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Resumé 

Dette kandidatspeciale tager udgangspunkt i den amerikanske udenrigspolitiske beslutningsproces. En ana-

lyse af to tidligere amerikanske præsidenters tilgang til beslutningsprocessen omhandlende udenrigspoliti-

ske beslutninger vil foretages. Dertil vil relevante udenrigspolitiske beslutninger såvel som personlige karak-

tertræk blive inkluderet.  

Den 11. september 2001 blev USA ramt af nations værste terrorangreb. Disse angreb, som kostede flere 

tusinde personer livet samt forsagede massive ødelæggelser på diverse bygninger resulterede efterfølgen-

de i et skift i måden hvorpå udenrigspolitiske beslutninger blev udformet og implementeret. De ledende 

amerikanske politikere herunder præsidenten oplevede, at politikker og især udenrigspolitikken blev disku-

teret og implementeret under et intenst følelsesmæssigt stress.  

Præsident George W. Bush var et individ og en leder, som ofte lod personlige holdninger og ideer påvirke 

hans udenrigspolitiske beslutningsproces. Dette førte til tider til beslutninger, som efterfølgende er blevet 

betegnet som en udenrigspolitisk fiasko – herunder beslutningen om at invaderer Irak i 2003. En beslut-

ning, som blev implementeret som følge af troen på, at Irak og dets leder Saddam Hussein var i besiddelse 

af atomvåben og andre kemiske ressourcer. Det var til dels præsident Bush’s personlige tro og overbevis-

ning om at ovenstående var tilfældet, der første til en igangsætning af invasionen.   

Efter præsidentvalget i 2008 overtog demokraterne præsidentembedet. Barack Obama adskilte sig på flere 

områder fra hans forgænger: hans Administration lagde stor vægt på at analyserer samtlige alternative og 

dets positive og negative konsekvenser forud for en implementering af en endelig beslutning. Ligesom præ-

sident Bush havde Obama også sine egne personlige holdninger, men var varsom med at lade disse styre 

beslutningsprocessen. Ydermere, var Obama også en leder, som tog sig tid til at lytte til modsatrettede 

holdninger, som kunne bidrage positiv til beslutningsprocessen. En inkludering og accept af modsatrettede 

overbevisninger ville genererer de bedst mulige beslutninger.  
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1. Introduction 

The aim of the paper is to analyze how the FPDM of the United States of America has changed since the 

turn of the millennium. Since the year of 2000, the U.S. has experienced one of the worst attacks in the 

nation’s history – the terror attacks on September 11, 2001. Since the attacks the nation’s foreign policy as 

well as the decision making process has changed. The changes shall not only be seen in comparison with 

foreign policy decisions enacted in the period prior to the attacks. There are also obvious changes and dif-

ferences to be found among the latest two U.S. presidents - George W. Bush and Barack Obama. The per-

sonality of these individuals is like night and day. During their presidencies they showed great diversity in 

designing foreign policy decisions and on how to structure the decision making processes.  

The American politicians realized that a shift and changes in the FPDM would occur after 9/11. Moreover, 

the attacks indicated that besides that no one can be one hundred percent sure within one's national bor-

ders also that the U.S. – a nation defined as the primary leading nation in regard to international operations 

and military support - was indeed vulnerable. The fact that terrorists were able to hijack three airplanes 

and crash two of them into the World Trade Center illustrated a lack in security. In addition, one became 

aware that the enemy was no longer a specific nation but a terrorist organization. The terror organization 

Al-Qaeda with Osama bin Laden as the leading figure took shortly after the responsibility for the attacks.  

 

 In that context, the U.S. foreign policy decisions implemented by both the Bush as well as by the Obama 

Administration have involved an increase in the use of military power as a way to respond to various 

threats such as terrorism. However, the episode of 9/11 has not independently influenced the way in which 

decisions and processes are structured.  The personality and character of the president in office have and 

will in the future continue to play a significant and central role. 

 

1.1 Research question & hypothesis  

The reason for choosing this particular topic as the main area of focus is due to an interest in FPDM. More-

over it is interesting to analyze how politicians design their decision making process in regards to foreign 

policy affairs. In addition, the interest in President Bush and Obama’s personality in relation to enact deci-

sions and structure the accompanying process was also among the reasons. Moreover, since the turn of the 

millennium and the 9/11 attacks one cannot escape the fact that the U.S. has changed its attitude regarding 

the use of the nation’s military force as part of foreign policy decisions.  

This thesis is guided by the following research question: How has the U.S. foreign policy changed in focus 

since the turn of the millennium?  
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This research question subsequently leads to the hypothesis: One cannot escape from the fact that U.S. 

foreign policy experienced a shift in how to react and how to design the FPDM process after 9/11. Moreo-

ver, the personality of the president in charge will always play a significant role in the structure of the pro-

cesses related to implementing foreign policy decisions.  

The theoretical framework, which forms the basis of the above research question and hypothesis as well as 

the methodology, will be described in the following sections. The analysis is divided into two main parts 

whereas the first part will focus on President George W. Bush and his way of structuring his Administra-

tion’s FPDM process - particularly in relation to the Iraq invasion. The second part will focus on President 

Barack Obama and his decision making process. As a way to illustrate how the Obama Administration struc-

tured the process two significant foreign policy decisions will be included: The war in Afghanistan and Op-

eration Neptune Spear.  

2. Methodology  

The data collected is based on various secondary data. The sources used in the analysis are reports, articles 

as well as various research papers and webpages (company, non- and governmental). Secondary data is 

easy to require and is often defined as economical and a time saver. These types of data assist to make 

primary data gatherings more exact as secondary data helps identifying the gaps and insufficiencies. Fur-

thermore, secondary data can assist in understanding a problem.  However, it is important to be aware that 

these sources might not always be entirely useful. Nevertheless, this has not been the case in this thesis as 

the major secondary data used have been gathered from the newest data sources.  

The data collected in order to answer the research question are analyzed by the use of the qualitative re-

search method. This method is used primarily in exploratory research. Moreover, it is used to gain an un-

derstanding of underlying reasons, motivations and opinions. The qualitative research method is also used 

to expose trends in thought and opinions, and thereby provides an opportunity to dive deeper into a cer-

tain problem.  

2.1 Limitation 

The FPDM process consists of various important elements. However, the thesis will only include parts rele-

vant to the analysis. The primary limitation concerns the variety of factors related to the FPDM. To put it 

differently, there might be some relevant and important factors, which significantly influence decision mak-

ing process. However, the discussion of other relevant factors is beyond the scope of the paper. 
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As mentioned in the methodology section the research method used in the thesis is the qualitative one and 

not its counterpart the quantitative research method. This method is used to quantify the problem by way 

of generating numerical data or data that can be transformed into useable statistics. Moreover, it uses cal-

culable data to formulate facts and uncover patterns in research. Furthermore, the methods used to collect 

quantitative data involve several types of surveys such as online and paper surveys as well as face-to-face 

or telephone interviews.  

3. Theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework will make use of various theoretical elements from Alex Mintz and Karl DeRouen 

Jr.’s book “Understanding Foreign Policy Decision Making.” Elements such as an explanation of the decision 

environment as well as the level of analysis are natural and inevitable parts when discussing the FPDM pro-

cess. Moreover, various models of decision making as well as relevant biases will also be accounted for in 

the theoretical section.  

3.1 The decision environment 

The FPDM process makes a reference to decisions made by groups, individuals or alliances. These decisions 

exert influence on how nation’s behaves in the international society. A nation’s foreign policy decisions are 

normally defined by massive insecurity and peril (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 3).  

A decision making process can be compared to a game of chess as the core of the process takes place in an 

interactive environment and comprise of a series of decisions. A game of chess is a game influenced by 

strategic and sequential interaction where the moves made by one actor have an effect on the other. Ac-

tors in a game of chess do also learn from previous moves; nations do the same. If a nation deals with the 

same enemy for an extended period of time they will undoubtedly learn certain things from time to time. 

The result can be that one or both nations acquire a ‘bluffing behavior’ and endeavor to cover up signals. 

Similar to a game of chess numerous foreign policy decisions are enacted under enormous pressure and a 

limited amount of time. The FPDM process is made up of four main components: 1) identifying the decision 

problem 2) searching for alternatives 3) choosing an alternative and 4) executing the alternative (Ibid, p. 4).  

Furthermore, a decision will typically consist of a series of principles like economic, military or diplomatic 

deliberations and be composed of a series of alternatives such as be passive, impose sanctions on or attack 

one’s opponent. Numerous foreign policy decisions are to be enacted under pressure, within a limited time 

frame and vagueness of obtained information. Decisions enacted during crisis are defined by an expanding 

choice series from where alternative solutions appear in a rather disorganized setting in which information 

is introduced to and obtained by a head of government. 
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 Moreover, foreign policy decisions are typically enacted in an environment marked by interactive settings 

such as: Bush vs. Saddam or NATO vs. WTO during the Cold War. The foreign policy decisions made by 

groups, individuals or alliances will unquestionably have a crucial impact on nations, their enemies and 

allied and to some extent influence the survivability of the leader in power (Ibid, p. 25). The decision envi-

ronment consists of various environmental factors, which influence the FPDM process.  

During times of crisis time constraints is often limited and decisions tend to be made quickly and without 

enough time to think about potential consequences. Sometimes a nation and its leaders must make a quick 

decision pressed for time. This pressure might be in shape of a relatively short and “uncertain deadline that 

is believed to necessitate a quick decision”. In times of crisis the decision makers do not have the oppor-

tunity to await developments and it becomes complicated to remain rational and make rational results. 

However, time constraints do not automatically denote that less favorable decisions is being enacted. In an 

instant situation, it is possible that pressure and a limited amount of time can support a decision maker to 

focus solely on the problem in front and thus improve a decision (Ibid, p. 25-26).  

