at conceptualization would substantially aid certain other basic 
purposes we have in mind: 14 (1) to take stock of the intellectual underpin
nings of the field of international politics; (2) to classifY and to evaluate crit
ically existing "approaches," "theories," and systems of analysis; (3) to 
prepare a selected, annotated bibliography of the literature of international 



36 Richard C. Snyder, H. W Bruck 6- Burton Sapin 

politics; (4) to formulare some major problems of research in this area of 
human behavior. All of these purposes are re!ated to one fundamentallong
range ambition-the establishment of adequate intellectual foundations for 
a genuine analytical science. It ought to be said at once that we expect only 
to make limited, yet measurable, progress toward these goals. If these goals 
are accepted by other scholars as appropriate and feasible, it will take the 
work of many laboring over time to make a substantial progress. The task 
will be noticeably lighter if the moods and procedures of the active scholars 
permit and encourage us to stand on one another's shoulders instead of 
holding each other at arm's length. Discrete, isolated intellectual effort often 
results in unnecessary duplication. Perhaps, eventually, an agreement on 
what we know and do not know about international politics and on what 
kinds of knowledge15 (for example, scientific, intuitive, apriori, and so on) 
are socially valuable and technically possible will pave the way for piling up 
relatable empirical studies from which generalizations can be drawn and 
continuously codified. 

Even if the foregoing assumptions turn out to be adequate and accepted, 
we do not fee! that we are in any way excused from confronting the difficult 
problems of research in this field of learning. A conceptual scheme is not a 
research design or a substitute for one. Nor can we remain intellectually 
honest without at so me point stating some hypotheses and laying down 
some of the conditions under which low-level predictions16 are possible. We 
shall try also, as we proceed, to support our analysis with real hypothetical 
examples. To keep categorization from becoming a sterile exercise, we shall 
suggest the "difference it makes" to use certain concepts. 

2. SOME GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
PRESENT STUDY OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICS 

The assumptions and purposes outlined above have grown in part out of our 
conviction concerning the state of learning in international politics. 

Ferment and Discontent 

There has been almost constant ferment in the field since the publication of 
the pioneering works of Schuman 1 and Spykman.2 These works were them
selves the symbols of an intellectual revolt. In the meantime, dissatisfaction 
with existing explanations and teaching methods has continued unabated.3 

There might be several reasons for this. First, the factors relevant to adequate 
explanations of state behavior have multiplied because the social complexity 
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and significance of the impact of relations between states have increased far 
more rapidly in the past twenty years4 than at any previous time. A greater 
range of factors affect, and in turn are affected by, the actions of national 
states. Second, simultaneously the progress of social science techniques and 
the gradual accumulation of reliable knowledge {particularly through the so
cial research of World War II)5 have alerted observers to the existence and 
significance of factors hitherto ignored or taken for gran ted. Thus, in a 
sense, the phenomena of international politics have become more numerous 
and complicated because students have become more sophisticated. Simple 
notions of causality are no longer acceptable. As tradition and precedent 
have been weakened as forms of international social contro!, attention has 
been turned to "human" factors, much as in the case of industrial relations 
and public administration. Third, recent events and developments such as 
totalitarianism and ideological warf are have prompted scholars to inquire 
into the so-called irrational or nonrational elements of politics and into 
communications arnong societies. The need for many varieties of valid social 
knowledge as a basis for sound policies has also stimulated a more thorough 
and systematic analysis of political behavior at the international level. It is 
not a long jump from an awareness of the relevance of anthropological data 
for the efficient administration of occupied islands in the Pacific during and 
after World War II to the application of the concept of culture to an under
standing of international conflict. 

The combination of social and inteHectuai developments has therefore 
opened up at once new problems as weH as new opportunities. As we have 
become more realistic in our grasp of the complexities of international poli
ties, the list of relevant phenomena has grown longer, and the determinants 
of state action appear to be increasing proportionately. This is apparent espe
cially if one probes a single case in great detail. Accordingly, there has been an 
almost random search for variables and so me discouragement over the possi
bility of exhaustive categories which will facilitate the establishment of rela
tionships arnong variables. Another result has been explanatory theories built 
around single-factor analysis. Still another is aseries of separate topies, stud
ies, and fields of interest which are unrelatable, primarily because they are on 
different levels of abstraction. In sum, there is no commonly accepted, com
prehensive frame of reference for the study of international polities which sys
tematically defines the field and establishes categories for its analysis. 

The Confusion of Purposes 

Often the purposes of writers on international politics are unidentified 
and thoroughly intermixed. There is nothing wrong per se with an author 
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having multiple purposes, provided these are kept separate and made ex
plieit. Nor does it need to be argued that the gathering of reliable data 
coneerning state behavior has a direet relevanee to the sound evaluation of 
foreign polieies or that the eapaeity to prediet the eonsequenees of patterns 
of aetion involved in deeision-making might help the poliey-makers to 
solve some of their organizational problems. However, to repeat a point 
made earlier, an analysis of what values should govern foreign poliey deei
sions may throw little light on what values do in faet govern and how. The 
literat ure on the idealism-realism theme illustrates clearly the way in whieh 
what is and what-ought-to-be may become eonfused for analytieal pur
pos es. Aetually, this is primarily a eontroversy over the desirability or un
desirability of eertain polieies or strategies. Yet partieipating writers often 
make explanatory eomments whieh presume to portray the faetors whieh 
do-as well as should-influenee the poliey-makers, without adequate or 
appropriate analytieal supports for the eonclusions. For example, the erit
ieism that Ameriean foreign poliey is too moralistie and/or legalistie im
plieitly suggests that eertain implied values are dominant, though it does 
not explain why or how. 

The Implicitness of Intelleetual Operations 

Mueh more serious is the intelleetual eonfusion whieh flows from the faet 
that many of the key assumptions, eoneepts, and definitions whieh figure in 
present writing are implicit and often, apparently, not even clearly under
stood. The words "seeurity," "policy," "state," "objeetive," "power," "national 
interest," "peaee," and so on appear over and over again in the literature. Yet 
it is relatively rarely that the implied assumptions and definitions eonneeted 
with them are reeognized or spelled out. Several important kinds of conse
quences may follow. 

First, it is exceedingly difficult to evaluate or test empirically me systems of 
analysis based on sueh implicit operations. Such operations may in fact slip by 
unnoticed. In systematic analysis, assumptions, concepts, and definitions con
stitute the rules which the observer is to employ, and he is limited as weil as 
helped by them. One result of implicitness is that limitations may be ignored. 
Simplif}ring assumptions are necessary and useful, but once made they cannot 
be ignored-that is, the observer cannot proceed to make statements whieh 
violate the assumptions he has made. One does not eliminate the impact of, 
say, motivational factors on certain behaviors by making assumptions about 
them; one only holds mem constant or temporarily beyond need of investiga
tion. Many of the assumptions made in the analysis of international politics 
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concern the motives of state. When made explicitly-which means they are 
subject to the tests of validity and usefulness--confusion can be avoided. But 
often a particular writer will assurne a single motive-that is, a drive for 
power-and then proceed to describe and explain phenomena which cannot 
be accounted for except by abandoning the assumption originally made. Dis
crepancies of this kind are usually treated as exceptions. This permits retention 
of the assumption without regard for its inherent limitations. 

Second, there is no magie in assumptions-they may be false or implau
sible. Assumptions ought to be examined carefully. Third, implicitness tends 
to separate the basis of a statement from the statement itself. Fourth, and 
also very serious, unless the bases for propositions about data are made ex
plicit, comparison is difficult. Earlier it was suggested that one possible de
feet in contemporary analysis is that one scholar cannot always employ the 
approach of another and arrive at identical results. Replication depends on 
underlying operations being made dear. 

Lack of Researchable Issues and Operational Definitions 

Many of the propositions commonly accepted and used by students of in
ternational politics are not expressed in researchable form-it would be dif
ficult if not impossible to verifY them by empirical investigation.6 Basic 
concepts-such as "national interest"-when they are defined are not oper
ationally defined in the sense that empirical referents can be identified eas
ily. It is one thing to insist that the observer has a right to define his terms 
any way he sees fit provided only that he is dear and consistent. It is another 
to insist that all definitions are of one kind (that is, nominal, operational, 
postulational, extensional, and so on) and are of equal darity and urility. 
There appears to be substantial semantic confusion rraceable to rhis source. 
Many distinctions and dichotomies-among rh em "realism" versus "ideal
ism"-are false or misleading.7 

Needless to say, constructive research has not been enhanced by the mis
raken employment of metaphors, especially when they are based on concepts 
borrowed from the natural sciences. A case in point is the mechanical model 
drawn from Physics which has become the basis for postulating equilibrium 
in the so-called power relations of states.8 The description and explanation 
of national behavior has also suffered from the common fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness or reification, exemplified chiefly by the subtle transformation of 
the word "state" from a proper analytical abstraction into a symbol allegedly 
standing for a concrete entity-that is, an object or system having an exis
tence of its own apart from real persons and their behaviors.9 This is dosely 
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related to the failure often to distinguish between analytical and concrete 
structures of policy-making institutions. Since this is an immensely signifi
cant distinction it ought to be explained briefly. Suppose we think of a 
Wednesday morning meeting of the National Security Council. All the 
members are seated around the conference table discussing problems. In 
toto, this would exemplifY a concrete structure. Now suppose we think of 
one aspect of this decision-making unit, namely, the authority relationships 
existing among the members-the President is the superior officer, the Sec
retary of State is first among equals, the Director of the CLA. ranks below 
the Secretary of Defense, and so on. This exemplifies an analytic structure, 
that is, an abstraction of certain relationships. We shall have occasion to re
turn to this point later. 10 

Nor has it been helpful in the study of international politics to employ 
common-sense notions of motivation and to employ motivational concepts 
properly applicable only to an isolated individual human being without re
gard to his social role or his role as a policy-maker. We have already made 
this point in another connection. Two further examples will suffice: "states
men rationalize because they do not want their true motives known" and 
"the Secretary of State behaves the way he does because he is emotionally in
seeure." The first is a hypo thesis drawn from lore or from everyday experi
ence, the second is essentially a hypothesis which applies to individuals 
viewed as psychic organisms. Basically, the issue is one of appropriateness. As 
a matter of fact, common-sense constructs are not dangerous or misleading 
per se-they can be very helpful in the early stages of any systematic analy
sis. If allowed, however, to dominate conceptualization and empirical re
search, the results can be stultifYing indeed. Common-sense constructs are 
designed to facilitate social action, not to explain it. 

"Personality" and "Informal Factors" 

Two fairly recent foei of political interest and theorizing-the concept of 
personality and the concept of informal foctors--<:onstitute at once a source 
of strength and weakness for further intellectual ordering of the field of in
ternational politics. The more sophisticated contemporary theories of per
sonality undergirded by case studies and experiments are more serviceable 
than the one-dimensional models of some classical political theorists. 11 

They dovetail nicely with the well-established preoccupation of some 
diplomatie historians with the individual statesman. However, emphasis of 
this kind also serves to intensifY a tendency which has already produced 
unfortunate by-products in the analysis of state behavior, one of which is 
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to view the decision-maker in isolation rather than as apart of a social sys
tem (that is, governmental institutions). Concentration on the personality 
of diplomats or policy-makers-without making explicit the relevant as
sumptions about their roles in a governmental context-unleashes the 
ugly specter of the problem of not being able to decide which aspects of 
the individual's personality are really crucial to an explanation of his be
havior qua decision-maker. 

Belated discovery of the nature and importance of so-called informal12 

factors in administrative behavior and in the larger context of the non
governmental social factors which condition the actions of offlcials obvi
ously has enriched and liberated political science. On the other hand, the 
resulting tendency to talk ambiguously about the political process13 and 
about the reallocus of decision-making as being outside the boundaries of 
the formal structure of government has diverted attention from the signif
icance of formal organizational factors. In the process of liberating us from 
the confines of the legal-institutional approach, little provision has been 
made for analytical concepts to link the policy-makers and domestic social 
factors beyond the concept of access l4 which, though necessary and fruitful, 
leaves a gap-a gap between the interaction of officials and nonofflcials and 
the decision-making behavior 0/ the officials. For example, the concept of ac
cess does not offer any visible means to explain why, after a conversation 
with a paid lobbyist, a senator will go to the floor of the Senate and vote 
the way the lobbyist wanted hirn to. That is, if the conversation is the only 
variable (and it is a big if) and if no bribe is involved, how is the Senator's 
behavior to be explained? To say he was "influenced" by the lobbyist begs 
all the crucial questions. 

The Wide Range of Phenomena in International Politics 

One of the characteristics of international politicaPS relationships generally 
is the wide range of phenomena to be identified, described, and accounted 
for. Thus the student appears to be confronted with an almost insurmount
able task. The list of possible relevant factors and determinants required to 
explain the behavior of states seems infinite. Admittedly, the phenomena are 
complex. However, problems of relevance and cruciality, and the relation
ship between phenomena and explanatory principles arise from sources 
other than the inherent nature of the phenomena. There is, of course, no 
necessary one-to-one relationship between the complexity and number of 
empirical phenomena on the one hand and the complexity of explanatory 
systems on the other. To take an absurd case, perhaps 179 pressure groups 
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may be suspected of being involved in a particular foreign policy issue. Pro
vided one has an adequate model (or scheme) for handling the possible im
pact of a single press ure group, 179 groups make more work but do not 
complicate the model. This is the familiar pitfall of insufficient generaliza
tion. An apparent multiplicity of factors may be due to incomplete or faulty 
categorization. Apparent complexity may result from an attempt to relate 
propositions which are unrelatable as stated and from an attempt to be ex
haustive in listing or accounting for all occurrences which are connected 
with a given event or set of events. A careful refinement of analytical pur
poses and delineation of research targets may help considerably to reduce the 
burdens of numbers and complexity of phenomena. The desire to "see" 
everything at once is a natural one, but it represents another siren song for 
it is based on the assumption that the social world can be or must be recon
stituted to the last detail which is neither possible, necessary, nor desirable. 

Ir would take a large umbrella indeed to cover the hurly-burly of empir
ical events, the actions being taken, the conditions which affect the actions, 
and the "problems" which we think of when we think of foreign policies and 
the numerous, ongoing contacts between nations. All of these occurrences 
and states of affairs are going on or did go on simultaneously. How can all 
this be "fitted together"-the atomic bomb, the race issue in South Africa, 
the cold war, the revolution in Egypt, the European coal-steel community, 
the death of Stalin, the negotiation of a trade agreement between Canada 
and Mexico, a speech by the President of the United States, and so on in
definitely? As a matter of fact, one of the first kinds of questions about a 
scheme such as we are presenting here is: how do you "fit in" something like 
the Bricker Amendment or the fact that the Secretary of Defense and the 
Secretary of State "dislike" each other? Ir is not always clear what "fit in" 
means. Whatever it means it is perfectly clear that these two requirements 
must be met to avoid swamping the observer: first, he must ask hirnself what 
precisely he wishes to describe and explain; second, he must ask hirns elf how 
he can best typifY and generalize so description and explanation can proceed 
economically. Ir is one thing to assurne that all factors have a similar relevancy 
under all conditions. Ir is another to specifY potential relevancies under par
ticular conditions. Obviously, if one has constructed a workable model of an 
atom, one can und erstand certain things about atoms. Accordingly, the per
fection of concepts and categories should provide a basis for handling inter
national phenomena without having to "see" and to "grasp" everything at 
once. 

The foregoing suggests an important point. At the present time political 
science lacks-or appears to lack-useful typologies. Essentially, a typology is 
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a grouping of phenomena or data or analytic structures according to as
sumed or verified common properties. Thus, "factors" that otherwise have 
unique properties or different properties can be considered as potentially re
latable under limited conditions. This facilitates the search for comparabil
ity as well as relationships. Above all, any prediction would require the 
ability to generalize from one situation to another on the basis of enduring 
relevancies based on common properties. The present lack of typologies ap
parently stems in part from the stress on differences among phenomena 
rather than on uniformities. Ir should be noted that a useful typology will 
usually involve more than simple classification. 

The impression of overwhelmingness of data in the study ofinternational 
politics is due partly to the fact that traditionally it has been primarily a de
scriptive discipline. Much historical reconstruction seems to rest on the ac
cumulation of a great mass of detail which has a tendency to emphasize the 
uniqueness of events, conditions, cases, and developments. Unfolding a story 
causes general properties and common elements which might link different 
occurrences to be lost. How can one comprehend the past in all of its detail, 
all of its ramifications, all of its discontinuities? The task is hopeless if one 
thinks only in terms of discrete phenomena. A tradition of raw empiricism 
in political science (of great value in itself) has contributed both to despair 
and to unsound methodological assumptions. In particular, case studies, 
which should become the basis for generalization, have somehow supported 
the notion that about any policy or event there is too much to be known, 
much of it unknowable. 

We stress this point on the unwieldiness of the field because we feel that 
it has contributed to unfortunate extremes of approach to an analysis of 
state behavior. So me writers have sought refuge in a single, over-simple 
concept such as "power." Others have despaired of finding organizing prin
ciples and have confined themselves to highly factual presentation of dis
crete topics-the state, diplomacy, economic instrumentalities, and so on. 
Many widely used textbooks appear to be grab-bags, leaving the reader with 
an impression of incoherence. The more ground these books cover, the less 
integrated they are. 

3. CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES TO 
THE STUDY OF INTERNATIONAL POUTICS 

In the previous section we undertook a brief review of what we think are 
so me of the major characteristics of our field because such reminders may 
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enable readers to "locate" our position and purposes more easily. By spelling 
out these obvious points-which generally are passed over-we make our 
ideas dearer. To carry this one step further we shall comment in summary 
fashion on contemporary approaches to the study of international politics. 

When students, teachers, and researchers discuss approaches to the study 
of international politics, usually everything from intuitive hunches to full
blown theoretical systems is induded. It is perhaps natural, though unfortu
nate, that theory is such a loose word even among social scientists. Often 
theory is employed as a synonym for concept, frame of reference, simple hy
potheses, and principle or law. While these ambiguities do not seem to in
terfere with communication on a common-sense basis, they may be a severe 
handicap not only to rigorous analysis and inquiry, but to a fruitful assess
ment of any field of learning. Theory is also employed to indude the oper
ating rules of the policy-maker and the social proverbs which circulate in any 
cultural context. Difficulties arise not so much from multiple meanings as 
from the suppression of the differences and their analytical consequences. 
We have already noted that nature of a frame of reference and how it differs 
from theory in the technical sense. At another time we shall discuss more ad
equately the nature of concepts and theories particularly as they relate to the 
work in international politics. Suffice it to say here, the term "approach" 
means many things not exduding the purposes and philosophical disposi
tion of various writers. It may be more important to characterize a given au
thor as arealist (again, in a technical philosophical sense) than to identif)r 
hirn with the power school of thought. It may be as important to know that 
an author is trying to demonstrate errors in a nation's foreign policy as to 
know that he employs an assumption of inevitable conflict among states. Fi
nally, "approach" may merely call attention to a focus of interest evident in 
recent writings, such as the role of ideals versus self-interest in the formation 
of foreign policy. 

We wish to make it very dear that what we intend here is no destructive 
criticism. We do not imply that any scholar's work as a whole or in part, is 
good or bad or should or should not have been undertaken. It would be un
gracious, improper, and fallacious to make sweeping condemnations of the 
labors of our colleagues in this field. When we say that we are attempting to 
"evaluate critically" the existing ways of defining and organizing the study of 
international politics, we mean that we are interested in trying to identif)r 
and characterize the various intellectual properties involved. To say that a 
writer's system is based on single causation does not necessarily mean such a 
practice is wrong per se or lacks utility, but only that certain analytical con
sequences folIowand that the criteria for judging any frame of reference or 
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testing hypotheses should be applied if one wishes to be rigorous. Once 
again it is necessary to emphasize the range of choice open to the observer
teacher, both with respect to general schemes which encompass the field and 
to specific research problems. However, choice is always related to purpose, 
and it can be established by objective rules that certain choices of analytical 
system are not appropriate for certain purposes the observer may entertain. 

Theories, Categories, Frames of Reference, Concepts, Foci of Interest 

If one perus es the most influential texts and the existing periodicalliterature 
one can list the chief kinds of preoccupations and interests contemporary 
scholars in the field of international politics appear to have: 

NATIONAL INTEREST-(a) as an explanation of state behavior involving 
the notion that policy-makers and diplomats discover, define, and preserve 
the "national interest"; (b) a formula or formulas employed by statesmen to 
guide their choices and to legitimate choices already made; (c) reference to 
value conflicts and to competing clusters of values which might guide pol
icy choices 

POWER THEORIES-three basic varieties: (a) balance of power (and its own 
variations); (b) the national power equation-a quantitative reckoning of 
certain ingredients such as natural resources, population, productive capac
ity, and so on; (c) capabilities analysis-power factors plus an estimate of a 
state's capacity to mobilize its power effectively, to make sound decisions, 
and to execute them properly, plus analysis of the capacity of other states to 
resist and to carry out objectives of their own 

EQUILIBRIUM AND STABILITY ANALYSIS-a distant cousin of one variety of 
the balance of power idea which implies a delicate relationship among power 
factors, fundamental national needs and tolerance for conflict short of war 
which can or cannot be upset by a rapid change in one of the components; 
a stable equilibrium would be one in which a substantial shirt in one of the 
components or in the relationship among them would be required to destroy 
the equilibrium 

THE GEOPOLITICAL APPROAcH-(a) the Haushofer School; (b) emphasis on 
geography as a crucial factor in the determination of state behavior; (c) non
deterministic and nonpolicy-oriented consideration of geographical factors 

IMPERIALISM-historical and contemporary studies in the development 
and consequences of dominance-submission relationships; simple and elab
orate economic and psychological hypotheses to account for the phenomena 
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NATIONALISM-regarded as a basic force behind the evolution of the na
tion-state and as underlying both aggressive behavior and the legitimate 
striving for independence and self-determination; also viewed as a basic 
cause and catalyst of international conflict 

WAR AND PEACE-a long and deep interest in the causes, nature, and con
sequences of war and the conditions of peace; the cooperation-conflict con
tinuum has been dosely related 

COMMUNITY-again, an enduring interest in the possibility, desirability, 
and actual degree of community at the supranational level; also dosely re
lated to the war-peace focus 

THE MARKET APPROACH-most international trade and monetary theory 
and the description of trade relations can be categorized as viewing the ex
change of goods and services among nations in essentially market terms 

LAW AND INSTITUTIONS-perhaps until 1930 the dominant emphasis in 
the field: description and interpretation of legal norms and the institutional 
arrangements through which national conduct and formal interstate collab
oration were regulated; the legal-institutional approach laid primary empha
sis on the significance of formal mies in the conduct of states 

VALUE THEORY-recently some scholars have attempted to apply value 
theory to the behavior of nations in an effort to avoid some of the difficul
ti es found in power theories and the national interest focus; an attempt has 
been made to push analysis beyond the familiar catalogue of national objec
tives to discover possible sources 

MEANS-ENDS ANALYSIS-the attempt to identify and dassify the objec
tives, techniques, and strategies observable in the actions of states; generally 
speaking objectives are postulated, and there has been relatively more accent 
on techniques 

Commentary on These Approaches 

This list is only meant to call to mind the major areas of interest dis
played by scholars and is not intended as a tmncated critical evaluation. 
Enough has been said, however, to permit comment which in turn should 
make it easier to identify the differences in our analysis. 

1. To repeat an earlier assertion: Despite all the writing done which can 
be categorized under the foregoing headings, key words and concepts have 
remained ambiguous and for the most part undefined. Multiple purposes 
have remained undifferentiated, and the various schemes (or even combina
tions) are not agreed upon as the unifying devices for the field. Serious criti
cisms have been leveled at all of them, and there seems to be widespread 
dissatisfaction with their usefulness as pedagogical techniques. 
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2. Ir should be no ted that the intellectual history of any field of learning 
will be shaped by two sets of factors: the interests and capacities of professional 
scholars and social events and conditions such as wars, revolutions, and so on. 
Thus, there are noticeable fads and trends. This is not the proper place to trace 
the developments in this field since 1930, but several points are deserving of 
comment. First, though there is now growing interest in the systematizing of 
the study of international politics, there is only a handful of articles and chap
ters ofbooks dealing with the nature of the field.! Second, much of the atten
tion now focused on national interest and the realist-idealist conflict by 
American scholars stems in large part from the influences of what can only be 
called aperiod of"re-examinism" with respect to American foreign policy from 
1947 to 1954. The attempt to discover "error" in official policy and to estab
lish enduring criteria for "sound" strategies has had its impact on the study of 
international politics. Realistic critics2 have alleged that adherence to moral 
principles and failure to recognize the "power essence" of interstate relations 
have led to unwise and ineffective policies. Ir has been fashionable to "whip 
Wilsonianism" and to herald the Founding Fathers as hard-headed, politically 
sophisticated analysts. United States policy-makers have been condemned for 
being idealistic and for trying to espouse the welfare of all mankind. Third, the 
reaction against power-realism, both as policy criticism and as an approach to 
understanding the international political process, has already set in. Not only 
is the power approach criticized on logical and methodological grounds but on 
ethical grounds as well. Not only is power analysis attacked for not account
ing for all available empirical evidence but its supporters are condemned for 
their policy views. Ir is being asserted that ideals do and must playa significant 
role in the policies and actions of states and that the assertion and implemen
tation of ideals are in themselves ways of influencing the conduct of others. 
Those who insist upon a realistic stability based on an equilibrium of power 
free of moral connotations are condemned as neutral with regard to the very 
core of the great international conflicts of the day. 

3. Despite the increased attention paid to "errar" in national policy, no 
objective definition of errar has been forthcoming. It is to be noted that 
none of the well-known approaches listed above, except for the probing of 
values presumed to effect the decisions of statesmen, make any provision for 
reconstructing the world as it might seem to the statesmen. Therefore, the 
question of the appropriateness of the criteria (even when these are explicit, 
which often they are not) for judging policies arises. Capabilities analysis has 
certainly thrown new light on a range of possible reasons for policy failures 
and ineffectiveness. In most cases, "error" tends to be defined by the ob
server's rules-which may be quite inappropriate because these ignore the 
policy-maker's situation and make no attempt to take his views into account. 
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4. All of the empirical phenomena described and interpreted in the text
books and periodical literature of international politics can be grouped 
under four major headings: (a) interaction between states: patterns, systems, 
processes; (b) historical trends: chronological descriptions and explanation; 
(c) policy formation and execution; and (d) discrete events, including cases 
and problems. A casual survey indicates clearly that by far the greater pro
portion of research and writing has been expended on categories (a) and (b). 
Within (a), relatively more attention has been paid to describing the inter
actions than to discovering the "why" of such interactions. Also within (a), 
relatively more attention has been paid to governmental rather than non
governmental interaction, to institutional rather than noninstitutional pat
terns. Finally, attention has been concentrated on the allocation of goods 
and services (economic patterns), the opposite ends of the conflict-coopera
tion continuum, and the dominance-submission relationships. 

These relative emphases, along with neglect of policy-making, perhaps 
partially explain the failure until recently to take into account sociological 
variables in state behavior. Emphasis on historical description has served to 
accent the need for perspective and to show how we arrived where we are, 
but it has not helped to answer the question why certain sequences of events 
have occurred with the consequences which followed. Historical explanation 
has often been based on concepts and categories which are difficult to apply 
to contemporary developments and has been couched in terms of imper
sonal forces to which are imputed a causal power. 

Underlying Assumptions of Contemporary Approaches: 
The Objective-Subjective Dilemma 

No systematic attempt has been made so far to examine the methodological 
presuppositions of the various schemes noted above and their analytical con
sequences. These approaches-or aspects of them-can be categorized ac
cording to certain characteristics. Most of the writing-insofor as it is 
interpretive-can be fitted into what may be called an "objective reality" 
group and an "ethical principles" group. 

Objective Reality 

This is primarily an inductive school of thought3 which basically insists that 
objective conditions exist and are knowable on the basis of mies which 
would yield identical results to all investigators or observers. Objective real
ity in effect determines or prescribes the behavior of states.4 This obviously 
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leads essentially to a deterministic type of explanation. Writing which falls 
in this category assumes: a particular kind of rational man-who is capable 
of choosing wise, effective courses of action on the basis of an awareness of 
reality; a particular kind of relationship between the observer and the em
pirical phenomenon-namely, that objective reality can be reconstructed 
without distortion by the observer's operations; and that knowledge of all 
the relevant empirical phenomena exists or can be obtained. Implicit in 
much of the work of the national interest school is, therefore, the assump
tion that national interest is objectively real-it exists and hence is knowable 
to students and statesmen alike. Once known it will automatically produce 
correct policies or at least it should. Marxist thought is also typical of this 
group in that state interaction and motivation-both objectively real-are 
determined by relationships of production and distribution, and "right" 
conduct or the nature of world politics is clear to the man who knows the 
key (the dialectic). 

One assumption in the geopolitics school is that geographicallocation
itself an objective factor-determines the conditions under which state ac
tion will take place. Statesmen are, essentially, prisoners of circumstances 
and can only be free to the extent of discovering what circumstances will 
permit. 

Ethical Principles 

This is a deductive kind of analysis. There is a basic assumption of univer
sally applicable values. Empirical investigation or argument is limited to 
spelling out such values, comparing existing conditions to what should be, 
and outlining reforms. It is also assumed that it is only necessary to provide 
the eonditions, by means of edueation, areturn to religion, or a new moral 
approach, for the eonscious reeognition of the eorrectness of these values in 
order to assure their realization. Onee again, a rational poliey-maker is as
sumed-this time one who will know what to do and will do it suceessfully 
onee he understands the nature and implieations of the postulated univer
sal values. Mueh of the literature eharacterized by preseriptive and ethieal
deduetive propositions (including some elements of both national interest 
and Marxist sehools) explains international eonduct in terms of its devia
tion from a set of absolute standards and norms whieh if adhered to would 
automatieally produee eertain eonsequences. Thus war, exploitation, ri
valry, destruetive competition, and waste in the relations of states arise from 
"false" views of reality and from ignoranee (willful or otherwise) of prinei
pIes of right eonduct. Examples of ethieal deduetive thinking are "Manifest 
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Destiny" and "The American Century," which imply that American values 
are everywhere applicable and, therefore, there is an imperative to expand. 
"One World" and other related philosophies based on the assumption of 
community and the brotherhood of man are also illustrative. 

The realism-idealism dichotomy is now seen to involve more than a con
flict of values which should or do influence the choices of policy-makers. It 
reveals also basically different methodological assumptions concerning the 
observation and interpretation of international politics. Both kinds of 
schemes run rather apparent risks that their assumptions may be incorrect or 
too simple to account for observed phenomena. This is, of course, a common 
risk of investigation, but in both these cases, the system of postulates is so 
rigid that modification beyond a certain point destroys the scheme. The as
sumption of objective reality and the imputation of motivation to abstrac
tions called states would seem to beg many of the most significant questions 
concerning state behavior which at present remain unanswered. Each group 
would appear to be trapped in the objective-subjective dichotomy for differ
ent reasons. In the case of the first group, how does one tell when the ob
server's operations yield a faithful portrait of reality? How does one know that 
an observer's mind and a statesman's mind are in tune? In the case of the sec
ond group, how does one know whether the diagnosis is accurate if the pre
scriptions are never tested? How does one predict the condition under which 
ethical principles would be effective from the principles themselves? 

Indeed, apart from the fact that the key terms in the two kinds of think
ing are rarely operationally defined, it is often not clear whether national in
terest, balance of power, or geographical conditions are an explanation of 
what motivates statesmen, a guide to action which should be taken by states
men, or an analytic category, that is, a variable to be studied. The search for 
eternal causes, for deterministic theories, and for sweeping judgments leaves 
the observer of international politics feeling vaguely uneasy. Too much is left 
unaccounted for. 

Simple Description and Scientific Analysis 

Not all writing in the field fits neatly into the two categories just discussed. 
Certainly most of the interpretive schemes which go beyond mere labeling 
do. On the other hand, much of our material is in a raw state-simple de
scriptive propositions. Empirical materials are obviously the basis of any sys
tem of analysis. But when these are classified for purposes of interpretation 
and establishment of relationships, a third avenue of approach is open: a 
commitment to scientific analysis. The interest is then in what goes on in in-
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terstate relations and why. The purpose is explain and to explain according 
to rules which are quite different from those which govern the other two 
schools of thought. When this choice is made by the observer, he pledges 
hirnself to face openly the subjective-objective dilemma-which is really the 
issue of the observer's relation to his data-and to concentrate on the accu
mulation of reliable knowledge on the assumption that prescription is based 
on, but is not a substitute for, analysis. 

One of the reasons for dissatisfaction with the dominant kinds of writing 
is that the classifications involved are determined less by the nature of the 
evidence than by the dictates of the particular apriori assumptions em
ployed. The exceptions and qualifications made by various writers suggest 
that their categories leave considerable data "unboxed." Another is that the 
built-in notion of rationality characteristic of the objective reality school and 
the ethical-deductive school appears to condemn all policy-makers to one of 
three unfortunate classes-the misguided, the helpless, and the evil. 5 Once 
again, the observer is assumed to have omniscience, and the statesmen is as
sumed to be confronted only by black-and-white situations and alternatives. 

We have not meant to argue that all of any one scholar's writing or all 
of any particular piece of writing can be put in one of the three categories 
just discussed. Actually this is a way of typifYing the intellectual operations 
currently in use. One reason for the mixture of all three in the same book 
or even on the same page is the confusion of purposes which we have 
stressed previously. Nor have we meant to argue that the first two kinds of 
writing are "bad" or useless. Rather, we have argued for making the diE
ferences explicit in the conviction that claims which cannot be supported 
by a given analytical scheme constitute a violation of the norms of the 
scholarly enterprise. 

Recent Trends 

A bird's eye view of thirty years of intellectual development in the field of 
international politics reveals obvious trends aside from the one toward 
more systematic analysis. First, there has been a noticeable tendency to bal
ance the earlier institution al approach with the more recent behavioral ap
proach. Second, interest has broadened from simply the interaction of 
states to include the analysis of the "why" of patterns of interaction. This 
requires inquiry into policy-formation. Third, an effort is being made to 

break the confining effects of the realist-idealist polarity which in turn has 
grown out of areaction to idealistic reformism in the 1930's and to the 
power emphasis of the 1940's. 
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4. TOWARD A NEW FRAME OF REFERENCE 
FOR THE STUDY OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICS 

Special Difficulties in the Field of International Politics1 

The characteristics and tendencies sketched briefly in the previous section 
have reinforced our conviction that the time is ripe for students of interna
tional politics to intensify the re-examination of the field. We have indicated 
that the study of international politics has been marked by fallacies and by 
particular methodological difficulties which may overtake any area of social 
research.2 It is now necessary to add that there are characteristics of the phe
nomena of international politics which serve to differentiate in degree (if not 
in kind) this category of political action from all others. Such characteristics 
may help to reveal some of the reasons why progress toward more orderly 
analysis has been delayed. 

Several of these are weil known. First, data are notoriously hard to come 
by because governments are prone to suppress many things which the 
scholar must know and wants to know. Diplomatie records and memoirs are 
published years after the events occurred. Negotiations are held in secret or 
semi-secret. Security regulations-necessary and otherwise-hide many 
vital facts. Busy administrators have been known to have little sympathy for 
the scholarly curiosity of the academic man. Withal, only the most naive 
could dose his eyes to this basic handicap. We shall return to this handicap 
in another place. Here we need only note two things: the lack of plentiful, 
verified factual information-admitted and bemoaned by all-has not pre
vented the growth of a thriving field of learning in American colleges and 
universities, and perhaps the consequences of the disability have been mis
interpreted if not exaggerated. 

Second, as already noted, a large number of factors appear to affect the 
behavior of states. "Appear" is the proper word here because, as already 
noted, the imperfection of selective devices (dassification and categoriza
tion) has endowed the search for relevant factors with an unnecessarily ran
dom quality. Instead of developing efficient analytical procedures for 
interpretation of the data, observers in the field have tried to compensate for 
a feeling of inadequacy in the face of many and complex phenomena by 
making simplifying assumptions about these phenomena. A dis ti nc ti on be
tween assuming only one dominant motive on the part of statesmen on the 
one hand, and constructing a model to handle multiple motives on an or
derly basis on the other, might have suggested different ways of grouping 
phenomena and thinking about possible relationships. Similarly, the lack of 
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attention to typologies has apparently caused numbers of factors (or data) to 
be confused with generalized properties. Obviously a common property run
ning through many phenomena makes it possible to say something about all 
by a statement concerning one with respect to that property. 

