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In RAM, whether 

(1) we can assume that states do have a single national interest, 

(2) governments undertake a fully synoptic assessment of the utility of each option and 

(3) whether utility maximization realistically models how actors choose between 

options in the real world. 

sasankarimi.ir



Poliheuristic theory
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A two-step theory contends that decision-makers undertake a rough first cut 

where they eliminate with little consideration options that do not fulfill certain 

key objectives. This is followed by a more synoptic, RAM-like evaluation and 

choice between the remaining options. 
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Prospect theory
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A cognitive psychological theory that departs from the RAM by contending that 

decision-makers evaluate gains and losses differently. 

Decision-makers attach more weight to losses

than prospective gains and will choose riskier

options with lower levels of expected success

when in the domain of losses than when in gains :

Vietnam war.
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Organizational politics
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Organizational politics
Bureaucratic/governmental politics 

Foreign policy actions are NOT the product of careful evaluation, and the 
option chosen does not necessarily maximize state utility as in the RAM.
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Mainstream social constructivist theories mark an even more 

dramatic departure from the expectations of the RAM.

In decision-making situations where there are highly embedded

norms, actor decisions do not follow the RAM but instead are

dominated by what is termed a ‘logic of appropriate action’.

Logic of habit, where decisions are not made consciously; instead 

much action taken by actors is more-or-less automatic and 

habitual. 
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Cognitive and social-psychological theories 
of decision-making 
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Improve RAM more realistically:

1) Cognitive theories are used to describe the non-compensatory and non-

holistic search for options,

2) A utility maximizing choice is made between the remaining options.  
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Poliheuristic theory
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politically unviable options are eliminated out of hand. 

A non-compensatory, non-holistic search:
• No substitution or trade-off effect between different utility 

dimensions (political, economic, etc.) as assumed by the RAM. 
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Maximizes the utility benefits to the leader while minimizing risks 

Utility of options along four dimensions:

1. Political: considerations about the domestic political consequences 

2. Military: strength and weakness of the military 

3. Economic: expected effects of policies on the national economy 

4. Diplomatic: external political consequences that actions are expected to 

have. 
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Prospect theory
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Different evaluations of gains and losses
Stronger departure from the RAM 

Psychological theory that suggests that the human mind does not function totally ‘rationally’. 

Status quo and reverse aim for winners and losers: different calculations.
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Groupthink
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A social-psychological theory

Originates from the social-psychological needs of individuals 
within small groups 

Cohesiveness, self-esteem, self-censureship
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Groupthink
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1) The decision-makers are a cohesive group. 

2) There are structural faults in the organization (isolation, lack of impartial leadership, lack of 

methodical procedures, homogeneity of members’ social backgrounds and ideology). 

3) The group faces a stressful situational context (low self-esteem due to recent failures and lack of 

morally acceptable alternatives, high stress due to external threats with little hope of a better 

solution). 
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Groupthink
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1) Overestimation of the group (including illusions of invulnerability and a belief in an 

inherent morality of the group). 

2) Closed-mindedness of the group due to collective rationalizations and stereotyping of 

outsiders. 

3) Pressures toward consensus (self-censorship, illusions of unanimity and direct pressure 

on dissenters). 

Symptoms 
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Groupthink
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1) An incomplete survey of alternatives and objectives. 

2) A failure to examine the risks of the preferred option. 

3) A lack of reappraisal of options initially not chosen. 

4) A lack of effective information searching. 

5) A biased information processing. 

6) A lack of contingency planning. 

Indicators for a poor decision- making process 
Self-praise
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