Another influencing factor is information constraints. According to the RAM a solid gathering of information 

is required for it to be used as intended. Without a solid gathering of trustworthy information it can be 

difficult to evaluate alternatives, carry out a cost-benefit analysis or decide on utilities. Nevertheless, insuf-

ficient and imprecise information constitutes an essential part of a nation's foreign policy. The complica-

tions that come with the relationship between producers (those who collect information) and consumers 

(those who are to use the information) will always occur. Such complications tend to occur in the intelli-

gence community. The intelligence agencies have agents in the field collecting information, which is sent 

back to headquarters where consumers utilize it to make decisions. This procedure is exposed to various 

obstacles. It might occur that the producers in the field collect and produced biased intelligence. A possible 

explanation thereon may be that the producers want to make sure their collected information is being no-

ticed (Ibid, p. 26).   

Uncertainty is also a factor affecting FPDM. It appears when information has several and typically challeng-

ing meanings. Uncertainty tend to occur when an antagonist provides information that can be understood 

as either hostile or conciliatory, which will leave the final move of the antagonist questionable. Uncertain 

information will often be overlooked, whereupon the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 is a suitable 

example. The then U.S. President George H. W. Bush and his Administration chose to ignore the infor-

mation about an Iraqi offensive force prior to the invasion. The information came from U.S. intelligence 

agencies.  
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The motive for ignoring the intelligence was mainly due to the fact that it was in variance with estimations 

given by Egypt and Saudi Arabia - U.S. allies within the Middle Eastern region. Information characterized as 

being uncertain normally heightens the level of intricacy in the FPDM (Ibid, p. 27).  

3.2 The level of analysis  

The FPDM process can be studied on three key levels: the individual, the group and the coalition. The final 

outcome of a decision process is created by those making the decision – the decision unit. The size and 

structure of a decision unit affect the decision making and it is rare that a decision taken by a single individ-

ual will have the same patterns and dynamics compared to one made by a group or coalition (Ibid, p. 18).  

The first decision unit is the individual decision making. The decisions enacted by individuals usually occur 

when political leaders have disproportionate bulk of power within a nation. Such authoritative and influen-

tial leaders are not forced to seek consensus. Examples of powerful individuals comprise previous leaders 

like Mao Tse-tung of China, Joseph Stalin of the USSR, Kim Jong-il of North Korea and Saddam Hussein of 

Iraq. Limitations in the institutional structure are not a significant limitation for such decision-makers. How-

ever, individuals play a vital role in times of crises. The American professor Margaret Hermann argues that 

“crises, high-level diplomacy, and leader interest increase the probability of individual-level decision mak-

ing”. An example of this could be a decision to enter into war or take part in an international summit. These 

decisions are usually linked with a decision making process made by a central individual. Various studies 

about decision making on an individual level concentrate on psychological aspects like the character of the 

decision-maker, misplaced perception and cognitive consistency (Ibid, p. 18-19).  

The second decision unit is the group-level decision making. A variety of foreign policy decisions are made 

by groups. Numerous approaches like groupthink, group polarization and advisory groups signify the im-

portance of group dynamics in the FPDM process. Moreover, these approaches might also reveal possible 

biases that a group decision making process may lead to. A loyalty of the group members is usually intend-

ed for the group, and the members are not required to seek knowledge and support elsewhere. The group 

will normally reach consensus and enact a decision after debates and discussions. Every member will be 

heard and are as well given the opportunity to make ones views known. It is not unlikely that the group will 

reach consensus and enact decisions on the basis of unanimity (groupthink) or majority voting (Ibid, p. 19). 

The decision making process inside agencies or presidential advisory groups may also be defined as group 

decisions in a bureaucratic politics decision environment. The decisions made at this level engage a political 

leadership battle and discussion among agencies and dominant bureaucrats. In addition, it is unavoidable 

to evade political conflicts and differences of opinion and viewpoints (Ibid, p. 19-20). 
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The third decision unit is the coalition decision making. There exists a level of collective bargaining and in-

fluence among self-contained members meaning that no single individual can enact a decision by them-

selves. Moreover, no single individual can enact a decision one-sidedly. The first stage of loyalty is intended 

to go beyond the coalition and towards a party or parliamentary constituency of the coalition members as 

their direct loyalty lies with them. A coalition decision unit is created by size factors and a decision made 

within a coalition may mirror the dynamics like minimum-winning and majority rule coalitions. A minimum-

winning coalition alludes to the lowest amount of parties that is considered necessary for a coalition to 

remain powerful. Usually, the involvement of more parties than needed is not in a coalition’s interest due 

to credit and funds then should be distributed equally and the amount of groups to satisfy when making 

decision would increase. In comparison, a majority rule coalition can drop a party and continue to remain 

powerful. A government based on a coalition is slightly more likely to repay strength with strength due to 

the fact that numerous parties are involved. The blame if something goes wrong is then shared among 

them. On the other hand, if a policy turns out successful everyone can claim credit. Nonetheless, as a coali-

tion experiences an increased amount of veto actors commencement is to a lesser extent expected to oc-

cur. Veto actors are to a minor degree vital in a majority rule environment and such coalitions appear more 

powerful. The decision making within a coalition includes definite guidelines in order to enact a decision. It 

is possible to reach a decision by consensus but it will usually be reached by a straightforward majority rule 

(Ibid, p. 21). 

3.3 Models of decision making 

3.3.1 The Rational Actor Model 

The RAM is among the key pillars of FPDM and is defined as the ‘leading decision paradigm’. The American 

professor of political science Paul MacDonald states: “many see it as the most plausible candidate for a 

universal theory of political and social behavior, whose simple and intuitively plausible assumptions hold 

the promise of unifying the diverse subfields of political science” (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 57).  

Thus, it is important to understand a model before it can be recommended on the basis of its main princi-

ples. The most common rational approach used in the FPDM process is the Expected Utility Theory (EUT). 

The EUT estimates that a decision-maker’s “attempts to maximize expected utility in their choices between 

risky options: they weight the utilities of individual outcomes by their probabilities and choose the option 

with the highest weighted sum.” As a result utility is maximized. Moreover, the theory assumes that na-

tions will avoid going to war if the expected profit are lower than the expected losses (Ibid, p. 60-61).  
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The RAM is a tool used to clarify the decision making process by using concepts such as interest, range of 

options, rationality and consequences and aims at determine the main objective as maximization of a na-

tion’s national security and interest (Ramya, 2013). The decision-maker must be capable of positioning pri-

ority “according to the degree of satisfaction of achieving these goals and objectives.” Furthermore, a ra-

tional decision-maker is assumed to be in a position to classify alternatives and subsequent consequences 

and thereby choose the set of alternatives in a way to maximize gratification. The meaning of utility maxi-

mization refers to the idea that the rational decision-maker selects “the alternative that provides the con-

sequence that is most preferred and provides the greatest amount of net benefits” (Mintz & DeRouen, 

2010, p. 57). Formulated in another way one must know ones final destination if you expect to get there. 

According to Greg Cashman, the rational decision making consists of eight steps: 1) Identify the problem; 2) 

Prioritize objectives; 3) Gather information; 4) Search for alternatives; 5) Predict the consequences of each 

alternative; 6) Select the alternative that maximizes your values; 7) Implement decision and finally 8) Moni-

tor and analyze (Ibid, p. 58).  

The RAM does not naturally produce a solid and flawlessly result even though a thorough examination of 

policy alternatives has taken place. The analytic procedure related to the use of the RAM ought to provide 

improved decisions and not always improved outcomes (Ibid, p. 58). An important term related to a ration-

al decision making process is opportunity costs. The American psychologist Barry Schwartz argues that 

“having too many choices can be bad”. Moreover, he indicates that the high living standard in the U.S. 

‘come with a cost’. The countless and comprehensive choice of opportunities accessible to the American 

public in regard to jobs, music, clothing etc. can generate opportunity costs that appear as losses and be 

characterized as unhappiness. A disturbed link between a high living standard and a reduced feeling of 

happiness might occur for some people. Additionally, the reduced feelings of happiness are harder on those 

who are making an effort to maximize in keeping with the RAM. Individuals with a tendency to satisfice will 

not experience an equally massive impact and be as afflicted as others (Ibid p. 61). 

3.4 Alternative models  

3.4.1 A bounded-rational approach 

The political scientist, Herbert Simon has argued that individuals is bounded by ‘cognitive limits’ meaning 

that they are not trying to maximize their gains from a certain line of action as they are unable to incorpo-

rate and process every information necessary to do that. It is not simply impossible to obtain admission to 

all the needed information and even with the ability to do so; the minds of the decision-maker would not 

have the ability to handle it orderly. Depending on the situation, humans often search for something “good 

enough” – something that maximizes satisfaction.  
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Decision-makers will choose an acceptable alternative rather than neutrally search through all information 

looking for the most favorable one (The Economist, 2009).  

The concept of bounded rationality is procedural due to its behavior, which is “adaptive within the con-

straints imposed both by the external situation and the capacities of the decision maker.” Herbert Simon 

supports this by arguing that individuals are procedurally and boundedly rational. The classic concept of 

rationality may be thought of as being substantive as it links to the essence of the result in preference to 

the matter of the procedure of getting to a favorable result. Miriam Steiner argues that “bounded rationali-

ty is of course rational but that individuals will make cognitive shortcuts due to the biological and psycho-

logical limitations humans face.” In addition, the most favorable alternative will not be found. If a decision-

maker does not analyze all information in a comprehensive search process how can the human mind then 

make sense of a complex world? Simon stated that rationality assigned in “slow−moving situations where 

the actor has a single, operational goal, but in more complex situations, rational explanations are inade-

quate.” The high amount of information costs often drives leaders to analyze alternatives and then select 

one based on the amount of satisfaction (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 69).  