Third, and most obvious of all, the field embraces a very wide range of 
phenomena-many events and actions. Because of the number of political 
entities involved and because of the vast quantity of interactions among 
them, the sheer succession of events and occurrences which in general are 
the focus of study in the field or which may be relevant to particular pat
terns of interaction or problems is enormous. In any given edition of an ad
equate newspaper, the reader is presented with abundant evidence of "so 
much happening." Thus, the possibilities of relevant, significant events are 
multiplied considerably over what would be true of domestic politics in one 
nation. In brief, this means the problem of selectivity-always difficult-is 
intensified. 

Another difficulty is broadly cultural in nature. Heterogeneity of phe
nomena is, of course, acha11enge to systematic description and generaliza
tion. The nations of the world represent widely diverse cultures and social 
systems. Diversity is a complicating factor in domestic politics, but again, 
the degree of difference is noteworthy. lt is often said-and often cor
rectly-that intranational differences are greater than international. How
ever, as a general rule, it must be said that the unif)ring factors in the former 
case are more of a countercheck to diversity than in the latter. It is not only 
that the social and cultural differences among nations account in part for 
certain interaction patterns-notably conflict-but that such differences 
complicate the attempts to explain why states take the actions they do. We 
know--in various meanings of the word-a great deal about how individual 
political systems are structured and how various governmental functions are 
performed in various societies. We know somewhat less about the processes 
of policy formation and about the particular influences of cultural factors. 
In the absence of a general scheme for genuinely comparative analysis of po
litical systems, it is difficult if not impossible to isolate and generalize about 
the connections between culture patterns (in the broadest sense) and the ac
tions of states. For example, one might ci te the confusion and disagreement 
over the impact of cultural factors on the behavior of Soviet policy-makers. 
Given a divided world, the multiplication of politically significant national 
units, and the breakdown of the common codes which stabilized internal re
lations during the nineteenth century, it would seem necessary for any at
tempt to order the study of international politics to face this problem 
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squarely and lo suggest at least its major implications. So far, the most co
herent efforts have been embraced by "national character" analysis, the na
ture and limitations of which will be discussed at another time. 

Two further problems remain: the problem of simultaneity and the 
problem of chance. We shall take the latter first. An amazingly small 
amount of attention has been paid lo the possible significance of accident 
when a relatively large number of actions and interactions occurs. The 
tempting quest for causality-especially of the ultimate or eternal vari
ety-has led in part lo a search for a logical explanation for events which 
are essentially the results of chance, that is, the intersection of actions in 
the political realm which produce new events or conditions unintended 
by those who lOok the separate actions in the first place. Chance is there
fore that which happens that is not for the sake of some end. 3 Chance is 
caused by nothing. Many events and conditions of international politics 
fall in this category of absolute singularity even though the sequences of 
action which they in turn set off do not. The peculiar conjunction of sep
arate actions can be viewed in part as the unanticipated consequences of ac
tion, but this probably does not cover all instances since it is the 
criss-crossing of independent and unrelated actions wh ich constitutes 
chance and not simply the consequences of any particular action. Con
flict is usually thought of in terms of a dash of wills and the pursuit of 
objectives each of which cannot be achieved except at the expense of an
other. However, one might at least question whether some conflict is not 
accidental and whether the incidents wh ich breed conflict are not the re
sult of a chance patterning of action. 

The problem of simultaneity grows out of the fact that no state engages 
in separate, isolated actions, with one following the other in chronological 
sequence. Within governments a number of actions are being decided upon 
and implemented at the same moment in time. Between states a number of 
interactions coexist. This has a number of implications usually neglected in 
international political analysis. Examples or cases are sometimes discussed as 
though these were all that was happening. The actions of other states have 
an obvious impact on the action of any one state, but equally important
in perhaps a different sense-are the effects of given states' actions on each 
other. For one thing, the burden of simultaneous responses lo external de
mands may be a crucial determinant in the timing of actions and the nature 
or amount of policy-making resources which are devoted to specific actions. 
Thus, one aspect of the "failure" of our China Policy might be the excessive 
demands of the European scene. The knowledge of simultaneous actions 
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would seem to be one of the more important kinds of information of inter
est to the state's policy-makers. This point also suggests a modification of the 
term the national interest. 

Definition of International Politics 

Definition of phenomena to be observed and explained is not, of course, 
identical with definition of methods of observation and explanation. Both 
will be spelled out as this essay proceeds. Suffice it to say here, we believe 
that those who study international politics are mainly concerned with the 
actions, reactions, and interactions among political entities called national 
states. Emphasis on action suggests process analysis, that is, the passage of 
time plus continuous changes in relationships-including the conditions 
underlying change and its consequences. Since there is a multiplicity of ac
tions, reactions, and interactions, analysis must be concerned with a number 
01 processes. 

Action arises from the necessity to establish, to maintain, and to regulate 
satisf}ring, optional contacts between states and to exert so me control over 
unwanted yet inescapable contacts. Action is planful4 in the sense that it rep
resents an attempt to achieve certain aims, and to prevent or minimize the 
achievement of the incompatible or menacing aims of other states. 

The action-reaction-interaction formulation suggests that sequences of 
action and interaction are a1ways c10sed or symmetrical. This may be dia
grammed State A... • State B which implies a reciprocal relationship. 
Such is c1early not always the case. Many sequences are asymmetrical, that 
is, State A ~ State B ~ in which case State A acts, State B re
acts, but there is no immediate further action by A in response to B's action. 
With more than two states involved, of course, there are other possibilities
as suggested by: 

A ~~~-------------------.~ B 

c 
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Given the fact that relationships may be symmetrical or asymmetrical 
and given the fact that action sequences though initiated at different times 
are nonetheless carried on simultaneously, there will be both the appear
an ce and the possibility of discontinuity (that is, discontinuous processes) 
within the total set of processes which link any one state with all others. 
The process of state interaction is not, to repeat, always a sequence of ac
tion and counteraction, of attempt and frustration, of will opposing will. 
Nor should it be assumed that the process necessarily has an automatic 
chess-game quality or that reactions to action are necessarily immediate or 
self-evident. Not all national purposes are mutually incompatible, that is, 
it is not necessary that one nation's purposes be accomplished at the ex
pense of another set of national purposes. One state may respond to the 
action of another without opposing that action per se; it may or may not 
be able to block that action effectively; it may or may not want to do so. 
The response may be in the form of inaction (calculated inaction we shall 
regard analytically as a form of action), or it may be in the form of action 
quite unrelated to the purposes of the state which acted first. Much diplo
macy consists in probing the limits of tolerance for a proposed course of 
action and in discovering common purposes. As action unfolds, purposes 
may change due to resistances or altered circumstances and hence, often, 
head-on conflicts are avoided or reduced in impact. For these reasons the 
processes of state interaction are much less orderly than-hopefully-the 
analysis of these processes. 

State action and therefore interaction obviously takes many forms-a de
claration, a formal agreement, regulation of relationships, discussion, a gift 
or loan, armed conflict, and so on. Reactions take the same forms only they 
are viewed as responses. Since we are dealing with planful actions (rather 
than random behavior),5 interaction is characterized by patterns, that is, rec
ognizable re petitions of action and reaction. Aims persist. Kinds of action be
come typical. Reactions become uniform. Relationships become regularized. 
Further comment on the identification and characterization of patterns will 
be made below. 

Thus far, there would probably be few disagreements except relatively 
minor ones on specific terminology. Now the question is: how is the politi
cal process (rem em be ring always that this connotes multiple processes and 
kinds of processes) at the international level to be analyzed? Clearly there are 
what, how, and why questions with respect to state interaction. In order to 

be true to our previously stated philosophy, we should recognize that there 
is more than one possible approach, depending on the purposes of the ob
server and on the kinds of questions which interest hirn most. 
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"The State as Actor in a Situation" 

This diagram will serve as a partial indication of the fundamental approach 
adopted in this essay. A complete analysis of the diagram and its major im
plications must be reserved for the longer monograph. 

State X State Y 

Internat Setting Internat Setting 

Commentary 

1. The first aspect of this diagrammatic presentation of an analytical scheme 
is the assumption that the most effective way to gain perspective on interna
tional politics and to find ways of grasping the complex determinants of 
state behavior is to pitch the analysis on the level of any state. An under
standing of alt states is to be founded on an understanding of any one state 
through the use of a scheme which will permit the analytical construction of 
properties of action which will be shared in common by all specific states. 
That is, the model is a fictional state whose characteristics are such as to en
able us to say certain things about all real states regardless of how different 
they may appear to be in so me ways. Therefore, if the scheme is moderately 
successful, we should be able to lay the foundation for analyzing the impact 
of cultural values on British foreign policy and on Soviet foreign policy even 
though the values are different in each case and produce quite different con
sequences. "State X," then, stands for all states or for any one state. We have 
rejected the assumption that two different analytical schemes are required 
simply because two states behave differently. 

It should be added immediately that theoretical progress in the study of 
international politics will require eventually a typologl of states based on 
basic political organization, range of decision-making systems, strengths and 
weaknesses of decision-making systems, and types of foreign policy strategies 



58 Richard C. Snyder, H. W Bruck & Burton Sapin 

employed. This will facilitate comparison, of course, but it will also make it 
possible to take into account certain significant differences among states 
while at the same time analyzing the behavior of all states in essentially the 
same way. 

2. We are also assuming that the nation-state is going to be the signifi
cant unit of political action for many years to come. Strategies of action and 
commitment of resources will continue to be decided at the national level. 
This assumption is made on grounds of analytical convenience and is not an 
expression of preference by the authors. Nor does it blind us to the devel
opment or existence of supranational forces and organizations. The basic 
question is solely how the latter are to be treated. We prefer to view the 
United Nations as a special mode of interaction in which the identity and 
policy-making capacity of individual national states are preserved but sub
ject to different conditioning factors. The collective action of the Uni ted Na
tions can hardly be explained without reference to actions in various capitals. 

3. The phrase "state as actor in a situation" is designed primarily as a 
shorthand device to alert us to certain perspectives while still adhering to the 
notion of the state as a collectivity? Explicit mention must be made of our 
employment of action analysis and (both here and in the detailed treatment 
of decision-making) of some of the vocabulary of the now well-known Par
sons-Shils scheme.8 We emphasize vocabulary for two reasons. First, as new 
schemes of social analysis are developed (mostly outside of political science), 
there is a great temptation to apply such schemes quickly, one result being 
the use of new words without comprehension of the theoretical system of 
which they are apart. Second, we have rejected a general application of the 
Parsons-Shils approach as an organizing concept-for reasons which will 
emerge later. At this point we may simply note that our intellectual borrow
ings regarding fundamental questions of method owe much more to the 
works of Alfred Schuetz.9 

Basically, action exists (analytically) when the following components can 
be ascertained: actor (or actors), goals, means, and situation. The situation 
is defined by the actor (or actors) in terms of the way the actor (or actors) 
relates hirnself to other actors, to possible goals, and to possible means, and 
in terms of the way means and ends are formed into strategies of action sub
ject to relevant factors in the situation. These ways of relating himself to the 
situation (and thus of defining it) will depend on the nature of the actor
or his orientations. Thus, "state X" mentioned above may be regarded as a 
participant in an action system comprising other actors; state X is the focus 
of the observer's attention. State X orients to action according to the man
ner in which the particular situation is viewed by certain officials and ac-
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cording to what they want. The actions of other actors, the actor's goals and 
means, and the other components of the situation are related meaningfully 
by the actor. His action flows from his definition of the situation. 

4. We need to carry the actor-situation scheme one step further in an ef
fort to rid ourselves of the troublesome abstraction "state." Ir is one of our 
basic methodological choices to define the state as its official decision-mak
ers-those whose authoritative acts are, to all intents and purposes, the acts 
of the state. State action is the action taken by those acting in the name 0/ the 

state. Hence, the state is its decision-makers. State X as actor is translated 
into its decision-makers as actors. Ir is also one of our basic choices to take 
as our prime analytical objective the re-creation of the "world" of the deci
sion-makers as they view it. The manner in which they define situations be
comes another way of saying how the state oriented to action and why. This 
is a quite different approach from trying to recreate the situation and inter
pretation of it objective/y, that is, by the observer's judgment rather than that 
of the actors themselves. 

To focus on the individual actors who are the state's decision-makers and 
to reconstruct the situation as defined by the decision-makers requires, of 
course, that a central place be given to the analysis of the behavior of these 
officials. One major significance of the diagram is that it calls attention to 
the sources of state action and to the essentially subjective (that is, from the 
standpoint of the decision-makers) nature of our perspective. 

5. Now let us try to clarifY a litde further. We have said that the key to 
the explanation of why the state behaves the way it does lies in the way its 
decision-makers as actors define their situation. The definition 0/ the situa
tion IO is built around the projected action as weil as the reasons for the ac
tion. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze the actors (the official 
decision-makers) in the following terms: (a) their discrimination and relating 
of objects, conditions, and other actors-various things are perceived or ex
pected in a relational context; (b) the existence, establishment, or definition 
of goalr-various things are wanted from the situation; (c) attachment of sig
nificance to various courses of action suggested by the situation according to 
so me criteria of estimation; and (d) application of "standards 0/ acceptability" 

which (1) narrow the range of perceptions, (2) narrow the range of objects 
wanted, and (3) narrow the number of alternatives. 

Three features of all orientations emerge: perception, choice, and expectation. 
Perhaps a translation of the vocabulary of action theory will be useful. We 

are saying that the actors' orientations to action are reconstructed when the 
following kinds of questions are answered: what did the decision-makers 
think was relevant in a particular situation? how did they determine this? 
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how were the relevant factors related to each other-what connections did 
the decision-makers see between diverse elements in the situation? how did 
they establish the connections? what wants and needs were deemed involved 
in or affected by the situation? what were the sources of these wants and 
needs? how were they related to the situation? what specific or general goals 
were considered and selected? what courses of action were deemed fitting 
and effective? how were fitness and effectiveness decided? 

6. We have defined international politics as processes of state interaction 
at the governmentallevel. However, there are nongovernmental factors and 
relationships which must be taken into account by any system of analysis, 
and there are obviously nongovernmental effects of state action. Domestic 
politics, the nonhuman environment, cross-cultural and social relationships 
are important in this connection. We have chosen to group such factors 
under the concept of setting. This is an analytic term which reminds us that 
the decision-makers act upon and respond to conditions and factors which 
exist outside themselves and the governmental organization of which they 
are a part. Setting has two aspects: external and interna!. We have deliber
ately chosen setting instead of environment because the latter term is either 
too inclusive or has a technical meaning in other sciences. Setting is really a 
set of categories of potentially relevant foctors and conditions which may affect 
the action of any state. 

External setting refers, in general, to such factors and conditions beyond 
the territorial boundaries of the state-the actions and reactions of other 
states (their decision-makers), the societies for which they act, and the 
physical world. Relevance of particular factors and conditions in general 
and in particular situations will depend on the attitudes, perceptions, judg
ments, and purposes of state X's decision-makers, that is, on how they react 
to various stimuli. Ir should be no ted that our conception of setting does 
not exclude certain so-called environmentallimitations such as the state of 
technology, morbidity ratio, and so on, which may limit the achievement of 
objectives or which may otherwise become part of the conditions of action 
irrespective of whether and how the decision-makers perceive them. II How
ever-and this is important-this does not in our scheme imply the sub
stitution of an omniscient observer's judgment for that of the 
decision-maker. Setting is an analytical device to suggest certain enduring 
kinds of relevances and to limit the number of nongovernmental factors 
with which the student of international politics must be concerned. The ex
ternal setting is constandy changing and will be composed of what the de
cision-makers decide is important. This "deciding" can mean simply that 
certain lacks-such as minerals or guns-not imposed on them, that is, 
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must be accepted. A serious native revolt in South Africa in 1900 was not a 
feature of the external setting ofUnited States decision-makers; it would be 
in 1963. Compare, too, the relatively minor impact of Soviet foreign activ
ities on the United States decision-makers in the period of 1927 to 1933 
with the present impact. 

Usually the factors and conditions referred to by the term internal setting 

are loosely labeled "domestic politics," "public opinion," or "geographical 
position." A somewhat more adequate formulation might be: so me clues to 
the way any state behaves toward the world must be sought in the way its 
society is organized and functions, in the character and behavior of its peo
pie and in its physical habitat. The list of categories under B (see p. 64) may 
be somewhat unfamiliar. There are rwo reasons for insisting that the analy
sis of the society for which X acts be pushed to this fundamental level. First, 
the list invites attention to a much wider range of potentially relevant fac
tors than the more familiar terms like morale, attitudes, national power, 
party politics, and so on. For example, the ptoblem of vulnerability to sub
versive attack is rarely diseussed by political scientists in terms of the basic 
social structure of a partieular nation, that is, in terms of B3. Nor is reeruit
ment of manpower ohen connected with the way the toles of the sexes are 
differentiated in a society. Second, if one is interested in the fundamental 
"why" of state behavior, the search for reliable answers go beyond the derived 

conditions and factors (morale, pressure gtoups, produetion, attitudes, and 
so on) which are normally the fOCU5 of attention. 

7. The diagram suggests another important point. Line BC is a rwo-way 
arrow connoting rightly an interaction berween social organization and be
havior on the one hand and decision-making on the other. Among other 
things this arrow represents the impact of domestic social forces on the for
mulation and execution of foreign policy. BC implies that the influence of 
conditions factors in the society is felt through the decision-making process. 
But line OB is also important because it indicates that a nation experiences 
its own extern al actions. State action is designed primarily to alter factors 
and behavior or to otherwise affect conditions in the extern al setting, yet it 
may have equally serious consequences for the society itself. We need only 
suggest range of possibilities here. Extensive foreign relations may enhance 
the power of the central government relative to other regulatory institutions. 
Particular programs may contribute to the redistribution of resourees, in
come, and social power. For example, the outpouring of billions in foreign 
aid by the United States sinee 1945 has eontributed to the inereased power 
and influence of scientists, military leaders, engineers, and the managerial 
group. The people of astate experience foreign policy in other ways-they 
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may feel satisfaction, alarm, guilt, exhilaration, or doubt about it. There will 
be nongovernmental interpretations-perhaps several major ones-shared by 
various members or groups of the society. Such interpretations may or may 
not be identical with the prevailing official interpretation. There will also be 
nongovernmental expectations concerning state action which, again, may or 
may not correspond to official expectations. Discrepancies between non
governmental and governmental interpretations and expectations may have 
important ramifications. For one thing, public support and confidence may 
be undermined if state action produces consequences which fundamentally 
violate public expectations. 

The point to be made here is that the diagrammatic expression of our 
scheme shows that the impact of domestic social factors (line BCD) must be 
viewed also as apart of a larger feedback process as indicated by line 
BCDBC. 

8. Another significant set of relationships emerges from the diagram in 
line ABE. The external and internal settings are related to each other. 
Among others, two implications may be stressed here. First, because we have 
defined international politics as interaction process at the governmental 
level, it may appear that we are making the focus unduly narrow, thus ig
noring a whole host of private, nongovernmental interactions. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. Societies interact with each other in a wide 
range of ways through an intricate network of communications-trade, 
family ties, professional associations, shared values, cultural exchanges, 
travel, mass media, and migration. While all of these patterns may be sub
ject to governmental regulation (in some form), they may have very little to 
do with the origins and forms of state action. At any rate, the question of 
the political significance of intersocietal, intercultural, nongovernmental in
teractions requires an analytical scheme which will make possible some un
derstanding of how such interactions condition official action. This in turn 
requires a much more systematic description of interactions than we now 
have, plus a way of accounting for their connection with state action. 

One can, however, study the interactions connoted by line ABE for their 
own sake with only a slight interest in their political aspects. In this case, it 
seems proper to say that the focus is international relations rather than in
ternational politics. 

Nongovernmental international relations do not enter the analysis of state 
behavior unless it can be shown that the behavior of the decision-makers is in 
some manner determined by or directed toward such relations. For example, 
assume a bitter, hostile campaign against a foreign government by powerful 
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Uni ted States newspapers and assurne the campaign is weil publicized in the 
other nation. By itself this would constitute an asymmetrical interaction be
tween two societies. It would not become a matter of state interaction unless 
or until the following happened: (a) an official protest to the U.S. State De
partment by the foreign government; (b) retaliation against Uni ted States cit
izens in the foreign country; (c) disturbance of negotiations between the two 
governments on quite another issue; (d) arousal of public opinion in the for
eign country to the point where the effectiveness of Uni ted States policies to
ward that country was seriously affected; (e) the pressure generated by the 
campaign in the United States caused the decision-makers to modifY their ac
tions and reactions vis-a-vis the other state; (f) the Uni ted States government 
officially repudiated the criticism and apologized to the other government. 
This same kind of argument would hold for all types of nongovernmental re
lations except that there would be varying degrees of directness (that is, 
change in intersocietal relations -----. change in state action) and indi
rectness (that is, change in intersocietal relations -----. change in social or
ganization and behavior -----. derived condition or factor -----. 
change in state action) and therefore different time-sequences. 

Second, while the most obvious consequences of state action are to be 
looked for in the reactions of other states along the lines CDE4C in the 
diagram, changes in the extern al setting can influence state action along 
the lines CDE3A3BC, that is, indirectly through changes in nongovern
mental relations which ultimately are recognized and taken into account 
by the decision-makers. 

9. To get back to the center of the diagram, it should be noted that CD 
is a two-way arrow. The rest of this essay is concerned with the nature of 
decision-making, but it can be said he re that in addition to the feedback 
relationships CDBC and CDE3A3, DC connotes a direct feedback from 
an awareness by the decision-makers of their own action and from assess
ments of the progress of action. This is to say that state action has an im
pact on decision-making apart from subsequent reactions of other states 
and apart from effects mediated through the state's social organization and 
behavior. 

10. So far as this diagram is concerned, most attention in the field of in
ternational politics is paid to interactions CDE4CD. CD represents ac
tion(s); DE (particularly DE4) represents consequences for, or impact upon, 
the extern al setting; EC represents new conditions or stimuli-reactions or 
new actions (E4C). Therefore, CDECD represents the action-reaction
interaction sequence. 
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Obviously these lines stand for a wide range of relationships and kinds of 
action. What should be emphasized here is that interactions can be really 
understood fully only in terms of the decision-making responses of states to 
situations, problems, and the actions of other states. The combination of in
teraction and decision-making can be diagrammed as: 

A 

8 

INTERNAl SETTING ~ EXTERNAl SETTING 
OF DECISION· E OF DECISION 
MAKING ~ MAKING 

1 Nonhuman 1 Nonhuman 
Environment Environment 

2 Society 2 Other Cultures 

3 Human Environment 3 Other Societies 
Culture 4 Sodeties Organized 
Population and Functioning as 

i • States. Government 
Action. 

SOCIAl STRUCTURE AND +-BEHAVIOR 

1 Major Common 
Value Orientations 

fCl + 2 Major Institutional ~ 

Patterns I DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
3 Major Characteristics of DECISION-MAKERS 

Social Organizations 
4 Role Differentiation 

tlol and Specialization 

5 Groups: Kinds and Functions 
6 Relevant Sodal Processes 

I ACTION I a) Opinion Formation 
b) Adult Socialization 
c) Political 

STATE "X" AS ACTOR IN A SITUATION 
(Situation is comprised of a combination of selectively relevant factors 

in the external and internal setting as interpreted by the decision-makers.) 
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Naturally if one thinks of all the separate actions and reactions and all the 
combinations involved in the governmental relationships between one state 
and all others, it seems unrealistic and somewhat absurd to let a few lines on 
a diagram represent much. Indeed, all would be lost unless one could speak of 
patterns and systems. Patterns refer to uniformities and persistence actions and 
sets of relationships. "Nationalism," "imperialism," "internationalism," "ag
gression," "isolationism," "peace," "war "conflict," and "cooperation" are fa
miliar ways of characterizing kinds of actions and reactions as weH as patterned 
relationships among states. These terms are, of course, both descriptive and 
judgmental-they are shorthand expressions covering complicated phenom
ena and also may imply approval or disapproval, goodness or badness. 

System in this context refers to the modes, rules, and nature of reciprocal 
influence which structure the interaction between states. Five kinds of sys
tems-there are others-may be mentioned: coalitions (temporary and per
manent); supranational organization; bilateral; multilateral (unorganized); 
and ordination-subordination (imperial relationships and sateHites). Once 
again, the way these interactions and relationships arise and the particular 
form or substance they take would seem to be explainable in terms of the 
way the decision-makers in the participating political organisms "define 
their situation." As we have said elsewhere,12 there seem to be only two ways 
of scientifically studying international politics: (1) the description and mea
surement of interaction; and (2) decision-making-the formulation and ex
ecution of policy. Interaction patterns can be studied by themselves without 
reference to decision-making except that the "why" of the patterns cannot be 
answered. 

Summary 

To conclude this brief commentary, it may be said that the diagram pre
sented on page 64 is designed in the first instance to portray graphically the 
basic perspectives of our frame of reference: any state as a way of saying 
something about all states; the central position of the decision-making 
focus; and the integration of a wide range of factors which may explain state 
action, reaction, and interaction. 

The lines of the diagram carry two suggestive functions. First, they alert 
the observer to possible (known and hypothetical) relationships among em
pirical factors. Thus, the diagram simultaneously invites attention to three in
terrelated, intersecting empirical processes-state interaction (CDEC) at the 
governmental level, intersocietal interaction (ABE) at the nongovernmental 
level, and intrasocietal interaction (BCDB) at both the governmental and 
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nongovernmentallevel. These processes arise, to put the matter another way, 
from decision-makers interacting with factors which constitute the dual set
ting, from state interaction as normally conceived, and from the factors 
which constitute intern al and extern al settings acting upon each other. 

Second, the diagram is intended to suggest possible analytic and theoretical 
relationships as well. The boxes indicate ways of specif)ring the relevant factors 
in state behavior through the employment of certain concepts--decision-mak
ing, action, setting, situation, society, culture, and so on-which provide, if 
they are successfully developed, criteria of relevance and ways of handling the 
empirical phenomena and their interrelationships. There are in existence a large 
number of tested and untested hypotheses, general and "middle range" theo
ries, applicable within each of the categories comprising the diagram. The cen
tral concept of decision-making may provide a basis for linking a group of 
theories which hitherto have been applicable only to a segment ofinternational 
politics or have not been susceptible of application at all. We may cite two ex
amples. The concept of culture is clearly suggested by A2, B2, and E2 which 
specif)r empirical phenomena branded analytically as cultural in the technical 
sense. Based on this important social science concept is the derived concept of 
National Character-typical behavior patterns uniquely (or allegedly so) char
acteristic of one nation. Suggestive as national character analysis has been, it has 
been thus far impossible to bridge the analytic gap between behavior patterns 
at the culturallevel and state action on the governmentallevel. Communica
tion theory (really a cluster of related theories) has been applied almost exclu
sively to mass media (B6) and to techniques of state action (0). Only recently 
has an attempt been made to apply recent developments in communication 
theory to intersocietal interaction 13 and to decision-making. 14 

Before proceeding to a discussion of decision-making, there are other an
alytical problems which must be faced. 

Supplementary Definitions and Concepts 

The Path 0/ Action Concept 

No scheme which professes to account for the dynamic quality of interna
tional politics can carry decision-making to the point of action (0) and then 
skip to the reaction of another state or to the impact on the external setting. 
The troublesome factor of time must be considered and if relationships and 
processes are to be described and explained, a further operation is necessary 
to make CDEC flow. Furthermore, the kinds of feedback noted above must 
be drawn together. For any action, the simple diagram would be: 
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At time (l)-the point in time when action is initiated-the "action-hy
pothesis" (1) expresses the particular combination of ends and means in
volved in a particular action and the expectations embodied in the decision. 
At time (2) the action-hypothesis (1) may have remained the same, or may 
have been replaced by action-hypothesis (2). If the latter, a change in the di
rection of action (that is, the goal or goals) or a change in the strategy of ac
tion (that is, means) is implied. Changes in time perspectives, that is, when 

and by when calculations, may have been revised. Between time (1) and time 
(2) several things may be expected to occur. Presumably "progress reports" 
have been made, discrepancies between what was expected and what hap
pened may have been discovered, new conditions may have arisen, and cer
tain elements of the original action-hypothesis may have been reconsidered. 
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Whether there is a directional or other change or not, whether there is con
firmation or revision, a new definition of the situation has taken place. In 
the case of a change in action-hypothesis (1) the situation has been redefined; 
in the case of confirrnation, the new definition duplicates the old. 

If the original action-hypothesis can be identified and if the path of ac
tion can be plotted with reasonable accuracy and completeness, a number of 
aspects of foreign policy may be darified, and their interrelationships may 
be suggested if not explained. The notion of action-hypo thesis reflects the 
fact that decision-making involves in a real sense prediction and testing-pre
diction of consequences and testing of assumptions. As already noted, the 
unfolding of action-in effect the execution of decisions-is not an auto
matic process but requires implementation, continual adjustment to cir
cumstances, and, above all, interpretation by the decision-makers of what 
they decided and what the unfolding action means. The way the decision
makers perceive the "path of action" would seem ro be a crucial element in 
any explanation of why the action-hypothesis persists or is altered. Presum
ably one way that precedent is born is by the persistence of the original com
bination of appraisal of the situation, strategy (or strategies) of action, and 
expectations (induding time). Persistence explains the patterns of state ac
tion. However, the feedback from state action operates on the sociery as weil, 
and authoritative or influential nongovernmental interpretations of the path 
of action may be (and usually are in some respects) quite different from the 
official ones. Furthermore, the decision-makers who were responsible for a 
decision may be (and usually are) different from the officials who execute de
cisions, and therefore the rwo groups may not share the same perceptions of 
the results of action. Also, it may be that still other officials may differ in 
their interpretation of consequences. 

At any rate, the action-hypothesis may persist doggedly-here something 
dose to willfulness may be discernible-despite changes in relevant factors 
or conditions, or it may be alte red rather drastically. In berween there may 
be changes in tactics, in time calculations, or a scaling down of intentions, 
that is, a willingness to "settle for less" than was hoped for originally. 

The Concept 0/ Successive, Overlapping Definitions 0/ the Situation 

Having sketched in the path of action concept, we must return to the prob
lem of simultaneiry. 

Clearly no state pursues just one path of action, but many-differing in 
nature and magnitude, and separable. Each action requires a separate defi
nition of the situation, and thus many situations are being defined simulta-
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neously. The diagram indicates that the definition is built around an action, 
an action-hypothesis. In other words, the situation is defined in terms 0/ 
something-a problem or a condition or the necessity for action. The def
inition of the situation for any state is, then, aseries of definitions, each 
having a specific focus. 

As time elapses, successive definitions-again built around a particular 
action-occur and, in fact, constitute the path of action. Starting at time (1) 
with an action-hypo thesis, (Action A), which has emerged from the deci
sion-making process, the objectives embodied therein are successively de
fined and refined as action unfolds. The shaded area between the successive 
definitions simply indicates that each new definition (which is not necessar
ily a radically different one) is not an isolated operation. There will always 
be a substantial carry-over from one to another. This can be in the "givens" 
which affect the first stage of action. By "givens" is meant that the particu
lar group of decision-makers who define the situation at the time (1) will 
probably take into account preceding actions, other contemplated actions, 
and the standing rules of ptocedure. The rules binding on the decision-mak
ers will heavily condition the interpretation of the prevailing conditions and 
what is perceived to be relevant to the problem presented. 

CIVENS 
Rules 

Previous 
Action 

Ohipcltivp 3 
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The cirde surrounding Action A and policy hypo thesis (1) is an analyti
cal device for postulating a boundary between what the decision-makers 
considered relevant to their decision and what they considered irrelevant. In 
other words, the actor-situation approach to social analysis alerts the ob
server to the discrimination 01 relevances-to the selection and valuation of 
objects, events, symbols, conditions, and other actors. These relevancies are, 
so to speak, carved from a total number of phenomena present in the over
all setting (internal and external) of action. üf the phenomena which might 

have been relevant, the actors (the decision-makers) finally endow only so me 
with significance. As already mentioned, some relevancies will be "given," 
and among the "givens" will be certain cues to the determination of other 
relevancies. The situation-as defined-arises from selective perception. 
This does not mean, of course, that the decision-makers are necessarily un
aware of phenomena beyond the boundary line but only that the label "rel
evant" has not been attached to such phenomena. 

The cirde is not only a boundary between relevance and nonrelevance, 
but there is a pattern of relationships among the selected components of the 
situation. Evaluation by the decision-makers indudes much more than as
signment of importance or significance. Two types of relationships within 
the defined situation may be mentioned. First, there will be relationships 
among factors in the setting-both within the extern al and internal settings 
and between them. Second, there will be relationships between the setting 
and the plans, purposes, and programs of the decision-makers. These rela
tionships are established by the judgments of the decision-makers and may 
or may not correspond to what an "objective" observer might establish. 

The two-way arrow linking A, B, and C (and also n-number of actions) 
again is suggestive of analytical and empirical relationships. It is common 
knowledge that groups of policy-makers are often aware of, and often take 
account of, what their colleagues are doing in other sectors of decision-mak
ing. It is also obvious that action taken by one group may have serious con
sequences for the action taken by another. Thus, the simultaneous pursuit of 
multiple paths of action creates consequences which may in turn become 
relevant conditions for any one action system. Inconsistencies of foreign pol
icy are often viewed as though the same decision-makers inadvertendy chose 
two objectives or two sets of objectives both of which could not be achieved 
at same time. Actually, it would appear that inconsistencies (in the sense 
used here) often result from an independent definition of the situation fol
lowed by unanticipated consequences which become part of the feedback for 
another course of action. Lack of coordination is sometimes regarded as the 
basic difficulty here, but once again, it may be that it is not necessarily the 
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lack of awareness or information on the part of one group of decision-mak
ers which causes the "dash" of objectives. Rather, it may be that the situa
tion confronting one group is defined in such a way as to rule out the 
possibility of dash, and this assumption or prediction is upset by events. 

Independent definitions are linked not only by mutual impact (either 
through actual consequences or calculations of such consequences by the de
cision-makers), but also by the fact that at any one time there will be a reser
voir of policy directives applicable to most situations. Each problem or 
action will have its own past, but all will to a certain extent share the same 
past. Whether and to what extent decision-makers are equally bound by 
some rules depends on the circulation of common definitional elements 
among them. 15 However, a possible cause for lack of coordination among 
policies and actions may lie in the diverse interpretation of common general 
rules. We are mindful of the fact that the "givens" referred to above proba
bly have a hard core of identical meaning for all decision-makers aware of 
them. Beyond this hard core are possibilities of disagreement. 

Situational Analysis and Types of Situations 

The foregoing suggests in brief the nature of the analytical consequences 
which follow from a choice to approach state action from an actor-situation 
point of view. "Situation" is an analytical concept pointing to a pattern of re
lationships among events, objects, conditions, and other actors organized 
around a focus which is the center of interest for the decision-makers (and 
hence for the observer). In turn the situation is related to a larger setting 
from which it has been abstracted by the actors, induding other situations 
and the broader relationships surrounding them too. 16 

While no extended treatment can be given to the problem at this time, 
we ought to recognize that a systematic frame of reference for the study of 
international politics will require several typologies, one of which will be 
concerned with situations as defined by decision-makers. We shall suggest 
only a crude formulation at this stage: 

1. Structured vs. unstructured situations-pointing to the relative degree 
of ambiguity and stability; a situation for which the decision-makers 
find it difficult to establish meaning may be characterized by change 
as weil as intrinsic obscurity. 

2. Situations having different degrees of requiredness-that is, the 
amount of press ure to act and its source (from within the decisional 
system or from the setting). 



72 Richard C. Snyder, H. W Bruck & Burton Sapin 

3. The cruciality of situations-their relatedness to, and importance for, 
the basic purposes of the decision-makers. 

4. Kinds of affect with which the situation is endowed by the decision
makers-threatening, hostile, avoidance-inducing, favorable, unfa
vorable, and so on. 

5. How the problem is interpreted and how its major fonctional charac
teristic is assigned-political, moral, economic, military, or a combi
nation of these. 

6. The time dimension-the degree of permanence attributed to various 
situations. 

7. The degree to which objective Jactors im pose themselves on the decision
makers-the number of uncontrollable factors and imponderables. 

Perhaps the chief advantage of such a breakdown is to remind us of the fact 
that certain objective properties of a situation will be partly responsible for 
the reactions and orientations of the decision-makers and that the assign
ment of properties to a situation by the decision-makers is indicative of clues 
to the rule which may have governed their particular responses. 

