


Presidential Personality and 
Performance 

Scientific Inquiries



The basic question

 Fact #1: Presidents differ tremendously in 

personality

 Fact #2: Presidents vary greatly in their 

performance as leaders

 How are these two obvious facts related?

 Does the president’s personality predict his 

performance?



Two approaches

 Psychobiography and psychohistory –

subjective, qualitative, single-case studies

 Historiometry – objective, quantitative, 

multiple-case studies



Historiometric: Two issues

 How to measure presidential performance?

 How to measure presidential personality?



Measuring performance

 Objective measures

– e.g., veto behavior

 Subjective assessments

– e.g., expert evaluations of performance





Measuring personality

 Content analysis

 Expert assessment 

 Biographical analysis



Content analysis

 Extracting personality from documents, such 

as speeches and correspondence

 Illustration: Adaptation of the TAT





The Thematic Appercepton Test (TAT)  

 Power motive – Concern with impact, control or 

influence on others; with arousing strong 

emotions in others; with prestige

 Achievement motive – Concern with excellence, 

success in competition, or unique 

unprecedented accomplishment.

 Affiliation motive – Concern with friendship, love, 

or companionate activity; nurturance



Presidential Inaugural Addresses

 Power, Achievement, and Affiliation 

Motivation now calculated for all inaugurated 

presidents prior to Obama

 e.g., …



Standardized scores

(M=50, SD=10)

President Year Ach Aff Pow

Truman 1949 53 58 73

Eisenhower 1953 42 54 48

Kennedy 1961 50 74 75

Johnson, L. 1965 54 54 48

Nixon 1969 65 68 52

Carter 1977 73 55 57

Reagan 1981 59 49 61

Bush, G. H. W. 1989 57 79 51

Clinton 1993 71 58 64

Bush, G. W. 2001 45 76 72



Presidential Inaugural Addresses

 Moreover, these scores correlate with 

various indicators of performance

 E.g., …



Motivation and performance 

 n Power and n Ach positively correlated 

 Foreign affairs:

– War: n Power + 

 war entry & 

 territorial gains 

– Diplomacy: 

 n Power -  peace accords 

 n Aff +  peace accords 



Motivation and performance

 Administration:

– n Power +  Cabinet turnover (but competent) 

– n Aff +  friends & cronies   scandals 

 Legislation: n Power +  veto use

 Public relations:

– n Power +  press relations 

– n Power +  assassination attempts 



Motivation & performance

 Ideology: Democrats > Republicans in n

Power

 Election success: matching of motive 

profiles 

 Historical greatness:

– high n Power & n Ach

– low n Aff



Expert Assessment

 Rubenzer & Faschinbauer (2004)

 Big Five Personality Factors
– Neuroticism

– Extraversion

– Openness

– Agreeableness

– Conscientitiousness

 3 or more expert evaluations

 E.g., …











Biographical analysis

 Simonton (1986-2006)

– Creation of biographical sketches

– Evaluation on various scales

– Generation of 110 personality scores

– Consolidation into 14 personality factors



"He was morally and physically courageous, even-tempered 

and conservative, secretive and sagacious, skeptical and 

cautious, truthful and honest, firm in his own convictions and 

tolerant of those of others, reflective and cool, ambitious and 

somewhat selfish, kind to all and good-natured, sympathetic 

in the presence of suffering or under an imaginative 

description of it, lived in his reason and reasoned in his life.  

Easy of approach and perfectly democratic in his nature, [he] 

had a broad charity for his fellow man and had an excuse for 

unreflective acts of his kind, and in short he loved justice and 

lived out in thought and act the eternal right. ... I do not say 

that he never deviated from his own nature and his own rules. 

His nature, the tendency of it, is as I state. [He] struggled to 

live the best life possible. This I know."







110 Adjectives → 14 Factors

 Moderation

 Friendliness

 Intellectual brilliance

 Machiavellianism

 Poise and polish

 Achievement drive

 Forcefulness

 Wit

 Physical 

attractiveness

 Pettiness

 Tidiness

 Conservatism

 Inflexibility

 Pacificism









Personality and biography

 Large families positively related to 

Moderation, Poise and polish, but negatively 

related to Inflexibility and Forcefulness

 Professors score high on Inflexibility



Personality and performance

 Intellectual brilliance positively related to greatness 

but negatively related to electoral success

 Legislative success positively related to 

Machiavellianism, Forcefulness, Moderation, Poise 

and polish, and negatively related to Inflexibility

 Inflexibility and veto power (contingent on context)