3.4.2 Adaptive Decision Analysis (ADA)  

A decision matrix is composed by a series of alternative solutions, a variety of dimensions for choosing the 

alternatives and an evaluation of the connotations of every alternative for every dimension. The first di-

mension is alternatives. The series of alternatives involves the most possible lines of actions a decision-

maker should reflect on when dealing with critical decision related scenarios. An example could be: when 

implicated in proceedings with another nation, a leader of a terrorist organization might take the following 

into account: “continue with attacks,” temporarily halt attacks,” “stop attacks,” or “continue attacks while 

negotiating – also named negotiation under fire.” Leaders dealing with a crisis of international character 

might also take the following into account: “do nothing,” “apply sanctions,” “contain the situation,” or “use 

force.” The second component is dimensions. A dimension can be defined as an organizing subject for rele-

vant information and influencing factors applicable in the phase of analyzing alternatives. So, if a terrorist 

leader worries about the political costs of a particular decision while in proceedings with a nation factors 

such as public support, the financial afflux, enrollment levels might be applied to analyze his series of alter-

natives (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 90). The third dimension is implications. Implications are a characteriza-

tion of the probable costs of an alternative for a certain dimension. Every alternative consists of implica-

tions matching to every dimension.  
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In the example of the terrorist leader the alternative to “stop attacks” has connotations for the overall po-

litical standing of the organization, its relationship with other nations and chance of success. The final di-

mension is ratings. Connotations may be rated on a scale from -10 (being awfully bad) to +10 (being ex-

tremely good). If a leader decides on applying the alternative “stop attacks”, this could result in a decrease 

of public support or in a recession in financial assistance, the analyst should apply a negative rating (very 

bad) to the political connotations of the “stop attacks” alternative. Contra wise, if the alternative “continue 

attacks” is expected to increase the level of public support and enrollments levels then the alternative 

should be assigned a positive rating (very good) (Ibid, 2010, p. 91).  

The ADA decision making process can be assigned to a variety of decisions in order to expose the decision 

DNA of leaders. A leader has the opportunity to select between alternatives that provide maximum utility 

or ones, which is satisfying. The first alternative – maximum utility – is usually linked to the rational ap-

proach whereas the second - satisfying strategy – is linked to bounded rationality (Ibid, p. 91-92).  

3.5 Biases  

The FPDM will sometimes encounter problems and biases. One of the key difficulties that political leaders 

may come across in times of crisis is their inclination to be affected by biases in the decision making process 

due to cognitive restrictions. As mentioned earlier information and time constraints are factors that play a 

significant role when it comes to enact foreign policy decisions. The majority of the most complicated and 

important decisions related to foreign policy is made under limitations of information and time. Biases in 

the decision making process may often lead to misplaces perception. Political leaders will view the interna-

tional society in ways, which are unconsciously influenced by preceding thinking and know-how. The Amer-

ican professor Robert Jervis is known for the study on biases and misplaced perception. As part of the 

study, he stated that “decision makers generally do not perceive the world accurately and that we can un-

derstand and identify the sources of the misperception” (Ibid, p. 38). The biases are well known but still 

leaders worldwide are being affected by biases and every now and then replicate the same miscalculations 

(Ibid, 2010, p. 39). A few of the biases will be described in the following section.   

3.5.1 Groupthink  

One of the well-known biases is groupthink. The American research psychologist Irving Janis was the first to 

explain the term groupthink. The concept of groupthink occurs when decisions are being enacted under 

pressure from within the group. This pressure can often lead to a depreciation of a groups “mental efficien-

cy, reality testing, and moral judgment”. If a group is affected by groupthink it might close its eyes to all 

possible alternatives and hereafter make illogical decisions that can “dehumanize other groups”. In groups 

where the majority of the members share the same background groupthink is more likely to appear.  
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A group is often isolated from external inputs and it does not have a distinct structure for the decision mak-

ing process. Therefore, it does not come as a surprise that the decision making process during times of cri-

sis is vulnerable to groupthink as the members have faith in only each other for backing and acceptance 

(Psysr.org). Moreover, absence of guidelines for the decision making process might also leave a group ex-

posed to groupthink dynamic. Dynamics within a group have the ability to affect how certain information is 

treated and decisions enacted. Various factors such as the structure of the group, coherence or the lack of 

it, internal procedures and dynamics together with the administration of the group influence how group 

decisions are made (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 44-45). 

3.5.1.1 Symptoms of Groupthink 

Irving Janis identify eight symptoms of groupthink: 

1. Illusion of invulnerability => generates inordinate optimism that urges taking great risks  

2. Collective rationalization => members discount warnings and do not reconsider their assumptions 

3. Belief in inherent morality => members believe in the rightness of their cause and therefore ignore 

the ethical or moral consequences of their decisions  

4. Stereotyped views of out-groups => Negative views of ‘enemy’ makes effective responses to con-

flict seem unnecessary  

5. Direct pressure on dissenters => members are under pressure not to express arguments against any 

of the group’s views  

6. Self-censorship => doubts and deviations from the perceived group consensus are not expressed  

7. Illusion of unanimity => the majority view and judgment are assumed to be unanimous   

8. Self-appointed ‘mind guards’ => members protect the group and the leader from information that 

is problematic or contradictory to the group’s cohesiveness, view and / or decisions (Psysr.org).  

 

Janis has argued that the main reason why groupthink can affect a decision making process is that the ex-

ploration for alternatives and information is carried out in a highly ineffective manner. A thorough exami-

nation of enacted decisions to outline potential complications and unwanted results is not carried out.  

The reason behind is that the group tend to have too high thoughts of itself and its capability to accomplish 

something successful. Often, the group does not have a contingency plan in cases of unsuccessful venture 

or the capability to observe previous decisions (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 45).  
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3.5.2 Psychological biases  

The American political scientist Graham T. Allison argues that foreign policy actors identify the RAM as “be-

ing a component of a broader outline where the role of the single individual is to create objectives, search 

for alternatives and methods used to calculate the end-means connection.” Moreover, he argues that for-

eign policy decision-makers tend to make use of heuristic shortcuts, which is used when trying to identify 

the most favorable solution is unfeasible and the amount of information is rather narrow. When using heu-

ristic shortcuts a decision-maker may experience making incorrect simplifications and meager assessments. 

Moreover, individuals might put up an uncomplicated framework in order to comprehend multifaceted 

state of affairs, to ignore conflicting intelligence with the purpose of keeping their viewpoints or be affect-

ed by if a certain decision will give a positive or negative outcome (Iaydjiev, 2011).  

 

Additionally the bias of beliefs might also affect the FPDM. Beliefs tend to have an effect on foreign policy 

actors resulting from their working milieu. On a usual basis, the decision-makers have the necessary educa-

tion and have also the relevant expertise and know-how that gives them the ability to look through re-

ceived information quickly, to make use of advanced comparisons and to obtain information from various 

sources. Additionally, they often have to operate with incorrect intelligence in complicated and unor-

ganized milieus, where uncertain situations and costs are a normal occurrence. In conclusion the level of 

stress and pressure together with deadlines will limit the acceptance for uncertainty, reduce the explora-

tion for alternatives and become addicted to the use of stereotypes. Therefore, beliefs play a significant 

role due to two main reasons. First, it is impossible for rational choice to clarify human behavior by itself. 

Second, psychological biases and human restrictions might obstruct the process (Ibid).   

4. Analysis part 1: FPDM - George W. Bush 

In a world characterized by an endlessly globalization the FPDM process is undoubtedly a heavy weight on 

the scale of today's political leaders. The decisions made by a political leader will often affect the interna-

tional society’s image of a particular nation as well as millions of lives around the world. A variety of factors 

affect a political leader’s FPDM; these factors might be the personality of the individual, his relations with 

his advisory groups as well as time and information constraints (Neely, p. 1).  

The following section will go into depth with the former U.S. President George W. Bush and his Administra-

tion. The section will include a description of the Bush Doctrine, which was a set of foreign policy principles. 

Charles Krauthammer was the first to use the phrase “The Bush Doctrine” in June 2001. In the aftermath of 

the 9/11 attacks the phrase further explained that the U.S. was in possession of the right to protect itself 

against nations that “harbor or give aid to terrorist groups.”  
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Furthermore, the section will focus on President Bush’s personality and personal involvement in the FPDM 

– especially in regards to the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Moreover, the concepts of rationality and groupthink 

and their influence on the Bush Administration will be incorporated. 

4.1 The Bush Doctrine 

A set of foreign policy principles written in the aftermath of 9/11. These principles are known as the Bush 

Doctrine – named after the U.S. President George W. Bush. The doctrine has been characterized as a fun-

damental and innovative approach to national security policies in the post-9/11 America. Moreover, the 

doctrine changed U.S. involvement in the international society. The implementation of the new foreign 

policy principles ended a 50-year period marked by prevention and containment. During that period the 

world was more or less controlled by two superpowers, the U.S. and the USSR - both in possession of nu-

clear weapons. Here, the policy of prevention rested on mutual assured destruction (MAD) as a way to 

avoid an outburst of another world war. However, even with the fall of the USSR in 1991 the U.S. contin-

ued, during the presidency of both George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton, to rest on policies supporting pre-

vention and containment (Encarta, 2004).  

The Bush Doctrine presented the new Administration’s changes and ideas with the announcement of “The 

National Security Strategy (NSS) of the United States.” The NSS stated that U.S. foreign policy in the future 

would rely on three pillars: “a doctrine of unequaled military supremacy, the concept of preemptive or 

preventive war as well as the motivation to act unilaterally if multilateral cooperation cannot be achieved.” 

President Bush expressed that the new foreign policy initiatives were required in order to avoid the prolif-

eration of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) between rogue states and terrorist organizations. As a 

mean to avoid a rogue state or terrorist organization from using nuclear or biological weapons, the policy of 

prevention was no longer adequate (Ibid).  