The Concept ofObjective. 17 The existing literature is long on the discus
sion of kinds of objectives and short on what the term implies analytically. 
In fact, it is difficult to find adefinition of objective. This becomes some
what important if one is interested in the identification of empirical and/or 
nonempirical referents. However, current writing has gone so far as to dis
tinguish between long-term and short-term objectives, and between positive 
and negative objectives. It is also recognized that objectives may be related 
to each other-either in terms of their comprising a program or astrategy, 
or in terms of the impact of the pursuit of one objective on the pursuit of 
others. Some writers have pointed out that techniques or means can-by a 
subtle transformation-become ends in themselves. Beyond this, the most 
that is really done by way of analysis of objectives of state action is to clas
sifY them as power or security, economic, moral, prestige, and ideological. 
National security, usually regarded as a basic objective, is rarely subject to an 
attempt at definition. 18 The connection between national objectives and na
tional interests remains somewhat unclear. 

We shall define objective as essentially an "image" of a future "state of af
fairs"-a "set of conditions" to be fulfilled or a "set of specifications" which 
when met are to be regarded as the achievement of what was desired by the 
decision-makers. There are four aspects of the future state of affairs, related of 
course, but separable for analytical purposes. First, we may employ a mili
tary term, target, to identifY the specific achievement element of the objec-
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tive. An example would be the raising of the standard of living in France 
under the Mutual Security Program. Second, we may specify a generalized 
directional element which refers to the ultimate state of affairs envisaged and 
to the relationship to other objectives or to a total strategy. An example 
would be the strengthening ofWestern Europe-via higher living standards 
in France as weB as other measures. Third, there are expectations concerning 
certain consequences, that is, conditions, relationships, and events which are 
expected to be different from what might have been in the absence of the ac
tion embodying the objective. An example would be the heightening of re
sistance to the intern al appeals of communism in France. Fourth, every 
objective will have a time dimension whether it is definite or indefinite. An 
example would be the five-year duration planned originally for the European 
Recovery Program. 

Objectives are thus the directional aspect of state behavior-such behav
ior is toward something. Even avoidance behavior eventually is behavior to
ward something else. Individual components of objectives may change 
without necessarily bringing about a marked change in direction. Since ob
jectives reflect motives, the analysis of objectives requires the analysis of mo
tivation. Indeed, motives are inferred from objectives which are, in turn, 
inferred from sequences of behavior. An objective is the projection of action, 
and to formulate an objective means to rehearse the future in the imagina
tion. Now if we link up this attempt to operationalize the term "objective"
albeit crudely-with our earlier comments on the path of action, it is dear 
that the actual substance of the target and the actual state of affairs which 
becomes acceptable to the decision-makers must depend on the unfolding 
of action. There may, therefore, be considerable discrepancy between the 
original expectational element and the objective which materializes. 

Accordingly, two factors al ready alluded to may give foreign policy ob
jectives an indeterminate quality: one is directional shifts along the path of 
action discussed above and the other is the probable existence of differ

ent-though not necessarily competing-interpretations of the compo
nents of various objectives. This confronts the observer with choices of the 
time period on wh ich his analysis will focus. He can take a "depth sound
ing" by attempting to establish the empirical referents for a particular ob
jective (or set of objectives) at one moment in time, or he can attempt to 
trace the evolution as indicated by the unfolding action. An evolutionary 
analysis might serve to isolate the static and dynamic properties of objec
tives. Differing interpretations of objectives pose the problem of identifi
cation of the authoritative interpretation and assessing the consequences of 
different interpretations. 
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The task of operationalizing the term objective and of discovering the 
content or properties of concrete national objectives is not made easier by 
the fact that the decision-makers often do not operationalize their state
ments of objectives, that is, specify in detail what the envisaged state of af
fairs would look like. One reason for this is that much state action is 
purely verbal, consisting of declarations and conversational exchanges. 
Hence, symbols may be substituted for actual conditions. 19 In this case, 
objectives may only indirectly correspond to a concrete state of affairs. 
What are the possible referents of the term "national security"? When the 
Secretary of State says that such and such an action is designed to preserve 
national security, what does he mean? Military safety? Relief from psycho
logical press ure? 

The Concept ofPolicy. Once again we note the rather strange fact that de
spite all the writing on foreign policy little effort has been made to clarify 
this ambiguous term. What does it mean to have a policy about something? 
We suggest that for purposes of the analytical scheme being outlined here, 
policy be considered to have two components. The sources of policy and the 
processes by which it is formulated and executed must be left out of ac
count for the moment. One component is action as defined-action which 
has occurred, is occurring, and which is projected. The other component is 
rules, that is, guides to action. Rules have a threefold aspect: (1) the sub
stance of a response to some future situation-far example, to oppose the 
next Communist invasion anywhere by American arms; (2) the occasion for 
a response or the conditions under which a particular response will be 
made-far example, no action will be taken by the United States on its own 
with respect to the Suez Canal, but, when asked by Great Britain for a view, 
the United States will oppose complete Egyptian control; (3) the interpre
tation of future events and circumstances-any move by the Soviet Union 
to reduce atomic stockpiles will be regarded as an empty gesture. Thus, pol
icy embraces action and rules of action, reaction or interpretation. Accord
ingly, policy can be anticipatory, cumulative, specific, and general. "To have 
a policy" means action and/or rules with respect to a problem, contingency 
or event which has occurred, is occurring, or is expected to occur. Action 
and rules may be among the givens preceding adefinition of a situation by 
the decision-makers. 

Possible Advantages of the Present Scheme 

As presented thus far, our approach can be sharply differentiated from 
the ones outlined in a previous section. This frame of reference is de-



Decision-Making as an Approach to the Study 01 International Politics 75 

signed to be more inclusive. It attempts to provide a limited number of 
categories for the phenomena of international politics and to provide 
cues for the identification of key variables or factors which may explain 
state behavior. Ir also attempts to specify the location and possible na
ture of the interrelationships among factors which are relevant to state 
behavior. 

Adoption of the action-situational analysis makes it possible to empha
size that state behavior is determined but to avoid deterministic explana
tions. Some of the awkward problems of the objective-subjective dilemma 
are avoided by the attempt to see the world through the decision-maker's 
eyes. We adhere to the nation-state as the fundamental level of analysis, yet 
we have discarded the state as a metaphysical abstraction. By emphasizing 
decision-making as a central focus, we have provided a way of organizing the 
determinants of action around those officials who act for the political soci
ety. Decision-makers are viewed as operating in dual-aspect setting so that 
apparently unrelated internal and external factors become related in the ac
tions of the decision-makers. Hitherto, precise ways of relating domestic fac
tors not been adequately developed. 

We have suggested that the problems of time and simultaneity can at least 
be clarified by the concepts of path of action, by the definition of the situa
tion, and by the specifications of the properties of objectives. The concept 
of situation requires investigation of how relations among past action, exist
ing rules, strategies of action, and particular aspects of the setting are estab
lished by the decision-makers. 

The whole problem of national interest is bypassed by the adoption of 
the definition of the situation device. As is weil known, considerable ambi
guity and intermixture of purposes characterize the national interest con
cept. The term itself is rarely defined, and it appears to be assumed that 
everyone understands what is implied. If one analyzes the usage, it is by no 
means clear whether national interest refers to the more fundamental val
ues which must be protected or which guide the choice of strategies, to the 
specific objectives which are formulated with respect to particular prob
lems, to the meaning attached to events and conditions, to the results of 
policies, to policies themselves, or to some or all of these. We propose to 
translate the term into our frame of reference by saying that the "national 
interest" is given form and substance through the definition of the situation 
by the decision-makers and through the evolution of action from one situ
ation to another. The national interest is, in reality, a cluster of definitions 
which share certain attributes, notably the rules which affect or bind all 
groups of decision-makers. 
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5. THE DECISION-MAKING APPROACH 

We come now to a more detailed discussion of the central part of the dia
gram presented earlier. Having said that we wish to think in terms of deci
sion-makers and how they orient to action, it is necessary to consider them 
as participants in a system 0/ action. The concept of systeml is above all an or
dering device employed by the observer which implies certain defined types 
of relationships and patterns of activities having so me persistence over time. 
The characteristics of the system determine to a considerable extent the 
manner in which the decision-makers relate themselves to the setting. The 
type of social system with which we shall be primarily concerned is an orga

nization. Therefore, the definitions 0/ the situation which we consider to be cen

tral to the explanation 0/ state behavior result ftom decision-making processes in 

an organizational context. 

The Organizational Context 

Existing treatises on International Politics seem to ignore or assurne the fact 
that decision-makers operate in a highly particular and specific context. To 
ignore this context omits a range of factors which significantly influence the 
behavior of decision-makers (and therefore state behavior), including not 
only the critical problem of how choices are made but also the conditions 

under which choices are made. 
To assurne the organizational factors is perfectly permissible if one is in

terested only in what was decided and in interaction patterns among states. 
But for purposes of analyzing state behavior in general such assumptions beg 
most of the crucial questions. We are convinced that many of the abortive 
attempts to apply personality theory, culture theory, and small group theory 
to the analysis of foreign policy have been due to a failure to consider the pe
culiar social system in which decision-makers function. orten, as remarked 
earlier, the individual policy-makers are treated as though they performed 
their duties in a vacuum. 

There is in existence at present a very large literature on organization to 
which substantial contributions have been made by virtually all the social 
sciences. We shall not take the time here to review this literature. It is nec
essary to point out, however, that there is no single, comprehensive, unified 
theory of organization.2 Numerous choices are available to the student, de
pending upon his purposes and the problems he seeks to treat. Upon these 
will depend in turn his definitions and his selection of concepts. We shall try 
to make our choices as explicit as possible. 
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EIsewhere we have stated that we are concerned primarily with process 
analysis. This means we are treating the organizational system in action. 
Consequently, we have chosen to treat certain major features of organiza
tional structure as specifications to be taken for granted. The consequences 
of this choice will be elaborated below. In the meantime, however, it may 
be helpful to list some of the features of the organizational structure we 
shall assume:3 

1. The personnel of formal organizations gain their livelihood from 
membership, have a limited working life, and differ in skills 

2. Specific, limited, hierarchized objectives--either given or decided by 
the organization 

3. Internal specialization or division 0/ labor, which implies: 
a. recruitment and training (including in-service) 
b. universalistic standards of placement 
c. functionally specific role relationships among members based 

on organizationally defined patterns of behavior 
d. two kinds of specialization-vertical (delegation to levels of au

thority) and horizontal (boundaries of coordinate units and 
roles) 

4. Authority and control, which imply: 
a. normatively sanctioned power distributed unequally through

out the organization 
b. superior-subordinate relationships to insure coordination of 

specialized activities 
c. motivation for exercise and acceptance of authority 
d. pyramidal structure of power 

5. Motivation-members are moved to participate in co operative pur
suit of organizational objectives or activities related to such objectives 

6. Communication--circulation of orders, directions, information 
7. Relationships are flrmalized and routinized, serving to: 

a. insure predictability of behavior 
b. allocate roles according to competence 
c. depersonalize relationships and insure continuity with person

nel turnover 
8. Positions and careers ''proftssionalized' in terms of operating codes and 

procedures, lines of career development, criteria of advancement 

This check-list of structural specifications to be taken for granted does 
not mean that we are consciously begging any vital questions having to do 
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with organizational behavior as we will define it below. Indeed, the list is a 
reminder that the actors who participate in decision-making are members of 
a certain type of social structure (not society in the more general sense), and 
that when we come to discuss spheres of competence, internal specialization 
is relevant, or when we co me to discuss motivation, recruitment and train
ing are relevant. 

Organizational Decision-Making 

Social structures characterized by the features listed above constitute the or
ganizational context within which the types of decisions with which we are 
concerned are made. The specific characteristics of decisional units will be 
discussed below. 

Despite the obvious and long-standing interest of political scientists in 
policy-making, the concept of decision-making has not been defined or 
developed to any great extent.4 This is not to say that there are not theo
ries of decision-making5 or that considerable attention has not been given 
to the structures within which decision-making takes pi ace. But relatively 
little has been done to combine these two interests. Also, little has been 
written about the implications of using this approach, and empirical 
knowledge of the process of decision-making is not abundant. As one 
group of authors says, "Oddly enough, the process of decision-making
what adecision is and how it gets made-is still a mystery .... "6 For the 
most part the available materials bearing on this important area of politi
cal behavior have been in the form of case studies7 and descriptions of con
crete agencies.8 

Whenever writers on international politics get down to discussing the be
havior of decision-makers usually one of five kinds of treatment results: (1) 
the same values and perspectives are assigned to all officials; (2) motivation 
is assumed to consist of a single drive; (3) the decision-makers' actions are 
regarded as determined by "conditions" and "resourees"; (4) simple descrip
tions are made on a very low level of generalization; and (5) diplomats are 
often portrayed as isolated from any governmental organization. 

We shall not review existing definitions of decision-making but shall pre
sent our own and comment on it. 

A DEFINITION: Decision-making is a process which results in the seleetion from a 
socially defined, limited number o[problematieal, alternative projeet? o[ one proj
eet intended to bring about the partieular foture state o[ affoirs envisaged by the 
deeision-makers. 



Decision-Making as an Approach to the Study 0/ International Politics 79 

Explanation and Assumptions 

1. Decision-making leads to a course 0/ action based on the project. The 
term project is employed here to include objectives and techniques. The 
course of action moves along a path (as indicated earlier) toward the out
come envisaged. Adoption of the project signifies that the decision-makers 
were motivated by an intention to accomplish something. The means in
cluded in the project are also socially defined. 

2. Organizational decision-making is a sequence 0/ activities. The particu
lar sequence is an event10 which for purposes of analysis may be isolated. The 
event chosen determines in good part what is or is not relevant for the ob
server's analytical purposes. 

To illustrate, if the event in which the observer is interested is American pol
icy-making on the Japanese Peace Treaty, then the focus of attention is the sys
tem within the American government which was concerned with this problem 
and the various factors influencing the decision-makers in that system. NATO, 
EDC, ERP, the Technical Assistance Program, and so on, were not immediately 
relevant. If, on the other hand, the over-all cluster of decisions with respect to 
the policy of containment of Soviet power is the focus, the Japanese Peace 
Treaty and NATO, EDC, ERP, the Technical Assistance Program, and a num
ber of other factors all become apart of the strategies of implementation. 

3. The event can be considered a unified whole, or it can be separated 
into its constituent elements. A suggested breakdown might be in terms of 
the sequence of activities: (a) predecisional activities; (b) choice; and (c) im
plementation. These need not necessarily occur in chronological order, but 
in all probability they will. Nor are these sealed compartments within the 
total process. 

4. Some choices are made at every stage of the decision-making process. 
The point 0/ final decision is that stage in the sequence at which decision
makers having the authority choose a specific course of action to be imple
mented and assurne or are assigned responsibility for it. At this point the 
decision becomes official and thus binding on all decision-makers whether 
they participated or not. 

The weeding out of information, condensation of memoranda, and so 
on, all involve decisions which must be recognized as such by the observer. 

5. Choice involves valuation and evaluation in terms of a frame 0/ refer

ence. 11 Weights and priorities are then assigned to alternative projects. 
6. The occasion Jor decision arises from uncertainty. In other words, so me 

aspect of the situation is no longer taken for granted; it becomes problem
atical in terms of the decision-makers' frame of reference. 



80 Richard C. Snyder, H. W Bruck & Burton Sapin 

7. The problem requiring decision or the stimulus to action may origi
nate within the decisional system, or it may originate in a change in the in
ternal l2 or external setting. 

8. The range 0/ alternative projects which the decision-makers consider is 
limited. Limitations exist both as to means and ends. Limitations of the 
range of alternative projects are due in large part to the following factors: the 
individual decision-makers' past experience and values; the amount of avail
able and utilized information; situational elements; the characteristics of the 
organizational system and the known,13 available resources. 

Definition of the Decisional Unit and of the Decision-Makers 

We have decided to build our analysis around the concept of decisional unit 
for a very practical reason. Ordinarily, when we think of foreign policy-mak
ing in the United States, for example, we think of the sixty-odd concrete 
agencies-such as the State Department, Defense Department, the National 
Security Council, and so on-which may be involved in the conduct of for
eign affairs. It is tempting, and somewhat logical, to consider these com
mon-sense units as the decisional units we must analyze. Bur it becomes 
obvious at once that there are several difficulties in this "self-evident" ap
proach. First, not all members (or employees) of these common-sense units 
are responsible decision-makers under all circumstances. It would be mani
festly absurd to include every last file clerk in, say, the State Department. So, 
in any case, we have a selection problem on our hands. Second, not all the 
sixty-odd agencies are involved the same way in aLt decisions. Each may have 
several different kinds of potential roles it can play in various problems or 
situations. Third, not all these agencies are equally important. The State De
partment has, obviously, a larger over-all role than the Department of Agri
culture. Fourth, when these agencies do participate, they are not necessarily 
related to each other in the same way. Sometimes they are equals, sometimes 
not. Fifth, for different problems, different members of the concrete agen
eies may actually participate. For these reasons we have found it impossible 
to attempt to relate concrete units as such in the decision-making process. 
Rather we ins ist that it is necessary to abstract from these, so to speak, those 
decision-makers who participate in reaching adecision. 

The problem here is to establish the boundaries which will encompass 
the actors and activities to be observed and explained. We have stated above 
that the focus of attention is the analytical concept of an event, that is, de
cision-making. Moreover, we have said that the type of decision-making 
event in wh ich we are interested is one that takes place in an organizational 
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context. The organizational system within which the decision-making event 
takes place is the unit of observation. The question now is, by what criteria 
is the decisional unit to be isolated and differentiated from the setting? 

The criterion that seems most useful at this time is the objective or mission. 
Before we can discuss the nature of the decisional unit, it is necessary to 

say something further about objectives. We have already spoken of so me of 
the basic characteristics of the concept of the objective. As already no ted, the 
objective is taken as being a particular desired future state of affairs having a 
specific referent. The aspect upon which we must insist is the specificity, 
whether this is the production of ten thousand maroon convertibles, a peace 
treaty with Japan, or any other objective for which it is possible to designate 
aperiod of time, a place, and a system of activities. 

Ir is of great importance that the objective be viewed as being specific, be
cause it is only possible to speak of the organization or decisional system 
with respect to a specified objective. The difficulties which flow from the 
choice of some broad and inclusive notion of objective such as "the opti
mization of gain," a "foreign policy," the "saving of souls," seem to be so 
great that this method was selected as a convenient alternative. Ir is particu
lady the specification of a time element that is difficult, given a more gen
eral statement of objective. 

This posing of the problem has the further appeal of at least bringing into 
question the assumption frequently made that all organizations having the 
same general purpose, for example, "foreign policy-making," will be more 
similar to each other than to other organizations having so me other general 
purpose. In addition to matters of comparability, the virtue of defining the 
decisional system with respect to the objective is that it allows the observer 
to distinguish this system of action from other systems of action. It should 
be clearly understood that the unit is still a concrete one, but we have a rel
atively simple criterion far inclusion or exclusion, namely, concern with the 
given objective. 

Some general statements about the concept of an objective have been 
made above, but more needs to be said about it in this connection. Before 
doing so it may be useful, however, to recapitulate as briefly as possible some 
of our assumptions. We have said, in effect, that with respect to any foreign 
policy objective there is an organizational unit so constituted as to be able to 
select a course of action to achieve that objective. The objective is a concrete 
envisaged state of affairs. 

Ir is immediately apparent that there is a very large number of different 
kinds of foreign policy objectives. Seemingly one of the great needs in for
eign policy analysis is a typology of these different kinds of objectives. These 
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objectives might be classified on the basis of whether they are political, eco
nomic, military, or some other or a combination. The degree of urgency at
tached to them must be considered. Furthermore, it would be of 
considerable importance to take into account the time element, that is, 
wh ether the objective is considered to be long-term or short-term and what 
substantive meaning is given to these time spans. This is not to indicate that 
many treatments of foreign policy-making do not speak of, for example, 
"short-term military objectives" or "long-term political objectives." What is 
needed, however, is a systematic classification with clearly stated and easily 
applicable criteria. 

For purposes of an historical study of a foreign policy decision such a ty
pology would be useful but not essential. The student would still be able to 
isolate the unit which made a particular decision and to analyze the factors 
influencing the actions of the decision-makers, provided the necessary in
formation is available and accessible. If, however, it is the intent of the ob
server to predict the kinds of decisions which will emerge from various units, 
then the typology of objectives becomes essential. That is, the typology will 
tell the observer something about the kinds of systems that would be in
volved in these types of decision. And prediction can only be predicated on 
knowledge of how these types of units act. 

The Organizational Unit 

Since the organizational or decisional unit is at the very heart of the kind of 
analysis we are suggesting, its constituent elements will be discussed at 
length below. Here we shall confine ourselves to some fairly general obser
vations. The unit, as we have indicated above, is an observer's analytical de
vice to allow identification and isolation of those actions and activities which 
are of concern to hirn. We are assuming that all units will be "organizational" 
in the sense discussed in a previous section. In our view all decisional units 
are organizational systems, and by organization we mean the system of ac
tivities and the structure of relationships. That is, the activities and relation
ships will be the outcome of the operation of formal rules governing the 
allocation of power and responsibility, motivation, communication, perfor
mance of functions, problem-solving, and so on. Each unit will have its own 
organization in this sense. Naturally the particular organizational form 
which a unit takes will depend on how and why the unit was established, 
who the members are, and what its specific task iso 

Ir should be apparent that for the observer one and only one organiza
tional unit can act with respect to any one objective. That is, for example, 
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there can be only one set of American decision-makers who were concerned 
with the Japanese Peace Treaty, since the Japanese Peace Treaty was a unique 
historical event. This holds true whether the primary institutional affiliation 
of these decision-makers was the Department of State, the Department of 
Defense, the Congress, or whatever. Here we must again point to the im
portance of typification of objectives units. An initial and tentative listing of 
some of the criteria which units may be typified is the following: 14 

1. SIZE-The number of participants may range from a single member 
to large bodies such as legislatures. In addition to sheer size the num
ber of participants at any one level would have to be considered. 

2. STRUCTURE-Some of the factors that may be relevant here are 
whether or not the unit is hierarchical, whether the relationships of 
authority and the communications net are clearly defined or are am
biguous, and the degree of explicitness and conventionalization of the 
competences. 

3. LOCATION IN THE INSTITUTIONAL SETTING-Two factors are pointed 
to here: first, the primary institution al affiliation of the members; sec
ond, the level in the institution al setting at which the unit operates. 

4. RELATION TO OTHER ORGANIZATIONAL UNITS--Here the relative depen
dence or independence, isolation or involvement, would be indicated. 

5. DURATION OF THE UNIT - The relative permanence or impermanence 
of units would be the guiding consideration here. 

6. TYPE OF OB]ECTIVE-This is probably one of the important criteria, 
and further exposition of the factors involved will have to await the 
development of a typology of objectives. 

We might indicate at this point that it does not appear likely that all de
cisional units which can be distinguished are representatives of particular 
types. Some, and perhaps a substantial number, may be more unique than 
typical. Perhaps future research will provide us not only with useful typolo
gies of objectives, but will also discover important differences between con
tinuing units and those existing only briefly. 

We have tried to indicate here that there are essentially three ways of 
looking at decisional units. (1) An actual system existing with respect to a par

ticular concrete objective. We might call this the historical point of view since 
it involves the reconstruction by the researcher of a particular past event. (2) 
A typical unit existing with respect to a typicalobjective. Here the kinds of ty
pologies discussed above come into play, and types of units would be 
matched with types of objectives. Typification such as that indicated should 
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ultimately permit predictions of the "If ... then ... " kind. (3) Any unit in 
general. This is the mann er in which we shall discuss the characteristics of 
decisional units under various headings below. Furthermore, this very gen
erallevel is also the one of greatest usefulness to the teacher of foreign pol
icy, since, in the absence of complete and specific data, it allows hirn to 
characterize the foreign policy decision-making process in various states in 
general terms. Sufficient information for such general characterizations ex
ists for almost every state. 

The Institutional Setting 

We have thus far not discussed at all those institutions of government which 
are the traditional subject matter of the student of foreign policy. We have 
not done this for rwo reasons. First, as noted immediately above, the ap
proach to foreign policy analysis we are presenting in tentative form cuts 
across the departments and agencies of government that constitute the tra
ditional units of study. Second, the regulation of foreign policy has come to 
involve so many of the activities in the total national governmental structure 
that it is difficult indeed to locate precisely the fareign policy function 
within this structure. 

How, then, are the various governmental institutions to be treated? It 
seems most profitable to consider this institutional setting as a great pool of 
personnel and information far the decisional units. Within this pool, some 
important kinds of activities and services, notably the collection and analy
sis of information, are of course carried on continuously. Also, some of the 
agencies are primarily concerned with the execution of policy and with the 
carrying out of routine duties. 

We do not mean to imply by any means that it is not highly important 
that systematic studies be made of institutions like the Department of State 
or the Department of Defense. Indeed, it is vitally important that more and 
more thorough analyses of these agencies be available, since the behavior of 
the decision-maker in the decisional unit is largely conditioned by the di
rectives, rules, precedents, and ideologies of these governmental institutions 
or their subdivisions. 

The Origins 0/ Units 

We have said that the unit is an analytical tool-a guide to the way the ob
server reconstitutes the decision-making universe and how its boundaries are 
to be established. The empirical questions underlying the concept of unit 
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are: who beeomes involved in adeeision, how, and why? How does the group 
of officials (actors or decision-makers) whose deliberations result in decision 
become assembled? Often the answer to this question is essential to an ex
planation of why the decision-makers decided the way they did. 

This is a major point in the analysis of decision-making, but we shall 
have to postpone detailed treatment. 15 For the moment we may note two 
methods of unit construction: automatie assignment and negotiation. That is, 
the personnel and activities which we analytically call the unit are specified 
and established within the total decision-making structure by these two 
methods. Often the selection of decision-makers from the total number who 
might become involved is based on a simple classification of problems or de
cisions. The formal roles of the actors provide the clue as to whether they 
will be part of the unit. Also there are standing units, that is, committees or 
groups who are expected to act on given matters. A quite different method 
of selection is negotiation in cases where no routine procedures exist or where 
new conditions require a special procedure. Some of the great struggles 
within the total foreign policy-making structure are over who will decide. 

Negotiation may be simply a matter of "springing loose" the right officials 
for a particular task, or it may represent basic disagreement over the location 
of authority and power. 

The Decision-Makers 

One of the most important methodological assumptions we have made is that 
only those who are government officials are to be viewed as decision-makers or 
actors. In other words, no private citizen-no matter how powerful--<:an be 
a member of the analytical unit unless he temporarily holds a federal office. Ir 
will be argued by so me that this is a step backward, a denial of the progress 
made by a distinguished group of scholars in freeing the study of politics ftom 
its narrow, formal institutional focus. There is no doubt that we have clear dif
ferences with so me of our colleagues on this point. Suffice to say here, we do 
not differ with others on the significance of social factors in the internal set
ting, particularly opinion leaders and organized group leaders. The issue is 
whether it is methodologically feasible or advantageous to put nongovern
mental personnel in the same action system with governmental personnel. Ir 
appears to us more difficult to isolate the decision-making process (or system 
or unit) and to relate officials and nonofficials when there is no way of assign
ing recognized roles to all actors. Actually there is no state action until some of
ficials act, and, no matter how powerful, there is no way of imputing official 
status to private citizens. Usually the argument is that regardless of the offieial 
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locus of decision-making authority it is where the decision is really made which 
counts. But fundamentally this is a matter of the cruciality of certain determi
nants not of the location of authority. Furthermore, if interest groups really 

make decisions, the behavior of officials who must translate these into official 
action must still be accounted for. Except for cases where a private group 
"owns" a decision-maker, the latter's conduct must also be explained in terms 
of the other (that is, organizational) factors at work. Access16 bring us right to 
the decision-maker's door, yet doesn't tell us why he succumbs. Our scheme 
does not, to repeat, ignore so-called "informal"17 factors; it does imply a dif
ferent way of handling them analytically. 

Limitations on Decision-Making 

The concept of limitations constitutes a set of assumptions about any deci
sional system. The assumptions concern the factors or conditions which 
limit: (a) alternative objectives; (b) alternative techniques; (c) the combina
tion of (a) and (b) into strategies or projects; (d) decision-making resources 
such as time, energy, skills, information; and (e) degree of control of exter
nal setting. In accordance with Ouf general phenomenological approach, we 
feel that the range and impact of limitations should be considered from the 
decision-maker's point of view, although many such assessments will be ob
jectively verifiable. The main categories of limitations in terms of their 
sources are those arising from outside the decisional system; those arising 
from the nature and functioning of the decisional system; and those arising 
from a combination ofboth these. Ir is only necessary here to suggest briefly 
the possible kinds of limitations under each heading. 

external to the system 

Although it might seem as though limitations in the setting, that is, internal 
and externat, are "objective" to the decision-makers, it cannot be overem
phasized that the estimates of such limitations by the observer and byactors 
may not be identical. In other words, it cannot-or, rather, should not-be 
assumed that the observer and the actor will agree. 18 Presumably-by some 
criteria of rational behavior-it is irrational for astate to select objectives for 
which it has inadequate means of achievement or to select techniques which 
are less conducive to the achievement of feasible objectives than others. By 
implication, these judgments are made from avantage point not shared nec

essarily by the actor. The actor may have less knowledge than the observer, 
or the actor may also know what the observer knows but be-in his view

unable to behave differently. 
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Once again, what our scheme requires is a classification of potential 
limitations-factors which may restrict the way the decision-makers de
liberate and the results of their deliberations. The important point here is 
that these factors are mediated-or gain their significance-from the per
ceptions and judgments of the decision-makers. It is also important to re
member that for the most part the decision-makers do not confront 
externallimitations direcdy on a personal, face-to-face basis, so to speak. 
Rather, their perceptions and judgments result from their participation in 
a decision-making system. 

Judgments of external conditions, objects, events, and other actors as 
limitations on the action of any particular state may be of two types. First, 
there are those in which there is relatively linie room for doubt or error 
and in which fewer qualitative appraisals are required. The phenomena 
being perceived are susceptible to identification and measurement by 
agreed standards. Such would be quantitative, concrete data. Second-and 
probably constituting the opposite end of a continuum-are those phe
nomena which are less measurable by agreed standards and which require 
qualitative appraisal. In these cases, there is more room for individual 
judgments which cannot be either proved or disproved merely by an ap
peal to logical or other criteria. One would expect, accordingly, more pos
sible disagreement between an observer and an actor with respect to the 
latter category. 

internal to the system 
Limitations external to the system are by far the best known and most dra
matie. We have tried to suggest that decision-making in a complex organi
zational context is a complicated process requiring the performance of a 
number of functions and many skills. The limitations traceable to bureau
cratic pathology are of course familiar, but they are by no means the only 
ones. However, aside from these, there are less obvious yet extremely signif
icant limitations having their sources within the system. 

1. INFORMATION. The decision-makers may lack information or may act 
on inaccurate information; in either case the range of alternatives considered 
may be affected. It would appear to be a permanent liability of the decision
making process that pertinent information is almost never complete and in
formation which is available, that is, present within the system, is rarely 
completely testable. Furthermore, information within the system may not 
be "available" to the decision-makers. The necessity to adopt and employ in
terpretative schemes and compensatory devices such as simplification of 
phenomena provides a related source of limitation. 
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2. COMMUNICATIONS FAiLURES. Reasonably full information may be pre
sent in the decisional unit but not circulate to all the decision-makers who 
need it to perform their roles satisfactorily. A decisional unit may be resis
tant to new information, or the significance of new information may be lost 
because of the way messages are labeled and stored. 

3. PRECEDENT. Previous actions and policy rules (the givens for any unit) 
may automatically narrow the deliberations of the decision-makers. Previous 
action may prohibit serious consideration of a whole range of projects. Re
versal of policies is difficult in a vast organization. 

4. PERCEPTION. The selective discrimination of the setting may effectively 
limit action. What the decision-makers "see" is what they act upon. Through 
perception-and judgment-external limitations gain their significance. 
Factors objectively identifiable by an observer may be ignored by decision
makers or overweighted. 

5. SCARCE RESOURCES. The fact that any unit is limited in the time, en
ergy, and skills (and sometimes money) at its disposal also tends to limit the 
thoroughness of deliberation and the effectiveness with which certain related 
functions are performed. Time pressures may seriously restrict the number 
of possible courses of action which can be explored. 

the combination 0/ external and internallimitations 
Obviously, the two sets of potentiallimitations are related and may be com
bined. While the external limitations have an independent existence, their 
significance depends on the judgments of the decision-makers, who may be 
operating under internaliimitations as well. One of the crucial questions in 
the analysis of foreign policy decision-making is whether particular extern al 
limitations are assumed or calculated. Another question concerns the degree 
to which the decision-makers regard certain limitations as subject to their 
control. Since internaliimitations may either reinforce external ones or min
imize them, the extent to which internaliimitations are known and allowed 
for in decision-making may be crucial. 

How Foreign Policy Decisions Differ from Those Made 
in Other Complex Organizations-Some Hypotheses 

We have insisted that foreign policy-making is most fruitfully analyzed as 
decision-making in an organizational context. The properties of formal or
ganization oudined would hold for any social organization which met the 
specifications, whether governmental or nongovernmental, and the proper
ties of decision-making oudined would hold for any decisional system. In 
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sum, we would argue that a business organization, a social organization in 
the narrower sense, apressure group, and governmental agencies can and 
should be analyzed by means of essentially the same scherne. To the extent 
that this conviction is eventually confirmed, comparative analysis of differ
ent kinds of decisional systems may be possible, and additional insights into 
foreign policy-making should result. 

Without assuming that foreign policy decisions are unique, it is suggested 
that the following may be distinguishing characteristics of such decisions: 

1. Wider range of possible objectives and projects subject to a wider range 
of possible interpretations. 

2. Greater heterogeneity 01 ''clientele'' and thus more potentially hostile or 
dissatisfied reactions and demands. 

3. A greater number olperspectives have to be integrated before consensus 
is achieved. 

4. The ''setting'' and ''situation'' of decisions are more complex, less cer
tain, less stable; the consequences of action are therefore harder to pre

dict and control. 
5. Sources 01 information are broader and less reliable, and the necessity 

of "classification" constitutes a special problem. 
6. Relative lack of ''experimental opportunity" and infrequency of replic

able situations. 
7. Difficulty of measuring organizational effectiveness and policy results. 
8. Necessity of discussing alternatives in terms which do not meet the 

simplest test of verifiability. 

9. Time-lag between the arising of problem-situation and the unfolding 

01 its foll implications. 
10. Greater possibility of fondamental value conflicts and hence necessity 

flr more extensive compromise. 

These selected differences are areminder that the political nature of for
eign policy decisions may introduce factors which may make it difficult to 
generalize to or from nongovernmental decision-making. However, 
whether differences are a matter of degree or kind, we believe that, analyt
ically, all decision-making in formal organizations can be handled the same 
way, that is, by the same scherne. While the above list suggests certain spe
cial features of the wor/d of the foreign policy decision-maker, these fea
tures can be described and explained according to situational requirements 
and determinants of action as they affect particular decisional units and 
particular decisions. 
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6. THE MAJOR DETERMINANTS OF ACTION 

The search for explanation of why states behave as they do leads ultimately, 
according to our argument, to the factors which determine the choices made 
by the decision-makers. We have said further that decision-makers must be 
identified in terms of decisional units. The rules, activities, and relationships 
among the decision-makers constitute the organizational or decision-mak
ing system. The point of view from which we take our departure is that of 
any decisional system. 1 

We now proceed to a more detailed analysis of the determinants of deci
sion-making behavior. The important assumption we are making is that the 
three major determinants of action in the system are spheres of competence, 
communications and information, and motivation. It may develop that 
these are by no means the most significant variables, but until empirical ev
idence sustains or refutes our assumption, we shall consider that all factors 
which influence the results of deliberation in foreign policy-making can be 
accounted for by these variables. 

We are not unmindful that this section deals with decision-making from 
two different perspectives: the properties of the actor (decision-maker) and 
the properties of the system (structure and process). Before a theory of deci
sion-making will be possible, of course, logical and empirical relationships 
among these determinants must he established. At this point only tentative 
suggestions along this line can be made. 

Spheres of Competence 

We propose that it is most convenient to treat the organizational unit or 
decisional system which is the focus of attention as a set of competences 
and relationships among competences. Frequently, in referring to the 
structural components of organizational systems, the terms "office" or 
"role" are used. By using the less well-known term competence we are try
ing to serve two purposes. First, we are trying to avoid the ambiguities 
characteristic of some of the other terms. Secondly, we are trying to con
vey a notion of a more comprehensive kind. We are, in effect, trying to 

convey the idea not only of an explicitly prescribed set of activities but also 
of conventionalized activities necessary to the achievement of the organiza
tional objective. To put this into other words, we believe that the structural 
components of the system of action must include as a minimum some 
norms and rules of behavior in addition to those set out in the organiza
tion's charter or manual. 
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Definition 0/ Competence 

A competence is defined as the totality 0/ those 0/ the activities 0/ the decision

maker relevant and necessary to the achievement 0/ the organizational objective. 

