Challenges of Decision-Making: Cognitive Dynamics

Abstract

In this lecture we will discuss the cognitive dynamics of decision-making.  First, we will discuss the role of beliefs and attitudes—the role of perception—in decision-making by individuals.  We will focus especially on the “fundamental attribution error,” using examples from original research conducted in Egypt and North Africa after the Gulf War.  Next, we will describe the “cognitive mapping” approach to the study of decision-making, an approach that provides a systematic technique for representing and analyzing the world views of decision-makers.  The description will include a coding exercise that uses text from President Bush’s State of the Union Address in 2002. The presentation will also describe how cultural differences can be taken into account by treating them as “ontological pre-understandings” or culturally determined cognitive structures that lie behind the world views of decision-makers.  These preunderstandings will be illustrated by a case study of negotiations between President Kennedy and Premier Khrushchev after the Cuban Missile Crisis.
Cognitive Dynamics – Beliefs and Attitudes

In the traditional analyses, there is a separation between the event and the observer. The implication is that the observer can discover an objective reality.

The cognitive model, says there is no “event,” only perceptions of an event. We don’t know what the objective truth is. There is no objective truth, only different perceptions. People are surrounded by a number of stimuli and they filter these based on their own worldview. 
What do you see?
Mind Pictures
Bush saw Saddam as an aggressor likened to Hitler, Kuwait was an innocent victim. They selected some information out to focus on and ignored that which wasn’t convenient. Those opposed to force argued that Saddam was rational and would respond to sanctions. 

Consider the example of different perceptions between a professor and a security guard on someone hanging out in front of a building at 11pm. Is this person “acting suspiciously” or is it just harmless loitering. 

People’s interpretation is based on their personal history, expectations about the future, and chains of reasoning. 

Robert Jervis wrote a book about Perception and Misperception in International Affairs. Common misperceptions include:
· Centralization – We tend to see the behavior of others as more planned and more coordinated than it really is. Stupidity is seldom given its due. International events are often driven by bureaucratic ineptitude, incompetence, and stupidity. You tend to see your opponent as a unified actor, and don’t recognize the internal factions and competing interests. The appearance of unity is not always reality. If you fail to recognize divisions, you lose a potential advantage that you could exploit. People generally like to think of their opponents as unified, because it makes it easier to calculate what he is going to do next. 

· Overemphasize One’s Own Importance – if something good happens in international affairs, you assume you had something to do about it. When something goes bad, you overestimate your ability to fix it. Consider the current problems in Iraq, both underestimating the initial resistance and the difficulty of nation-building.

· Fundamental Attribution Error – Misperception of your opponent’s autonomy. If you opponent does something good, it is because they are pressured by circumstances. You explain the good things your opponent does in terms of situational explanations, and the bad things they do based on their disposition. The reverse applies to you. We “liberated” Iraq because we are lovers of freedom, but when we kill civilians, it was because they were living too close to military targets. 

I did some research with a Norwegian scholar, Daniel Heradstveit.
Attribution Theory and Arab Images of the Gulf War: PPT 

Study of social attribution:
· Naive Scientist

· Constructivist Thinker

· Self-serving Biases

· The “British School” Approach – tend to more closely examine the role of culture instead of trying to discover universal scientific principles.

Theoretical Problems:
· No comprehensive theoretical structure to explain the “fundamental attribution error”

· No “falsifiable” cognitive theory

Methodological Problems:
· Laboratory experience with captive audiences (college sophomores with paper and pencil tests)

· Forced-choice, closed-end measurement scales

· Difficulty in coding situational-dispositional distinctions

The research involved interviewing Arab leaders about the cause of the Gulf War. 
Hypothesis: 

· “Observers, as contrasted to actors, will attribute socially desirable behavior of others to situational factors and socially undesirable behavior of others to dispositional factors” (Monson and Snyder, 1977)

Methodology: 

· We conducted interviews with leaders and other elites in Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia and coded their responses as dispositional and situational

Results:

· Arab leaders tended to explain coalition behavior in realist geopolitical terms

· Explained US and coalitional behavior based on situational factors, acting on their interests, that’s the way superpowers act. 

· Arab leaders explained Saddam’s behavior in dispositional terms: warlike culture and autocratic leadership

· There were major differences in the data between Egypt on one side and Tunisia and Morocco on the other

Conclusions:

· Theoretical paradigm is too simple

· Culture is important

· Construals can be treated as pre-understandings that represent the collective representatives of culture
Classroom Exercise:  Groups meet and describe an event that can be explained from both situational and dispositional point of view.  Each group presents the event, using the White Board.