4.1.1 Critique of the Bush Doctrine 

As with any other policy suggestions, the Bush Doctrine did also received criticism. The critique uttered 

both prior to and after the Iraq invasion contained dissatisfaction with the fact that it led the U.S. to act in a 

more unilateral manner and to impose themselves to a behavior of superiority. The two most outstanding 

critics of the doctrine were previous national security advisor Brent Scowcroft (advisor to George H. W. 

Bush) and Zbigniev Brzezinski (advisor to Jimmy Carter). Brent Scowcroft criticized the policy of preemptive 

war, which in his opinion “tends to leave the door open to others who want to claim the same right. By 

making it public, we also tend to add to the world's perception that we are arrogant and unilateral."  
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Zbigniev Brzezinski agreed by arguing that “our doctrine of preemption may encourage others to preempt 

their neighbors, thereby legitimating increasingly indiscriminate use of power." The reference to ‘others’ 

referred to nations such as Pakistan and India both in possession of nuclear weapons and nuclear related 

material. If either Pakistan or India decided to implement their own version of the Bush Doctrine the risk 

and nervousness of an atomic war nuclear war could become reality. Then again, critics of the doctrine 

argued that a state not in possession of nuclear weapons but with the fright of a preemptive attack from 

the U.S. or any other authoritative nation might obtain WMD as a resource of national self-defense. Fur-

thermore, critics of the Bush Doctrine highlighted that the primary submission of the doctrine had caused a 

break between the U.S. and a range of long-time allies like Germany and France. Moreover, the first sub-

mission was rejected by Russia and China in the United Nations (UN) Security Council. Nonetheless, the 

critics of the doctrine were able to agree on one thing. The initiatives presented in the Bush Doctrine ap-

peared as being the most far-reaching changes in U.S. foreign policy in more than 50 years (Ibid).  

4.2 The Iraq War, 2003 

The following section will focus on President George W. Bush and his FPDM in relation to the Iraq War. The 

section will analyze the role of the President’s personality regarding his emotional intelligence, vision, and 

personal beliefs. The second part of ‘Analysis part 1’ will make use of the RAM and the concept of group-

think. The aim is to study the rationality behind the decision to invade Iraq by analyzing three key objec-

tives launched by the Bush Administration. The concept of groupthink will be used afterwards to examine if 

the concept affected the decision making process leading up to the invasion.   

The 9/11 terrorist attacks came as a surprise to the American population and to the entire world. As a rela-

tively newly elected president George W. Bush was suddenly in a position characterized by powerlessness 

and anger. The terror attacks, carried out by members of Al-Qaeda transformed the presidency of George 

W. Bush dramatically. President Bush was now predetermined to become another wartime president in the 

history of the United States. In the aftermath of 9/11, the main objectives of the Bush Administration were 

to extend the protection of national security on a domestic level as well as overseas. As a response to the 

attacks the U.S. initiated its war in Afghanistan on October 7, 2001. Nearly two years after, the Bush Admin-

istration wanted to spread its mission for democracy and stability when it decided to invade Iraq on March 

19, 2003 (Neely, p. 38). In 2002, a year after the attacks, President Bush held a speech at the UN. Here he 

argued that a resolution permitting rapid action to be taken in relation to Iraq should be designed. He high-

lighted that Iraq was a nation, who dishonored UN resolutions and a nation, which intended to exclude 

WMD and that “the conduct of the Iraqi regime is a threat to the authority of the United Nations, and a 

threat to peace” (Presidential Rhetoric, 2002).  
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The UN enacted Resolution 1441 on November 8, 2002 with the purpose of denounces Iraq’s missing re-

sponsibility to all previous UN resolutions, their refusal to allow weapons inspections. Moreover, Resolution 

1441 described the potential consequences which would accompany if the country continued to ignore UN 

resolutions (United Nations Security Council, 2002). The enactment of the UN Resolution 1441 can be de-

fined as the start of the U.S. pressure to invade Iraq and their effort to obtain support from the UN for the 

venture. The then Secretary of State Colin Powell spoke to the UN Security Council on February, 2003 fo-

cusing on Iraq’s violation of Resolution 1441 and wanted the Security Council to initiate action towards the 

Iraqi regime in order to continue to uphold the legitimacy of the Council (U.S. Department of State Archive, 

2003).  

The Bush Administration was certain about its decision to act and invade Iraq based on accessible infor-

mation and the immediate threat of Iraq’s refusal to allow weapons inspections. Other circumstances sup-

porting the Administration’s wish to invade Iraq were the nation’s possible possession of nuclear weapons 

as well as potential links between the Iraqi leader, Saddam Hussein and terrorist networks (Yoo, 2003, p. 

565- 566). In March 2003, the Administration was highly convinced that Iraq was breaching UN resolutions, 

in particular Resolution 1441 and 6871. They decided to depend on the 1990 UN Resolution 678 to “use all 

necessary means to enforce relevant resolutions and to restore international peace and security in the area 

(…).” The reason for invading Iraq was mainly due to the U.S. firm belief that Iraq was violating UN Resolu-

tion 1441 and 687, which at the time of the invasion was not fully definite (United Nations Security Coun-

cil).   

In relation to the abovementioned, the U.S. invasion stands as one of the most disputed foreign policy deci-

sions in the nation’s history. The Bush Administration needed support from the UN and the international 

society with regard to launching an invasion and thereby get involved in a new external conflict. The deci-

sion to get involved in a new conflict could not solely be based on the objective to expand democracy in the 

Middle Eastern region and to shelter the world from rogue states with WMD’s. In the time span prior to the 

invasion, the Administration had their attention directed towards the range of potential strategies that 

could be relevant in connection with the invasion instead of focusing on the extent to which such an inva-

sion was necessary (Neely, p. 40). President Bush’s philosophy of life was affected by several factors such as 

history, which went back to the Persian Gulf War (1991) and George H.W. Bush’s Administration’s countless 

efforts to halt the spreading of nuclear proliferation within Iraq. 

                                                           
1 Resolution 687: It required Iraq to demolish its nuclear, chemical and biological weapons and to abstain from developing others. Furthermore, it 
called for war reparations to Kuwait.  
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 President Bush used Iraq’s disobedience and Saddam Hussein’s failure to obey UN resolutions enacted 

between 1991 and 1998 as a way to obtain enough support to adopt new resolutions. Nonetheless, the 

Bush Administration recognized that Iraq’s disobedience of UN resolutions was more than simply the own-

ership of WMD’s and chemical weapons. The Administration integrated Iraq’s rejection to act in accordance 

with UN Resolution 688, denouncing suppression of the population arguing:”Iraq continues to commit ex-

tremely grave violations of human rights, and that the regime's repression is all pervasive” (Presidential 

Rhetoric, 2002).  

4.2.1 Personal involvement in the FPDM 

As mentioned earlier, the terrorist attack on 9/11 came as a shock to the President as well as for the entire 

American population and international society. There is a potential opportunity that the attacks distorted 

President Bush’s general view of how to achieve security worldwide. However, he saw the liberation of the 

Afghan population as being a positive result of U.S. involvement in the Middle Eastern region (Neely, p. 41). 

In his 2002 State of the Union Address he argued that states “such as Iran, Iraq and North Korea and their 

terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world” (The Washington Post, 

2002). Additionally, Bush believed that the U.S. had to be both a government watchdog and defender of 

the world’s population. He was further convinced that rogue states making attempts to build up mass wea-

ponry to be the largest threat to global peace, and was certain that the U.S. was able, even without backing 

from the UN, to preserve international peace and security at all costs (Neely, p. 41-42).  

4.2.1.1 Emotional intelligence  

During his presidency, President Bush showed evidence of confidence in matters related to FPDM. In com-

parison to former presidents like Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard M. Nixon, Bush had a propensity to take 

negative feedback of his decisions and policies too personal. He had a tendency to characterize himself as 

‘a gut actor.’ Moreover, he believed that “his faith provides a lens through which to see the world as it is 

and is the source of his willingness to take bold risks, even in face of severe criticism”(Woodward, 2003, p. 

421).  

As mentioned, President Bush was “a gut actor” who tended to rely on his gut feeling. This tendency have 

to some extent pressured him to enact inaccurate decisions and make wrong evaluations on Iraq and its 

possible possession of WMD’s even though intelligence showed no signs on such weaponry. Moreover, the 

gut feeling might have pushed the president to imagine a connection between Al-Qaeda and Saddam Hus-

sein. A connection that was non-existing according to official reports. Due to Bush’s spontaneity and gut 

feelings, his capacity to evaluate incoming information objectively became a barrier in his preparation and 
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implementation of foreign policy decisions. Inside the Bush Administration a milieu of wishful thinking was 

established.  

The discussions concerning the approaching invasion of Iraq dealt with issues such as ‘how to go to war’ 

instead of ‘whether or not the war should happen.’ President Bush and his Administration decided to “go to 

war without requesting and evidently without being influenced by any strategic-level intelligence assess-

ments on any aspect of Iraq” shortly after he ran low on gut reactions and “cherry-picked” intelligence in-

formation (Pillar, 2006). The Presidents antipathy to negative feedback of his policies or decision to enter 

into war with Iraq might have to some extent affected the intelligence from his advisors inside the Admin-

istration. It is possible that this dislike shielded him from receiving useful and valuable information, which 

could have benefitted his decisions. If President Bush had had the inclination to objectively evaluate incom-

ing intelligence and be less personally involved in the conflict, it is likely that he would have been able to 

establish other means to obtain the vaguely specified ends (Neely, p. 43). 

4.2.1.2 Vision 

President Bush had difficulties in making the right decisions due to his emotional intelligence. However, he 

had a clear policy vision about the Iraq invasion, which at times was accused of being too far-reaching. 