Relating to these activities there is, from the point of view of the actor, what 
might be called a set of mIes. These mIes serve, in effect, as guides to action 
for the actor. Apart of these mIes is explicitly prescribed, that is, set forth in 
writing in a job specification or its equivalent. A second part of these mIes 
is accepted by convention and acted upon largely as if the conventionally ac
cepted mIes had the same status as the explicitly prescribed ones. 

Both the explicitly prescribed and the conventionally accepted mIes have 
two components. One of these is description 0/ the job itself, detailing what 
the actor does or is to do. The other deals with the relationships 0/ the actor 

to the other actors in the system. The dominant relationship indicated by the 
mIes is probably the superior-subordinate relationship. In addition we are 
assuming that the actor has expectations based on his knowledge of the mIes 
about the behavior of other actors. 

The mIes guiding the activities that constitute the actor's competence are 
subject to interpretation by the actor. That is to say, the actor's competence 
is flexible, and its dimensions are empirically problematical. We shall explain 
this point more fuHy below, but an example may be helpful here. We shall 
consider several recent interpretations of the competence of the Secretary of 
State. The available evidence would appear to indicate that Presidents Eisen
hower and Tmman left the formulation of foreign policy largely in the hands 
of their respective Secretaries of State, Messrs. Dulles and Acheson, granting 
them thereby considerable areas of discretion. On the other hand, it is al
leged that the late President Roosevelt took a much more active personal 
part in the conduct of foreign relations. Ir would seem then that the com
petence of the Secretary of State would differ widely on this basis alone in 
the Roosevelt administrations as compared to those of his successors. 

A number of points need to be no ted about all the activities constituting 
the competence. First, if we assume that the decision-maker is not a willful 
deviant, the pattern of activities is predictable with a high degree of proba
bility to the extent to which it is specified and prescribed in the explicit mIes 
of the organization. From the researcher's point of view, then, a considerable 
amount of information is generally available on the division of work, stmc
ture of authority, flow of information, as well as on the ideology and policies 
which provide the framework within which the decision-maker operates. 

A second consideration in connection with the use of the competence 
concept rests on the assumption that no organization defined as a system of 
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action, as it has been here, can be planned completely apriori. We assurne, 
that is, that the planner invariably finds hirnself in a situation of uncertainty 
and incomplete information. Consequently, the planned or explicitly pre
scribed structure of the organization is supplemented over aperiod of time 
by patterns of action established and sanctioned by precedent, habitual ways 
of doing things, that constitute the second component of the decision-mak
ers' competence, the one to be called conventional. 

Together, the patterns of action referred to above as the prescribed ones 
and those referred to as being conventional make up what we shall refer to as 
the formal characteristics %rganization. It should be emphasized that these 
are at this stage of development of the conceptual scheme the only ones of 
interest to uso 

Those who are acquainted with studies in the field of organization and 
administration know that in the last rwenty or rwenty-five years, attention 
has increasingly been devoted to the so-called "informal" organizations ex
isting within the larger "formal" structure. Some of the phenomena which 
have been labeled "informal" bear a considerable resemblance to what we 
call the conventional component of the competence,2 but most of them do 
not. It does not see m appropriate to enter into an extended discussion and 
criticism of writings on "informal" organization here. Suffice it to say that 
many of them have been unsystematic and confusing. We do want to make 
it very clear that when we refer to conventional activities we have in mind 
activities strictly necessary to the achievement of the objective of the system 
but not specifled explicitly in the charter, the job specifications, the relevant 
legislation, the executive order, or the organizational manual. The precise 
nature of the conventional activities remains problematical for the observer 
and will probably te nd to differ from system to system. It is to be hoped 
that ultimately more reliable knowledge will allow the characteristics of the 
conventional activities to be related to the characteristics of various types of 
systems. 

With regard to the discussion of the conventional component of the 
competence, it should also be noted that the time element involved also re
lates to a process of legitimation. Legitimacy does not in this instance need 
to include the moral dimension Max Weber refers to.3 It means simply ac
quiescence in certain patterns of consideration and action as appropriate to 
a given situation. 

There are a number of assumptions underlying this view of organization, 
and also so me consequences stemming from it, which might profitably be 
considered. First, we have tried to indicate above that the planned and pre
scribed structure has the status of a kind of assumed prerequisite, a skeleton 
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which is objective in the sense of being known to both actor and observer. 
To this are added the patterns we have called conventional. These together 

may be viewed as a set 0/ rules which constitute guides to the conduct 0/ the actor. 

These rules have a greater or lesser mandatoriness depending in part on 
whether they are explicitly stated or whether they are conventional and also 
whether they are subject to interpretation by the actors. It is dear that this 
formulation leads to at least the rudiments of a theory of bureaucratization, 
since under the conventional category we must consider not only the kinds 
of activities comprising it, but also the way in which the actor interprets the 
rules relating to these activities. 

The Problem 0/ Bureaucratization 

Bureaucracy, or, to be more accurate, bureaucratization, for we are dealing 
with process and not structure, is an oft-discussed but rarely darifled sub
ject. There is an abundance of descriptive material relating to structure but 
little precise analysis of the process. Since governmental institutions are gen
erally recognized as being especially vulnerable to bureaucratization, a few 
words on the subject seem appropriate here. Foreign policy-making would 
appear to be no less vulnerable than other kinds of policy-making. 

Max Weber, in his great treatise, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, distinguishes 
three bases oflegitimate authority, the rational-legal, the traditional, and the 
charismatic. He also speaks of transformations of these types of authority, 
notably of the traditionalization of rational-legal authority.4 Two aspects of 
Weber's discussion are relevant and noteworthy for our purposes. In distin
guishing among various types of authority and in discussing the transfor
mations of these, Weber calls attention to the different ways in which the 
actor orients social structures. Secondly, it is not without import that the 
transformations Weber discusses involve the traditionalization of the other 
two types of authority. 

Weber deflnes traditionally oriented action as being determined by ac
cepted usage which in the extreme case is "very often a matter of almost au
tomatic reaction to habitual stimuli which guide behavior in a course which 
has been repeatedly followed."5 If, then, as we have indicated above, the or
ganizational structure may be treated as a set of rules for the actor, a num
ber of questions arise immediately. Perhaps the most important of these is 
how does the actor interpret the rules? 

The familiar idealization of organization holds that it is the institutional
ization par excellence of rationality. 6 It may then be asked whether the actor 
acts rationally in a social system planned, in theory at least, so as to make the 
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rules of behavior as explicit as possible, to maximize the possibility of ob
taining information, and so forth. The findings of numerous writers seem to 
indicate that he does not. The key point is that it seems necessary to postu
late that to a very high degree the orientations of the actor are independent 
of and vary irrespective of the characteristics of the social system of which he 
is a member at any given time. 

Bureaucratization, we would suggest, is a process whereby more of the 
rules, precedents, and methods of operation are oriented traditionally, that 
is, are no longer easily subject to challenge, questioning, or amendment. 
The reason for the increasing traditionalization of orientations is appar
ently to be found in large part in the psychological make-up of the actor. 
It is to be found in the characteristics of the social structure only to the ex
tent to which it reinforces and intensifies the psychological mechanisms 
involved. 

It is by no means our intention to assert that bureaucratization is invari
ably bad or to depart from a neutral attitude toward this phenomenon. It 
does need to be pointed out, though, that very little is known about this 
process and research seems urgently needed. The major problem would be 
the investigation of the "how" and "why" of the traditionalization of the de
cision-maker's orientations. The focal point of such research might weil be 
the structure of the "world of the decision-maker." Schuetz7 suggests a seem
ingly very useful distinction between "open" and "problematic" possibilities 
in selecting among alternative courses of action. Open possibilities are those 
that are not questioned, that is, not considered by the actor, whether he acts 
in terms of them or simply excludes them from his calculations. Problematic 
possibilities are those which are called into quest ion and considered. The 
crucial question for the researcher would then be: what kinds of possibilities 
are "open" ones for the decision-maker? what kinds are problematic? The 
time element would, of course, have to be taken into account in doing the 
research, and the researcher would have to inform hirnself on the period in 
the life of the organization with which he is dealing as weil as on the history 
of the organization, at least with regard to crucial decisions taken on matters 
of organization, objectives, and so on. 

lt should be apparent that these matters are by no means of exclusive con
cern or interest to the student of foreign policy decision-making. These 
questions are relevant to any study of large-scale organization, be it of busi
ness, government, voluntary, or whatever. The information is necessary for 
any study of organizations, no matter what their purpose. While so me stud
ies of the consequences of so-called "crucial" decisions are available, mater
ial on routine activities and bureaucratization is meager indeed. 
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A final consideration with regard to bureaucratization is arising in con
nection with the consequences of this process. We have indicated above that 
the term is not to have the epithetical connotation usually given it. As 
Selznick has suggested,8 the fact that the term bureaucracy is generally so 
used should alert us to the fact that there is an important phenomenon here 
worthy of further investigation. Above all it must be remembered that the 
functionality or dysfunctionality9 of bureaucratization depends in good 
measure on the point of view from which it is approached. For example, the 
unquestioned acceptance of the organization's rules may be very desirable 
from the point of view of maintenance of the organization's stability or its 
defense against external attack. On the other hand, bureaucratization may 
be totally dysfunctional if it impairs the organization's ability to adapt to 
new or changing circumstances. 

The Actor! Interpretation 0/ His Competence 

Thus far, we have discussed two major points in connection with the de
cision-maker's competence. First, in defining the competence concept we 
indicated that it was useful to broaden the usual definition of formal or
ganizational characteristics to include the body of conventions, that is, 
habitual practices, precedents, unelucidated presuppositions, and so 
forth. Secondly, it was proposed tentatively that a distinction might prof
itably be made in the analysis of the way in which the actor interprets the 
body of rules and norms of behavior that, from the point of view of the 
actor, constitute his competence and the social structure within which he 
operates. 

In addition, one further consideration derived from the competence con
cept needs to be discussed, and that is the impact of the actor upon his com
petence. The basic assumption here is that no matter how simplified a model 
of the actor or decision-maker we wish to use, it must include at least so me 
elements of his values, his prior experience, and his learned behavior, in 
short, ofhis biography in this technical sense. IO At any given instant in time, 
or over any period of time, then, we are dealing with the interaction 0/ the 
actor and his competence. In addition to the fact that his behavior is affected 
by the rules, the actor also interprets the rules. He must, in other words, be 
treated as more than a passive agent in some preordained spectacle. We do 
not mean, thereby, to get involved in the sterile debate between the advo
cates of free will and those of determinism. Any effort in the direction of sci
entific analysis assumes ex hypothese that the universe being treated is an 
ordered one, that there are no random elements in any absolute sense. The 
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assumption of order does not, however, carry with it any implication of om
niscience on the part of the observer, nor does it require that the model of 
the actor omit the possibility ofhis making choices. Any attempt to treat de
cision-making without an actor so constructed as to be capable of selecting 
among alternatives would indeed be wasted effort. 

Since the actor's choices may be concerned with the structure of the or
ganization or at least may have consequences for the structure, the capacity 
to interpret the rules would seem to be required. This capacity would imply 
that the competence itself must be treated as something flexible, its limits al
ways empirically problematical. The distinction between prescribed and 
conventional elements would, of course, remain as before. Considerably 
more extensive discussion will be devoted to the interaction of the actor and 
the competence under one of our other major categories, motivation. 

A few words, though, might be devoted here to some of the implications 
of the preceding statements. There are apparently no data available on the 
problem of the reciprocal interaction of actor and social structure. Contem
porary organizational theory has rarely analyzed the problem in quite this 
manner. To permit reasonably adequate prediction along these lines, a tax
onomy of personality types would be of great value. We may, however, make 
some general suggestions without such a taxonomy. 

A scale may be postulated ranging from what might be called "strict con
struction" to very broad interpretation of the rules. The limiting cases seem 
to be fairly clear. At the extreme of greatest latitude of interpretation, the or
ganizational system would cease to exist or change into another unit because 
the authority relationships and the patterns of communication would be so 
altered that another type of unit would come into existence. At the other ex
treme, obedience of the "letter of the law" would also cause destruction of 
the system through a kind of "subversion by slow-down." Investigation of 
the empiricallimits is badly needed. 

To illustrate this point one might examine the relief of General MacArthur 
in 1951 from his several positions as American and Allied Supreme Com
man der in the Far East. If one takes as the organizational system one involv
ing President Truman as Commander-in-Chief and members of the 
appropriate executive agencies at horne and, also, General MacArthur with 
his aides and subordinates in the Far East, it is apparent that the General's 
competence involved great and, to a high degree, unspecified areas of lati
tude. When the General's decisions began to threaten the organization as 
constituted, the maintenance of that particular system seemed to require, in 
President Truman's view, the action he took. It should be quite clear that this 
analysis does not rest on any view of which side was "right" or "wrong" in this 
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instance. From the point of view of organizational analysis, General 
MacArthur's interpretation of his competence was apparently threatening the 
organizational system as constituted, and the man at the head of this system 
feit that it could only be maintained if the General was relieved of his posts. 
Some of the General's supporters might accept the organizational analysis but 
insist that a change in the organizational system as constituted would have 
been better for the country. 

The MacArthur episode points to another important factor, namely, the 
consequences of unknown or incompletely known limits of rules' interpre
tation for the creation of tensions in the organization. Here again little in
formation on this point is at present available. 

In addition to personaliry type, position in the organizational hierarchy 
and, also, expertise would seem to be especially closely related to the actor's 
interpretation of his competence. Since this paper is not intended to be an 
extended treatise on organization theory, it is hoped that the all too brief al
lusion to factors needing to be taken into account will suffice. The compe
tence concept is crucial since the competences are the building blocks of the 
decision-making systems central to our analysis of foreign policy-making. 
We now turn to a consideration of the ways in which the competences are 
differentiated from each other. 

Differentiation 0/ Competences 

The previous section dealt with the definition and to some extent the elab
oration of the characteristics of what we have called the actor's or decision
maker's competence. In this section we shall discuss briefly so me of the bases 
for differentiation among these competences. Three bases for such differen
tiation will be suggested: (1) authority; (2) the degree 0/ generality or special
ization; and (3) the nature o/participation. 

These categories are by no means intended to exhaust all the possible 
bases for differentiation among the competences. However, they do seem at 
this point to be a promising point of departure. It cannot be repeated often 
enough that this is only an initial and tentative formulation of a conceptual 
scheme and that its adequacy or lack of adequacy remains to be proven by 
empirical testing. 

differentiation on the basis 0/ authority 
In discussing differentiation on the basis of authority, it should be clear that 
authority is used here to denote the relationship between superior and sub
ordinate. Authority may be defined for the purpose at hand as the ability to 
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issue orders, instructions, and commands with the probability that they will 
be obeyed. Involved, moreover, is the possibility of the availability and the 
use of sanctions by the bearer of authority. 

A number of points need to be made in connection with the discussion 
of authority. We have already said that authority is a concept referring to a 
relationship of two or more individuals. It should however be no ted that not 
all organizational relationships need to involve the exercise of authority. 
Some committees would provide examples of relationships not involving the 
exercise of authority among members. 

Talcott Parsons, who has done more than any other scholar to bring the 
work of Max Weber to the attention of American social scientists, says that 
one ofWeber's outstanding contributions consisted of the prominent place 
assigned elements of coercion and compulsion in social relationships. The 
role given authority in Weber's classic analysis of bureaucracy is central. But 
those who have used implicitly or explicitly a model of organization similar 
to Weber's have frequently not taken into consideration the special place the 
ideal type occupies in Weber's methodology. The ideal type is in effect a de
vice to throw into bold relief certain features of a social structure, features 
which characterize it and distinguish it from others. It is not a description of 
an actual concrete structure. 

The orthodox view of organization, current among many American so
cial scientists as weil as among business executives and government officials, 
is quite similar in many features to Weber's ideal type. It depicts a steady 
"downward" flow of orders and instructions and an equally steady "upward" 
flow of many kinds of information. The picture is obviously much oversim
plified, resting as it does on the assumption that the organization is, if we 
may be allowed to borrow a term from the nefarious vocabulary, monolithic. 

In accord with the monolithic view of organization, one frequently sees 
references to the structure of authority which imply a single set of relation
ships which is presumed to exist at all times and in all cases. While analysis 
on the basis of a single structure of authority is probably inadequate and 
misleading in all cases, it is especially so, given our definition of organization 
as a system of action discriminated from other systems on the basis of its ob
jective. There is not one structure of authority. On the contrary, there is the 
probability that in most decisional systems of any complexity there will be 
several structures of authority. 

This point, will, we hope, be considerably clarified in the discussion of 
differentiation among the competences on the basis of generality and spe
cialization and the nature of participation. It is most important to be sensi
tive to the possibility of several structures of authority when dealing with 
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such complex decisional systems as interdepartmental committees and, for 
example, a system involving the President and the Senate. 

The relationship of authority involves also, as we have previously men
tioned, the probability of obedience and the possible invocation of sanc
tions. However, we shall here climb out onto a limb by saying that this 
coercive aspect is not a prominent one in the ordinary day-to-day operation 
of the organization. Unless the organization is one in which coercion is a 
prominent feature of operation such as a military organization or a penal in
stitution, we may at least propose that other determinants of action are of 
greater importance. 

There are, nevertheless, instances in which the authority relationship be
comes decisive. Most prominently this is true in the following classes of 
cases: first, where there is achalienge to the source of authority; secondly, 
where there is achallenge to the bearer of authority; thirdly, where there is 
equality of authority; and, fourthly, where there are differences in the inter
pretations of the rules, objective, or similar matters. The challenge or calling 
into question may be deliberate, or it may be due to ignorance. We shall not 
at this time draw a fine distinction between these two ways, even though the 
mann er of dealing with them may differ considerably. 

By using the term source of authority we do not mean to raise the sordid 
business of sovereignty. The conceptual scheme used here is one designed for 
the analysis of operating organizational units. Consequently the question of 
the "source" of authority does not co me up in the ordinary course of orga
nizational operation. It arises only in case of serious challenge to the existing 
order. To use terminology that we have previously employed, possibilities 
which had been "open" ones become suddenly "problematic." Generally it 
would appear that questioning of the "source" of authority would take the 
form of achalienge to the order as a whole. 

The questioning of the bearer of authority would constitute a fairly 
common occurrence and does not seem to need any further elucidation. 
The case of equal authority is also a well-known one, but one that raises 
some very grave questions with regard to the strategies of resolution. One 
way would be appeal to an outside clientele as in the case of conflict be
tween the President and Congress. Another possible way of seeking resolu
tion brings into prominent focus the problem of institutional leadership. 
Space will not permit more than a few words on the subject here. There 
nevertheless do seem to be elements of the role of institutionalleader apart 
from those intangible arts of manipulating individuals of which some writ
ers on administration are so fond, or apart from the attributes of personal
ity of wh ich the psychologists speak. Among these would appear to be, as a 
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minimum, a requirement of neutrality and a concern with general matters 
rather than specific detail. 

The final case of challenge to the interpretation of the organization's ob
jective or rules is weil exemplified in one of the few existing studies oflarge
scale organizations, Philip Selznick's analysis of the TVA. ll Selznick shows 
that some serious conflicts as to the TVA's mission had to be settled during 
the early years of its existence. The phenomenon usually referred to as a 
"struggle for power" would from the point of view of the organization, 
though not necessarily from the point of view of the participant's motiva
tion, generally co me under this heading. 

THE PROBLEM OF RESPONSIBIUIY. In conduding the discussion of the 
authority relationship, a few words might weil be said about the problem of 
responsibility. This term frequently appears in discussions of authority. Levy 
defines responsibility as "The accountability of an individual(s) to another 
individual(s) or group(s) for his own acts and/or the acts of others,"12 a de
finition we shall use for present purposes. This way of defining responsibil
ity focuses attention on the relational character of the phenomenon, a 
relationship that is perhaps the obverse of the authority relationship. It is 
probable that from the standpoint of motivation the two relationships are 
quite different, for the question of ethical and moral norms of behavior 
arises in acute form. 

Again we are not able to do more here than allude to so me of the con
siderations arising in connection with the analysis of responsibility. One of 
the more important is that once we SOft out from the large majority of cases 
in which accountability is reasonably dear a dass of those actors or decision
makers whom we may call the bearers of greatest authority, the question be
comes difficult indeed. 

A few examples will serve to illustrate the point. If we consider first the 
presidency of the Uni ted States, it is notable that despite the explicit restric
tions provided in the Constitution the latitude of office is enormous. Even 
greater is the latitude of the dictator, especially if, as in Hitler's case, there are 
prominent charismatic elements. Surely we cannot assurne, at least initially, 
that fear of the invocation of sanctions is a dominant consideration. The rel
evant questions would rather seem to be: what kinds of values or ideologies 
the actor brings to the interpretation of the latitude given hirn? how are the 
rules making up the competence oriented in terms of these values or ide
ologies? what are the means chosen by the actor in his appeal to values or 
ideologies? 

It has been proposed that a balance of authority and of responsibility is 
necessary over the long run for the stability of social systems. While we may 
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accept this as a possibly fruitful hypo thesis, much darification is needed of 
the nature and limits of the responsibiliry that must balance the exercise of 
authoriry. 

degree 0/ generality or specialization 
By degree of generaliry or specialization we mean what is generally referred 
to as function. Due, however, to recent efforts to give the term function a 
more precise meaning in the vocabulary of the social sciences, we prefer to 
use the more cumbersome terminology.13 

The general question, then, is how are the competences differentiated 
from each other on the basis of the specifications for the job. The first point 
to be made here is that there are elements of the organization which can 
profitably be treated as "givens." This allows specification of membership in 
the system of action (unit), and also indicates in a general way the kinds of 
knowledge and skills required for the achievement of the objective. Thus, 
the objective provides at least a basis for internal differentiation in terms of 
the tasks that have to be performed. 

In the previous section we have indicated that generaliry and specializa
tion are dosely associated with differentiation on the basis of authoriry. We 
shall proceed on the assumption that the more indusive the generaliry of 
the actor's authoriry, the more general his competence and the greater the 
latitude of his interpretation of his competence. A distinction must of 
course be drawn between the generaliry of the actor's competence with re
spect to authoriry and job specification and the previous training and learn
ing he brings to the competence. An extremely important empirical 
question in this connection is the primary values and norms14 to which the 
actor is committed. 

Thus far we have discussed the division of work requisite for carrying out 
the objective of the organization. There is also a dass of occupations, how
ever, primarily concerned with the maintenance of the organization. The 
housekeeping, policing, and intelligence jobs which would fall into this dass 
are fairly obvious and do not need further elaboration here. 

Generally there is available in most ongoing organizations a list of job 
specifications which make up one element of the actor's competence. But 
he re again the distinction between the prescribed and conventional compo
nents is a useful tool. The explicitly stated job description is, for the actor, a 
way of saying what he is to do, what the special requirements of the job are, 
and so on, and, for the observer, a kind of initial way of obtaining informa
tion. But rarely if ever is the official job specification an exhaustive descrip
tion of the tasks he carries out. Elements are added by the accrual of new 



102 Richard C. Snyder, H. W Bruck & Burton Sapin 

tasks, the way the actor interprets his competence, and so on. The periodic 
re-evaluation of jobs familiar to all students of administration is the indica
tion of an effort to bring the explicit specification into a more adequate bal
ance with the actuality. 

We have already alluded to the distinction that must be borne in mind 
between the characteristics of the competence and the actor's training. This 
is especially important where individual's advance from specialized jobs to 
more general "administrative" positions and may carry with them the com
mitment to a professional ethic which is quite inadequate to their new com
petence. These matters will be accorded fuller treatment under the general 
headings of motivation and communication and information. 

Thus far nothing has been said about the traditional distinction which is 
usually found between staff and line in most of the literature on adminis
tration. In some recent writings a considerable amount of dissatisfaction has 
been expressed with these terms because of vagueness of usage and the diffi
culty of distinguishing, particularly in organizations composed wholly or in 
large part of experts, between "staff" and "line" activities. Without going 
into the matter in any detail, the objections seem to be weil taken. It appears 
at the present time more satisfactory not to prejudge activities in this man
ner, leaving the characteristics of individual competences problematical. 
Some of the subject matter generally treated under the staff-line heading will 
be given consideration in the next section. 

nature 0/ participation 
The third method of differentiating among the competences is on the basis 
of the nature of the actor's participation. Provisionally three categories of par
ticipation are suggested: (1) membership; (2) representational; and (3) advisory. 

Participation on the basis of membership implies obviously and straight
forwardly what it says, that is, that the actor or decision-maker as occupant 
ofhis competence is a member of the organization or decision-unit.1t is par
ticipation classifiable under the other two categories which brings up some 
more complex considerations. 

We must emphasize once again that some and perhaps many of the iden
tifiable decisional systems are exceedingly complex. The complexity may 
take a variety of forms and the deficiencies, already discussed, of using the 
simple pyramidal model of organization with but a single structure of au
thority become more apparent. Consequendy the second category, partici
pation on the basis of representation, is introduced here to convey the idea 
that in some systems of action claims are held to participation. In other 
words, some decision-making systems are so constituted that some individ-
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uals or groups or institutions can claim participation as a matter of right, 
whether this is given explicit statement somewhere or exists on the basis of 
general consent. 

The conception underlying this category of participation is quite similar 
to but more general than the theories of functional representation which had 
their greatest vogue during the first two and a half decades of this country. 
Our category is also devoid of the normative overtones usually associated 
with these writings. 

To illustrate the matter, we may consider the United States Interdepart
mental Committee on Trade Agreements previously mentioned, in which all 
agencies having some right to be heard on matters of foreign trade treaties 
were given representation. It is to be noted that to the initial participants 
from the Departments of State, Treasury, Commerce, and Agriculture and 
the United States Tariff Commission were added participants from the De
partments of Defense and Labor and the Economic Co operation Adminis
tration at a later date. Numerous factors are immediately apparent in this 
connection. First, representation is not primarily based on the fact that these 
participants are experts on foreign trade but rather on the fact that they are 
spokesmen for other governmental agencies and, even more broadly, as in 
the case of the representatives for Commerce and Labor, for major non
governmental interest groups. Secondly, these cases of interdepartmental 
committees are most frequently in the category of equality of authority in 
which the role of the institution al leader is heavily emphasized. Thirdly, 
there seems to be some indication that claims to representation are heavily 
influenced by changes in the situation or organizational environment. It is, 
however, also highly likely that once a claim to representation is established, 
a changed situation will probably not result in abandonment of this claim. 
This is relevant to our earlier discussion of bureaucracy. 

The final basis for participation is the advisory one, or to use the more 
frequently employed phrase, the role of the expert. The expert or advisory 
role involves neither a claim to participation nor any involvement in the le
gitimate relationships of authority and responsibility within any particular 
decisional unit. 15 It may take the form of the need for expert help by the de
cision-maker, or it may alternatively take the form of adesire by the deci
sion-maker to inform hirnself of the views of so me individual or group 
which might possibly be affected by the decision. Hence, formulation of this 
role as only involving expert recommendations seems too narrow a view for 
our purposes. 

One most interesting aspect of advisory participation should be noted 
here. The decision-maker who consults the expert may inadvertently be 
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opening a Pandora's Box. The newly established channel of communication 
may be so heavily used that over aperiod of time a claim to representational 
participation may develop. The line between representational and advisory 
participation is frequently not clear. In actual cases the two often tend to 
blend most especially as advisory participation becomes representational. 

Communication and Information 

Thus far we have discussed some of the structural features of decisional sys
tems in terms of the characteristics of the competences, and in terms of the 
various bases for differentiating among such competences. In turning to our 
second major determinant we are confronted with a number of choices. 

Attention to problems of communication has increased greatly in the past 
several years. Scholars in a wide variety of fields have brought their special
ized techniques and skills to bear on these problems. Ir seems, indeed, at pre
sent that communications theory may develop, together with the theory of 
choice and organization theory, into one of the most useful and powerful 
tools available to the social sciences. 

Ir does appear however to be somewhat premature to speak of a commu
nications theory as if it were an integrated and generally agreed upon system 
of concepts and propositions. We would probably be closer to the fact if we 
spoke of communications theories, though the amount of agreement among 
a large number of the proposed formulations is considerable. 

Here we shall discuss two of the senses in which the concept of commu
nications is used. The first of these is communications as a basic requisite for 
any social system. The second is information theory as a tool for analysis. 

Communicatiom and Systems 0/ Action 

Ir does not seem necessary to discuss in great detail communication as a req
uisite for any social relationship. Elaboration of these points is the specific 
province of a sociology 0/ knowledge. 16 From some of the writers in that field 
we accept the following propositions about the nature of the external world: 
that the world is constituted intersubjectively,-I7 that as a consequence objects, 

social relationships, and so on, are perceived in terms of a system 0/ meanings, 

values, and preftrences; and that, furthermore, these meanings, values, and 

preftrences are learned and communicated. 

Ir is, of course, possible to discuss in great detail the assumptions under
girding this aspect of communications and to analyze some of the proposi
tions deriving from it, but this is not necessary here. The salient point to 
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bear clearly in mind is that the actor model which we have used throughout 
is assumed to have, with its contemporaries (that is, other actors), a large 
number of shared similar experiences so that they can communicate mean
ingfully about the world they perceive. To put this somewhat differently, 
they speak the same language, literally and figuratively. The meanings given 
the objects perceived are similar. It is possible for them to communicate 
about their everyday experiences. 

It is necessary for us to differentiate further the members of various so
cial systems, and this may be done in terms of more and more shared expe
riences ranging from the general to the particular. In this sense 
communications is as one recent writer remarks: "Modern organizations are 
in large part built upon and held together by communications."18 However, 
even more than that is involved. The notion of multiple roles 19 is now 
widely used. Associated with each role are particular demands, perceptions, 
and expectations. 

The point that emerges quite clearly is that the observer is confronted by 
a tremendous number of choices with regard to his focus of attention. Use
ful and profitable studies may range from descriptions of the activities of a 
single actor to highly formalized models of decision-making. In order, how
ever, to be of maximum utility, the observer's methodological choices must 
be made as explicit as possible. Surely this observation would be banal were 
it not for the large number of existing studies in which assumptions and cat
ego ries are implicit or unclear, hindering the kind of pyramiding of knowl
edge vital to the development of a science. 

Communications and Authority 

We have thus far no ted the role of communications as requisite to any social 
relationship and any system of social action. In the narrower context of or
ganizational analysis a number of consequences of communicative activity 
need to be considered. One of these is the relationship of communications 
and authority. 

A social system, as we have tried to indicate, depends for existence on 
shared, similarly perceived experiences, making for the possibility of the ex
istence of understanding among the members. To this we must now add the 
assumption that the social system is maintained, reinforced, or may possibly 
be undermined and destroyed by the continuity, discontinuity, and the in
trinsic properties of the communicative activity. In the organizational unit 
one of the consequences of this communicative activity is the maintenance 
of the existing system of super- and subordination whether the system is the 
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officially prescribed or the conventional one. Alternatively, the existing sys
tem may be altered by these communicative activities. 

Here again, as in the discussion of the actor's interpretation of the rules, 
which bears directly on this point, it is necessary to think of ranges of be
havior maintaining, supplementing, alte ring, or destroying the system. The 
specific character of the actor's communicative activities, that is, the infor
mation communicated, the meaning attached to it, the channels chosen or, 
just as tellingly, not chosen, will depend in great part on his interpretation 
of the rules of his competence, which in turn is postulated as being a func
tion of the actor's structural position, of his biography, and of his use of the 
information available to hirn. 

We have already indicated in the previous section that the organizational 
order is assumed to be a legitimate one, that is, that it involves as a mini
mum acceptance of the existing superior-subordinate relationships in the or
ganization. Ir seems to follow that the very concept of legitimacy rests upon 
similarly perceived aspects of the situation to which a similar meaning is at
tached, and which has as a consequence a certain conformity of action. 

Some of the advantages of communications analysis other than high
lighting the conveying of information should be mentioned. This view of so
cial relationships also bears on the preceding discussion of differentiation of 
competences within the organizational system of action, particularly with re
gard to the influence of shared experiences on the activities of the actor. We 
would want to know, for example, with whom the experiences are shared, 
that is, with what group the actor identifies hirnself, and its consequences for 
his orientation. We would also want to know what significance these shared 
experiences have for the actor, that is, the weight assigned to the shared ex
periences as against other values he holds. A further important question is 
the period of time over which these shared experiences developed. For we are 
assuming that only if the element of duration is included in the conceptual 
scheme do specific shared experiences make for the emergence of significant 
shared experiences with particular other actors. 

So me further questions grow out of a consideration of what is known as 
role conflict. For example, what are the consequences for the system of a 
change of the values and loyal ti es in terms of which the actor orients his ac
tions? The related question regarding the consequences for the actor of am
biguities arising within his scheme of orientation is one for the psychologist 
to investigate. 

It does not seem useful at this time to explore more fully the character 
and consequences of this aspect of communications. We hope that we have 
set forth some concepts which will be useful in the description and analysis 
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of decisional systems. These are some of the variables we believe will have to 
be taken into account in a proper theory of organizational decision-making, 
and from which more precise and specific propositions for the guidance of 
analysis and research may be derived. 

Organizational decision-making emerges, then, as a function of organi
zational structure and goal, subjectively viewed as a set of rules for the actor, 
information, about which more will be said in the next section, and person
aliry rype, which will be discussed under the heading of motivation. 

The Concept 0/ Information 

The next few pages will be devoted to the concept of information and so me 
of its implications. Communications involve as a minimum a communica
tor, a message, and a communicatee. Information may be defined rather 
crudely as that which is being communicated by the communicator. While 
bearing in mi nd that the structural and communications factors already dis
cussed are directly relevant to the flow of information, it seems desirable to 
indicate also the usefulness of information theory as a somewhat separate 
tool for analysis. 

From this point of view, the organization, or decisional system, may be 
viewed as a communications net. Through the channels of this communica
tions net is carried information of varying rypes and varying significance. In
formation is stored in the net, and new information enters it. Within the net 
information is distributed differently. More will be said about all of these 
matters below. 

The System 0/ Action as a Communications Net 

The concept of the communications net would seem to have great utiliry for 
analysis and research. Armed with this concept and its correlative ones it is 
possible to undertake what Karl Deutsch has called the mapping of the sys
tem.20 This mapping provides the observer with a picture of the actual flow 
of information within the system. By means of such a map it is possible to 
locate various kinds of activities in terms of the points of stages in the se
quences of all activities at which they take place. 

A map or accurate description of the flow of information in the system 
would highlight the actual channels 0/ communication. By channels we are re
ferring to the paths of the messages. In this manner it would become possi
ble to determine whether and where the actual channels of communication 
coincide with the prescribed ones, and whether and where they deviate. 
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Moreover, it would be important to know whether the deviations are widely 
accepted, that is, have the status of conventional practices or whether they 
are momentary and of little consequence. 

It is apparent that the channels of communication are closely linked to 
the authority relationships discussed earlier. Just as there may be within one 
decisional system more than one structure of authority, so there can be more 
than one communications net. The various communications nets, with their 
linkages and overlapping, would tend to follow the structures of authority. 
A special case illustrating this point is discussed below. 

In addition to describing the communications network, the observer 
should also know something about the procedures and rufes governing com
munications within the system. Generally most organizational systems have 
very definite prescriptions as to how various types of messages shall be pre
pared, how these shall be routed, and so on. For example, most readers will 
be familiar with State Department manuals covering this point. It would be 
important to know not only the circumstances under which these prescrip
tions are followed but also the ones under which they are departed from. 

The variety of instruments of communication must also be taken into ac
count. Oral communications may range from very casual conversation to reg
ular meetings and would include telephonic communication. Written 
communications may range from brief memoranda to long and detailed re
ports. With regard to these, questions such as the following would need to be 
answered: What was the form of communication used for a particular message? 
Why was that particular instrument used rather than another? Did the form of 
communications chosen have any significance for the structure of the organi
zational system? What was that significance? Thus, for example, the telephone 
may be chosen not only for speed and ease but also because conversation may 
not commit the initiator of the message as heavily as the written word. 

A distinction may be made between various kinds ofinformation and mes

sages within the system. In very general terms we may say that there are three 
major kinds of information in the net: first, information necessary to achieve 
the goal of the system, that is, the kind of information required to make a 
decision or aseries of decisions; second, information relating to the internal 
state of the system, that is, information generally concerned with the effi
ciency and maintenance of the system; and third, information regarding the 
state of the relationship of the system to its setting. These are not mutually 
exclusive categories, but the distinctions seem worthwhile from an analytic 
point of view. 