Cognitive Mapping Approach 
The goal of this research program is to develop a coding (content analysis) technique for representing belief systems of decision-makers, as well as a computer simulation model to analyze these representations in order to provide both an explanation and a prediction of the behavior of decision-makers in a comparative context.  
The basic unit of analysis for this research program is a "cognitive map."
A cognitive map is a representation of a worldview, consisting of nodes (representing values, beliefs, attitudes, and actions) and links (representing perceived causal and other relationships between the nodes).  More detailed information about cognitive maps can be found here: 
"Explanation of the Unexpected: The Syrian Intervention in Jordan in 1970," in R Axelrod (ed.), The Structure of Decision, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976.
 "Simulation Techniques," in R. Axelrod, ed., The Structure of Decision, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976 (with George J. Nozicka and Michael J. Shapiro).
 Definition of a Cognitive Map: The representation of an actor's reality as a "cognitive map" consisting of nodes (points) and edges (linkages). Nodes are used to represent the actor's concepts, including events, actions and values, and the edges are used to represent perceived causal relationships. Using a cognitive map, one can identify idea chains or explanatory paths. 
Example 1: Illustrative Cognitive Map
Example 2: Environmentalist
Example 3: Middle East Expert 
Construction of Cognitive Maps: 
We develop cognitive maps by interviewing decision-makers or coding texts that reflect their perceptions of policy issues. The maps are usually so complicated that they are difficult to represent on paper, but they are easily manipulated by computer algorithms using simple matrix algebra.  We use these matrices and the computer model to predict how decision-makers respond to new information about policy situations. 
Here are the procedures for creating cognitive maps:
1. Code the text by identifying the concepts and the explicit or implicit causal linkages between them.
2. Construct a concept dictionary.
3. List relationships between concepts.
4. Draw the cognitive map.
5. Convert to matrix form: Example 
Coding Exercise: State of the Union Address by President Bush on 29 January 2002. 


     Discussion of the Speech
              Excerpt | PowerPoint:  Not Coded  and Coded
 Uses of Cognitive Maps: 
Data for Shapiro-Bonham Cognitive Process Model 
We have compared the results of the computer-generated predictions with actual policy outcomes in a variety of situations, including US policy makers and the Middle East conflict, policy makers in Austria and Finland with respect to participation in European institutions, oil resource policy in Norway, and US-SU relations during the Cold War.
Cognitive Maps and "Ontological Pre-Understandings"
While we were working on this research program we were approached by Victor M. Sergeev, a Russian scholar who was director of a laboratory at the US-Canada Institute in Moscow.  Sergeev was interested in the Cuban Missile Crisis from the Russian perspective, and he was intrigued by the cognitive mapping approach, because of its flexibility across different levels of abstraction in a wide variety of situations. 
When Sergeev used the cognitive mapping technique to code the Russian texts from the Cuban Missile Crisis, he found that the Russian cognitive maps looked very different from the American and other Western maps. The Russian maps looked very simple, and it was impossible to follow the chains of cognitive relations because they were separated.
In the course of explaining these differences, we developed the theory of "ontological pre-understandings."  An ontological pre-understanding is a “socially approved cognitive structure.”  It reflects the cultural and linguistic underpinnings that people bring to the situation.  An ontological pre-understanding is culturally determined and difficult to change. Within this framework we have distinguished between three major views of the world: 
· Nominalistic View – views the world in simple behavioristic terms of cause-effect relationships and reactions to immediate stimuli, (this view is common among bureaucrats and Third World leaders). 
· Holistic View – views the world in a biological metaphor, there are underlying processes in the world that are moving toward some nebulous, ill-defined outcome. These processes are generally hidden under the surface, and there is not much you can do to change that outcome (this is a typical Russian view). 

· Structural View – takes into account patterned relations between objects, states of affairs are describe in more complex causal linkages, such as event A prevents event B. This produces a “procedural representation” view of the world whereby change is the result of structured and deliberatively ordered actions. 

This differentiation between three world views enabled us to create a new cognitive mapping coding scheme that accommodates non-Western thinking.  
Sergeev has developed these notions in a series of conversations in Moscow with me about ontological preunderstandings in December 1990.
We applied the new framework to the test ban treaty negotiations that took place in 1963, mapping out Kennedy and Khrushchev’s cognitive maps during the talks. Over the course of the negotiations, the cognitive maps for Kennedy and Khrushchev became more similar. There was a problem with the Russian maps, because they were much more simplified, and less inter-related. 
As Kennedy and Khrushchev got closer to an agreement, they were in essence translating the worldview of their opponent into their own, and vice-versa. In 1997, we published a paper in International Studies Quarterly. In the paper, we argued that this kind of understanding and convergence of worldviews is a prerequisite for effective cross-cultural understanding and agreements. 