Among the accusations of his vision was that it focused more on overriding and general objectives instead 

of realistic policy approaches. One of the objectives was to remove the Iraqi leader, Saddam Hussein from 

power and pass on the power to the Iraqi people. Moreover, Bush also wanted to eliminate Iraq’s nuclear 

weaponry and thereby also Saddam Hussein’s abilities to utilize such weapons. Simply put, the Bush Admin-

istration wanted to carry on the global war on terror as initiated in Afghanistan (Neely, p. 47). In relation to 

Iraq, President Bush had a vision regarding a rebuilding of the nation with the establishment of democracy 

as one of the core values. In a speech in February 2003, Bush argued: “Rebuilding Iraq will require a sus-

tained commitment... we will remain in Iraq as long as necessary, and not a day more” (Presidential Rheto-

ric, 2003). The statement given in 2003 created a picture to both the American population and the interna-

tional society about the Bush Administration and the President’s personal intentions. However, simultane-

ously President Bush “risked having a vision that was unattainable or even counterproductive.” His missing 

element concerning a specific time horizon for U.S. actions in Iraq formed a milieu of weariness amongst 

the American public due to Bush’s reduction of public approval of the legitimacy and justification of the Iraq 

invasion. As mentioned, Bush was an individual controlled by a vision, which prevented him from establish-

ing specific short-term oriented objectives. His focus was instead directed towards the ‘larger picture’, 

something he may have believed to be impracticable had he analyzed it more narrowly (Neely, p. 47).  
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4.2.1.3 Beliefs  

Three main factors should be mentioned when analyzing Bush’s decision to invade Iraq and in that way 

initiating a war in the Middle East. The first factor is Bush’s relation to the former U.S. president and his 

father, George H. W. Bush. The relationship and the decision the Administration of Bush Senior took during 

the First Gulf War (1990/1991) have to some extent affected the decisions the Bush Junior’s Administration 

enacted in relation to Iraq in 2003 (Lobe, 2008). Moreover, scholars have argued that the Bush Administra-

tion had Iraq as a top priority prior to the 9/11 attacks (O’Neill, quoted in Leung, 2004). The second factor is 

related to Bush’s religious background, which may have prompted a world view without nuances or varia-

tions and with a focus directed towards two extremes. This world view was clearly expressed in the rhetoric 

describing U.S. and the “coalition of the willing facing an axis of evil”. The final factor is related to the 9/11 

attacks, which left significant mark on Bush’s presidency (Quoted in Genovese, 2004, p. 144). The terror 

attacks strengthened earlier verified inclinations supporting unilateralism and disbelieve of international 

organizations. These personal beliefs affected Bush’s foreign policy decisions. Instead of using sanctions or 

gain support from the international society for a UN intervention, President Bush saw a military interven-

tion as the most favorable solution to remove Saddam Hussein from power (Singh, 2006, p. 20).  

During the initial phase of the decision making process related to the approaching Iraq invasion some par-

ticular influence of beliefs can be identified. Firstly, President Bush had had a long-standing belief in the 

enmity of Saddam Hussein preventing him from updating his strategies as new intelligence became acces-

sible (Strein, 2008, p. 106). Secondly, Bush was certain that the decisions made to invade Iraq were essen-

tial in order to halt Saddam Hussein’s manufacturing of nuclear weapons. Thirdly, conflicting intelligence 

was without difficulty filtered in and interpreted by existing beliefs about Saddam Hussein’s actions as well 

as unconfirmed intelligence about his acquisition of material such high-strength aluminum tubes. Such in-

telligence was used without prober verification, which can be defined as a result of human desire for uni-

formity (Ibid, p. 105).  

4.3 The presidential leadership style  

The leadership style of President Bush was marked by a firm persistence. In cases, as the decision to invade 

Iraq, Bush reacted prompt to point out his line of action and stick to it. In other situations he has pushed 

the complicated problems to the future as with the policy concerning North Korea. Moreover, he was also 

an individual who was not afraid to take up another position if needed like when he initially rejected, then 

supported, the establishment of a Homeland Security Department. Those who supported President Bush 

have characterized him as a leader sticking to his instincts and gut feelings.  
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Once he has identified or selected an objective he rarely looked back. Additionally, he was a leader and an 

individual asking questions marked by seriousness and relevance (Allen & Broder, 2004).  

David Gergen served as an advisor during the Nixon, Ford, Reagan, and Clinton Administrations. Today, he 

is the director of the Center for Public Leadership and professor at the John F. Kennedy School of Govern-

ment at Harvard University. In 2003, David Gergen analyzed the strengths and weaknesses of the Bush Ad-

ministration. In comparison to his supporters the critics of President Bush characterized him as being over-

confident, inattentive and an individual who paid little attention to potential danger and was only interest-

ed in listening to the sound of his own voice. Moreover, they argued that Bush was inaccurate and had a 

tendency to say one thing and then do something completely different. The scholar, George C. Edwards 

have argued that approval ratings for recent U.S. presidents was about 35 percentage point more among 

their own party members than among parts of the population who identified themselves with other par-

ties. An example could be George H. W. Bush who had a usual gap between Republicans and Democrats of 

37 percentage points. Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton had an average gap up to 50 percentage point higher. 

Additionally, George W. Bush had an outstanding gap as his approval rating within the Republican Party 

was at the high end of the 80s and around 20 among the Democrats - a gap of more than 80 percentage 

points (Gergen, 2003). 

Moreover, President Bush was during his presidency an individual guided by command-and-control ap-

proach, which to a greater extent changed today’s perception of leadership. In comparison to previous 

presidents, Bush was a top-down, influential and courageous leader, who looked towards the horizon and 

the bigger picture, focusing on no more than three objectives at a time. He was an individual who expected 

his advisors to follow him and his visions and if not they were excluded. In addition, he was a president who 

once a decision was taken no further revision was made. Once deciding on a line of action his job was then 

to persuade the American public to support his ideas and chosen path. However, if the public did not show 

confidence, President Bush was sure that the public would come to their senses and support his proposals. 

Through experience, Bush acquired knowledge on how to obtain the public’s support. He had through the 

years experienced that if he and his Administration repeated a message several times the public would at 

some point allow him to act, even though they were not totally convinced or persuaded.  

In addition, George W. Bush was a risky man. If a mission seemed important enough he would take the risk 

and do whatever had to be done in order to archive his goal. If it led to his presidency being at risk he con-

tinued to pursue his instinct and gut feeling. President Bush was a leader who had the ability to restructure 

the geopolitical landscape far more intensely than previous presidents.  
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In the aftermath of 9/11, the Bush Administration managed to sent two U.S. military forces on mission 

abroad, remove two brutal political leaders from power, they assured that the U.S. would help with the 

reconstruction of Iraq. The former American philosopher, Sidney Hooks said this about Bush’s presidency 

and reshaping of U.S. foreign policy: “Bush’s leadership was not just eventful – it was event-making.” In 

addition, the American columnist and political commentator, Charles Krauthammer has stated that: “Bush’s 

astonishing performance since September 11 left the world reeling and Democrats seething. The pretender 

has not just seized the throne. He was acting like a king. Nay, an emperor.”  

It is likely that President Bush would have been a run-of-the-mill president if it was not for the war on ter-

ror. After 9/11 the American public supported their president, which to a large extent fueled his general 

popularity. However, it would be wrong only to state that the global threat of terror raised Bush’s populari-

ty domestically. To be honest, a majority of the American public was thrilled for his drive and ability to act 

shortly after 9/11. He hit back against the nation's enemies without apologizing. Yet, parts of the American 

public will always dislike top-down dominated leaders. But, sometime they have to eat humble pie and 

admit that both during good and bad times, a larger part of the public prefer this particular leadership style.  

Additionally, the American population has always admired risk takers such as President Bush. “From the 

Pilgrims who sailed on the Arabella to the astronauts who flew to the moon, from the cavalry at Little Big 

Horn to the troops at Omaha Beach on D-Day a willingness to take risks has been and will always be an 

essential part of the nation’s DNA"(Ibid, 2003). Those who supported President Bush argued that his drive 

had served the nation in a positive way during periods marked by international crisis and domestic chal-

lenges. Here the attacks on 9/11 stand as a clear example. In this particular situation, the Bush managed to 

act quickly and without hesitation. Shortly after the attacks, he initiated his war against Al-Qaeda and Osa-

ma bin Laden. Critics of Bush’s leadership argued that his foreign policy decisions led to a bloody stalemate 

within Iraq and a weakening of the national economy (Allen & Broder, 2004).  

4.4 Section conclusion 

The initiation to invade Iraq can be defined as one of the most important decisions made in the history of 

U.S. foreign policy. The relatively weak emotional intelligence paired with his gut based manners and 

choosy use of information regarding WMD and the rising threat of terrorism held him from making rational 

and well-balanced decisions and strategies. President Bush’s presidential leadership was marked by unreal-

istic and basic comprehension of the consequences and costs an invasion of Iraq could cause, which in turn 

leads back to his tendency not to look at all alternatives and their pros and cons before making a final deci-
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sion. The lack of essential personal values like emotional intelligence and the ability to analyze incoming 

intelligence at a higher level contributed to forming a negative picture of President Bush’s’ leadership style.  

If the president had had the capability to set aside personal beliefs and values in the decision making pro-

cess and “strived to delve deeper into policy formulation and analysis with his advisors, he might have 

achieved a decision making process that benefitted his foreign policy, and furthermore, his legacy.” Moreo-

ver, it is important to mention that President Bush was a leader who took things very seriously - at least if 

you ask his supporters. On the other hand his critics argued that he was being overconfident and an indi-

vidual who paid little attention to potential danger and was only interested in listening to the sound of his 

own voice.  