Communications engineers have discussed the concept of noise in connec
tion with information. By noise is meant the loss of information from a vari-
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ety of causes while in transit through the net. The uses of this notion for so
cial engineers to determine inefficiencies and obstades to the free flow of in
formation are obvious. But the concept also seems to be widely relevant in 
social analysis. If we make the assumption, now widely accepted in the natural 
sciences, that every physical system will contain some noise, it would seem 
possible to correlate the amount of noise from various sources with the adapt
ability of the system. That is, the amount and location of noise should tell the 
observer something about the characteristics of the system he is investigating. 

Another major distinction between types of information suggested by 
writers on information theory is that between primary and secondary mes
sages. A primary message refers to the information itself. A secondary mes
sage is the label attached to the information, that is, the manner in which 
it is dassified. Ir is possible to draw even finer distinctions by speaking of 
tertiary messages which would refer to the specific meaning given the in
formation by the actor. For our present purposes, we shall, however, con
fine ourselves to the distinction between primary and secondary messages. 
Examples of secondary messages are common enough, since routing slips, 
the tags conveying the relative urgency and dassification of the message, are 
all of this dass. This distinction stresses the importance of the system and 
instrumentalities for dassification and handling of information within the 
organization. 

We have mentioned above that the way in which information is differ
entially distributed throughout the system is significant. This point relates 
directly to two matters already discussed, that is, to the way in which the de
cision-maker interprets the rules constituting his competence, and to the au
thority relationships. It is possible, for example, to propose to broaden the 
previously suggested hypo thesis relating structural position and interpreta
tion of the rules constituting the competence by suggesting that the more 
general and extensive the actor's information, the broader his interpretation 
of the rules. Insofar, then, as the channels of information provide more ex
tensive information to decision-makers in positions of greater authority the 
system is reinforced. In addition to the need for investigation of the ade
quacy of this proposition, it would also seem necessary to look into the con
sequences of its obverse. 

One student in this field has suggested that in the case of a dosed system 
of communication, that is, a system into which no new information enters, 
information will tend, over aperiod of time, to become equally distributed 
through all parts of the netY As a consequence one might postulate several 
alternative resultants of this state of affairs. One might, for example, hy
pothesize the breakdown of the existing system of super- and subordination 
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in the system, or that existing relationships could be maintained only by in
creasing traditionalization of orientations; that is, in effect, the existing order 
would not be subject to questioning. 

The Concept 0/ Feedback 

Information theory, by means of the concept of "feedback," also seems to 
provide the student of organizational decision-making with an alternative to 

the static models of organization based on some approximation of the We
berian ideal type. Feedback refers to the messages about the actions or state 
of the system which are returned to the system. By means of a continuous 
flow of such messages it is possible for the decision-makers to have a more 
or less current picture of the success or failure of their actions and the rela
tive adequacy of the system. This, as everyone knows, is what happens in 
some actual cases. Nevertheless, the concept of a system of action, including 
a feedback which may change both objectives and structure of the system, is 
one that is quite new to organization theory.221t seems equally important for 
the student of organization theory to have some knowledge of the respon
siveness of the system to the information about its own activities and state. 

It has been the practice of so me scholars, particularly in economics and 
logic, dealing with the theory of choice or decision-making to propose what 
are essentially rational models of rational action, models in which the actor 
is not only predicated as acting rationally but also as having complete in
formation. These are not, however, completely adequate for application to 

situations characterized by risk, uncertainty, and incomplete information. 
It should be made very clear that it is not our intention to disparage in any 
way efforts at formalization which must of necessity make numerous sim
plif}ring assumptions. These formal models have resulted in discussion and 
clarification for which any student of organizational decision-making must 
be grateful. 

Nevertheless, in an attempt to devise a conceptual scheme in which soci
ological and psychological variables playas important apart as in this one, 
the element of uncertainty and organizational efforts to deal with it must be 
given some attention. Organization, or, perhaps more accurately, the ratio
nalization and formalization of behavior through the instrumentality of ex
plicit rules, is itself an effort to reduce uncertainty-uncertainty concerning 
the internal operation of the system. We have already asserted that apart of 
information feedback relates to the state of the system itself, and this may be 
viewed as a kind of continuous monitoring, providing information about the 
state of the system. 
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Similarly, the other information provided by the operation of the feed
back mechanism on the relationship of the system to its environment and 
on its objective-directed activities provides information which reduces un
certainty. Consequently, it seems necessary to take cognizance of three 
types of activities which take account of the three types of information in 
the system. 

Thus far, we have frequently referred to the adaptability or viability of 
the system without more explicit discussion of the matter. Adaptability may 
be looked upon as analogous to the learning capacity of the individual. 
That is, the learning capacity of the organizational system may be thought 
of as the extent to which it acts upon the information received through the 
operation of the feedback mechanism. Thus, we may propose, with a rather 
crucial ceteris paribus assumption to be discussed below, that the vi ability 
and objective capacity of the organizational system varies directly with its 
capacity to learn. 

In connection with the discussion oflearning, the notions of information
storage and organizational-memory must be mentioned briefly. Information 
of aIl three types is stored in various parts of the net. Some of the questions 
the researcher would want to answer are: where is the information of each 
type stored? what is the nature of memory of each kind of information? can 
this be correlated with other structural features of the system? 

Another useful distinction might be made between information in use 
and information available but not utilized. Some of the causes of nonuti
lization may then be investigated. The observer may ask whether there are 
certain factors inhibiting the recognition of information as information, 
whether there are blockages within the system preventing adequate channel
ing of messages, whether the secondary messages attached to the informa
tion are adequate, and so on. 

It should be perfectly dear that, as far as the actors in the system are con
cerned, information that is not in use or is not recognized as information 
does not exist at all. Files, inteIligence reports, research, and aIl the other 
paraphernalia of modern administration might just as weIl not exist at aIl if 
they are not used. Moreover, a particular message may have no meaning in 
an actor's schema of the external world and may consequently be disre
garded. Here again it is of great importance for the student to investigate the 
nature of the world of the decision-maker. 

It may be weIl to return briefly to the ceteris pari bus assumption made 
above, relating to the discussion of action in the face of uncertainty and also 
the responsiveness of the system to information. It seems necessary to men
tion in this connection at least one dass of cases, in addition to those in 
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which information plays no major role because of excessive traditionaliza
tion (which brings into question the viability of the system), in which in
formation is not accorded great importance. Here we are referring primarily 
to instances in which the organizational system has sufficient control over its 
environment not to have to consider other factors. The limiting case would 
seem to be almost inconceivable empirically, but there does seem to be a 
range of control over the organizational situation which is correlated with 
the treatment given information. 

Noncoincidence 0/ the Communications Net and the Formal System 

In most of the preceding discussion there has been the at least tacit assump
tion that the communications net coincided and to so me extent was coter
minous with the legitimate and responsible formal system of action. Now, 
in concluding the discussion of information, it may be weil to devote a few 
paragraphs to a special case which is probably empirically the most general 
one. That is the case in which the communications net and the formal re
sponsible system are not coterminous. 

To illustrate, the example of the Interdepartmental Committee on Trade 
Agreements might once again be used. On this body, at the highest level, 
participation is, as we have pointed out, predominantly representational in 
character. Each participant has, in effect, a special information system avail
able to hirn in his own department or agency. Only apart of all this infor
mation is integrated in the specialized subcommittees of the 
Interdepartmental Committee. Here, then, is an example of information en
tering the responsible system at various points-information of varying de
grees of mandatoriness in defining the actions of the decision-makers. 

Reconsideration 0/ the Concept 0/ Access 

In general terms, information may enter the system at various points and at 
varying stages of the decision-making process. The mandatoriness of this in
formation will be dependent on the source, and the manner of entrance into 
the system, among other factors. The notion of information entering the sys
tem also makes possible the isolation of certain points crucial as channels for 
such information. Secondly, it would be important to know something of 
the sensitivity of the actors in various positions to the information entering 
the system. Here it would be useful to make a distinction between fairly spe
cific information, the source of which can be isolated and assessed in terms 
of a variety of criteria, and general and fairly unstructured expressions of 
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opinion by individuals or the mass media. Analysis might, in the foreign 
policy field, provide valuable information on whether the Secretary of State, 
for exarnple, or the National Security Council is responsive to "public opin
ion," or whether, as some students, including Mr. George Kennan, suggest, 
decisions are taken and "public opinion" is then expected and allowed to 
"catch up." 

In this connection the concept of the communications network permits 
a new look at the notion of access. The major point that needs to be made 
here is that our assumption that the decisional system is in all cases a legiti
mate one is highly relevant, for this assumption provides a clearly defined 
focus of attention. Involved in the notion of access are precisely the kinds of 
considerations stated in the preceding paragraph. So me of the questions that 
arise are the following: what is the source of the information? how is it 
brought to the attention of the decision-maker? where does it enter the sys
tem? how is it considered by the decision-maker? 

Elsewhere we have already stated that decision-makers are officials and 
that they do indeed make decisions. That the decisions may be heavily in
fluenced by the views of pressure groups, or by information obtained from 
polis and surveys, or by some instinctive reading of the barometer of the 
"climate of opinion," does not in the least alter what appears to us as a rea
sonable assumption. Indeed, the legitimate system we assurne allows a clas
sification of the relationships between extragovernmental systems and 
governmental systems in that these relationships can be isolated, their nature 
can be investigated, and perhaps ultimately generalizations as to the types of 
these relationships can be made.23 

Information and the Activation of Decisional Systems 

In an earlier section of this presentation we have discussed briefly the source 
and activation of decision-making systems. Some of the concepts we have 
presented under the general heading of information are highly relevant to 
that point. In a very large number of cases decisional systems come into 
being or are activated in response to information that is received. In some 
cases activation is the result of the operation of a feedback mechanism. 

The information in these cases determines what the characteristics of 
the system that is activated will be and who the participating decision
makers shall be. Moreover, the nature of the information that is circulated 
in the activated system also influences the uniformity of the decision-mak
ers' definition of the situation. The character of the communications net 
is also to a large extent determined by the information, since channels 
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must be provided to those having relevant specialized information and to 
outside groups having same interest in the particular objective. 

Motivation 

Anyone who has grappled with the motivational analysis of human behav
ior knows that it involves very thorny problems indeed. Despite the obvi
ous difficulties we have elected to treat motivation as a major determinant 
of decision-making in our scherne. There are several reasons for this. First, 
it is dangerous to suppress assumptions about motivation because they un
dergird explanations of why states behave as they do. Ir is impossible to 
probe the why of state behavior without also doing something about the 
motivation of decision-makers. To assume motivation begs many of the 
most significant questions which arise in the study of international politics. 
Second, motivational analysis makes it possible to spotlight certain aspects 
of decision-making which might otherwise be neglected and have in fact 
been neglected because motivation has remained implicit in various con
ceptual schemes. Third, if properly conceived and executed, motivational 
analysis ought to provide a much more satisfactory foundation for linking 
the setting and the unit, particularly the internal social setting and the de
cision-makers-one of the more troublesome areas of research. Fourth, 
such concepts as personality, perception, values, learning, and attitudes 
have increasingly become part of the vocabulary which refers to the behav
ior of decision-makers, and motivation may possibly clarifY and synthesize 
all of them. Fifth, as social scientists improve their handling of motivational 
theory, the field of international politics ought to be prepared to take ad
vantage of such developments. 

Beyond listing highly generalized objectives such as security, power, eco
nomic welfare, and so on, little effort is usually made to push the analysis to 
a more fundamental level. How are objectives defined? Why are certain ob
jectives valued? Why does the pursuit of a general objective take the partic
ular form it does? Why does a nation become interested in some situations, 
not others? In short, analysis does not usually include an account of how and 
why situations are defined as they are. 

As noted earlier, motivation has been ascribed to the state-to an ab
straction-thus inviting the possibility of reification. This has had one ef
feet, namely, to imply that diplomats and officials are virtual prisoners or 
servants-by some mystical process-of the spirit of the state whose im
pulses and drives carry them along.24 Motivation is also imputed to the de
cision-makers as a collectivity, which requires more of an analytical 
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operation than is normally characteristic of writing in our field. 25 Most mo
tivational analysis is based on one of three kinds of assumptions: a single mo
tive or dominant motive for alt decision-makers; multiple motives operating 
equally on alt decision-makers; and the single decision-maker-typical of 
all-functioning in isolation. Finally, state behavior is often explained in 
terms of key personalities-Hitler, Mussolini, and so on-viewed as whole 
persons. 

Assumptions Underlying the Present Approach 

Before discussing motivation per se, we wish to make our own assumptions 
clear. It is important to recognize that motivation is only one component of 
action. Causation is larger than motivation. The attempt to probe motiva
tion by finding or postulating a single explanation tends to overemphasize 
motivation. Furthermore, we are not concerned with alt the motives of alt 
participants under alt circumstances in the decision-making process. Since 
we view such participants as actors (an analytical concept), not as discrete, 
"real" persons, we are interested only in motivational factors which may help 
us to account for their behavior in a particular system of activities. 

We shall ass urne, further, multiple motives-actually, a configuration of 
motives, a system in the sense that they are related to each other and are ex
pressed in related programs of action. At any one time, there will be an order 
of relative dominance among these motives. Since there is more than one 
motive, we shall ass urne the likelihood of motive conflict-especially among 
the more intense ones. Motives and their expression may change from time 
to time. Not all motives can be satisfied equally and simultaneously because 
of scarce resources and limitations on decisional units. Finally, one course of 
action may satisfy several motives, and one motive may lead to several 
courses of action. These are rather simple-minded postulates but they serve 
to point up certain differences between existing analyses and our own and to 
emphasize the multi dimensional quality of motivation. 

The Nature 0/ Motivational Analysis 

It would be well to have it understood clearly that motivation is a concept, 
not a thing or a datum. Motives are not behaviors but inferences drawn from 
behaviors. Hence, they are indirectly inferred, not directly observed. Moti
vation is also what Newcomb and others call an intervening variable or con
struct,26 that is, motives refer to a process of mediation between organic 
factors and social factors operating within the individual which results in 



116 Richard C. Snyder, H. W Bruck & Burton Sapin 

some form of observed behavior. Motives are postulated as a basis of under
standing and are verified by observing behavior. Motivated behavior has an 
inner-outer nature: there is a condition internal to the behaving organism 
(the individual human being) and "something" in the extern al situation 
which is wanted, and the two are linked. 

Definition 0/ Motivation 

Since motivation concerns the individual as a human biosocial organism, it 
has been studied for the most part by psychologists and social psychologists. 
Naturally there are many types of motivational theories, so me of them quite 
inappropriate for foreign policy analysis. At any rate a review of these theo
ries is not necessary here. We shall simply summarize briefly the consensus 
among scholars as to the essential nature of motivation as an analytic tool. 

Much motivational analysis is cast in terms of the individual organism, 
but to be consistent with our previous vocabulary we shall refer to the actor 

(the official decision-maker). We are concerned primarily with "why" ques
tions-why does the actor (or why do the actors) aet, that is, why does a de
cision get made? why does action take the particular form that it does in a 
particular situation? why do patterns of action evolve from decision-making? 

1. Motivation refers to a psychological state of the actor in which energy 
is mobilized and selectively directed toward aspects of the setting.27 This 
state is characterized by processes essential to the initiation, maintenance, 
and direction of activity.28 That which determines the direction of action, 
that is, the particular objective or configuration of objectives, is called ori
entation. Hence, the psychological state referred to is characterized by a dis
position to certain actions or reactions. The motivated actor has a will to act, 
is prepared to act, and directs his acts toward selected ends, and thus we have 
drive, set, and orientations. 

2. From the foregoing, two meanings of motivation emerge: energy and 
tendencies. The psychological processes leading to the psychological state of 
willingness and readiness to act in certain ways also consist of behaviors. 
Motives mayaiso refer, then, to preparatory and promotional nets which are 
actually conditional to the acts being observed and are conducive to their 
performance. These prior acts incline and impel the actor toward immedi
ate overt action. Or to put it another way, the preparatory and promotional 
acts help mobilize energy. 

3. These mediating processes of motivation, in effect, account for the in
teraction of the need-dispositions of the actor and the stimuli which form part 
of a particular situation. The response will be expressed in the tendency to 
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acquire certain objectives and to seek their achievement. Another character
istic of the "motivated state" of the actor is the existence of needs and tensions 

which impel the actor to seek satisfaction and release. Needs will not be sim
ple and separate, but complex and grouped in a system. Tensions are relative 
and a minimum level always is present. However, it is important to note the 
tension-reducing concomitants of action-once taken. 

4. Any act (or action) as we have previously defined it analytically is actu

ally a sequence or unit ofbehaviors dominated by a common motive (or by com
mon motives) and the act includes: performance, perception, thought, and 
feeling. 29 The concept of motive ties them all together. Therefore, it is neces
sary to speak of a motive pattern-a sequence or unit ofbehavior characterized 
by constancy of direction or goal-orientation. (The notion of motive-pattern 
dovetails nicely with our concept of event discussed earlier.) Clues to the exis
tence of motives are to be sought in consistency of direction. The sequence is 
relatable to a desired end result (objective), and motives are labeled either in 
terms of characteristics of the sequence or its end result (or perhaps a combi
nation of both). Behavior is thus understood by motives attributed on the 
basis of inferences drawn from observed sequences of conduct. 

Further Analytical Properties 

In addition to these assumptions we are making concerning motivation, 
there are certain rather more signiflcant aspects of the concept of motivation 
as we are employing it. 

motives are learned 
A distinction is sometimes made between primary and secondary motives on 
the basis of origin. We do not intend to enter the controversy over innate or 
instinctual motives. Rather we will say that the motives we are most con
cerned with are acquired, and are not inherent in the physiology of the 
human organism. This still permits us to use the term drive to signifY the 
energy component of motivation. Two kinds oflearning will be of direct in
terest to us, given the decision-making actors responsible for any nation's of
ficial actions: first, learning associated with membership in a culture and in 
a larger social system called society; and second, learning associated with 
membership in a governmental institution. Our scheme will have to take 
both kinds of social learning into account. Both involve learning processes 
of quite different sorts and in quite different contexts. 

Two of the attributes of motives which derive from the fact that they are 
acquired are their durability and persistence. While whims doubtless play 
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their part in officiallife (as in other realms), being motivated is more than a 
momentary state. Motives may be reinforced through the continued perfor
mance of acts which satisfy needs.30 Reward, familiariry, and feedback from 
success may all strengthen motivational orientations. These factors may arise 
from the consequences of interpersonal relations among the decision-mak
ers (that is, the system), or they may arise from the relations berween the 
total membership of a decisional unit and the setting. Group influences on 
motivational reinforcement are notoriously strong. The decision-maker is, 
par excellence, a group actor. 

motives are fonctionally autonomous 

The persistence of motives does not depend on the continued presence of the 
original drive or stimulus. There seems to be general agreement that new 
motives may grow out of old ones by the simple process of objectives be
coming desirable regardless of the original need which gave rise to the selec
tion of the particular objective. One ramification of this is that means 
employed to satisfy a given drive through the achievement of an objective 
become an independent source of satisfaction and therefore displace the 
original objective. Here may be one clue as to why nations pursue objectives 
which no longer "make sense" in terms of their interests, that is, needs. 

motives diffir in strength 

Because of the energy and directional components of motivation, it is pos
sible to detect variations in intensiry. Not only is intensiry an important cue 
to ultimate choice, but the conditions under which intensiry increases or de
creases may also be important predictors of future action-the occasion for 
decision, the conditions under which action will take place, and even the 
way adecision is reached. There are many hypotheses concerning motive 
strength which cannot be discussed here. But one may be mentioned: the 
lower the intensiry of motivation, the less information will be sought by the 
decision-makers as a basis for their deliberation. 

motives may conflicf31 

Often rwo drives can be adequately expressed in a single course of action. 
However, it is a common occurrence that rwo sets of needs cannot be satis
fied simultaneously. In effect, a conflict of motives involves competitive de
mands for energy focus and alternative directions of action. Foreign 
policy-making is, of course, an organized activiry where the system of need
dispositions is exceedingly complex because of the wide range of influences 
at work on the participants. Motive conflict will be the rule. The effect of 
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motive conflict on decisions and the resolution of such conflicts are prime 
objects of inquiry on the part of students of state behavior. Again we would 
argue that logieal motive conflict seen by an observer may or may not be so 
viewed by the decision-makers. As with motive intensity, relevant hypothe
ses are available. For example, prolonged conflict will inhibit decision-mak
ing capacities and may result in decision by fiat. 

We have already said that our task is made somewhat simpler by not hav
ing to worry about innate drives. We can simplifY further by drawing a dis
tinction between beeause 0/ and in order to motives. In order to motives refer 
to an end state of affairs envisaged by the actor. Such motives thus refer to 
the future. What is motivated, as Schuetz points out, is the "voluntative 
fiat," the decision: "let's go" which transforms inner projection into an act. 
On the other hand, beeause 0/ motives refer to the actor's past experienee, to 
the sum total of factors in his life-history which determine the particular 
project of action selected to reach a goal. If we had to trace every act back to 
an ultimate cause, our task would be impossible. Were we required to ac
count for "because of" motivation we should have to explain a particular act 
in terms of a sequence of past behaviors, something which would necessitate 
almost a psychoanalytic approach. Whereas in the case of "in order to" mo
tivation, we are concerned with the future consequences of an act-its rela
tionship to an ultimate end from which motive can be inferred. In the first 
case there is always the problem of whether one has fully reconstructed the 
antecedents of an act. Explanation would entail dealing with the organism 
and its psychic structure. One would need a full medical and psychiatric case 
history of the Secretary of State to explain why he lost his temper at a con
ference or why he yielded a point to an adversary. 

The Vocabulary 0/ Motivation 

Fortunately, people talk about their motives and attribute motives to others. 
This is not only a fact about soeial behavior; it also provides a basis far clar
ifYing and easing motivational analysis. Following Gerth and Mills,32 we 
shall eonsider motives as terms which persons use in their interpersonal re
lations. Now this in no way alters what we have already said. We have merely 
added to the inference of motives from eonduct the observation of the so
eial functions served when actors in a system avow certain motives and im
pute motives to other actors. 

Ir seems partieularly fruitful to employ this kind of concept of motiva
tion in understanding and explaining the behavior of fareign poliey deci
sion-makers beeause of the nature of diplomacy and because of the diverse 
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groups which may become involved in decision-making in a complex orga
nization. Regardless of the obvious hypocrisy and sham which has been ev
ident in diplomacy and despite the distorted version of a quotation which 
has come down to us as "diplomats go abroad to lie far their country," in
ternational politics is dearly arealm in which the participants pay a great 
deal of attention to the reasons they give far their actions and to arguing 
with others about their actions. We said earlier in this essay that it had gone 
largely unnoticed, in an analytical sense, that much of the behavior of pol
icy-makers was verbal in form. Acts are verbal acts. Furthermore, much of 
the discussion among them-and between states-proceeds on a symbolic 
level. Gerth and Mills note that it is in precisely those social situations (in
terpersonal) in which purposes are vocalized and carried out with dose ref
erence to the speech and actions of others where motive avowals and 
imputations seem to arise most significantly.33 

Gerth and Mills go on to characterize those types of social situations as 
ones in which the actor is most likely to question himself-because of the ex
pectations of others or because of the importance of their reception of the 
actor's conduct. Also, in these situations, the actor is most likely to question 

others. The existence of alternative purposes and the possibility of unex
pected purposes add to the likelihood of questioning. Both elements are pre
sent in state action beset as interstate relations often are by crises. 

Motives are wards which are adequate; adequacy depends on whether 
such words satisfY other actors who do question or might question an act. 
Motive statements thus function to coordinate social action by persuading 
some participants to accept an act or acts. As Gerth and Mills point out, the 
vocabulary will be limited to those terms acceptable for certain types of so
cial systems.34 Motives are, then, acceptable justifications for present, past, 
and future programs of action. However, it should be emphasized that it is 
not mere justification, because motive statements serve important social 
functions. A crucial point emerges: the decision to perform or not to perform a 
given act may be taken on the basis 0/ the socially available answers to the ques

tion: what will be said? What will be said by other decision-makers, by the 
public, and by other nations? In short, can an acceptable motive be attached 
to the contemplated act? For example, can the Uni ted States convince the re
cipients of foreign aid that no intervention in their internal affairs is in
tended? Or can they successfully argue that armed intervention in 
Indo-China is for true liberation of the native population? 

We argue above that motives may change from what is originally 
prompted by a particular stimulus. The same action-ar sequence of ac
tion-may be accompanied by a new motive or an additional motive. If it 
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is accepted that motive statements by actors may perform the social function 
of gaining acceptance of given actions, then the acquisition of new motives 
may be an important condition far the continuance of given actions. 

Motives Are Chosen 

It follows that often motives may be chosen in the sense that the decision
makers will be more concerned about how a particular act can be explained 
motivationally for others (or how others can be motivated by it) than about 
its other consequences. An act may proceed from any number of diverse mo
tives but ordinarily is based on one. However, in case of motive conflict, 
where each motive would result in a totally different act, attention may focus 
on the state of mi nd which is to accompany the act and on the strategies of 
inducing the act's acceptance. Generally a consideration of alternative mo
tives is related to some higher motive. For example, decision-makers may de
cide in a specific case to verbalize their motive(s) in terms of military 
objectives in order to demonstrate the acceptance of certain political objec
tives. Thus, sending troops to Western Europe is a token that the United 
States will not desert this region politically. 

Al; Gerth and Mills point out, the vocabularies of motives change and 
have trends. Two differences between the motivational statements of nations 
now and 100 years ago may be noted. First, such statements are now much 
more numerous and much more explicit. Both suggest important changes in 
the environment of world politics and in the norms which influence states
men. Second, it appears much more imperative today than a century ago for 
nations to make their intentions understood to a large public. Some of the 
earlier appeals to honor and ro investment apparently have been somewhat 
overshadowed by welf are symbols. 

By this time the reader has perhaps begun to think of such words as "ra
tionalization" and has also asked: can vocabularies be taken for real motives? 
do statesmen mean what they say? This last question is areminder of the 
common image of diplomacy as a shell-game and propaganda contest. With
out blinding ourselves to the difficulties, we may make several points. First, 
we have already said that much state behavior is verbal, that is, acts or ac
tions as we have defined them may be in the form of declarations. Many de
clarations by the President or the Secretary of State are in effect motive 
statements. Now the discrepancies frequently noted between alleged real 
motives and motive statements may be discrepancies between two kinds of 
action, verbal and nonverbal. Second, it is a well-known principle ofbehav
ior that an actor may influence hirnself, so to speak, by his own declarations. 
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In short, motive statements-though originally not reflective of real mo
tives-may become guides to conduct. If repeated often enough such state
ments may reflect, then, a motive change or substitution. Third, motive 
statements do not just describe or offer reasons (perhaps rationalization) but 
may result in influencing the behavior of other actors. Ir is also a principle 
of behavior that an actor's verbal acts may and usually do alter a situation 
through the impact on others in the system. Therefore, even if a decision
maker lied about his motives (or those of the state he represents), if he re
peated the lie often enough, some persons would believe it and act upon it. 
The notion that a public official can consistently falsif)r his motives with no 
consequences for ensuing decisions and the surrounding situation is simply 
misleading. The more important the official the more likely his motive state
ments will have an effect on the situation. 

Fourth, we are interested not only in motive vocabularies expressed in 
verbal interaction between governments but in the imputations and confes
sion of motives among the decision-makers. As is weil known, some of these 
are made publicly; most are made privately. At any rate, it seems highly un
likely that the decision-makers systematically try to deceive each other. 

Our argument amounts to this: there may be circumstances under 
which real motives cannot be inferred from the factors which governed the 
choice of vocabulary, but it ought not to be assumed that because motive 
statements do have social consequences (acceptance), they are necessarily 
fraudulent. 

Motivation, Attitudes, and Frames o[ Reference 

We have said that motivation of foreign policy decision-makers refers to a 
set of tendencies manifest in their behavior. These are tendencies to respond 
in uniform ways to certain stimuli in the setting (internal and external), to 
select certain conditions and factors as relevant, to value certain objectives, 
to make evaluations of alternative courses of action, to allocate energy to var
ious projects and strategies, and so on. Clearly, such tendencies are related 
to familiar questions: what is the attitude of the decision-makers toward this 
nation or that condition? what do decision-makers think about this range of 
problems? How do they think about these problems? Behind direct ques
tions of this type lie complicated behavioral phenomena. To determine how 
answers might best be sought, it is necessary to specif)r further derived co m
ponents of motivational analysis. 

Attitude is a familiar yet ambiguous term in contemporary political 
analysis. Through carelessness and lack of precision it is often equated with 
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opinion. For purposes of the analysis being suggested here, it is necessary 
to regard attitudes as a more basic phenomenon, namely, the readiness 0/ 
individual decision-makers to be motivated-in effect; the readiness to have 
the tendencies no ted activated. Thus, the structure of official attitudes 
constitutes a generalized potential of responses which are "triggered" by 
so me stimuli. The notion of stimuli is, of course, a well-known psycho
logical concept. It should remind the reader of an earlier discussion of 
changes in the setting of decision-making and the sources of the necessity 
to decide which may be located within the decisional unit or outside it. At 
any rate, the structure of attitudes held by the decision-makers is not fo
cused until a particular stimulus invokes it. Let us try to illustrate these 
points. Assume for the moment that the attitude of the decision-makers of 
state X toward state A is one of hostility. According to our analysis this 
simply means that state X is "ready" to respond to a particular action on 
the part of state A by protest, counteraction, alternation of plans, watch
ful waiting-any one of which would be an expression of state X's motives, 
both general motives and those directed toward state A as part of the ex
ternal setting. One fundamental motive would naturally be self-protection 
against the designs of state A. Until A actually undertakes an action which 
triggers X's response, its altitude or altitudes toward Aare simply a condi
tion of readiness or, as the psychologist might say, a "set" with respect to a 
given kind or range of stimuli. 

Now the attitudes of decision-makers will presumably be found in clus
ters and at any given time will have a limited range. That is, there will not 
be readiness or set with respect to anything which might happen in the set
ting. Furthermore, while we chose a hostile altitude toward state A for our 
example, it is probable that hostility is also accompanied by other potential 
reactions toward state X such as suspicion and fear. One of the first things 
we would wish to know is the content of the structure of official attitudes. 
(We cannot assume a uniform set of attributes shared equally by a11 decision
makers.) Secondly, we should inquire into the source of these attitudes. (An 
investigation of the sources of attitudes takes us into an analysis of the kinds 
of data from which motivational inferences are to be drawn. These types of 
data will be discussed below.) Thirdly, the behavioral consequences of the at
titudes held would be of great significance in the attempt to answer the 
"why" questions of state action. 

The concept of attitude being considered here has a direct bearing on one 
of the problems of foreign policy-making in the United States-the proper 
role of the military in decision-making. In particular, one aspect of this is the 
so-called military mind. We are suggesting e1sewhere35 that if the attitudinal 
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structures (along with frames of reference)36 of military decision-makers can 
be isolated and described perhaps the way will be open to determine whether 
one structure of attitudes (readiness to invest energy in, and to respond char
acteristically to, military problems or military aspects of general problems) is 
distributed with sufficient frequency among military personnel to make it 
possible to speak of the military attitude (mind). 

We have said that attitudes are a generalized readiness to respond in cer
tain ways to stimuli. But this does not take us far enough. Why does a hos
tile attitude take the form of response which it does? Surely there is more 
than one possible specific response and readiness that must be mobilized 
with respect to so me particular problem or situation. This brings us to the 
concept of a .frame 0/ reference which determines the specific responses of de
cision-makers. In turn, the frame of reference will include as analytical com
ponents: perception, valuation, and evaluation. 

Earlier it was stated that perception is an aspect of motivation. Being mo
tivated me ans that the individual's energy and attention are selectively di
rected. Motive determines what one selects in perceiving and how one 
organizes and uses it. To repeat, decision-makers act on the basis of a "defi
nition of the situation." The relevancies which are built into the situation re
sult from events, conditions, objects, and the actions of other states having 
been "sized up" by the decision-makers. These factors are related to each 
other, to existing policies and projects, and to other situations. Psychologists 
are generally agreed that perception in its fundamental sense involves three 
processes: omitting, supplementing, and structuring. These processes result 
from the stimulation of a "prepared organism" -the individual has been 
prepared by tendencies to react and by readiness to react in certain ways. But 
preparation also requires knowledge and information-previous experience 
as weil as recognition and appraisal of the stimulus-in this case, a particu
lar foreign policy problem or an action by another state. 37 

The frame of reference also includes values or standards; hence, valuation 

goes hand in hand with perception. In addition to the selection of factors to 
be related in the situation, there must be a selection of appropriate action. 
Thus, the motivated action brings to any situation a set of values. Valuation, 
as an accompaniment of perception, is behavior directed toward the estab
lishment of preferences: it involves discriminating, rejecting, or "caring 
ab out" certain elements of the situation. Valuation defines the objective or 
objectives in the situation and enables the actor to determine the bearing of 
any act or any factor on any other act or factor. 

Valuation basically concerns the nature and range of objectives which will 
be injected into the situation. But values also concern the preferred paths of 
strategies which direct specific acts toward the objective or objectives se-
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lected. In other words there are process or me ans values. Ir seems advisable 
to confine the term valuation to the general direction of thc motive pattern 
as action unfolds, and to call the appraisal of the relationship between spe
cific acts and the state of affairs envisaged as weil as the immediate target 
evaluation. Clearly, the combination of perception, valuation, and evalua
tion can be looked upon as embracing "thinking" or "problem solving." 

To conclude, the frame of reference becomes a determiner of behavior 
after an attitude or attitude cluster has been triggered by a stimulus. Opera
tion of the frame of reference results in the construction of a meaningful be
havioral environment-an environment congruent with reality and with the 
needs of the state as viewed by the decision-makers. As in the case of atti
tudes it is necessary to investigate; (a) the content of the frame of referenee
the proeesses and patterns of pereeption, valuation, and evaluation; (b) the 
sources of these proeesses and patterns; and (e) the behavioral consequences of 
these in partieular situations. Again, as in the ease of attitudes, it should be 
possible to loeate typieal frames of referenee among deeision-makers and to 
determine their frequency. 

We have separated for analytieal purposes motive, attitude, and fame 0/ 
reftrence. Obviously this is an artificial separation. If we were to observe the 
aetual deliberations of a group of foreign poliey deeision-makers as they 
grappled with a speeifie problem, we would be aware of a sequenee of be
haviors which apparently defied categorization. Nevertheless, if we would 
"explain" their behavior and the action they dccide upon, we must try to 
find out how-in the psychological sense-the individual deeision-makers 
were prepared for their task. What purposes and attitudinal sets did they bring 
to it? What habits of selection and relating information and previous experi
enee affected the "sense" they made of the situation? What values did they 
think were involved in the situation? How did they calculate a proper inte
gration of objectives and techniques? 

Such questions do not refer to behavior which unfolds in chronological 
order. In the actual course of decision-making, the factors alluded to may be 
completely intermixed. Regardless of how the eonversation proceeded 
among the decision-makers, or even if their exehanges did not take place in 
person, the considerations, information, argument, reasoning, and deciding 
would in our view have to be described and explained in part through mo
tivational analysis. 

Motivational Datd38 

Unfortunately there is no full-blown theory of motivation appropriate for 
decision-making in complex organizations which might be modified or 
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adapted for foreign policy-making. About all we can do at this juncture is to 
suggest some of the basic kinds of data from wh ich motivation must be in
ferred. These data are, of course, also necessary to probe the attitudes and 
frarnes of reference wh ich are expressed in the reactions, actions, and choices 
of the decision-makers. 

1. fonctions and objectives of the total flreign 
policy-making structure and of any substructure 

The members of any decisional unit will be motivated by the responsibili
ties and objectives of the governmental structure, or any part thereof, in
volved in foreign policy-making and execution. Functions will range from 
the most general-such as the maintenance of national securiry through ef
fective and efficient conduct of foreign relations-to the more and more 
specific such as the rendering of some specialized service such as intelli
gence reports. Presumably all decision-makers are (or should be) motivated 
by the general functions of the total decision-making structure, but it seems 
likely that the lower an actor is in the hierarchy the less significant these will 
be in his orientations. 

So far as general objectives are concerned, it is obvious that at any one 
time there will be either a coherent strategy (or set of strategies) or a collec
tion of prevailing plans and projects (action contemplated and action under 
way) which will exert motivational pull on the decision-makers. For exam
pie, the creation of "situations of strength" among neutrals, friends, and al
lies; the "containment of Soviet power"; "support" of the United Nations; 
and "aid to underdeveloped areas"-all these, once accepted, became a cru
cial factor in the orientation of decision-makers after 1948. We should also 
note that, in accordance with our definition of policy, the rules governing 
future exigencies will motivate decision-makers too. 