 Controversiality positively related to Achievement 

drive, Forcefulness, Pettiness, and Inflexibility but 

negatively to Moderation, Friendliness, and Wit



Presidential style study

 Same biographical sketches, but

 New raters

 Different items 

– all having to do with leadership style



http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.cerealblogger.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/03/gerald-ford-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.cerealblogger.com/you-look-like-cereal/&usg=__s4IJaTKocV_xP8Zo4zpkanBxWRQ=&h=325&w=325&sz=22&hl=en&start=2&um=1&tbnid=Y5K5LS58FljjmM:&tbnh=118&tbnw=118&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dgerald%2Bford%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US%26sa%3DN
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.cerealblogger.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/03/gerald-ford-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.cerealblogger.com/you-look-like-cereal/&usg=__s4IJaTKocV_xP8Zo4zpkanBxWRQ=&h=325&w=325&sz=22&hl=en&start=2&um=1&tbnid=Y5K5LS58FljjmM:&tbnh=118&tbnw=118&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dgerald%2Bford%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US%26sa%3DN
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://orangejuiceblog.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/11/ronaldreagan.jpg&imgrefurl=http://orangejuiceblog.com/2008/11/dedication-ronald-reagan-board-of-trustees-room-saddleback-college-mission-viejo/&usg=__1vIm1Bc-3NDkG-o3qmWrwG1HgjE=&h=400&w=536&sz=57&hl=en&start=4&um=1&tbnid=dxVPOAt5zNr-jM:&tbnh=99&tbnw=132&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dronald%2Breagan%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://orangejuiceblog.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/11/ronaldreagan.jpg&imgrefurl=http://orangejuiceblog.com/2008/11/dedication-ronald-reagan-board-of-trustees-room-saddleback-college-mission-viejo/&usg=__1vIm1Bc-3NDkG-o3qmWrwG1HgjE=&h=400&w=536&sz=57&hl=en&start=4&um=1&tbnid=dxVPOAt5zNr-jM:&tbnh=99&tbnw=132&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dronald%2Breagan%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/images/george-washington-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/president/george-washington-picture.htm&usg=__aGqM5kaUQfRa1xZ_A-K8rnZGkJ4=&h=500&w=604&sz=104&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=onRX7zDqUD2UTM:&tbnh=112&tbnw=135&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dgeorge%2Bwashington%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/images/george-washington-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/president/george-washington-picture.htm&usg=__aGqM5kaUQfRa1xZ_A-K8rnZGkJ4=&h=500&w=604&sz=104&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=onRX7zDqUD2UTM:&tbnh=112&tbnw=135&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dgeorge%2Bwashington%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US


http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/images/franklin-roosevelt-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/president/franklin-roosevelt-picture.htm&usg=__IaX3KwpIwbRpXNARgjpvzoOWADE=&h=520&w=502&sz=57&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=9RiiNILYd_6jCM:&tbnh=131&tbnw=126&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dfranklin%2Broosevelt%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/images/franklin-roosevelt-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/president/franklin-roosevelt-picture.htm&usg=__IaX3KwpIwbRpXNARgjpvzoOWADE=&h=520&w=502&sz=57&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=9RiiNILYd_6jCM:&tbnh=131&tbnw=126&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dfranklin%2Broosevelt%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/images/lyndon-johnson-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/president/lyndon-johnson-picture.htm&usg=__9fawUfxjvUdqsbD4SO1vYWlfADA=&h=361&w=400&sz=33&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=mgc6WuNQPUJ_TM:&tbnh=112&tbnw=124&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dlyndon%2Bjohnson%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/images/lyndon-johnson-picture.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.visitingdc.com/president/lyndon-johnson-picture.htm&usg=__9fawUfxjvUdqsbD4SO1vYWlfADA=&h=361&w=400&sz=33&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=mgc6WuNQPUJ_TM:&tbnh=112&tbnw=124&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dlyndon%2Bjohnson%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-US


Leader style and personality

 Interpersonal –

– positive correlations with Moderation, 

Friendliness, Physical attractiveness, 

Conservatism, and Pacifism

– but

– negative correlations with Machiavellianism, 

Forcefulness, Pettiness, and Inflexibility



Personality and style

 Charismatic –

– positive correlations with Intellectual 

brilliance, Machiavellianism, Achievement 

drive, Forcefulness

– but

– negative correlations with Moderation and 

Conservatism 



Personality and style

 Deliberative –

– positive correlations with Moderation, Poise 

and polish, Tidiness, and Pacificism

– but

– negative correlations with Forcefulness and 

Inflexibility



Personality and style

 Creative –

– positive correlations with Intellectual 

brilliance, Machiavellianism, Achievement 

drive, Forcefulness, and Inflexibility

– but

– negative correlations with Moderation, 

Conservatism, and Pacificism



Personality and style

 Neurotic –

– positive correlations with Machiavellianism 

and Pettiness



Style and biography

 Presidents from large families higher on 

Interpersonal and Deliberation 

dimensions, lower on Creativity

 Orphanhood positively associated with 

Charisma



Style and performance

 Charisma and Creativity both positively 

associated with legislative success but 

also with assassination attempts

 Charisma and Creativity positively 

associated with greatness







Historical greatness predictors

 Intellectual brilliance

 Administration scandal

 War hero

 Years in office

 Years of war

 Assassination



Conclusion

 Context  > personality

 but many contextual factors have a partial 
personality basis, especially
– Administration scandal

– Assassination

 and some personality traits interact with 
contextual factors: e.g., Inflexibility

 Upshot: Personality is relevant to 
performance