4.5 The Bush Administration: The concepts of rationality & groupthink  

This section will make use of the RAM to analyze if the Bush Administration’s decision to invade Iraq was 

rational or non-rational. Moreover, the concept of groupthink will be used to examine whether the concept 

affected the decision making process leading up to the Iraq invasion.  

The RAM approach indicates that rational actors are driven by a self-interest and maximization of utilities 

as a way to obtain their objectives. The concept of rationality has been defined by various scholars and the 

American economist Milton Friedman defined the concept like this: “rationality is an act of balancing costs 

against benefits to arrive at an action that maximizes personal advantage.” The analysis of the rationality 

related to the Bush Administration’s decision making process will make use of the RAM’s principle. Moreo-

ver, Herbert Simon’s concept of bounded rationality will also be included. This concept will allow taking the 

facts of human rationality and the restrictions of knowledge into consideration. Herbert Simon argues that 

bounded rationality “allow us to denote behavior that is appropriate to specified goals in the context of a 

given situation.” Thus “one has to deal with the realities of human rationality, that is, with bounded ration-

ality” to fully understand the Administration’s decision to act offensively towards Iraq (D’alessandro, p. 10).  

Moreover, the rational approach highlights that an actor’s decisions and choices emanate from a ‘prefer-

ence-maximizing behavior’ where the alternative with the highest net gain will be selected. By using the 

RAM the analysis will focus on the fact that foreign policy decisions are made as a way to maximize utilities 

and that the Bush Administration’s chose “the alternative whose consequences were preferred in term of 

their utility function and each set of consequences in order of preference”. The enacted decision to act 

offensively towards Iraq was due to that the option “whose consequences ranked highest in the decision 

maker’s payoff function.” This conjecture provides access to argue that foreign policy failures might appear 

when objectives are not archived and utilities are not rationally maximized (Ibid, p. 11).  
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4.5.1 The key objectives 

The following section will analyze the Bush’s Administrations decision to initiate an invasion of Iraq as well 

as its three key objectives related to the invasion. The lawfulness of the invasion, which emerged from the 

decision, will not be dealt with. By focusing solely on the decision making process of the Administration 

questions about international law and standards can be sorted out. One of the objectives, which will be 

analyzed below is the one regarding spreading a more Western-oriented model of democracy across the 

Middle Eastern region. Numerous researchers stated that this particular objective was secondary compared 

to the objectives related to fighting terrorism and halting the increase of WMD’s (D’alessandro, p. 8). Fur-

thermore, the section will analyze to what extent the Bush Administration was able to maximize its objec-

tives by conquering Iraq. Was the decision to act offensively towards Iraq rational?   

According to the RAM, rational foreign policy decision-makers have ideas into which calculated objectives 

are visualized. Afterwards, the decision-maker makes an assessment of their available alternatives for 

achieving the particular objectives; evaluate potential costs of a suggested method of action. Subsequently, 

the rational actor will decide on an alternative, which is value maximizing and where the costs peaks in 

obtaining the objectives. In the period from September 11, 2001 and March 17, 2003 and on the basis of 

the NSS 2002 and speeches delivered by both President Bush and professionals of his Administration, three 

key security objectives were created to advance U.S. interest on a global scale. The objectives were: over-

come terrorism, spreading democracy in the Middle Eastern region and halting the expansion of WMD’s. 

The line of actions used by the Bush Administration in order to obtain their objectives was specified in the 

NSS 2002 (D’alessandro, p. 14). An analysis of the three objectives is necessary in order to answer if the 

decision to invade Iraqi soil was marked by rational thinking and a maximization of utilities to remove 

threats. In the event that an objective was not obtained the Administration would not have the ability to 

maximize its utilities. Therefore, the decision would be characterized as being non-rational and a disap-

pointment in endeavoring to maximize a particular objective. As mentioned earlier, an objective not ob-

tained or does not maximize the payoff function of the decision-maker is considered to be a foreign policy 

failure (Ibid, p. 15).  

Objective 1 – Overcome terrorism  

The United States of America is a nation, which has a large economic and political effect on nations world-

wide. It is important to note that the U.S. is not interested in utilizing the nation’s military strength and 

political influence to achieve and seek unilateral benefits. Instead, the Federal Government sees the fight 

against the nation’s enemies as their primary task. To create a balance of power that supports human free-

dom and an environment where societies and nations worldwide can select for themselves the profit and 
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challenges related to economic and political independence are among the primary objectives and wishes. 

The world will automatically become a better and more peaceful place to live if societies and nations 

worldwide are given the opportunity to improve their living standards. However, the peace needs to be 

defended and the foremost threat to international peace in the 21st century is the threat of terrorism (Na-

tional Security Strategy, 2002). President Bush stated in the NSS 2002 the following about the U.S. and its 

fight against external threats: 

Defending our Nation against its enemies is the first and fundamental commitment of the 

Federal Government. Enemies in the past needed great armies and great industrial capabili-

ties to endanger America. Now, shadowy networks of individuals can bring great chaos and 

suffering to our shores for less than it costs to purchase a single tank. We must forging new, 

productive international relationships and redefining existing ones in ways that meet the 

challenges of the twenty-first century (National Security Strategy, 2002). 

The American political commentator Robert Kagan stated in 2008 that “‘whatever the Bush Administration 

has failed to do, it has not failed to protect Americans from another attack on the homeland” (Kagan, 

2008). After 9/11 the only way to obtain peace and security “was through the path of action.” The Bush 

Administration saw an invasion of Iraq as the first logical move towards a total elimination of Al-Qaeda. In 

accordance with the NSS 2002, an invasion of Iraq was the most favorable line of action to obtain the over-

all aim of eliminating Al-Qaeda since Iraq “sponsored terrorism around the globe” (National Security Strat-

egy, 2002, p. 14). Additionally, the Canadian- American neoconservative political commentator David Frum 

joined in on Kagan’s argument by stating that “the U.S. homeland has enjoyed almost complete immunity 

from acts of international terrorism” (Frum, 2008). The arguments made by Kagan and Frum focused on 

how the U.S. in the best possible way could tackle the immediate threats to American security.  

The decision made by the Administration to enter Iraqi soil as a way to prevent attacks on U.S. soil can be 

characterized as being rational as it maximized its utilities in guaranteeing that terrorist attacks have hap-

pened on national soil ever since the Iraq invasion (Lynch & Singh, 2008, p. 114). Appendix A shows the 

number of attempted and victorious terrorist attacks carried out by Al-Qaeda and its supporters in the U.S. 

It dates from 1988 until 2013 where only one attack took place between 2003 and 2013. It is important to 

note, that the Bush Administration identified the threat of terrorism as being international rather than 

simply a threat towards the U.S. and American interests worldwide. President Bush stated in a State of the 

Union Address in January, 2002 that the terrorist networks “view the entire world as their battlefield, and 

we must pursue them wherever they are” (Bush, 2002/January). Even though the U.S. entered Iraqi soil in 

2003 Al-Qaeda was still an organization with the ability of causing harm.  
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The Al-Qaeda organization has had a hand in numerous attacks in the period between 2001 and 2013 com-

pared to the years between 1995 and 2001. Since the Iraq invasion violent attacks have taken place in 

countries like Indonesia, Kenya, the United Kingdom and Turkey (see Appendix B) (D’alessandro, p. 18).  

In the time leading up to the invasion the amount of global attacks executed by Al-Qaeda was relatively 

low. Afterwards, the number of attacks increased at a rate from thirty-eight attacks between December 

1992 and March 2003 to around 1420 attacks in the time span between March 2003 and December 2013. 

Additionally, ahead of 9/11 no catalogues shows that Al-Qaeda executed attacks in Western Europe or 

North America. In the aftermath of terrorist attacks eleven attacks was carried out by Al-Qaeda whereas six 

of the attacks occurred after the U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003 (National Consortium for the Study of 

Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism).  

Objective 2 – Spreading democracy  

The second key objective was the spreading of democracy in the Middle Eastern region. In the NSS 2002 

the Administration stated that “all nations and all societies can choose for themselves the rewards and 

challenges of political and economic liberty” (National Security Strategy, 2002). The then Vice President, 

Richard Cheney said that “the Iraq invasion would allow for freedom-loving peoples of the region to have a 

chance to promote the values that can bring lasting peace” (Office of the Press Secretary, 2002).  

Inside the Administration was a hope and faith that an invasion of Iraq would not only spread democracy 

within the country as well as transforming it but also expand throughout the Middle Eastern region – a 

central interest to the U.S. That was the rational objective stated by the Bush Administration (Pressman, 

2009, p. 154). President Bush was certain that the most favorable way to maximize his Administration’s 

utilities and spread democracy in the Middle East was through an invasion. The rational idea was to change 

the entire region and build up a democracy in line with American interests. The interests was among others 

an undisturbed flow of gas and oil, allowance of military traffic to pass through the Suez Canal, a guarantee 

for the safety of regional allies like Israel and Saudi Arabia and collaboration in relation to military, counter-

terrorism and proliferation matters (D’alessandro, p. 22).  

However, not every nation in the region experienced the same amount of pressure from the U. S. in rela-

tion to establish a democracy. The pressure was mainly directed towards non-allied nations to the U.S. like 

Lebanon, Iraq and Iran. Additionally, nations like Saudi Arabia and Egypt, which was allied to the U.S. expe-

rienced smaller strain for establishing democracy (Pressman, 2009, p. 160). Moreover, the Bush Administra-

tion became embroiled in a ‘conflict of interest problem’ with regard to their short-dated security objective 

conflicting with their longer objective of establishing democracy.  
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The professors of political science Imad Salamey and Frederic Pearson stated that an achievement of sup-

port for democracy and the overall human rationale of establishing a democracy in Iraq were often set 

aside due to the U.S. prioritization of a more stable and secure Middle East. The unequal balance entailed a 

lack of coherence in the U.S. foreign policy towards the Middle East in relation to expand democratic val-

ues. The U.S. was accused of cover up its actual interests related to security and penalization of the nation’s 

enemies by discussing the establishment of democracy and democratic values to every nation in the Middle 

Eastern region (Salamey & Pearson, 2012, p. 936).  