Furthermore, when we were discussing the concept of successive, over
lapping definitions of the situation, we remarked that while each decisional 
unit defines the situation with respect to its particular task or problem, often 
one unit knows what other units have done or are doing. In a sense, an as
pect of the "givens" for each unit consists of the action taken or contem
plated by other units. 

We do not mean to suggest that functions, actions, rules, and "givens" 
have an absolute, precise meaning. One of the most important consequences 
of perception is the relating of a problem or alternative courses of actions to 
previous experience. This involves interpretation by the decision-makers. To 
be sure, there are limits to the discretionary judgment but there is nothing 
automatic. 
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2. the objectives 0/ particular units 
Decisional units are often not concrete substructures and are often tempo
rary. Thus, decision-makers will be motivated not only by broader objectives 
binding on the whole structure of foreign policy-making but also by the spe
cific objectives for which a temporary unit was established. An ad hoc in
terdepartmental committee created to recommend a policy on Universal 
Military Training will be influenced by the executive directive which sets it 
up, and it will also be influenced by higher plans and projects. Normally, it 
will be made explicit what the committee is not to do. Yet the decision-mak
ers can hardly escape the motivating force of known over-all defense strat
egy. Hence, the decision-making unit will be subject to a "system" of 
purposes and functions. 

3. socially definerP9 norms and values internal to the decisional unit 
Decision-makers {the particular actors in any unit) have a membership in 
the total foreign policy decision-making structure and-more signifi
cantly-in concrete substructures such as the State Department (or any sub
division thereof), the Defense Department, the c.I.A., and many others. In 
addition, membership in the decisional unit itself (if it is composed of rep
resentatives from concrete units and is thus really an analytical unit) usually 
carries a formal role assignment. Consequently, decision-makers may be mo
tivated by factors which have nothing to do with the objectives of the total 
structure or any unit. Rather, a different range of membership motives may 
operate: rewards appropriate to position, role expectations (both those of the 
role occupant and those with whom he interacts), unwillingness to appear 
ignorant or unorthodox, adesire not to impair continuing contacts or 
friendships-these and many similar ones. 

One of the most important and also one of the most obvious motivational 
factors is the peculiar traditions of concrete suborganizations and units. 
When a representative of the State Department serves on a committee, his 
motives will be in part traceable to the fact that he is acting for the Depart
ment and that the Department has a stake. Now presumably, this stake is not 
unrelated to the purposes and functions of the total organization and the 
committee itself. However, the Department may have avested interest, that 
is, an interest related primarily to its position in the total organization rather 
than to general policies. Therefore, the Department's representative may op
pose a course of action in order to retain policy initiative. 

Within the State Department, to take another example, a decisional unit 
might include Foreign Service Officers. These decision-makers will be moti
vated by the Department's missions and rules as weil as by the government's 
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missions and rules, but they mayaiso be motivated by their membership in a 
notably tradition-bound group. The Foreign Service is known to be a homo
geneous suborganization, some of whose members are very jealous of their 
prestige and general position in the Department's hierarchy. Loyalty to the 
Service might conflict with or at least not be compatible with loyalty to the 
Department. 

4. socially defined norms and values external to the total 

decision-making structure and internalized in the decision-maker 
It is clear from what has been said in the three sections immediately above, 
that when a person is appointed or elected as an official decision-maker he 
enters a complex system of objectives, preferences, and rules and becomes 
also an institutional member. Yet it is true too that the decision-maker en
ters the government from the larger social system in which he also retains 
membership. He comes to decision-making as a "culture bearer." Any con
ceptual scheme for analyzing state behavior must attempt to account for the 
impact of cultural patterns on decisions. If the decision-maker is viewed as 
a culture bearer, it would seem possible to lay the foundations for tracing the 
possible effects of common value orientations40 shared by most members of 
a whole society upon the deliberations of members of decisional units. 

By internalization is meant that certain patterned responses (which char
acterize both perception and valuation) are learned by the individuals during 
the process of socialization and are so much apart of hirn that they are "his" 
and are largely taken for granted. It is therefore unnecessary for the decision
maker to be aware or particularly self-conscious of such common values in his 
own thinking. Nonetheless, it may be a good hypo thesis that high-level deci
sion-makers do articulate cultural values as a natural concomitant of their 
functions. Leaders-politicalleaders in general and foreign policy leaders in 
particular-in any mass culture and complex society cannot escape respons i
bility for articulation of such values. One extremely important role of basic 
values is to legitimate41 policies; verbalized values are employed to satisf}r cit
izens as to the desirability of pursuing certain courses of action. 

Two vital kinds of effects of major common value orientations on deci
sion-making behavior may be noted: (1) effects on the ways in which deci
sion-makers perceive the world and the unproblematic (that is, not open to 
doubt or choice) ends which they bring to their deliberations; (2) the verbal 
formulations which decision-makers employ to ren der official policies ac
ceptable to the society.42 

In recent years, students of international politics have noted that "cul
tural bias" may be a crucial factor in national behavior and in the stimula-
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tion of conflict. While this phenomenon has not been examined very sys
tematicaUy, we may note here that it seems to mean the following: (1) an 
attempt to impose the values of one culture on another on grounds of their 
universal validity-a kind of cultural imperialism; the bias is alleged to ap
pear in the implied notion that there is so me way of deciding which cul
ture's values are right and which are not; . (2) the generaL judgment that one 
nation's practices are abnormal, wrong, or misguided because they do not 
conform to the standards of another; it often follows that failure to con
form to certain norms on the part of other nations relieves the one nation 
which so judges of any obligation to treat the others fully according to its 

own standards; (3) an attempt to predict the behavior of decision-makers 
in another state by assuming that they are bound by the same kind of cu 1-
tural pattern; or (4) an attempt to predict such behavior by making "al
lowances" for cultural differences-an assumption being that these 
aUowances are in fact sufficient to bridge the gap and are not themselves 
culture-bound. 

Let us illustrate the chief points in section 4 by an example or two. It 
seems perfecdy obvious that the extremely high value placed on human life 
and the great respect for the individual as a moral being in American society 
limit the ends and means which United States decision-makers can seriously 
consider. The course of repatriation negotiations after the Korean armistice 
demonstrated this c1early. Some nations are regarded by so me American de
cision-makers as "backwards"-particularly if they do not believe that tech
nological improvements necessarily bring social progress. When it came time 
to deal with the Japanese after World War II, many decision-makers feit that 
a powerful emperor was incompatible with democratization-a conviction 
which totaUy ignored or distorted the social and cultural role of the emperor. 
Predictions of Germany's reaction to large scale bombing in the latter years 
ofWorld War II seem to have res ted in part on fallacious assumptions con
cerning German culture. Finally, almost any general policy speech of the 
Secretary of State can be found to include reference to basic values of Amer
ican culture-"we are doing so and so because this is the way free people or 
people who value freedom do act and should act." 

So far we have been speaking of common value orientations presumably 
shared in minimum degree by aLL decision-makers, as members of a given 
culture.43 Bur in addition to general cultural patterns there are subsystems 
of values which are not necessarily shared by most members of the society 
yet are also built through social experience. These subsystems will affect par

ticuLar decision-makers. Here regional factors, especially in the case of leg
islative decision-makers, would be relevant. 
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5. material needs and values 0/ the society or any 
segment thereof not internalized in the decision-making 

The line between the data specified in sections 4 and 5 is very thin indeed 
and is permissible only for purposes of analysis. In section 4 we were re
ferring to internalized values in the sense that the pursuit of such values 
represents the coincidence of the self-interest of the decision-maker and 
the interest of the society. Pursuit of these values is almost second-nature 
and is taken for granted by the decision-maker. Now very closely related 
to these values are other values and needs wh ich are not, strictly speaking, 
their "own" values and needs feit by the decision-makers as members of a 
society and culture. We would argue that it is worth preserving a distinc
tion between, on the one hand, norms and values external to the decisional 
unit which are brought into the unit by the actor as part of his "prepara
tion," and, on the other hand, norms and values which are "accepted" by 
the actor after his entrance into the unit and which are not his "own" in 
the usual sense. 

We shall suggest, tentatively, that the needs of the society as a whole or 
needs and values of particular segments or groups of the society enter the 
motivation of decision-makers in two ways: first, through estimates made by 
the decision-makers themselves; second, through expectations of rewards 
and sanctions which the decision-makers feel might be the consequence of 
deciding to maintain or not maintain certain general conditions in the so
ciety or to accept or reject certain demands by segments or groups within 
the society. There seems no way of avoiding the conclusion that the relative 
importance or compellingness of the material needs and values of particu
lar, usually organized, groups, which are not necessarily shared by the whole 
society, rest ultimately on calculations made independently by the decision
makers or on calculations accepted by them as accurate-in which case 
they become the calculations of the decision-makers. Calculations range 
from the welfare of the whole society in a general sense (security) and in a 
specific sense (vulnerability to military attack) to the protection of watch 
manufacturers from Swiss competition. Thus, the generalized motives of 
the whole society are injected into decision-making only through the esti
mates of those who can give those motives official status. While certain 
groups will urge these generalized motives on behalf of the whole body of 
citizens, normally the calculation of broad social wants and needs will be 
carried on because of voluntary recognition of the necessity to do so by the 
decision-makers. On the other hand, more particularistic wants and needs 
will be vigorously urged on the decision-makers by hundreds of direct ap
peals by "press ure groups." 
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In sum, the norms and values being discussed in this section enter the de
cision-making process more or less through conscious choice of the decision
makers. Such become operative on the decision-maker as part of his 
function and are not taken for granted as in the case of the norms and val
ues mentioned in section 4. Naturally the choice will be related to expecta
tions-to an assessment of the consequences which might follow from 
accepting or rejecting certain norms and values as guides to action. Conse
quences might range from national dis aster to sanctions invoked by groups. 
Sanctions might range from a "bad press" to a refusal 0[, say, atomic physi
cists to cooperate in the making of hydrogen weapons. 

6 personality 
It would be tempting to leave the personality of decision-makers as a resid
ual category-anything not explainable by other factors is due to "personal
ity." To face up to personality as an aspect of motivational analysis is akin to 
opening Pandoras Box. On the other hand, it is scarcely possible to avoid it 
on both common-sense and theoretical grounds. For one thing, we need 
so me method of bridging the analytical gap between those portions of our 
scheme based on a model of the individual actor and those based on a sys
tem or structure. Personality, as we shall suggest, is one way to do this. If the 
task is defined as trying to ascertain which facets of a decision-maker's total 
personality structure made hirn behave a certain way on a given day, we are 
up against a hopeless search. But in fact we are not in this kind of a box un
less we so decree it. Many students have been attracted by the "great man" 
approach to historical explanation. Take Franklin Roosevelt, Joseph Stalin, 
Winston Churchill, and AdolfHider, analyze the motives of these men, and 
you have the motives of America, Russia, Britain, and Germany pinned 
down. Nothing else is really needed. Furthermore, the recent developments 
in personality theory and psychoanalysis make it tempting also to analyze 
decision-makers in terms of tension-reduction mechanisms and Oedipus 
complexes. 

Interesting as these kinds of investigation are, we shall have to define our 
approach to personality data much more narrowly. We took a long step in 
this direction when we rejected "because of" motivational analysis. This re
lieves us of the necessity to connect what the Secretary of State had for 
breakfast with his conduct at a meeting of the National Security Council. 
For example, the enduring tension between Secretary of State Dean Ache
son and Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson can be accounted for in large 
part by the different attitudes and frames of reference characteristic of the 
two men in their official roles, not by unique events in the personallives of 
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either. If the Seeretary of State loses his temper in a meeting following a bad 
night's sleep, motivational analysis would be inappropriate. If this turned 
out to be erueial, the observer would then talk about the nature of eom
munieations or ehanges in authority relationships as aspeets of the eondi
tions under whieh action took plaee. We shall now note that, analytically, 
there is a threefold division of eharaeter strueture: the physiologieal organ
ism, the psyehie strueture, and the person, that is, soeial being. What is re
quired for our purposes is a soeiologieal eoneeption of personality. Our 
seheme plaees the individual deeision-maker (actor) in a special kind of so
eial organization. Therefore, we must think of a soeial person whose "per
sonality" is shaped by his interactions with other aetors and by his plaee in 
the system. This does not mean that we rejeet the influenee of ego-related 
needs and tensions but only that the behavior of the deeision-making aetor 
be explained first in terms of personality factors relevant to his membership 
and partieipation in a deeision-making system. In this way we ean isolate 
what area of behavior must be aeeounted for in terms of idiosyneratie fae
tors, that is, self-oriented needs not prompted by the system. 

A. INTELLECTUAL SKILLS AND THEIR Al'PLICATION. Sinee the essenee of 
deeision-making is deliberation, ehoiee, and problem-solving, it would seem 
important to ask: what kinds of intelleetual operations are performed by ae
tors in poliey-making roles in a deeisional system? Deeision-makers, as we 
have repeatedly stressed, analyze situations, estimate needs, define problems, 
establish ranges of alternatives, assign relevaneies and signifieanee to events 
and eonditions, and interpret information. Students of foreign poliey and 
international polities have eome to label all these as "poliey analysis" and to 

eolleetively label the skills "capacity for poliey analysis." 
What we are saying here is that the attitudes, pereeption, valuation, and 

evaluation of the deeision-maker-as parts of his motivational strueture
will be expressed in eertain intelleetual operations. How ean these be probed? 
There are, briefly, three related kinds of data whieh might be helpful: 

1. TRAlNING AND PROFESSIONAL OR TECHNICAL EXPERIENCE INSIDE OR 
OUTSIDE THE DECISION-MAKING ORGANIZATION-Presumably the 
perspeetives and judgments of the deeision-maker will be affeeted by 
whether he was trained as lawyer or economist, by whether he is a 
generalist or a specialist, an area or funetional expert, a eareer man or 
a politieal appointee, a staff adviser or line operating official, a plan
ner or an exeeutor, and so on. This is one way in whieh subsystems of 
values prevalent in the soeiety and internalized in the deeision-maker 
are injeeted into the proeess of poliey formation. 
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2. CONTINUED PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS-This is another of the im
portant ways in which value subsystems and group perspectives enter 
the decision-making process; if, for example, an area expert retains his 
dose intellectual association with other nongovernmental experts, it 
is worth assuming for purposes of investigation that he will share 
some of their value orientations and analytical tendencies. 

3. WORKING THEORIES OF KNOWLEDGE-These refer to ideas, concepts, 
formulas, and proverbs concerning human nature and behavior 
which circulate in any given culture and which may not be inculcated 
through specialized training and experience, bur are absorbed in nor
mal adult socialization. 

Despite a fairly extensive if scattered literature on expertise, the social 
background of decision-makers, and such stereotypes as the "bureaucratic 
mind" or the "military mind," no systematic attempt has been made to give 
these various terms operational definitions or to establish empirical referents 
for them. Nor has the possible impact of continued professional association 
been studied. The case of the Institute ofPacific Relations and its alleged in
fluence on certain members of the State Department would seem to be a 
case in point. Yet it is assumed that the diplomat, the economic expert, or 
the legal adviser all have special skills requisite to sound policy-making. Bur 
we know relatively little abour these skills, why their possessors have differ
ent perspectives, and what difference it makes in their actions. 

"Working theories of knowledge" suggests a very fundamental point. 
Foreign policy decision-makers must either make their own predictions and 
interpretations of human behavior or use the predictions and interpreta
tions of intelligence or other experts inside or outside of government. Basi
cally, these intellectual operations can be reduced to the collection and 
interpretation of data-the data concerning the behavior of foreign deci
sion-makers and populations as weil as the relevant behavior of domestic 
groups and individuals. On the basis of these data, generalizations and cal
culations must be made with regard to potential reactions to contemplated 
actions. Therefore, it becomes important to the observer of state action to 
know what notions the decision-makers (or the preparers of background 
papers or action papers) have about how much verified or verifiable knowl
edge about human behavior is possible, what the most fruitful ways 0/ analyz
ing it are, and to what extent it can be predicted. Such "working theories," 
that is, the ideas and concepts which partially guide the decision-makers' 
manipulation of the information at their disposal and wh ich also influence 
the very collection of the information, can become part of the personality 
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through specialized training and professional experience. But such theories 
also abound in any given culture and in the organizational system. Con
cepts of human nature which may be passed on to the individual through 
socialization either before or after his accession to a decision-making role 
may playa significant part in his judgments. 

Several examples will suggest the kind of data which may be pertinent 
here. National stereotypes circulate in all cultures which are exposed to out
side contacts. Decision-makers are not necessarily immune to stereotypes 
which circulate with popular acceptance, though it seems unlikely that they 
will all share the same ones or even the more naIve varieties. However, a 
combination of stereotypes based partlyon cultural myths and partlyon 
diplomatic experience or organizational experience may develop. When 
stereotypes are found to be part of the intellectual equipment of decision
makers, it means their predictions and interpretations are based on prior 
dassification of behaviors according to type rather than on dose examina
tion of such behaviors. Ir is quite conceivable, for example, that when 
Uni ted States decision-makers characterize the behavior of British policy
makers, they are, in subtle fashion, dassifying, and not explaining. Yet this 
may be accepted as an explanation and thus become the basis for a self-ful
filling prophecy.44 

Many decision-makers appear to believe only in intuition as the basis of 
knowledge. A Foreign Service officer may feel he can learn more about the 
mood of public opinion in Austria by visiting a few bars and restaurants than 
by employing survey techniques. In effect, most officials who believe largely 
in intuition reject the possibility of systematic analysis and low-Ievel accu
rate predictions. What kinds of intellectual operations are concealed by the 
word "intuitive"? What are the consequences of the decision-maker's regard
ing himself as an "educated guesser"? Often decision-makers say, give us the 
facts and only the facts! But what is meant by fact in this context? Particu
larly in the social realm, the meaning of fact is crucial. An insistence upon 
only facts-as noted earlier in this essay-implies a concealed assumption 
that no previous choice of criteria is necessary. 

Usually decision-makers have to "pur together" many factual elements 
and interpretations with respect to any problem or, if they do not do so, 
the intelligence experts will. How are many disparate, seemingly unrelated 
data integrated into an action hypo thesis? How are conflicting data recon
ciled, if at all? If an expert in anthropology and an expert in economics 
come to different condusions as to the potentialities of economic growth 
in an underdeveloped area, which is to prevail? A great deal of attention 
has been paid to the estimate, say, of Soviet capabilities by American deci-
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sion-makers, yet relatively little attention has been paid to the impact of 
unquestioned concepts of knowledge on the estimate. What we are saying 
is that answers to these questions must be sought in part in the views held 
by decision-makers as to what constitutes verified or verifiable knowledge 0/ 
human behavior and how predictions are to be formed. This is one aspect of 
personality which is organizationally relevant and can be isolated from 
other characteristics. 

Ir is extremely important to note in passing that these intellectual qualities
certain personality traits relevant for decision-making-will be affected by 
the group process of decision-making. There will presumably be both a 
pooling and modification of intellectual skills. An individual decision
maker-a special ist for example-if he is making adecision alone might be 
inclined consciously or unconsciously to push his professional perspective to 
the limit. On the other hand, in a group, the interplay of specializations will 
result in some modifications. The area expert may disagree with the demog
rapher, and the primarily intuitive thinker may be called upon to make his 
assumptions explicit. This pooling of intellectual skills will itself be data for 
the observer. Closely related to the integration of the perspectives (ways de
cision-makers think about foreign policy problems) will be the creation of 
composite estimates or predictions. In the total decision-making organization 
there will be a number of agencies and individuals interpreting data on the 
setting-particularly of course, the external setting. Another kind of intel
lectual operation may enter in, one which may not be appropriate to the 
da ta per se. For example, in the United States decision-making system the 
national estimates45 prepared under the leadership of the Central Intelligence 
Agency may often represent "shadings" of true convictions held by various 
intelligence agencies. To put it another way, the estimate is primarily an or
ganizational compromise rather than a genuine merging of the soundest in
tellectual operations. One question which arises here is: what intellectual 
criteria, if any, are applied to choices between irreconcilable conflicts of 
judgment? 

Group decision-making appears to have another possible effect on in
tellectual skills, namely, that a wider range of alternatives may be consid
ered initially and that a more thorough exploration of consequences may 
result. This is problematical, but social research indicates it is at least a 
good working hypothesis. Thus, a committee chairman or an agency di
rector or the presiding officer of top policy-making groups may broaden 
or narrow the actual impact of the intellectual skills of participants in the 
decision-making process. Leadership thus may be a skill of crucial impor
tance to decision-making. 
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Organizational norms and graup interactions have so me other conse
quences for the nature and effectiveness of intellectual skills-which con
firms our view that a fruitful conception of personality for foreign policy 
analysis must be more sociological than psychologieal. First, one of the types 
of data to be observed under the heading of intellectual skills is the tech
niques of legitimation. 46 By legitimation is meant the ways in which action 
or praposed action is made "acceptable,"47 that is, consonant with experi
ence and proper motives. Ir is highly doubtful if any decision-making graup 
ever agreed to a policy which called forth a sense of incongruity and which 
was clearly in conflict with the range of officially acceptable motives. Among 
the decision-makers themselves the chief techniques seem to be: appeal to 
past experience, to ultimate values, to personal reputations, and to alleged 
consequences. More is involved here than policy selling, rationalization in 
the usual sense, and rational argument. The selection of motives is not the 
same thing as logical analysis and arguing about whether aircraft or ground 
traops or both should be sent into Indo-China. Nor is a two plus two equals 
four calculation the same as the acceptance of a proposed action because the 
decision-makers have faith in its leading proponent. Particular decisional 
units may have characteristic techniques. An ad hoc unit may not have a 
large reservoir of specifically relevant experience to guide them. Another unit 
may rely exclusively on the reputation of experts. 

5econd, the intellectual aspects of motivation remind us to look for the 
devices whereby the decision-makers minimize the psychological tensions 
which accompany decision-making under circumstances 0/ uncertainty and 
lack 0/ complete information. The business man has accounting rules and the 
baseball manager has "the percentage." What devices, if any, are available to 
the foreign policy-maker? How does he learn to live with unavoidable errar? 
If devices to compensate for uncertainty are used, what effect do these have 
on deliberations? Third, what notions do decision-makers entertain con
cerning the limitations of their position? Is there an acceptance of minimal 
limitations operative at all times? What kinds of factors in the setting are 
deemed subject to contral and what kinds are not? 

B. INTERPRETATION OF COMPETENCES. So far we have dealt briefly with 
the decision-making personality in terms of intellectual skills and their ap
plication. Equally important is the interaction between the actor and the 
sphere of competence as defined in an earlier section. Any competence in 
any decisional unit will have what we have called prescribed and conven
tional aspects. Within these there will be a minimum set of rules and re
quirements which would be binding on any occupant. In other words, it is 
possible to isolate dimensions of the role (in our vocabulary, sphere of com-
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petence) of Secretary of State which would persist regardless of the particu
lar person who is actually filling it. However, beyond this conventional 
boundary it is largely a matter of individual interpretation and discretion on 
the part of the occupant as to what is done and how. This area of the com
petence consists of activities which depend on the actor's discretion. But un
dertaking such activities-in effect adding to the basic minimum of the 
competence-may not be accomplished merely by simple choice of the in
cumbent actor. Since he interacts with other decision-makers in a system, he 
may have to "feel his way" in order to have his "extra" behavior accepted be
yond a certain point. Practically speaking, the acceptance of other actors 
limits the area of new activiry which can be undertaken. If these limits are 
ignored by the actor, the conditions under which the decisional system can 
be maintained may ultimately disappear. Thus, any competence will have as
sociated with it a set of potential role-strategies which the particular actor 
may employ in interpreting the basic minimum and in adding new dimen
sions. One strategy, for example, would be to adhere closely to the minimum 
requirements and mies of the competence. 

Now this line of argument postulates a choice in "role interpretation." 
Clearly, here is an opportuniry for so-called personaliry factors to operate. 
Nevertheless we should note that there are rwo basic sources of pressure for 
changes in role interpretation, that is, for different answers to the questions: 
will this decision-maker act? and how will he act? One source lies in re
quirements of the group situation (an organizational decision or forcing con
ditions), and the other lies in ego-oriented needs and tensions. Before it is too 
quickly assumed that Secretary Dulles acts differently from Secretary Hull 
only because the rwo men are different human beings, many other questions 
ought to be asked. And before the student of foreign policy burdens himself 
with an embarrassingly large residual category of "personaliry" (meaning 
unique factors), he ought to exhaust other analytical alternatives first. 

What we have done is to attempt to isolate the idiosyncratic element in 
the motivation of decision-making. Tentatively, we feel that it is better to try 
to account for the impact of personaliry on state behavior by eliminating all 
the organizationally or situationally relevant aspects of personaliry first. If we 
remember that idiosyncratic behavior is not necessarily random-that is, 
unpredictable and unpatterned-the whole notion of personaliry does not 
at least open up the possibiliry of either unexplainable or a hopelessly wide 
range of behavior patterns. 

C. PERSONALITY TYPES AND DECISION-MAKlNG. Earlier in this essay we 
suggested that the orderly analysis of foreign policy would require carefully 
worked out rypologies-kinds of states, decision-making systems and units, 
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situations, objectives, and decisions. Further control over the personality 
variable may be possible through the construction of a typology of person
alities in terms of decision-making in complex organizations. Such a typol
ogy would be constructed on the basis of certain crucial characteristics 
typically present among decision-makers. Obviously what we are thinking 
about is a role player-an actor whose discretionary choices in relating him
self to his position and whose contributions to the decision-making process 
result in part from the expression of certain organizationally relevant, dom
inant personality traits. 

To illustrate our point we shall suggest a very crude and incomplete set 
of decision-making types: 

1. THE COMMUNICATOR-a leader type who has definite skills in trans
lating specialists to each other, in identif}ring common properties of 
otherwise conflicting approaches to problems, and in providing bases 
on which the different perspectives of decision-makers may be inte
grated; a coordinator on the intellectuallevel, he is a consciously self
styled go-berween and mediator. 

2. THE INNOVATOR-may be, variously, arebel against the existing nor
mative order, a risk taker, or an original thinker; in any case he is 
likely to be a catalyst so far as the intellectual processes of decision
making are concerned and is likely to press toward the outer limits of 
the negotiable area of his sphere of competence; he is also likely to be 
a primary source of internally generated demands to redefine situa
tions or to focus the energies of the decisional system. 

3. THE TRADITIONALIST-the conservative counterpart of the above 
type, a repository of precedent and the embodiment of organizational 
memory; a value-saver with respect to long-standing habits of proce
dure and thought; his actions contribute to a slowing up of organiza
tional change and to rigidities of approach to policy problems. 

4. THE LITERALIST -the decision-maker who insists on a strict (narrow) 
interpretation of the rules of the system; a sub type is the self-styled 
"realist" who perceives (or thinks he perceives) only the major essen
tials of situations or problems; usually a passion for unadorned facts 
and a willingness to deal only with specifics rather than generalities 
accompanies the realistic and strict-construction posture toward deci
sion-making activities. 

5. THE POWER-SEEKER-the upward mobile official whose position in 
the total decision-making organization and in the internal political 
setting tends to dominate his behavior; he may violate procedural 
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norms and take public stands on policy issues if it serves his purposes; 
he is likely to take a broad view of his sphere of compctence and to 
inflate its functional aspects; it might be expected that he would per
sonalize his official relationships even if this meant departing from 
normal channels of communication. 

6. THE CAREER SERVANT-the decision-maker who maintains a carefully 
correct attitude with respect to his role limitations, who is likely to 
identif)r hirnself with a concrete membership group, and who is self
consciously an expert having a specific contribution to make to deci
sion-making; ordinarily the career servant will have a strong sense of 
organizational mission. 

Now such a list of types suggests only that it may be possible and desir
able to isolate certain dominant, characteristic responses to decision-making 
roles and situations. Ir is, of course, nonsense to imply that any real person 
fits neatly into just one of these categories and that his total personality can 
be interpreted in these terms. What the types do imply is the possibility that 
typical responses may be sufficiently frequent to speak of an organizational 
personality. Hence idiosyncratic behavior-behavior not predictable or de
scribable in terms of formal or situational factors-may be accounted for 
nonetheless by organizationally relevant factors. In other words, ego-ori
ented sources of difference in role interpretation may be expressed in pat
terns ofbehavior which are not unique to the individual decision-maker and 
to particular situations. 

Summary 

We have attempted to specif)r six important types of data which might be 
brought to bear on motivational analysis. The sourees, content, and conse
quences of the attitudes and frames of reference which influence the behav
ior of decision-makers can be analyzed through the collection and 
interpretation of such data. Naturally the discussion of the six categories of 
data is suggestive, not exhaustive. Ir will be noted that the data lead to cer
tain major areas of contemporaty social research and intellectual interest: 
cultural analysis, bureaucracy and administration, group problem-solving, 
the psychology and sociology of personality, the political process, recruit
ment and training of government officials, the application of social science 
knowledge to policy-making, and so on. However, the significance of the 
data and techniques implied under these headings must be assessed on the 
basis of their help in explaining the conduct of foreign policy-makers. 
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We think it worth stressing that these data are related and that no one 
category is or ever can be sufficient to explain decision-making behavior. 
Cultural values are, for example, mediated (through the individual decision
maker's participation in a system) by the operation of forces implicit in cat
ego ries 1, 2, and 3-or what might be called influences deriving from 
organizational membership. In turn, these are mediated by personality fac
tors. Aside from the interrelationships among the six dasses of data, the im
pact on action of the structure of competence, and the network of 
communication and information must be remembered. Finally, the situation 
confronting the decision-makers may have varying kinds and degrees of 
compellingness which is, in effect, "imposed" on the decision-makers. 

Motivational analysis is, of course, on the level of the individual decision
maker rather than on the level of the decisional system considered as rela
tionships among individual decision-makers. We have been building 
throughout the discussion of motivation a model of the typical decision
maker-an actor in the analytical sense. This actor (decision-maker) partic
ipates in a particular kind of social system of which we have described the 
essential features. We have built into this actor certain properties which we 
assume-until we discover differently-will partly account for his behavior. 

The six kinds of data which we have specified as relevant for an explana
tion of the possible motives of foreign policy decision-makers imply a gen
eral concept of multiple membership for the individual actor: 

1. Membership in a culture and society 
2. Membership in noninstitutional social groupings such as profes

sional, dass, or friendship 
3. Membership in a total institutional (political) structure 
4. Membership in a decisional unit 

Presumably these place the individual decision-maker under a set of si
multaneous-and not always compatible-role obligations (in the broad 
sense) and expectations, both his own and those of others, with whom he in
teracts. While his participation in a decision-making system tends to struc
ture or condition the behavior much more rigidly than is normally 
supposed, there are choices among acceptable responses all along the line. 
Out of the collective choices of the decision-making group emerges policy 
and action. These choices will be influenced by the organizationally relevant 
personality factors and by what we have called idiosyncratic factors (those 
stemming from ego-oriented needs and conditions). Our model of the actor 
really is intended to circumscribe analytically the area of behavior which 
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might only be explainable in terms of the "whole person," that is, in terms 
of ego-oriented needs and conditions. 

We restate our conviction that if the student of state action is interested in 
describing and explaining the nature of foreign policy objectives, the multi
plicity and relative priorities of objectives, conflicting objectives, scarcity and 
appropriateness of techniques and strategies, and the expression of acceptable 
gratification of national wants and needs, some kind of motivational analysis 
is necessary. We have only been able to suggest the groundwork for such 
analysis. 

7. RECAPITULATION 

We began the brief exposition of our frame of reference by stating our con
viction that the analysis of international politics should be centered, in part, 
on the behavior of those whose action is the action of the state, namely, the 
decision-makers. We insisted, further, that state action grew out of and was 
embodied in the "definition of the situation" by the decision-makers. Fi
nally, we have attempted to demonstrate that the definition of the situation 
resulted from a decision-making process which took place within a deci
sional unit. In our scheme, decision-making is accounted for in terms of the 
activities and relationships of the members of the unit. The unit is viewed as 
functioning in an internal and extern al setting. 

We then attempted to define the concept of decision-making and to 
specif}r what we meant by treating decision-making as "organizational be
havior." To explain the actions of decision-makers we employed three basic 
determinants: spheres of competence; communication and information; and 
motivation. 

We shall suggest certain obvious connections among the three sets of 
variables, leaving for a later time a more systematic joining of the concepts: 

First, the knowledge and information which comprise so me of the ingre
dients of perceptions are communicated throughout a decisional system or 
are usually available for communication other than by individual memo ries. 
Second, motives-that is, attitudes and frames of reference-must be com

municated throughout a decisional system in order that an agreed range of 
objectives, integration of perspectives, and hence a common definition of 
the situation on the part of decision-makers is possible and likely. Third, mo

tives are linked to spheres 0/ competence because the latter provide cues as to 
the decision-maker's values (location in the total hierarchy and organiza
tional membership), his actual range of choice (responsibilities and power 
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relationships), and his skills and training (specific functions), Fourth, the 
communication network helps to carry mies and commands and also con
firms or supports the structure 0/ competence, 

About the decision-makers in any decisional system concerned with any 
particular problem we want to know: what are the characteristics and rela
tionships of the spheres of competence? what are the motivation al influences 
at work? what is the nature of the communication network? what is the na
ture, amount and distribution of information? and, finally, what is the re
ciprocal impact of these on each other? Answers to these questions should 
provide a basis for adequately describing and explaining state action. It 
should be remembered that any one of the three fundamental concepts to 
which these questions point can serve as aseparate tool of analysis indepen
dent of the other two. 

We shall have to postpone consideration of two concepts which can be 
derived from our analysis, namely, inteLlectual process and policy attention. 
Both can be used to probe certain behavioral patterns and conditions with
out elaborate organizational analysis in the stmctural sense. The first points 
to the patterns of thought or problem-solving which may be typical of cer
tain decisional systems or issues. The second points to the distribution of the 
total organization's resources with respect to policy problems. 

The Essence of Decision-Making Analysis: The Nature of Choice 

We shall terminate our essay with an attempt to characterize our central 
focus. We have thus far discussed a variety of factors relevant to the formu
lation of a scheme for the analysis of foreign-policy decision-making. We 
have sought to stress the interaction of the decision-maker with the various 
elements of his situation and to point to some of the consequences of this 
interaction. But we have not said much about what precisely it is that the 
decision-maker does when he decides. In the following paragraphs we shall 
try to deal briefly with this matter. 

In another context we have alluded to so me contemporary work in eco
nomics, philosophy, and psychology dealing with the Theory of Choice. A 
number of these suggested models show extensive agreement in certain of 
the assumptions made by their proponents. 1 First the actor or decision
maker is generally represented by ascale 0/ preferences, that is, the values of 
the decision-maker are assumed to be ordered from the most to the least 
highly regarded. So me of the writers presenting somewhat more complex 
models assurne further that, let us say, decision-maker A will take into ac
count the reaction of decision-maker B to his (A's) suggestion. Secondly, it 
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is usually assumed that a set 0/ rules governs the actions of the decision-mak
ers. These rules determine the manner in which the alternative choices shall 
be presented, the procedure of voting, and so forth. It should be remem
bered that most of the models are logical and mathematical in character and 
that the scales of preference and rules are logical devices. They are not in
tended to be relevant to every empirical choice situation. 

These models, to which we have probably not done justice in our all too 
brief characterization, do provide a convenient point of departure for a dis
cussion of choice. No matter how much certain situational elements are 
stressed, and we have of course stressed these considerably and (we believe) 
justifiably so, choices are in the final analysis made by the decision-makers. 
Decision-makers have preferences; they value one alternative more highly 
than another. Though the scales of preference may not be as highly ordered 
as the logical ones referred to above, decision-makers may be assumed to act 
in terms of dear-cut preferences. 

The key questions, then, are: what is the nature of these preferences? 
what are the factors influencing them? The first statement that may be made 
in very general terms is that these preferences do not appear to be entirely 
individual. In other words, we would propose the hypo thesis that one ele
ment of the scales of preference derives from the rules of the organizational 
system within which the decision-makers operate. Here we might mention 
both prescribed rules and conventions and precedents. 

A second element might be a shared organizational experience over a pe
riod of time. A third has been treated under the general heading of biogra
phy, the decision-maker's past experiences. Here the expectation would be 
that similarities and divergences of dass background, education, and so forth 
would make far similarities and divergences in preferences. 

An additional factor that must be considered together with the various el
ements of the decision-maker's preferences is the information the decision
maker has. We have spoken earlier of a process of deliberation in connection 
with the making of choices. This would presumably involve taking into ac
count, in selecting one of several alternatives, the information available. The 
information, as we have tried to indicate, is assessed selectively in terms of 
the decision-maker's frame of reference. 