Objective 3 – Halting the expansion of WMD’s 

In the lead up to the invasion the Bush Administration stated several times that Iraq was in possession of 

chemical, biological and a nuclear weapon development program with the capacity of fabricate nuclear 

warheads (Pressman, 2009, p. 165). Additionally, in September 2002, President Bush and his Vice President 

Cheney strongly emphasized that: “Iraq was seeking a nuclear bomb and with fissile material could build 

one within one year” (Bush, 2002, p. 1696).  

The Bush Administration was convinced that an invasion was the best suitable solution to halt a further 

development of Iraq’s nuclear weapon program and an increased spreading of such weapons to terrorist 

organizations. Afterwards, intelligence has shown that the U.S. was incapable of locating any active WMD’s 

and appertaining programs. A report on the pre-war evaluation compiled by the U.S. Intelligence Communi-

ty drew attention to the fact that a 2002 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) survey had exaggerated intel-

ligence coverage, which provided an incorrect depiction of intelligence (Select Committee on Intelligence 

United States Senate, 2014, p. 14). An Iraqi Survey Group (ISG) led by David Kay entered Iraqi soil in Octo-

ber 2003 with the aim of identifying WMD’s. The ISG concluded in a report from 2004 that verification for a 

“pre-1991 Iraqi Nuclear Program” was identified. The report further highlighted that “Iraq’s ability to re-

constitute a nuclear weapons program progressively decayed after that date.” Besides, the ISG argued that: 

“Saddam Hussein and his regime had ended the nuclear program in 1991 following the Gulf war and that he 

had not taken any steps towards developing nuclear weapons or related materials.” As the ISG report stat-

ed the WMD program of Iraq was closed in 1991, the objective about halting the expansion of WMD’s had 

already been accomplished (Central Intelligence Agency, 2004). 

At the time the Bush Administration decided to invade Iraq it was impossible to find reports or official doc-

uments stating that Iraq was in possession of WMD’s or any nuclear related material. Therefore the ration-

ality for initiating an invasion as a way to accomplish an arms limitation, which the Administration based it’s 

highly significant policy decisions upon is questionable. Despite the presented intelligence indicating that 

no WMD’s was found, the Bush Administration continued to articulate that Iraq was in possession of nucle-
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ar weapons and pushed for an invasion to remove this particular threat. Moreover, the Administration con-

tinued to organize resources in the efforts to halt the expansion and proliferation of the nuclear weapons. 

Data shows that the invasion cost the U.S. hundreds of billions of dollars and more than 35,000 casualties 

(Pressman, 2009, p. 165 – 166). The objective to halt the expansion of Iraq’s WMD’s by way of an invasion 

can therefore be defined as a foreign policy failure. Another important aspect was that the U.S. continued 

to spend numerous of resources on locating non-existing nuclear weapons in Iraq while nation’s like North 

Korea and Iran were working hard to improve their national nuclear programs (Ibid p. 179).  

4.5.1.1 Section conclusion 

By applying the RAM on the Iraq situation, it is possible to identify that the consequences of invading Iraqi 

soil as a way to overcome terrorism was greater than the gains of the invasion. Data shows that the Bush 

Administration was unable to maximize its objectives of overcoming terrorism by applying military troops in 

Iraq. Instead of eliminating global terrorism evidence have shown that it has grown and areas of Iraq are 

under the rule of IS. Pressman argues that the U.S. invasion of Iraq helped Al-Qaeda. The chaos and disor-

der that followed in the country afterwards formed a training area as well as a “symbolic rallying cry”, 

which worked as a source of inspiration for groups and individuals with a related way of thinking and hostil-

ity towards the United States of America (Pressman, 2009, p. 176). In conclusion the decision made by the 

Bush Administration to invade Iraq can be defined as being a non-rational decision and foreign policy fail-

ure as the amount of negative consequences was significantly higher than the positive gains. Moreover, the 

Administration identified an invasion of Iraq as the most favorable solution in order to establish democracy 

and spread peace throughout the Middle Eastern region and thereby obtaining its objective. Yet, the objec-

tive has not been fully obtained due to the continued political instability and sectarian division within the 

country pared with the growth of IS in the country’s northern areas.  

Today, Iraq functions as a training ground for terrorist networks and anti-democratic divisions. In compari-

son to the Administration’s foreign policy failure to spread democracy, Professor Oz Hassan argues that 

President Bush “had left a legacy of institutional construction in the aftermath of the 2003 invasion. He was 

capable of forming the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI), the Middle East Free Trade Area (MEFTA), 

and the Broader Middle East and North Africa initiative (BMENA)” (D’alessandro, p. 24). Moreover, experts 

believe that the U.S. ability to remove Saddam Hussein from power in 2002 had an effect on opposition 

activist in other Arab nations dealing with a too powerful dictator. This effect and the displayed opportunity 

to actually remove a dictator from power lead to the Arab Spring in 2011 (Hussain, 2013). Furthermore, it 

can be concluded based on the above mentioned objectives that there was a small amount of rationality 

behind the decision to invade Iraq.  
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The main reason behind the decision was a personal conviction of President Bush and some of his key advi-

sors that the nation was in possession of WMD. Intelligence has later shown that Iraq was not in possession 

of nuclear weapons prior to the invasion. To further conclude, the decision to halt the expansion of WMD’s 

in Iraq can be characterized as being a non-rational for several reasons. Firstly, the Bush Administration 

employed numerous physical and financial resources on the attempt to halt an expansion of nuclear wea-

ponry which was non-existing to begin with. Secondly, as no nuclear weapons were to be found and to be 

proliferated to terrorist organizations the decision can be regarded as non-rational and a foreign policy 

failure (National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, 2004, p. 61).  

4.5.2 The concept of groupthink  

The first part of the following analyses will examine to what extent the Bush Administration’s decision mak-

ing process was influenced by Irving Janis’ concept of groupthink. The second part will analyze if the Bush 

Administration became a victim to groupthink and to what extent this led to implementations of irrational 

decisions (Gardner, p. 2). President Bush and his team of advisors were unable to fully maximize its three 

key objectives in relation to the Iraqi invasion. Moreover, the decision to initiate an invasion was therefore 

non-rational and a foreign policy failure. However, it is important to note that the lack of rationality does 

not make it ipso facto an irrational decision as the Administration’s overall rationality was to some extent 

bounded.  

As mentioned in the theoretical section, the concept of groupthink was formulated and analyzed by Irving 

Janis. The concept offers a psychological group dynamic approach to a political decision making process. It 

can be used as a tool to help identify why skilled, resourceful individuals enact imperfect decisions and 

policies when working in a group-based milieu (Badie, 2010, p. 279). Decisions made in a group-based envi-

ronment belong to the category dealing with the decision unit group-level decision making. This decision 

unit is marked by groups composed of members whose loyalty is intended for the group, and the members 

is not required to seek knowledge and support elsewhere. Decisions made within groups e.g. a presidential 

advisory are often decisions related to highly important issues like global epidemics such as AIDS or Ebola 

or global terrorism. Moreover, is it not unusual that a group will reach consensus and enact a decision on 

the basis of unanimity (groupthink) or majority voting (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 19). The group-level de-

cision making process emphasize that groups who find themselves within the decision making process ex-

perience a larger strain where more rational alternatives are overlooked and investigations turn out to be 

imprecise. Janis explained the concept of groupthink as “a mode of thinking that people engage in when 

they are deeply involved in a cohesive in-group – when members’ strivings for unanimity override their 

motivation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action” (D’alessandro, p. 33).  
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Dina Badie, a professor in international studies, concludes that it is necessary to fully understand the con-

cept of groupthink before one can understand the decision making process of the Bush Administration 

which resulted in the Iraq invasion. An understanding of the concept provides one with the opportunity to 

follow the Administration’s invasion of Iraq as a central element in its war on terror.  

Furthermore, Badie states that prior to 9/11 the Iraqi leader, Saddam Hussein, was considered as being an 

irrational and brutal actor but yet a leader who posed no threat in relation to the United States’ national 

interests (Badie, 2010, p. 278). However, after the attacks a shift appeared. Saddam Hussein was now per-

ceived as not only a brutal and dehumanized leader but also a major threat to U.S. security and national 

interests. According to Badie, the decision to include Iraq as an element in America’s war on terror was 

“pathologically driven by groupthink in the post-9/11 environment, resulting in a flawed decision making 

process and a shift in the Bush Administration’s image of Iraq’s dictator.” Therefore, it makes sense to in-

corporate the concept of groupthink as a way to understand the decision making process that occurred 

inside the Bush Administration. Moreover, the concept will provide access to analyze why this particular 

Middle Eastern leader out of the blue became a major threat from an American point of view and evaluate 

if the decision making process was influenced by irrationality (Ibid).  

As with every theories, the concept of groupthink also received criticism. Among the critics were James 

Esser and Joann Lindoerfer claiming that it is not a necessity that all groupthink symptoms exists in relation 

for groupthink to appear. Moreover, they argue that one should focus on the general patterns of symptoms 

instead of the presence of each individual one (Esser & Lindoerfer, 1989, p. 176). Glen Whyte, professor of 

organizational behavior and human resource management, is also among the critics of Janis’ groupthink 

model. Whyte is questioning Janis’ observation of concurrence-seeking in relation to stress, stating that the 

symptoms of groupthink is a result of overconfidence and unnecessary self-efficacy. Moreover, he states 

that the Bush Administration acted as it did was mainly due to overconfidence and not extreme pressure 

and stress. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze to what extent the Administration was influenced by over-

confidence ahead of its decision to initiate an invasion of Iraq (Whyte, 1998, p. 190).  