It has probably been apparent to the reader that there is considerable dif
ference between what we have called rules and the kinds of rules discussed 
in connection with the models of choice. We would assert at least initially 
that the rules governing the decision-maker's behavior are expressed direcdy 
through a component of the scale of preferences. The rules which relate to 
such factors as the presentation of alternatives, the order of voting, and so 
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on are considerably more difficult to deal with, since in the empirical situa
tion there is a great variety of farms that these mies take. For example, in 

some choice situations, a vote is avoided at all costs, and in others a vote may 

be used as a punitive measure against some member of the system. In the 

face of very little evidence, it seems difficult indeed to generalize about the 

effects of the various procedures that may actually be found. Suffice it to 

suggest here then that on the basis of various elements of the scales of pref

erence we would expect considerable similarity in these preferences to the 

extent that the elements are similar. 

In condusion, we might summarize our comments on the nature of choice 

as follows: information is selectively perceived and evaluated in terms of the 

decision-maker's frame of reference. Choices are made in the basis of prefer

ences which are in part situationally and in part biographically determined. 

NOTES 

Introduction 

1. Although the present essay centers on deeision-making, our whole frame
work of analysis will give due attention to state interaction. 

2. We shalliater explain the meaning of this phrase in detail. 

1. Scope and Method 

1. Riehard C. Snyder, "Deeision-Making as an Approach to the Srudy of Poli
ties," paper prepared for a eonference at Northwestern Universiry, June 
15-19,1954. 

2. The reader may wish to consult the following seleeted bibliographical items 
which deal with basie aspects of eoneept formation: Ernest Nagel, "Some 
Problems ofConeept and Theory Formation in the Soeial Seienees," in Sym
posium olScience, Language and Human Rights (Ameriean Philosophical As
soeiation, Eastern Division, 1952). Vol. I, pp. 43-64; Carl G. Hempel, 
Fundamentals olConcept Formation in Empirical Science (Foundations of the 
Uniry of Seienee, 1952), Vol. 11. No. 7; Herbert Feigl and May Brodbeek 
(eds.), Readings in Philosophy 01 Science (New York: Appleton-Century
CroErs, 1953), Sees. IV, VII; Philip Wiener (ed.), Readings in the Philosophy 
olScience (New York: Scribner, 1953), pp. 443-570. 

3. Karl Deutsch, Political Community at the International Level, Foreign Policy 
Analysis Se ries No. 2, 1953. 

4. Talcott Parsons and Edward Shils (eds.), Toward a General Theory 01 Action 
(Cambridge: Harvard Universiry Press, 1951); David Easton, The Political 
System (New York: Knopf, 1953). 
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5. See Robert Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New York: The Free 
Press of Glencoe, 1949), pp. 5-10 for a discussion of the nature of such 
theories. 

6. Deutsch, op. cit. is an example of middle range theorizing which illumines 
the analysis of state interaction. 

7. cr Easton, op. cit., pp. 52-63; 64-89. Needless to say, the phrase is em
ployed here in quite a different meaning from that normally employed by 
social psychologists. Later on we shall employ the concept in the social psy
chological sense. 

8. Gardner Murphy, In the Minds olMen (New York: Basic Books, 1953). 
9. Hadley Cantril (ed.), Tensions that Cause Wtm (Urbana: University ofIllinois 

Press, 1956). 
10. See Alfred Schuetz, "On Multiple Realities," Philosophy and Phenomenologi

cal Research, 5 Gune, 1945),533 ff. 
11. See Kar! Deutsch, "Mechanism, Teleology and Mind," Philosophy and Phe

nomenological Research, 12 (December, 1951), 185-222; "Communication 
Models in the Social Sciences," Public Opinion Quarterly, 16 (Fall, 1952), 
356-80. 

12. In the technical sense. See Parsons and Shils, op. cit., Chap. 1. 
13. Glenn Shortcliffe, "Class Conflict and International Politics," International 

Journal, 4 (Spring 1949), 95-108. A useful article which clear!y illustrates 
the point being made here. 

14. Percy Corbett has reminded us that only a general theory can ultimately do 
full justice to these purposes. 

15. This problem of the kinds of knowledge possible for humans about them
selves and others has been generally neglected by political scientists. The 
phrase "we all know that ... " covers a multitude of different things. The dif
ferences ought certainly to be at least recognized by scholars. 

16. The term low-Ievel prediction has two meanings. First, it means a prediction 
having a wide margin of error. Thus we might say: in six cases out of ten the 
President will be forced to defend his Secretary of State from attacks by his own 
party under specified conditions. This is not very exciting perhaps but is better 
than pure hunch and, above all, it is a good test of the reliability of our knowl
edge. Second, and perhaps more commonly, it means aprediction covering 
only a limited range of phenomena and therefore having "Iimited generality." 

2. Some General Characteristics of the 
Present Study of International Politics 

1. Frederick L. Schuman, International Politics (New York and London: Mc
Graw-HilI Book Co., Inc., 1933). 

2. Nickolas J. Spykman, America's Strategy in World Politics (New York: Har
court, Brace & Wor!d, Inc., 1942). 
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3. The pages of World Polities, which began publication in 1948, perhaps best 
exemplif)r the search for new approaches and insights. Its excellent articles 
represent pioneering efforts to re-examine the Beld. 

4. It is a reasonable assumption-subject to disptoof-that the range and types 
of interactions among states have increased and hence the number of factors 
which must be taken into account has also increased. However, it must be 
emphasized that the analytical problem is no different. We do not wish to 
imply that international politics "began" twenty years ago. 

5. In particular, Samuel A. Stouffer et al., The Ameriean Soldier (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1949); also, the Office of Naval Research stud
ies, e.g., Harold Guetzkow (ed.), Groups, Leadership and Men (Pittsburgh: 
Carnegie Press, 195 1). 

6. Cf. William Y. Elliot, et at., United States Foreign Poliey (New York: Colum
bia University Press, 1952), pp. 229 ff. for examples. 

7. Both as policy prescriptives and as descriptions of the role ofValues in pol
icy formation. 

8. Easton, op. eit., pp. 267-90. 
9. Having been critical of reiBcation we should remind the reader that purely 

for convenience we have employed the phrases "state as actor" and "state be
havior." See below for a detailed explanation of our conception of the 
state--one of the central concepts in our scheme. 

10. See Marion J. Levy, The Strueture ofSoeiety (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1952), pp. 88-89. 

11. For example, the rational man of eighteenth-century political thought. 
12. We shall state our objections in an indiscriminate use of the formal-informal 

distinction at a later time. Most of the discoveries of informal factors were 
made in the field of industrial relations and by students of industrial orga
nization. These were found to be applicable to public administration. 

13. We shall also withhold for the moment our reservations on this concept. 
14. David Truman, The Governmental Proeess (New York: Knopf, 1951). 
15. All relationships of political significance whether stricdy political or not. 

3. Contemporary Approaches to the 
Study of International Politics 

1. See for example: Hatold Guetzkow, "Long-Range Research in International 
Relations," Ameriean Perspective, 4 (Fall, 1950),421-40. A. E. Heath, "In
ternational Politics and the Concept of World Sections," International Jour
nalofEthies, 29 Oanuary, 1919), 125-44. Charles Rothwell, "International 
Relations in a World of Revolutionary Change," World Polities, I Oanuary, 
1949), 272-76. Waldemar Gurian, "On the Study of International Rela
tions," Review of Polities, 8 Ouly, 1946), 275-82. Georg Schwarzenberger, 
"The Study of International Relations," Yearbook ofWorld Affairs, 1949, pp. 
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1-24. Kenneth Thompson, 'The Study ofInternational Politics: A Survey of 
Trends and Developments," Review o/Politics, 4 (October, 1952),433-67. R. 
Snyder, 'The Nature of Foreign Policy," Social Science (April, 1952), pp. 61 
ff William T. R. Fox, "Interwar International Relations Research," World Pol
itics, 2 (October, 1949),67-79. Frederick S. Dunn, 'The Present Course of 
International Relations Research," World Politics, 2 (Ocrober, 1949),80-85. 
Grayson Kirk, The Study 0/ International Relations in American Colleges and 
Universities (New York: Council on Foreign Relations, 1947). 

2. Hans Morgenthau, In Definse 0/ the NationalInterest (New York: Knopf, 
1951); and George Kennan, American Diplomacy 1900-1951 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1951). 

3. Though once reality is described, deductions from it see m to folIowas a 
matter of faith. 

4. Inadvertently or otherwise, writers sometimes argue that "reality" should gov
ern conduct. 

5. We shall return to the basic problem of rationality in another publication. 

4. Toward a New Frame of Reference for 
the Study of International Politics 

1. Obviously these difficulties are not unique ro this branch of political science 
but they are either more serious or are largely unrecognized. 

2. Marion Levy, Jr., "Some Basic Methodological Difficulties in Social Sci
ence," Philosophy o/Science, 17 (Ocrober, 1950),287-301. 

3. Cf. ]ames K. Feibleman, Ontology (Baltimore: lohns Hopkins Press, 1951), 
pp. 301 ff To avoid confusion later on, we should make it c1ear that we are 
assuming a social order within which decision-makers operate and therefore 
there is no chance element in their actions. Here we are discussing the pos
sible results 0/ their actions in the realm of interstate relations generally. 

4. Frank Knight, Freedom and Reform (New York and London: Harper and 
Bros., 1947), pp. 335-69. 

5. The distinction between social action and behavior is an important one an
alytically, though we shall continue ro use state action and state behavior 
synonymously. 

6. We shall have occasion later on ro suggest the necessity for other typologies. 
7. So me social scientists argue that a collectivity cannot properly be regarded as 

an actor as the term is used in the analysis of social action. However, see Par
sons and Shils, op. cit., pp. 192-95. 

8. The vocabulaty of action analysis has become fairly common, yet there are 
several kinds of action theories (for example, note the differences between 
Levy, op. cit., and Parsons and Shils, op. cit.). 

9. In particular, "ChoosingAmong Projects of Action," Philosophy and Phenom
enological Research, 12 (December, 1951), 161-84; and "Common-Sense and 
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Scientific Interpretation of Human Action," Phi/mophy and Phenomeno!ogica! 
Research, 14 (September, 1953), 1-37. 

10. Compare this concept with Arthur Macmahon, Administration in Foreign 

Affairs (University, Ala.: University of Alabama Press, 1953), Chap. 1, enti
tled "The Concert ofJudgment." 

11. We are indebted to Professor Harold Sprout for calling our attention to this 
point. See our more detailed discussion of !imitations below. 

12. Introduction to Deutsch, op. cit., FPA Series No. 2. 
13. See Kar! Deutsch, Nationalism and Socia! Communication (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Technology Press; New York: Wiley, 1953); and Political Community 

at the International Level (New York: Random House, 1954). 
14. See below, Sees. 6 and 7. 
15. This raises a number of issues which will have to be treated in the mono

graph referred ro ear!ier. 
16. Situational analysis is discussed in: Easton, op. cit., Chap. 6; Lowell]. Carr, 

5ituational Analysis (New York: Harper, 1948), pp. 1-38, 45-61, 90-100; 
Lawrence E. Cole, Human Behavior (Yonkers-on-Hudson, N.Y.: World 
Book Co., 1953), pp. 357-88; Dorwin Carrwright (ed.), Lewin's Field The

ory in Social Science (New York: Harper, 1951), pp. 30-60, 238-304. 
17. The terms "objective," "end," "goal," and "mission" are generally used inter

changeably. There seem to be good reasons to employ the last named, but 
we will not press the distinction here. Only limited aspects of the concept of 
objective are covered here. Further analysis will be found under the head
ings: Definition of the Decisiona! Unit and the Decision-Makers; Motivation. 

18. Cf. Arnold Wolfers, "National Security as an Arnbiguous Symbol," Political 
Science Quarterly, 67 (December, 1952),481-502. 

19. Sec Wolfers, op. cit. 

5. The Decision-Making Approach 

1. Ear!ier in this essay we employed the term "system" in a somewhat looser 
sense. Here it is a key concept and we employ it in its specific analytic sense. 
See Parsons and Shils, op. cit., p. 197, and Levy, op. cit., pp. 19-22. 

2. Consult the essay by Dwight Waldo, "Administrative Theoty in the United 
States," Politica! 5tudies, Vol. II, No. 1 (Febtuary, 1954); Cf W E. Moore 
and R. C. Snyder, 'The Conference on Theory of Organization," SSRC, 
Items (December, 1952). 

3. W. E. Moore, Memorandum No. 5, Organizational Behavior Section, 
Princeton University, 1952. See also, Organizational Behavior: Report on a 
Research Program, Organizational Behavior Section, Princeton University, 
1953, pp. 7-10. 

4. See, however, Herbert A. Simon, Administrative Behavior (New York: 
Macmillan, 1947). 
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5. Most of the current work on the theory of choice is being done in econom
ics, philosophy, and psychology. See references noted in connection with 
Section 7 below. 

6. Edmund P. Learned, David N. Ulrich, and Donald R. Booz, Executive Ac
tion (Boston: Division of Research, Graduate School of Business Adminis
tration, Harvard University, 1951), p. 55. 

7. See, for example, Harold Stein (ed.), Pub!ic Administration and Po!icy Deve!

opment (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1952). 
8. James McCamy, The Administration 0/ American Foreign Affairs (New York: 

Knopf, 1950); The Btookings Institution, The Administration 0/ Foreign Af 

foirs and Overseas Operations (Washington, 1951); Arthur W Macmahon, 
Administration in Foreign Affairs (University, Ala.: University of Alabama 
Press, 1953). 

9. We employ the term "projects" here because of the nature of our definition 
of decision-making and because more than a synonym far "objective" is 
needed. 

10. "Event" is not used differendy in this context than in connection with Dia
gram 4 except that he re event refers to a unit-act in effect perfarmed by 
many actors and corresponds to the definition of the situation. 

11. The term is used in its social-psychological sense, not in the sense employed 
in the introductory section of this essay. The concept is defined below under 
motivational analysis. 

12. In an earlier section we did not define the term interna! setting beyond say
ing it referred in general to the society or to the total socia! structure in which 
the decision-makers function. Now we must note that internal setting really 
has two components: the total social structure and the total governmental in
stitutional structure which is discussed immediately below. 

13. This is consistent with our earlier formulation of the concept of setting 
which alerts the observer to factors which may become conditions of action 
for the decision-makers without their direcdy perceiving such factors in the 
usual sense. 

14. A number of terms introduced in this classification will be defined and dis
cussed below. 

15. At numerous places we have said that further discussion must be deferred to 
our larger work. We have done so in order to get the main oudines of our 
scheme laid our as economically as possible without omitting anything crucial. 

16. Our notion of "access" is discussed below under communication and infor

mation and motivation. 

17. We have referred to this concept in connection with organizational theory, 
bur here we refer to the fact that many students also call nonspecified rela
tionships between any organization and its social setting informal. 

18. This touches on the concept of rationality, discussion of which must also be 
deferred. 
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6. The Major Determinants of Action 

1. See above the discussion of Organizational Unit. 
2. Thus Philip Selznick's definition of informal as "deviations from the formal 

system (which) tend to become institutionalized" is quite closely related to 
our conventional category. See "Foundations of the Theory of Organiza
tion," American Sociological Review, 13 (February, 1948), 27. 

3. See Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (1947), Pt. I, Chap. 1 and Pt. III, Chap. 5. 
4. See ibid., Pt. I, Chap. 3, Pt. III, Chaps. 7. 8, and 10. 
5. The Theory 0/ Social and Economic Organization, tr. A. M. Henderson and 

Talcott Parsons (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1947), p. 116. This 
is a translation of Part I of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. 

6. Rationality may here be defined as the selection of the most appropriate 
means to a given end after careful weighing of a11 available information. 

7. See Alfred Schuetz, "Choosing among Projects of Action," Philosophyand 
Phenomenological Research, 12 (December, 1951), 161-84. 

8. Philip Selznick, "An Approach to a Theoty of Bureaucracy," American Soci
ological Review, 8 (February, 1943),47-54. 

9. For detailed discussion of these terms see Roben Merton, op. cit., Chap. 1. 
10. This point is expanded in the section on motivation. 
11. TVA and the Grass Roots (BerkeIey: University of California Press, 1949). 
12. M.]. Levy, Jr., op. cit., p. 332. 
13. Merton, op. cit., Chap. 1 and Levy, op. cit., Chap. 2. 
14. The range and nature of possible clusters of values and norms (i.e., ideology) 

which may govern the actor's interpretation of his competence are discussed 
below under motivation. 

15. The observer has an option of including or exeluding such roles so far as the 
unit and the communications net is concerned. 

16. Sec Alfred Schuetz, Der Sinnhafte Aufbau Der Sozialen Welt (1932). "Sociol
ogy of knowledge" is here used in the sense of a Verstehende Sociologie. 

17. For the meaning of intersubjective see above, section on the objective-sub
jective dichotomy. 

18. Charles E. Redfield, Communications in Management (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1958), p. 7. 

19. See below, section on motivation. 
20. See "Communication Theoty and Social Science," American Journal 0/ 

Orthopsychiatry, 22 (July, 1952), 469-83, and "On Communications 
Models in the Social Sciences," paper presented at the Conference of 
Model Construction in the Social Sciences, sponsored by the Organiza
tional Behavior Section, Princeton University at Princeton, N.J., March, 
1952. 

21. Harold GarfinkeI, O.B.S., Memorandum No. 3, Notes Toward A Sociological 
Theory o/Information (1952). 
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22. See, for example, the path 0/ action concept discussed earlier. 
23. As noted earlier, our approach on this point is not a widely aeeepted one 

in politieal seienee at the moment. The assumption is equally useful for 
the analysis of totalitarian regimes. Indeed, the diseovery of similarities 
and differenees between totalitarian and nontotalitarian regimes ought to 
be enhaneed. 

24. This is not to deny that poliey-makers often talk as though the state or the 
deeisional organization had an existenee of its own. 

25. Parsons and Shils, op. cit., pp. 192-95. 
26. Theodore Neweomb, Social Psychology (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Win

ston, 1950), p. 74. 
27. Newcomb, op. cit., pp. 74-75. 
28. Seward, "Dialeetie in the Psyehology of Motivation," Psychological Review, 

59 (1952), 406. 
29. Neweomb, op. cit., p. 96. 
30. Motives may be aequired through eanalization, i.e., needs become speeifie in 

eonsequenee of being satisfied in specifie ways. 
31. Ineompatibility of different means to the same end should not be regarded 

as motive eonfliet. 
32. Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills, Character and Social Structure (New York: 

Hareourt, Braee & World. 1953), Chap. 5. 
33. Op. cit., p. 113. 
34. Op. cit., p. 118. 
35. Burton Sapin, Riehard C. Snyder, and H. W Bruek, An Appropriate Role for 

the Military in American Foreign Policy-Making-A Research Note (Foreign 
Poliey Analysis Series No. 4, Organizational Behavior Seetion, Prineeton 
University, July, 1954). 

36. See below. 
37. This ti es in with a Hypothesis-Information Theory of Cognition being de

veloped by Leo Postman and Jerome Bruner whieh we will discuss at a later 
time. See Leo Postman, "Toward a General Theory of Cognition," in John 
Rohrer and Muzafer Sherif (eds.), Social Psychology At the Crossroads (New 
York: Harper, 1951), pp. 242 ff. 

38. This raises the whole question of the evidence whieh is to be aeeepted eon
eerning motivation. Professor Harold Sprout has reminded us that legal in
terpretations of intent are relevant here. However, the problem will have to 
be treated at another time. 

39. That is, as defined by the aetors, not by the observer. 
40. We are using Robin Williams' phrase here. See his American Society (New 

York: Knopf, 1951), pp. 372-442 for an informative treatment of values in 
general. 

41. This important coneept will be mentioned again later, but fuller diseussion 
must be postponed. 
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42. This does not include, of course, alt rationalizations, arguments, explana
tions, and so on, but only those which represent explicit wordings of basic 
shared values. 

43. This is one of the places where motivational and communications analysis 
interconnect. See above the discussion of Communications and Systems of Ac
tion and Communications and Authority. 

44. Merton, op. cit., Chap. VII. 
45. The technical term applied to composite analyses prepared by the Central 

Intelligence Agency. Such estimates refer to the strengths and weaknesses as 
weil as the objectives of other nations. 

46. We shall treat this concept in greater detail at another place. Ir applies not 
only to intellectual operations internal to the decisional unit but to external 
discussion in the setting as well. This is a more inclusive concept than that 
employed by Weber and which was cited above. 

47. Acceptability may be defined in other ways, of course. Here we have in mi nd 
a broadly psychological phenomenon which includes feeling as weil as reason. 

7. Recapitulation 

1. See Duncan Black and R. E. Newing, Committee Decisions with Comple
mentary Valuation (London: Wittodge, 1951); Duncan Black, "On the Ra
tionale of Group Decision-Making," Journal of Political Economy, 56 
(February, 1948); 23-24; Kenneth J. Arrow, Social Choice and Individual 
Values (New York: Wiley, 1951); Felix E. Oppenheim, "Rational Choice," 
TheJournalofPhilosophy, 50 Oune, 1953),341-50. 



The Scholarship of Decision-Making: 
Do We Know How We Decide? ~ 

Derek H. Chollet and fames M. Goldgeier 

I
n American political science, macro-level theories of world politics re
main the predominant focus of international relations scholarship, 
whether these works involve realist arguments about the enduring nature 

of balance-of-power politics, liberal contentions about a democratic peace, 
or constructivist efforts to demonstrate the roles played by normative un
derstandings. These political scientists seek to build theories of general pat
terns of behavior not from an analysis of individual behavior but, rather, 
from an understanding of factors such as relative military capabilities or do
mestic regime types or the strength of international institutions. Not satis
fied with the ability of the grand theories to explain particular foreign policy 
choices made by particular decision-makers leading particular states faced 
with particular circumstances, other scholars have continued to probe the 
nature of foreign policy decision making at the micro level. 

Forty years ago, Richard Snyder, H. W Bruck, and Burton Sapin (hence
forth SBS) argued that a bottom-up approach was needed for the study of 
international politics. But efforts to synthesize levels of analysis never devel
oped in any sustained way. Kenneth Waltz's (1979) contention that interna
tional politics was aseparate domain from foreign policy ruled the IR roost, 
and so those interested in decision-making focused on understanding 
processes of choice within national governments while leaving grand expla
nations for global affairs to the realists, neo-liberals, and later constructivists. 

In the foreign policy literature, as Herbert McClosky (1956) correctly 
predicted, the pursuit of a single theory has proven to be a chimera. Instead, 



154 Derek H. Chollet & James M. Goldgeier 

scholars have rightly pursued different factors that Snyder, Bruck, and Sapin 
were among the first to discuss-namely, bureaucratic politics, organiza
tional routines, and individual psychology-to develop mid-range theories 
of how individuals, small groups, and institutions make choices. 

Looking at current approaches in these areas, one realizes how far we have 
come. In psychology, for example, prospect theory is now widely accepted 
across a wide array of disciplines; scholars recognize that individuals react 
much differently to prospective gains than they do to prospective losses. Bu
reaucratic politics approaches have used detailed case studies to explore, test, 
and refine the hypo thesis that where you stand depends on where you sit, 
and organization theory has deepened our knowledge of how standard op
erating procedures and organizational culture shape outcomes. 

But these approaches also show how far we have to go. Despite many im
portant insights, we still do not fully understand the essence of decision. We 
are still a long way from adequately capturing the interplay between domes
tic politics and bureaucratic politics. Moreover, the gap between what fac
tors policy-makers consider important to determining outcomes and what 
outside analysts believe is important is still too wide-in fact, it has proba
bly only gotten wider in the four decades since SBS first appeared. For ex
ample, outside analysts do a pOOf job of understanding in any systematic 
fashion the importance of individual relationships formed within govern
ments as weil as between them. And despite the centrality of prospect the
ory and of notions of "satisficing" and other ideas drawn from psychology to 
understand individual choices (especially in the field of behavioral econom
ics), psychology is still too marginal to the field of international relations 
(Goldgeier, 1997; Goldgeier and Tedock, 2001). 

We do not argue that one can create a theory of international politics by 
starting from a decision-making perspective. In this sense, Waltz is right: un
derstanding foreign policy is not the same as theorizing about international 
politics. Nor are we ignoring the fact that much of the foreign policy litera
ture since SBS has tried to explain particular foreign policy decisions, con
tributing to knowledge about specific outcomes but not necessarily to grand 
theory. Nevertheless, over the past four decades, a large body of literature 
from political science, economics, and psychology has developed generaliz
able propositions to explain broad patterns of choice. And many of these 
generalizations are widely accepted and understood-among scholars as weil 
as policy-makers. 

Thus, we start where SBS left off and look at how themes they raised have 
led to the formulation of generalizable propositions regarding bureaucratic 
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politics, organizational routines, or individual responses to the external en
vironment. As McCloskey argued, the goal is to go from questions to hy
potheses to testing and refinement in order to develop limited theories of 
behavior. And, over time, research has developed some core generalizable 
propositions about both behavior and process-even if there is not and 
probably will never be a general theory of decision-making (or, for that mat
ter, international politics). 

In addition to discussing the successful development of these generaliz
able propositions, we also want to discuss issues that SBS raised (and that 
anyone who has been involved in the decision-making process knows are 
important) but that scholars have not been able to develop in any system
atic fashion. One is the problem of integrating individual and organiza
tionallevels of analysis: we need to know not only why people act the way 
they do but also what the outcome is of a number of individuals interact
ing in a process. In other words, it is one thing to understand how people 
act alone, but quite another to understand how they act together. A second 
is the influence of relationships and trust both within a government and be
tween governments. Ask any policy-maker and they'll tell you that personal 
relationships and "trust" matter greatly to their perceptions, but for the 
most part scholars have ignored this factor. Two more issues are process 
based: the use of public communication not so much for sending signals 
but rather for settling intragovernment debates, and the role of policy en
trepreneurship in shaping outcomes. A fiüh is the need to understand the 
challenges of responding to new opportunities in the international system 
and how those differ from challenges posed by the rise of new threats to se
curity. A sixth is the problem of isolation: all too often, scholars who study 
adecision process forget that the process was only one problem among 
many that a decision-maker was facing at the time; "failures" of decision
making are sometimes explained by inattention because of overwhelming 
demands within the system. 

Finally, SBS remind us that analysis that focuses on crisis decision-mak
ing may weH bias our understanding of the process and the explanations we 
develop. The literature on decision-making developed during the Cold War. 
And a chief foreign policy problem of the Cold War was the danger of crisis 
escalation. No crisis epitomized this problem as much as the one over Cuba 
in 1962, and scholars flocked to it. But as SBS point out, crises are likely 
atypical of the larger dass of foreign policy problems, where time is not ur
gent and the stakes at each moment do not seem high. And in fact, it may 
be the routine decisions that are more important for long-term outcomes. 
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GENERALIZABLE PROPOSITIONS ABOUT BEHAVIOR 

Much of the work on decision-making has focused on the issue of deviations 
from rationality and the resulting "suboptimal" outcomes. We tend to look 
at bureaucratic politics, standard operating procedures, the use of historical 
analogies, and so on, for how they skew a process away from the rational 
utility maximizing pursuit of the "national interest." This was the legacy of 
the generation that followed SBS: Graham Allison, Morton Halperin, and 
others explained the influence of bureaucracies and organizations, Robert 
Jervis helped bring psychology into IR, and so on. And following this schol
arship, the policy relevant work has focused on how to minimize biases and 
improve one's ability to make decisions "rationally" (e.g., make sure you have 
a devil's advocate to minimize groupthink). 

From a decision-making perspective, there are at least two problems with 
such approaches. First, while the behavior in question may result in "irra
tional" or "suboptimal" outcomes, it may be quite rational from an individ
ual or organizational perspective. Government officials rationally pursue the 
self-interest of their agency; organizations cannot function effectively or ef
ficiently without standard operating procedures; without the use of analo
gies or heuristics, leaders would be overwhelmed by information. 

Therefore, rather than ask whether behavior is rational or irrational, it 
seems more fruitful to ask what kind of behavior is most likely under what 
conditions. Policy relevant work may still seek to minimize bias, but theo
retical work should focus on understanding typical patterns of behavior. 

For example, when we study the decision process in the V.S. Executive 
Branch, we often want to know whether or not the president trumped his 
bureaucracy. If he did, then we tend to argue that the national interest was 
served. John F. Kennedy's actions in the Cuban Missile Crisis are often held 
aloft as examples of how a strong and smart president can overpower the 
bureaucratic pulling and hauling beneath hirn. But if the bureaucracy 
stymies the president, or if the president is weak and indecisive and there
fore lets the pulling and hauling whipsaw hirn, then we argue that turf bat
tles hindered a rational pursuit of interest. Here, V.S. policy during the 
Vietnam War is usually the case in point. But what if the president has a re
ally bad idea? For example, recently released tapes of Richard Nixon's pri
vate White House conversations show that the president mused casually 
with Henry Kissinger about using nuclear weapons in Vietnam-if he had 
actually done so, surely every analyst would justifiably call this an "irra
tional" outcome. I But even if it is usually considered more optimal for the 
country if the president wins rather than the bureaucracy, the theoretical 
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question is under what conditions do presidents succeed in having their 
policies adopted-and then implemented? 

Individual Behavior 

The first step in addressing such questions is to understand how individuals 
make the choices they do. An early breakthrough for understanding choice 
was Herbert Simon's (1957, 1982) recognition that individuals do not have 
unlimited time, resources, and information to maximize their utilities. They 
may be rational, but that rationality is bounded. Rather than having the 
ability to weigh fully the pros and cons of a11 available options to make the 
optimal choice, individuals satisfice. We can be pretty confident that indi
vi duals will settle on the first acceptable option rather than continuing the 
search for something more optimal. 

Decision-makers are trying to solve problems. And as LindbIom (1959) 
argued, the resulting tendency toward incrementalism is not only to be ex
pected given cognitive limitations, it is smart policy. When faced with diffi
cult situations-such as preventing or ending a war-an incremental step is 
often better than no step at a11. Moreover, with incremental decisions, those 
making decisions can both test new policies better if they are just slightly dif
ferent than preceding ones and not presented as "either-or" choices, and they 
can get a better sense of any unanticipated results. 

Any student of negotiations like the 1978 Camp David Accords or the 
1995 Dayton Peace Accords for Bosnia understands the press ures placed on 
policy-makers to satisfice in order to get results (Quandt, 1986; Holbrooke, 
1998). Pur simply, in many situations the optimal choice is not an option. 
This is particularly true in situations-such as Camp David and Dayton
in which policy-makers are working with complex, multiparty issues under 
intense press ure and tight deadlines, and when the stakes for failure are high 
(e.g., areturn to bloodshed). Of course, with the benefits of hindsight, even 
the negotiators themselves can point to things that they could have done dif
ferently or lament missed opportunities, bur as analysts trying to understand 
why they made the decisions they did, it is essential we try to understand the 
environment that bounded their framework of choice. 

What we learned after Simon, developed in the International Relations 
field by scholars such as Jervis (1976), Deborah Larson (1985), and Yuen 
Foong Khong (1992), is that individuals, short on time and operating in 
uncertain environments marked by ambiguous information, rely on his
tory and their own personal experiences to draw analogies for understand
ing how to operate in the current situation. If we want to understand why 
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decision-makers picked a particular option, we need to know how they 
framed the situation. When approaching a problem, every policy-maker 
asks: Have we faced these circumstances before? What should we look out 
for? What worked or did not work before? Decision-makers draw lessons 
from history, and those lessons shape how they de6ne what options are ac
ceptable and these lessons can be from domestic politics (c.f. Goldgeier, 
1994; Hemmer, 2000). 

So, we know that individuals satis6ce, and we know that they use analo
gies to interpret information. The psychologists Gigerenzer and Goldstein 
(1996) argue that Simons notion ofbounded rationality-in which this be
havior is viewed as "adaptive within the constraints imposed both by the ex
ternal situation and by the capacities of the decision maker" (Sirnon, 
1985)-means that using heuristics, or "rules-of thumb" and shortcuts, is 
not nonrational behavior. Their experiments in fact show that making infer
ences in a "fast and frugal" way works pretty weil in terms of outcomes, 
which is the opposite of what many IR scholars usually argue. "Models of 
inference," they argue (666), "do not have to forsake accuracy for simplicity. 
The mind can have it both ways." 

What we want to understand in international relations is when does the 
use of analogies lead to better decisions and when does it lead decision-mak
ers astray? (c.( Neustadt and May, 1986) Sometimes analogies work; some
times they don't. For example, in the days after Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in 
August 1990, many U.S. policy-makers (as weil as many of their counter
parts abroad) warned of repeating "Munich." They believed that Saddam 
Hussein, like Hitler in 1938, was determined to change the status quo and 
would not be satis6ed by appeasement. Therefore, the prescription drawn 
from the Munich analogy was that the U.S.- led coalition had to "draw a line 
in the sand" and stand up against Saddam to roll back his ambitions. Al
though the use of the Munich analogy in this case was a powerful justi6ca
tion for action to push Saddam out of Kuwait, its usefulness was limited. 
President George H. W Bush frequently compared Saddam to Hitler, but he 
did not follow through on the same conclusion: overthrowing Saddam and 
occupying and rebuilding Iraq. Once Kuwait was liberated and Saddam's 
Republican Guard troops were on the run, other historical analogies--<lnes 
that taught the costs of occupation and insurgency warf are, such as the So
viet experience in Afghanistan in the 1980s-became more powerful, and 
policy-makers decided not to push action. 

Historical analogies also influenced the way U.S. leaders approached 
problems of ethnic conflict during the 1990s-and, more often than not, 
these efforts at analogical reasoning led leaders astray. Richard Holbrooke 
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(1998), Samantha Power (2002) and others have deseribed the power of 
Vietnam and of the 1993 disaster in Somalia, in whieh soldiers were am
bushed and killed, on shaping U.S. aetions (or inaetion) in plaees sueh as 
Bosnia and Rwanda. The lesson many Washington poliey-makers took from 
these events-whieh Holbrooke deseribes as the "Vietmalia syndrome," and 
many ealled "quagmire"-was that some situations were simply too tough, 
too intraetable, and too dangerous for Ameriea to get involved, and that 
therefore U.S. interests did not warrant military intervention. As Holbrooke 
describes it (216), "[T]wo less pleasant memo ries still hung like dark clouds 
over the Pentagon. Phrases like 'slippery slope' and 'mission ereep' were eode 
for speeifie events that had traumatized the military and the nation; Mo
gadishu, whieh hung over our deliberations like a dark cloud; and Vietnam, 
whieh lay further baek, in the inner reeesses of our minds." 

In addition to better understanding the mental tools poliey-makers use 
to make decisions, we've also gained great insight into eommon ways policy
makers pereeive (or mispereeive) situations or behavior. A large body of 
work has shown that deeision-makers are predisposed to attribute coopera
tive behavior by adversaries as situationally indueed, and to see eonflietual 
behavior by adversaries as dispositionally indueed, what is known as the 
"fundamental attribution error" (c.f. Mereer, 1996). Part of the problem is 
that, as the ehoiee literature has demonstrated, individuals are not natural 
Bayesians, in whieh the aeeuraey or strength of a pereeption is repeatedly 
tested and adjusted by new evidenee; they are slow to adjust to new infor
mation (Edwards, 1962; Tetloek, 1998, 1999). The tendeney toward mak
ing fundamental attriburion errors eombined with the problem of slowness 
in updating leads to the generalizable proposition that deeision-makers more 
often miseategorize status quo powers as expansionist (Type I errors) than 
they miseategorize expansionist powers as status quo (Type II errors) (Jervis, 
1976; Goldgeier and Tetloek, 2001). 

Consider the "pause of 1989" in U.S. poliey toward Gorbaehev's Soviet 
Union and perestroika and glasnost. Many leading figures in the Reagan Ad
ministration-in partieular, Seeretary of State George P. Shultz-were as
tonished that the new administration of George H. W Bush did not 
reeognize in January 1989 that the Cold War was over and Gorbaehev was 
"for real." Bur Bush's National Seeuriry Adviser Brent Seoweroft was eon
eerned that Gorbaehev was simply lulling the West to sleep. Given his own 
experienees with failed detente in the 1970s, Seoweroft had the attitude of 
"onee burned, twiee shy": he pereeived Gorbaehev's aetions as situationally 
indueed, and did not believe that he was a new type of Soviet leader. And, 
as policy-makers sueh as Seowcroft now admit, they were slow to change this 
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view. It took an entire year to get the new administration eomfortable with 
the notion that the Soviet Union was a different beast than the one they had 
known previously (Chollet and Goldgeier, 2003). 

Perhaps most powerfully from an experimental standpoint, we know that 
in general, individuals are more risk-aeeeptant when they find themselves in 
the domain of losses and more risk-averse when dealing with gains (Kahne
man and Tversky, 1979, 1984). Individuals are also prone to the endowment 
effeet: something inereases in value to you after you possess it. Experimen
tal results in the psyehologiealliterature suggests that prospeetive gains need 
to be twiee as large as prospeetive losses to be of eommensurate value from 
the standpoint of risk-taking. Framing issues and ehoiees as involving po
tentiallosses or gains thus becomes erueial to the eonduet of foreign policy 
as weil as to notions of fairness: there is a bias toward the status quo (Kah
neman et al., 1991; Goldgeier and Tetloek, 2001; Levy, 1992, 1996; Farn
harn, 1997; MeDermott, 1998). 

The fate of Kosovo during the 1990s serves as an espeeially tragic exam
pie of sueh thinking. In retrospeet, it is quite clear that the Serbian dietator 
Siobodan Milosevie was willing to aeeept considerable punishment in order 
not to "lose" Kosovo and to rid it of Albanian Muslims. In faet, the West's 
poliey toward Milosevie would have been better informed if it had taken 
into aeeount the lessons from prospeet theory; many U.S. poliey-makers as
sumed he would not be willing to endure signifieant eosts to eontinue his 
poliey toward Kosovo. But Milosevie clearly was willing to aeeept eonsider
able risk-and endure eonsiderable punishment-to keep from "Iosing" 
Kosovo. Drawing lessons from Bosnia, where Milosevie was foreed to with
draw support for his loeal allies beeause of politieal, economie, and eventu
ally military pressure from the United States and Europe, was unhelpful 
preeisely beeause, for Milosevie, Bosnia was in the domain of potential 
gains, whereas Kosovo was squarely in the domain of potentiallosses. Those 
who thought he would baek down in Kosovo beeause he did in Bosnia 
missed the signifieant differenee in how the two eases were framed and thus 
Milosevie's resulting risk-taking propensities. 

The Foreign Policy Process 

Much in SBS is aprecursor to later analyses ofbureaucratic polities or small 
group dynamies. They eite as possible individual motives "rewards appro
priate to position ... role expeetations ... unwillingness to appear igno
rant or unorthodox... adesire not to impair eontinuing eontacts or 
friendships. " 
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There has been a significant debate over time regarding the role of orga
nizational position versus prior beliefs for shaping individual attitudes and 
behavior in the decision process. For the rank and file, the notion that where 
you stand depends on where you sit is fairly generalizable. Individual prefer
ences are shaped by organizational role. For the most part, office directors in 
the Treasury Oepartment recommend different policies than office directors 
in the State Oepartment (Allison, 1971; AHison and Halperin, 1972; 
Halperin, 1974; Allison and Zelikow, 1999). 

Understanding how individuals at these levels are likely to behave is use
ful not just for studying the process; it is useful for those who participate in 
the process. Bureaucrats themselves understand weH how predicting other 
bureau and agency behavior is valuable for working the process on the in
side. One knows precisely where State or the Oepartment of Oefense 
(000) or Treasury is likely to be, and this arms one with the knowledge of 
how to push forward a particular project. 

For example, when then-Oeputy Secretary of Oefense WiHiam J. Perry 
and Assistant Secretary of Oefense Ashton Carter sought to pursue the safe 
and secure dismantlement ofRussian nuclear weapons in 1993, they imme
diate recognized a structural problem. The funds authorized and appropri
ated for such use-the so-called Nunn-Lugar money-was at that point 
drawn from existing Pentagon budgets rather than having its own appropri
ation. They understood that no existing unit in the Pentagon would support 
taking money from irs programs for this endeavor, and they pushed to ger 
separate appropriations as the only way to build support within their own 
building. And so they did (Carter and Perry, 1999). 

What is important to recognize is that while the literature on decision
making focuses on the suboptimal outcomes that are supposedly produced 
by individuals acting not in the name of national interest but, rather, to pro
tect their bureaucratic turf and therefore emphasizes departures from a "ra
tional actor" norm, the behavior of these individuals is quite rational indeed 
(Allison and Halperin, 1972). These individuals are part of a competitive 
process: they want to maintain the flow of resources for their programs, they 
want to look good to their superiors (who co me from within their agency), 
and they are the products of particular institutional cultures (e.g., military, 
foreign service, developmental economists). 

We thus have a good sense of the kind of bureaucratic press ures at lower 
levels that produce predictable behavior. In many ways, these behaviors are 
as predictable and probabilistic as the notion that international power struc
tures induce balancing among states. This does not me an that it makes no 
difference who staffs a given position. But that is just as true when we are 
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talking about the press ures imposed by international structures. And again, 
not only can outside observers expect to see the pursuit of bureaucratic be
havior at lower levels, but those inside the system base their own behavior on 
expectations about what "State" or 'Treasury" or "DOD" is likely to pursue. 

Organizations rely on Standard Operating Procedures to make decisions 
as routine as possible (Allison, 1971; Perrow, 1984; Sagan, 1995). They have 
to. Ir allows them to function but reduces flexibility in ways that can be 
downright frightening (Sagan, 1995). But, as Bendor and Hammond 
(1992) have noted, how one understands organizational routines depends 
on the benchmark. They argue that if one assurnes that individuals are 
boundedly rational, then organizations are required for dealing with techni
cally challenging problems. Thomas Carothers (1999) has described weil 
how those in the U.S. foreign policy bureaucracy in the 1990s had to have 
a template for democracy promotion around the world; developing country
specific strategies would have been impossible for those responsible in the 
functional bureaus responsible for these issues. But, as he also points out, 
pushing the same general policy in different countries with different politi
cal cultures led to less than optimaloutcomes in many cases. 

Ir would seem that we have a fairly good handle on how bureauerats and 
organizations typically behave. What has proven problematic is explaining 
individual choices at the highest levels of government. Most of the critiques 
about individual choices in foreign policy argue: first, that at these higher 
levels, shared beliefs of the president and his adviser matter a great deal; and, 
second, there is a clear hierarchy in the process: presidents trump bureau
cracies (Art, 1973; Ball, 1974; Krasner, 1972; Steel, 1972; Snyder and 
Diesing, 1977; Welch, 1992; Bendor and Hammond, 1992; Hammond and 
Thomas, 1989; Goldgeier, 1999). 

One reason for this critique was that, in the 1970s, many opponents of 
U.S. involvement in Vietnam worried that arguments about bureaucratic 
pulling and hauling producing policy let the president off the hook for the 
policy disaster. But, from a theoretical standpoint, the more important ques
tion is: When does the president matter and when does he not? 

On this score, Art's (1973) argument is pretty clear cut: on the really im
portant decisions, it is the president and his politics that matter most, not 
the bureaucracy. And what scholars care about are the really big decisions. 
Art's argument about LBJ and his decision to pursue a missile defense sys
tem is as true today with George W Bush as it was then: LBJ wanted to pur
sue a system; he did not care about the details. Bush entered office politically 
and ideologically determined to pursue missile defense and jettison the Anti
Ballistic Missile Treaty. The particular technology that emerges (subject to 
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bureaueratie polities and industry lobbying) will be less important to him. 
And, after all, the big deeision was the one to go forward. 

The power of the president ean be seen in those eases in whieh most in
dividuals in the bureaueraey opposed a poliey that was adopted anyway be
eause the president favored it. For example, when the Uni ted States began in 
1994 developing a poliey to enlarge NATO into Central and Eastern Eu
rope, there were very few supporters inside the Exeeutive Braneh. Had the 
president opposed enlargement, that poliey never eould have gotten off the 
ground (even with some in Congress pushing it). That ease is even more in
teresting than many beeause within the bureaueracy, leading policy propo
nents were entrepreneurial in arguing to opponents that the president 
supported enlargement, even if his views were neither weil known nor weil 
defined for some time. Bur again, if the president had opposed the policy, it 
would not have been adopted, either by the United States or by NATO 
(Goldgeier, 1999). 

That case and others also raise the question of how we understand the 
role of presidential po li ti es in shaping decisions. A standard two-Ievel game 
approach (Putnam, 1988) collapses bureaucratie and domestie politics into 
one level. But these are very different issues (Mayer, 1998). And under
standing how to integrate what Kingdon (1995) ealls the "poliey and polit
ical streams" is not an easy task. Those working in government understand 
that presidential politics are mueh more relevant for the daily business of of
ficials on the National Security Council staff (who serve the president) as op
posed to those officials working in the Cabinet agencies. Even those who are 
political appointees in an agency like the State Department usually come to 

believe their job is to make their boss (i.e., the Seeretary of State) look good. 

Combining Individual and Strueturallevels 

One of the major problems for understanding foreign policy behavior is that 
understanding individual choices is only part of the problem. There remains 
the question of how ourcomes emerge, particularly if they do so as a bar
gaining proeess. There are several ways to look at the problem. One is to 
consider the pros and cons of different types of presidential management 
styles, which George (1980) labels formalistic, competitive and collegial. No 
one approach is cost-free, and each leads to different tendeneies for the de
cision process. The formalistic approach, for example, utilizes a hierarchie 
structure to eonserve the president's time and to provide for a more orderly 
process, but that same hierarehy ean distort the information that reaehes 
him more than the other two approaches. 
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Another is to focus on the problem of small group dynamies. Groups 
tend to stifle dissent in order to reach decisions, but reaching decisions can 
be crucial for busy presidents and supporting him can be important for his 
confidence. Janis (1982: 9) defined groupthink as occurring "when the 
members' strivings for unanimity override their motivation to realistically 
appraise alternative courses of action." He cited eight symptoms of group
think, including an "illusion of vulnerability" that increases risk-taking; ef
forts to rationalize in order to discount information that might lead to 
reopening of the question; and self-censorship. 

But group-think does not always occur, and what we want to know is 
when certain structures or political cultures cause more self-critical infor
mation processing, thus attenuating typical biases (and of course, which 
types of structures or institutional cultures exacerbate bias). Here, a key 
issue is accountability pressure, which is why the policy proposals coming 
out of the decision literat ure focus on issues like multiple advocacy or 
mechanisms to minimize groupthink (George, 1980; Janis, 1982; Tetlock 
et al., 1992). A second is the pressure of competitive market settings. The 
more open the game is in which players are interacting, with high degrees 
of transparency and repeated play, the more that the punishment for bias 
should be clear to those who might tend to stray (Kagel and Roth, 1995; 
Camerer and Hogarth, 1999). The extreme version of this is Thomas 
Friedman's (1999) argument about economic globa!ization, in which 
swift moving electronic herds impose a "golden straitjacket" on decision
makers. If you miscalculate, you'l! find out pretty quickly, because bil
!ions of dollars will move out of your country that day (Goldgeier and 
Tetlock,2001). 

Finally, we need to consider ways in which "errors" in international pol
itics may be smart from the standpoint of states wishing to survive in the 
international system. Let's revisit the problem of attribution error and 
Scowcroft's slowness in not understanding the Gorbachev phenomenon as 
early as others. That the bias occurred is quite predictable from a choice 
perspective. But that bias also may be an "adaptive error" in international 
politics, since the penalties for being wrong can be so severe. Is it not bet
ter to miscast a status quo power as expansionist and lose an opportunity 
than be fooled into believing an expansionist power is merely interested in 
the status quo, and suffer great loss? Unless one ends up in a spiral of es
calation, then the answer is yes from a decision-maker's perspective (Tet
lock and Goldgeier, 2000; Goldgeier and Tetlock, 2001; Chollet and 
Goldgeier, 2003). 
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A NEW AGENDA: FIVE AREAS TO EXPLORE 

With the benefit of four decades of hindsight, it is clear that SBS set the 
foundation for much of the subsequent research of foreign policy decision
making. Looking back, scholars can be satisfied that as a field of research, 
decision-making analysis has proved extraordinarily fruitful. The academy 
has established not just a vast body of knowledge about what shaped critical 
decisions in American foreign policy, but developed a set of generalizable 
propositions about how decisions are made. 

Yet, as we hope the above discussion has made clear, the more we think 
we've learned about decision-making, the more we need to know. In fact, 
once one really stops to consider how difficult it is to fully understand the 
process of human decision-making-and the complex roles that psychology, 
history, sociology, economics, and personality all play-it is easy to see why 
so many political scientists are happy not to look inside the "black boxes" 
and instead choose to spend their careers thinking abstractly about billiard 
balls and balances of power. But given this complexity, and the fact that 
there will always be new decisions to explain and understand, there is every 
reason to hope that the future of decision-making studies can be as fruitful 
as its past. For those scholars willing to forge ahead in the tradition that SBS 
helped pioneer, there are many areas to explore, including: (1) the interplay 
between cognition and emotion; (2) personal relations and trust; (3) the role 
of speeches and poliey entrepreneurs in the policy process; (4) perceiving op
portunities; and (5) the role of time constraints on decision-making. 

Cognition and Emotion 

Drawing from psychology, we now understand a great deal about the role 
of cognition and emotion in decisions. But we need to do better at un
derstanding the interplay between the two. This is not unique to political 
scientists: even cognitive psychologists tend to try to factor out emotional 
variables in their research. As Lebow (1982) and others (e.g., Crawford, 
2000) have taught us, decision-makers may develop biases not simply be
cause they are rationally bounded from a cognitive standpoint, but also be
cause they are motivated to certain kinds of behavior for emotional 
reasons. Many prominent scholars have explored the relationship between 
"motivated" biases (when people's preferences or opinions motivate them 
to interpret information to be consistent with their views) and "unmoti
vated" biases (when people's theory-driven beliefs about how the world 
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works influenee their interpretations), but mueh more work needs to be 
done to understand under what eonditions these biases operate-and how 
they operate together (Jervis, Lebow, and Stein, 1985). 

To get a sense of the ehallenge of sorting out what is eognitive and what 
is emotion, let's return to the ease of Saddam Hussein's Iraq, and the first 
Bush Administration's eontroversial failure to deter Saddam from invading 
Kuwait prior to August 1990. The prevailing explanation for this failure is 
the first Bush Administration's belief that its policy of "engagement"-try
ing to influenee the Iraqi dietator's behavior by providing hirn earrots like 
economie ti es and trade-was the best poliey (Jentleson, 1994). The eentral 
strategie assumption of U.S. poliey toward Iraq was that Iraqi aetions eould 
be influeneed by engagement with ineentives; Saddam Hussein, while bru
tal, could be eneouraged to play a moderate, eonstruetive role in the region 
(such as supporting the Arab-Israeli peaee proeess). Onee the engagement 
policy was adopted, policy-makers stuck with it, even as evidenee mounted 
that the approach might not be working. The des ire to avoid diffieult trade
offs, or justify the poliey to support other priorities, proved powerful. Onee 
U.S. poliey-makers adopted a speeifie image of Iraq, they were motivated to 
interpret behavior as being eonsistent with that image, and therefore failed 
to understand Saddam's true intentions or aet to deter hirn. 

Usually the story ends there. But what is both interesting and normally 
ignored is that, prior to August 1990, Saddam's behavior (including state
ments about "burning" Israel with ehemieal weapons and threatening 
Kuwait) was so egregious that most Washington poliey-makers overeame 
their emotional bias toward engagement. In fact, what influeneed their de
cisions in the days leading up to the August 2 invasion of Kuwait were not 
the "motivated biases" diseussed above, but poliey-makers' eore assumptions 
about behavior and rationality-the eognitive "unmotivated bias." When 
policy-makers held a firm eoneeption of a poliey approach, their motivation 
to adhere to this led them to a sort of poliey inertia; when this inertia was 
largely broken and poliey-makers were leEr without their road map, unmo
tivated assumptions dominated their thinking. Ameriean poliey-makers be
lieved that the United States and Iraq were eaught in a seeurity dilemma, 
assuming that Iraq was defensively minded but would interpret any U.S. ac
tion as offensive, sparking a eonfliet spiral. 

The pereeption of a seeurity dilemma illustrates the diffieulties policy
makers face when ehoosing whether to pursue a strategy of deterrenee or re
assurance. Ir is extraordinarily diffieult to determine whether one's opponent 
is a like-minded state trapped in a seeurity dilemma or an aggressor state with 
expansion ist intentions. As explained earlier, we should expeet the problem is 
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more orten that leaders mischaracterize a status quo state as expansionist 
rather than the reverse. But August 1990 was one of those cases in which pol
icy-makers in Washington and, important, throughout the Arab world, actu
ally believed that an expansionist power was status quo. That is one reason 
why the United States never really tried to deter Saddam and instead pursued 
a strategy of restraint and reassurance. If the Uni ted States acted tough, it was 
afraid it would spark the exact response it sought to avoid. 

This is only one example of how cognition and emotion interact to shape 
policy-makers' perceptions. Ir is not surprising to find such factors present: 
alm ost any decision could be analyzed in the same way. Scholars should 
therefore continue to probe the questions of under what circumstances emo
tion trumps cognition (or vice versa), and explore what kinds of generaliza
tions can be made about the roles cognition and emotion play when 
policy-makers confront particular challenges. 

Personal Relations and Trust 

A second area to be explored is the importance of personal relationships and 
trust both within government and between governments. These are areas of 
decision-making analyses that most policy-makers regard as indispensable 
but most scholars ignore. Decision-makers intuitively understand the im
portance of personal relationships and trust. They refer to these issues all the 
time publicly, privately, and with one another. Scholars intuitively under
stand this, too-just ask faculty members how decisions get made in their 
own department-but not when explaining the making of foreign policy. 
Indeed, one of the first challenges any leader faces in foreign policy is his or 
her ability to interact constructively with diplomatie counterparts. As former 
U.S. Defense Secretary James R. Schlesinger observed, "a belief that slowly 
overcomes all presidents after they are in office [isl that personal relation
ships are more important than they seemed before they are in office. They 
become less interested in what their subordinates call the fundamentals of a 
relationship, and more interested in what other leaders tell them."2 Sour per
sonal relations, Harold Nicolson (1939) noted long ago, diminish the 
chances for cooperation even when mutual interests are at stake. 

In recent years, some scholars have explored the role of "trust" and "dis
trust" in shaping policy-makers' perceptions. For the most part, such re
search has focused on how trust enhances the chances for cooperation, or 
how distrust might explain why opportunities were missed (Larson, 1997). 
But such research, while important, has not done enough to explore the 
ways trust actually develops-or in so me cases fails to develop-between 
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policy-makers. Such a contribution would be valued for both its contribu
tions to our theories about trust as weil as for its policy-relevance. 

Work that has been done on trust in organizations has demonstrated that 
these relations typically evolve in several phases. Trust first begins as a set of 
simple cost-benefit calculations. Decision-makers gauge the shadow of the 
future and try to minimize the costs of being wrong. What gets interesting 
is how they then go from this initial "feeling out" period to internalization, 
which develops through personal experience and direct communication, and 
create "knowledge-based" trust (Kramer and Tyler, 1996). 

Developing trust through personal relations can have a profound effect 
on policy outcomes. Again consider the "pause of 1989" in the first Bush 
Administration's policy toward Gorbachev. A dose examination of the his
tory of that period shows that lack of personal relations was one of the rea
sons for the "pause," and that developing strong personal relations was a 
critical factor for trust developing between Americans policy-makers and 
their Soviet counterparts. The inability of truly understanding the Soviets 
personally caused American policy-makers to interpret concessions as cyni
cal efforts to co operating to compete. 

But as they met their counterparts and established a personal basis for in
teraction, U.S. officials feit they could better understand Soviet leaders' mo
tives. They started to empathize with them, and saw first hand that Soviet 
promises were credible-that their deeds could match their words. Personal 
relations gave U.S. policy-makers more "knowledge" to base their percep
tions. Significantly, different U.S. policy-makers came to trust Gorbachev's 
intentions at different times. And this strongly correlates with the develop
ment of personal relations. Secretary of State James Baker, for instance, came 
to trust the Soviets sooner than his colleagues, primarily because of the per
sonal relationship he developed with his counterpart, Eduard Shevardnadze. 
On the other hand, President George H. W Bush and Brent Scowcroft did 
not have the opportunity to develop personal relations with Gorbachev until 
several months later, and were therefore slower to believe that Gorbachev 
was "for real" (Chollet and Goldgeier, 2003). 

This process serves as an example of a positive outcome: personal rela
tionships helped build trust, which in turn enhanced cooperation. But at the 
same time, one could argue that under different circumstances, personal re
lationships and trust can lead to negative outcomes. For example, many be
lieve that the interpersonal trust established between Bush and Gorbachev 
later impeded the U.S. Administration from understanding the depth of So
viet change, the unpopularity of Gorbachev, and the importance of Russian 
president Boris Yeltsin. According to this argument, the Bush Administra-
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tion became so enamored of Gorbachev that it missed the true dimensions 
of Soviet change both prior to and after the failed August 1991 coup. In this 
sense, while the absence of strong interpersonal relations and trust caused 
U.S. leaders to miss opportunities for cooperation in 1989, the presence of 
interpersonal relations and trust blinded U.S. leaders from a different set of 
opportunities in 1991-1992. And this is not just a problem with the first 
Bush Administration: analysts have made the same arguments to criticize 
President Bill Clinton's or George W Bush's embrace of leaders such as Baris 
Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin, daiming that the "overpersonalization" of rela
tions colored Washington's understanding of Russian intentions, causing the 
Uni ted States to make bad decisions. 

Finally, one could argue that even though two leaders might know each 
other weil, this does not mean that it necessarily enhances trust or co opera
tion. Put simply, some leaders, like some people, just might not like each 
other-and the more they get to know each other, the more the dislike 
grows. In so me cases, there is such a thing as knowing someone too well. Ir 
is very unlikely that such relationships would lead to conflict, bur often the 
case that they might make cooperation more difficult. But regardless of the 
outcomes personal relationships and trust lead to, at least one fact is dear: 
they matter, and the decision-making literature would be stronger if it took 
such issues into account. 

Speech-making as Policy-making 

In addition to understanding better what shapes beliefs in the heads of de
cision-makers, there are still important aspects of the policy-making process 
that have to be explored further. One area is the role of public communica
tion, particularly speech-making. Typically, scholars have studied foreign 
policy speeches from a communications perspective-exploring how they 
are used to convey signals or even as data points (by studying words or 
phrases used) to derive policy-maker beliefs. But speech-making should be 
recognized as a critical part of the foreign policy process. Any dose study of 
high-level decision-making shows that senior officials-Presidents, Cabinet 
officials, National Security aides-spend an enormous amount of time and 
energy planning, creating, editing, debating, and delivering public speeches. 
Bur few scholars actually study this. In many instances, the process of 
speech-making is the one in which decisions get made-even whether all the 
players know it at the time or not. Therefore, scholars must consider 
speeches important not just for sending signals to others, but for agenda-set
ting and settling intra-government debates at horne. 
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Like trust and personal relations, the role of speeches in foreign poliey is 
an area in whieh most poliey-makers understand the importanee. Two reeent 
Secretaries of State, Henry Kissinger and Warren Christopher, have written 
about speeehwriting as a proeess. Both agree that while the ostensible im
portanee of speeches is the ways they influenee extern al audienees, they are 
frequently even more important for the ways they send signals to the bu
reaueraey and serve as vehicles for bureaueratie fighting and settling internal 
debates. In Warren Christopher's four-part typology for the uses of foreign 
poliey speeches, the "bureaueratie" purpose of a speech is important beeause 
the "drafting of a speech almost always reveals the differenees among the bu
reaus of the [State] Department, and the clearanee ptoeess outside the De
partment frequently involves sharp and illuminating clashes with other 
elements of the government" (Christopher, 1998: 9; see also Kissinger, 
1977). Christopher-himself a former speeehwriter for California Governor 
Edmund G. Brown-has made the ease for speeehwriting's role in poliey
making so strongly that he is worth quoting at length: 

Policy debates [are] the lifeblood of government .... [but] in any given week 
as Secretary, I received dozens of memoranda advocating various particular 
policy directions. However persuasive their contents, they did not constitute 
U.S. policy unless they were incorporated into a speech, public statement or 
formal government document. The challenge of articulating a position pub
licly compels leaders to make policy choices. Often decisions on what to do 
and what to say publicly are made simultaneously. The process of speech 
preparation is one of the most overlooked aspects of foreign policy decision
making (Christopher, 1998: 9-10). 

Poliey-makers may tend to stand where they sit, but just as often, deeid
ing what to say determines where they stand. 

In the poliey world, speeches are often seen as aetion-foreing events 
that serve as endpoints for internal debates. To a eertain extent, this is in
tuitive: when foreed to artieulate a poliey publicly, senior poliey-makers 
are foreed to clarifY their objeetives and justifY their aetions. Deeiding 
what to say (or not to say) therefore beeomes a poliey deeision. For exam
pie, the question of whether or not U.S. poliey-makers highlight human 
rights issues in statements about China is a poliey deeision about how im
portant such issues will be to the relationship. Or the deeision to use a 
speech to make publie demands against another aetor is, obviously, a pol
iey deeision to influenee behavior. As Christopher explains it, speeches 
were "valuable tools of day-to-day diplomaey ... statements made on the 
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public record were often more effective and credible than private ones" 
(Christopher, 1998: 9). 

More orten than not, leaders see major speeches as opportunities to an
nounce specific policy initiatives-and in preparing the speech, the bureau
cracy is sent scrambling to come up with meaty "deliverables" to be 
announced. The most famous of these, of course, is a president's annual 
State of the Union message before the Congress. But statements made on the 
public record are also used by skillful bureaucratic players to push their pol
icy agendas ahead. For example, in the Clinton Administration's effort to en
large NATO during the early 1990s, senior officials such as National 
Security Adviser Anthony Lake understood that if they could convince the 
president to say that NATO would expand, then they could command the 
bureaucratic struggle over the issue. The question over enlargement would 
be, as Clinton famously put it in early 1994, a question of"not whether but 
when," and this would shape the internal debate (Goldgeier, 1999). 

But getting Clinton to utter words like these was only the beginning. 
Over the next few years, U.S. officials used speeches to push the NATO en
largement process forward. As Christopher reflected (1998: 10), "The cal
endar for [NATO] meetings forced the Administration to make decisions. 
Once we had done so, I used the speeches to chart a course for our Alliance 
partners, such as by setting timelines for future decisions." Frequently, 
speeches were used to create a reality that the bureaucracy had to respond to. 
As discussed above, NATO enlargement's proponents used the president's 
statements as weapons against their bureaucratic opponents, brandishing 
these words as evidence that a policy decision had been made, when in fact 
one had never been determined through any formal inter-agency process. 

The highly motivated individuals who use speeches as a tool for sur
mounting bureaucratic lethargy or opposition in order to win bureaucratic 
battles are what John Kingdon (1995) has called "policy entrepreneurs." 
These entrepreneurs can come from outside the formal government struc
tures as weil as inside but, in either case, they use good access to key deci
sion-makers as weil as a strong commitment to an issue to outmaneuver 
others (Goldgeier, 1999; Daalder, 2000). 

Therefore, major foreign policy speeches deserve more scholarly attention 
both as policy processes to be understood and as tools individuals use to win 
bureaucratic fights. There have been numerous nonscholarly accounts of the 
role of speeches in policy-making-such as the excellent recent books by 
Peggy Noonan (1999), Michael Waldman (2000), and Benjamin Barber 
(2001 )-but these tend to be mostly memoirs and anecdotal. Scholars 
should give the speech-making process systematic attention. Such research 
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will benefit decision-making scholarship for at least two reasons: first, be
cause it is apart of the decision-making process that has been heretofore ig
no red; and, second, because it will bring scholarly research that much closer 
to understanding the decision-making process in government. 

Perceiving Opportunities 

More attention must also be paid to how policy-makers respond to new 
opportunities as opposed to new threats. When scholars study "mistakes" 
in international relations, they often foeus on the failure to identify 
threats, since the inability to balance rising powers adequately often has 
such harsh consequences. The buck-passing of the 1930s, for example, is 
widely credited with allowing Hitler to unleash military aggression that 
the West might have checked at far lower cost several years before the at
tack on Poland. But, fortunately, even the most Hobbesian analysts would 
agree that the world is not made up solely of threats; it is also full of op
portunities. And, just as policy-makers can suffer the costs of misperceiv
ing threats, their perceptions also can get in the way of taking advantage 
of opportunities. 

For example, the end of the Cold War and the West's tentative reaction 
to the Soviet Union's transformation is one such case. This raises the theo
retical issue of the failure to take advantage of opportunities that arise when 
countries that have formerly posed threats now seem open to accommoda
tion. These missed opportunities pit different theoretical issues against one 
another: the psychological constraints on processing new information cor
rectly versus the structural constraints on responding to conciliatory behav
ior. Studying missed opportunities is also more difficult because unlike those 
cases of misperception of threat, in which the penalties for failure are obvi
ous, it is less clear what tangible benefits would occur if only decision-mak
ers had understood their new and improved environment sooner (Chollet 
and Goldgeier, 2003). 

Understanding Time Constraints 

Finally, scholars of decision-making still need to do better at understanding 
that senior government leaders are pressed for time and forced to deal with 
many urgent decisions every day. This is a call to understand the context of 
decision. Snyder, Bruck, and Sapin referred to this as the problem of "si
multaneity." As they explained it, " ... Simultaneity grows out of the fact 
that no state engages in separate, isolated actions, with one following the 
other in chronological sequence. Within governments a number of actions 



The Scholarship 0/ Decision-Making 173 

are being deeided upon and implemented at the same moment in time. Be
tween states a number of interactions coexist." All too ohen, they argued, 
seholars tend to diseuss "examples and eases as though these were all that was 
happening." This brings real eosts to understanding why deeisions were 
made . .fu Snyder, Bruek, and Sapin pur it, "the burden of simultaneous re
sponses to extern al demands may be a erueial determinant in the timing of 
aetions and the nature or amount of polieymaking resourees whieh are de
voted to specifie aetions." 

Anyone with senior government experienee understands the stressful re
alities of simultaneity. If there are any doubts, just eonsider the daily sehed
ule ofhigh level poliey-makers. From dawn until dusk, they eonfront a wide 
array of issues and deeisions to be made. In his memoir of his years as Pres
ident Jimmy Carter's National Seeurity Adviser, Zbiginew Brzezinski (1983) 
reprints one day ofhis sehedule. One ean see that nearly every minute is oe
eupied by meetings and diseussions on an extraordinarily diverse set of is
sues. Even in tim es of erisis, deeisions must be made on seemingly "less 
important" issues and, in retrospeet, these deeisions might become more im
portant than they seemed at the time. For example, in the spring of 1994, 
the Clinton Administration was seized with the Bosnia erisis, and therefore 
did not pay as mueh attention to the genoeide in Rwanda as it otherwise 
might have (Power, 2002). 

The simultaneity challenge is obviously not only restrieted to foreign pol
iey questions-Presidents also must face domestie deeisions as well. An ex
ample of this is the aecount of President Lyndon Johnson's deeisions on 
Vietnam during the summer of 1965. In an exeellent srudy of these erueial 
deliberations, Larry Berman (1983) reconstruets the deeision-making 
proeess among LBJ and his top advisers that led to the inerease of U.S. 
troops deployed to Vietnam. In Berman's aecount, it is very easy to see the 
deeision-making proeess as a linear narrative. But in re-reading his aeeount 
alongside the transeripts of LBJ's telephone ealls during the same period 
(Beschloss, 2001), one gets the sense of an even more complex story: a pres
ident who is grappling with many issues at the same time, from domestie 
polities to personnel questions to eivil rights to Berlin to Vietnam. What's 
said in these telephone ealls does not refute any of Berman's key insights, bur 
it does give analysts a better sense of the press ures plaeed on these policy
makers during this important period. Making ehoiees seems hard enough 
when we treat them as the only ehoiees to be made-but when we eonsider 
how poliey-makers deal with many worries and decisions simultaneously, we 
better appreeiate the full eontext of decision. 

Also, seholars and poliey-makers alike will be wise to remember what 
Jervis (1976) and others have argued: that other leaders are often foeused on 
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their own troubles or different issues, rather than foreign poliey. This is a 
kind of an attribution-error problem-we assume that others' actions are 
governed by foreign poliey reasons or in response to our actions, but in fact 
they are guided by other unrelated factors like domestie polities. 

The ehallenge of simultaneity was true when Snyder, Bruek, and Sapin 
pointed it out 40 years ago. Bur it is even more of acha11enge as information 
and resourees become even more available. Visit any senior policy-maker's of
fice, and one will be impressed by the overwhelming information resourees at 
their disposaI, giving them real time information on just about every problem 
in the world. On their computers alone, modern policy-makers have aeeess to 
thousands of dassified eables from hundreds of embassies around the world, 
as weil as intelligenee reports and dassified e-mail. And this is in addition to 
tradition al stacks of paper memos, intelligence, and aides buzzing in and out 
for oral briefings. Add to this multiple telephones, a humming Fax maehine, a 
split-sereen television eontinuously tuned in to every 24-hour news network, 
the Internet, undassified e-mails, a coffee table lined with every major news
magazine and newspaper, and instant messaging through hand computers, 
and it's a wonder that policy-makers ean eoneentrate on any one thing at all. 

Seholars have just begun to understand how this influenees deeision
making. Foreign policy analysts (and former policy-makers) such as Joseph 
Nye (2002) have diseussed this "paradox of plenty," in whieh a "plenitude of 
information lead to a poverty of attention." Ir is very hard for poliey-mak
ers to foeus when in an environment with so mueh information. In modern 
policy-making, as Nye explains it (67), "attention rather than information 
becomes the searee resouree, and those who ean distinguish valuable signals 
from white noise gain power." 

All this reminds seholars that they must do more to understand the eon
text of decision: more eare must be taken to get the fullest sense of the pol
iey-making environment-what sort of other ehoiees they are faeing, what 
other pressures they are under, and what kind of information they are get
ting. A policy-maker's attention and intelleetual resourees are finite. How 
they grapple with time pressures and simultaneity will therefore eontinue to 
be a neeessary (and fruitful) area of research. 

ANOTHER 40 YEARS OF SNYDER, 
BRUCK, AND SAPIN ... AND BEYOND 

Snyder, Bruek, and Sapin began their landmark work by explaining that they 
"would be more than satisfied if our effort stimulates others in a modest 
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fashion and if it provides a point from which more accurate bearings could 
be taken." By every measure, they succeeded. The study of decision-making 
has proved to be more than a fad: although often forced into the academy's 
back seat by structural theorizing or formal modeling, studies of decision
making have been indispensable to our understanding of foreign policy out
comes. But, at the same time, more must be done to assure that 
decision-making scholarship is better integrated into our understanding of 
international politics. Recall the full tide of 5B5: "Decision-Making as an 
Approach to the 5tudy ofInternational Politics." What we want in fact is to 
integrate propositions about decision-making in specific situations with 
larger structural factors in international politics to generalize about behavior. 
5cholars should therefore continue to refine propositions about individual 
behavior under certain conditions and within certain structures. 

But we must remember that perhaps more than any other area of IR, we 
aren't just trying to explain decision-making processes and choices, we are 
also trying to be policy relevant in order to help decision-makers do better 
with processes and choiees. And, as the above discussion has shown, policy
makers have learned from scholarship on deeision-making-whether it eon
cerns "standing and sitting," "groupthink," or the "uses" (and "misuses") of 
historical analogies. All too often, scholars tend to ignore this fact. There is 
mueh to be said for maintaining distanee from what one is trying to explain, 
but when studying polities, it makes little sense not to try to address reality 
and be poliey relevant-especially when one is trying to understand why 
and how people make the choiees they do. 

FinaIly, we need always to remember one key fact about decision-mak
ing that academics also oEren overlook: it's hard. Sometime we eritique de
cisions in a way that makes the "right" choices seem so easy and fingers 
inept poliey-makers for making the obviously "wrong" deeisions. Gary 
Klein (1998) has studied a wide array of people making choiees-from fire
fighters to air traffle controllers to poliey-makers-and reminds us that to 
define problems and then to generate a new course of action requires that 
one make many judgments: about goals, about possible anomalies, about 
urgency, about the merit of the opportunity, about proper analogues, about 
"solvability." One has to be able to use intuition and make mental simula
tions to figure out a problem and to gauge where things are headed. And 
one must do all this under immense time constraints. This is as true in our 
everyday lives as it is for poliey-makers making choiees. So we shouldn't be 
surprised that the emphasis in the field has been on how often decision
makers get it wrong-beeause often it's only in retrospect that the eorrect 
ehoices seem so obviously dear. 
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All that said, one hopes that the next 40 years of scholarship in the tra
dition of Snyder, Bruck, and Sapin will be as creative, innovative, and in
sightful as the last. Based on the work reviewed above, and the new 
directions to be explored, there is every reason to be confident. And that's 
worth acknowledging. For, as long as there are decisions to be made, there 
will be perceptions and processes to be understood. 

NOTES 

1. "Nixon Proposed Using A-Bomb in Vietnam," New York Times (March 1, 
2002), pAI0. 

2. David Sanger, "Leaving for Europe, Bush Draws On Hard Lessons ofDiplo
maey," New York Times (May 22,2002) pA1. 
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