Additionally, one can ask the question if a potential overconfidence was influenced by insecurity. The 

American historian and educator, Melvyn Leffler has argued that in the aftermath of 9/11 the concept of 

fear formed and influenced the overall strategy of the Bush Administration by “elevating pre-emption to a 

new state of importance” as formulated in the Bush Doctrine. The foreign policy strategies of the Bush Ad-

ministration were based on pre-emption and thereby fear – a fear that future enemy attacks were immi-

nent.  
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After 9/11 the then National Security Council (NSC)Advisor Condoleezza Rice expressed that “there is no 

longer any doubt that today America faces an existential threat to our security-a threat as great as any we 

faced during the Civil War, World War II, or the Cold War” (Leffler, 2003, p. 1049).Data reveals that the 

Bush Administration acted in a confident manner, but a confidence characterized by fear and insecurity, 

strongly highlighted by its policy related to pre-emption and post-9/11 anxiety (Badie, 2010, p. 283).  

4.5.2.1 The Bush Administration & groupthink  

The following section will incorporate groupthink symptoms and analyze whether or not these occurred 

within the Bush Administration and whether or not they influenced the decision making process. Ahead of 

the analysis on to what extent the Bush Administration was influenced by any groupthink symptoms, the 

preceding circumstances of groupthink such as group cohesiveness, narrow-mindedness as well as the ap-

pearance of a leader presents his views and potential solutions must be established. In relation to group 

narrow-mindedness Richard Clarke (Chief Counter-Terrorism advisor) argued that the decision making pro-

cess related to Iraq was influenced by a small group of loyalists stating the Bush was a man who “had a very 

narrow, regulated, highly regimented set of channels to get advice.” In addition, Bush argued that “I have 

no outside advice. Anybody who claims they’re an outside advisor of this Administration is not telling the 

truth – the only true advice I get is from our war council” (Lemann, 2003). These statements are clear ex-

amples of the fact that group narrow-mindedness occurred within the Bush Administration.  

In relation to the two other components, group cohesiveness and appearance of leadership, Badie claims 

that individuals such as Donald Rumsfeld, Richard Cheney, Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz identified the 

Administration to be “a viable protective mechanism.” Enclosed by individuals sharing the neoconservative 

vision and who all supported a regime change in Iraq during the presidency of George H. W. Bush, they” 

preyed on other members of the Administration like Colin Powell and George Tenet through an internaliza-

tion of intelligence and policies” (Badie, 2010, p. 281). In the aftermath of 9/11, President Bush took on 

promotional leadership together with Rumsfeld and Cheney. They sought to heighten the sensitivity of the 

Administration in relation to groupthink as members looked for leadership after the deadly terrorist attacks 

(Ibid, 2010, p. 283). Furthermore, the terrorist attacks on 9/11 resulted in an inter-group rivalry. The Bush 

Administration began to disbelieve and develop mistrust to the national defense agencies. The Administra-

tion was convinced that the effort made by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in order to “connect the 

dots” was too reduced. Moreover, the CIA “should collect their own information, acting as a smart govern-

ment that would integrate all sources of information to see the enemy as a whole” (National Commission 

on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, 2004, p. 401). At a higher level, these aspects point towards 

the circumstances of groupthink.  
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Badie concludes that “the decision making process, stress, promotional leadership and intergroup conflict 

conduced groupthink in the aftermath of 9/11 as members of the core group were under pressure to pro-

duce effective policy in response to the attacks” (Badie, 2010, p. 283). 

4.5.2.1.1 Over-valuations 

Irving Janis’ first symptom of groupthink is the illusion of invulnerability, which is capable of generating “an 

exaggerated confidence and calls for excessive risk-taking” meanwhile another symptom the belief in a 

group’s inherent moral sense might force them to take no notice of both moral and ethical costs due to 

their decisions (Janis, 1972, p. 197-198). These two symptoms will undoubtedly entail over-valuations. The 

at that time Director of CIA, George Tenet warned the Bush Administration prior to the Iraq invasion that 

such a foreign policy and military action would most likely “result in a surge of global terrorism, the territo-

rial breakup of Iraq and severe strains in relations between the U.S. and its European counterparts.” More-

over, an initiation of war and subsequent occupation of Iraq would undoubtedly encourage a growth in 

political Islam and thereby make the country an attractive location for highly radical individuals throughout 

the Middle Eastern region. Notwithstanding these early warnings, President Bush and his team decided to 

continue their preparations for a military action on Iraqi soil (D’alessandro, p. 43).  

Illusion of Invulnerability 

The American journalist and author, James Mann have argued that the illusion of invulnerability occurred in 

the Bush Administration, shaping an illusion of an “unchallengeable America whose military power was so 

awesome that it no longer needed to make compromises or accommodations with any other nations or 

groups of countries” (Mann & Coll, 2004). Further, Badie concurs with Mann and elaborates that three 

signs of imperfect policy arose from the illusion: unsuccessful to manage and control risks, emergency plans 

and objectives. The Bush Administration made several unsuccessful mistakes prior to the war in Iraq. How-

ever one of the largest mistakes was the Administration’s inadequate far-sightedness and planning (Badie, 

2010, p. 291).  

According to George Tenet the Bush Administration’s unsuccessful endeavors to “seriously consider the 

implications of regime change” was primarily due to the Administration’s lack of a carefully prepared back-

up plan. The Administration operated on the basis of their primary plan A and was convinced that “the Iraqi 

government would be quickly incapacitated, power would be handed over the Iraqi police and army, inter-

national troops would arrive and most American forces would leave within a few months” once the US mili-

tary forces set foot on Iraqi soil (Tenet, 2007, p. 390). In his ‘Mission Accomplished’ address to the nation 

less than two months after the Iraq invasion, President Bush chose to focus on the objective related to re-

gime change within in Iraq and thus ignored the condition that the country would be in after the removal of 
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Saddam Hussein. This can be seen as an example of the failure to manage and control risks, shaping emer-

gency plans and objectives. All together this creates the illusion of invulnerability, which occurred in the 

Bush Administration (Badie, 2010, p. 292).  

Belief in a group’s inherent moral sense  

The Bush Administration incorporated the belief in their inherent moral sense into their invasion of Iraq 

and its further war on terror. This incorporation contributed to form a clear line between the U.S. and it 

enemies, leading to a distorted perception of enemy out-groups and reification of cultural prejudices. 

Moreover, the incorporation gave the Administration permission to publicly preserve an idea of moral 

sense (Badie, 2010, p. 292). President Bush and his Administration justified the Iraqi invasion as an essential 

element to the nation’s broader war on terror, which meant that the Administration eliminated every po-

tential moral fixations linked with national security. The Administration was capable of eliminating poten-

tial moral fixations seeing that the concept of pre-emption was legitimized and formalized within the NSS 

2002 as “a moral imperative to national security” (Badie, 2010, p. 292 & National Security Strategy of the 

United States of America, 2002, p. 21).  

Furthermore, the Bush Administration was also the architect of some complete contrasts in relation to its 

war in Iraq and wider war on terror. President Bush has argued “different circumstances require different 

methods, but not different moralities” (Bush, 2002/June). The establishments of complete contrasts like 

‘right’ and ‘wrong’ as well as ‘good’ versus ‘evil’ produced a ‘self-other’ contrasts where every moral com-

mitments in respect of the enemy was eliminated “with no precedent.”At once the U.S. was defined as 

being ‘good’ for the world and a future promoter of international peace and security (Badie, 2010, p. 292). 

The Administrations lack of morals for and understanding of their enemies abilities meant that it was una-

ble to fully foresee that Saddam Hussein to a certain point was in compliance with UN demands. This con-

viction that Iraq and Saddam Hussein was not in compliance with displayed UN demands proved to be dev-

astating for President Bush and his Administration (Rubin, 2003, p. 47). It was obvious that the U.S. identi-

fied itself as being ‘above the laws of nations’. Its rejection of the Geneva Conventions concerning the 

Guantánamo is an excellent proof (Ibid, p. 59).  

Based in the abovementioned arguments the groupthink symptoms such as the illusion of invulnerability 

and the belief in a group’s inherent moral sense occurred within the Bush Administration. The symptoms 

ended up in over-valuations in the Administration’s abilities to understand the capabilities of their enemies, 

which led to an imperfect decision making process where failures to develop emergency plans and failures 

to formulate clear and specific objectives became a reality.  
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4.5.2.1.2 Narrow mindedness  

Shared rationalization  

According to Irving Janis, the concept of shared rationalization is “shared efforts to rationalize in order to 

discount warnings which might lead the members to reconsider their assumptions” (Janis, 1972, p. 198). By 

including the invasion of Iraq as part of the broader war on terror and the objective to overcome global 

terrorism a connection between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaeda was necessary. This connection should re-

veal that the Iraqi leader was an individual prepared and able to allocate WMD’s with terrorist organiza-

tions and networks. As mentioned earlier an intergroup conflict between the CIA and the Bush Administra-

tion occurred. This conflict entailed a reduced faith in the CIA’s evaluations and judgments, which conse-

quently meant that the Defense Department created the Counter Terrorism Evaluation Group (CTEG). The 

CTEG had as its primary purpose to execute its own investigations to rationalize the Bush Administration’s 

reason to enter into war in the Middle East (Badie, 2010, p. 289).  

Richard Perle, the Middle East advisor to Vice President Cheney argued that the CTEG “began to find links 

that nobody else had previously understood or recorded in a useful way” (Frontline, 2003). Moreover, the 

American journalist and author, Barton Gellman stated that the CTEG started “forming bits of ignored in-

formation to create a picture of an epic struggle between a whole category of nations and us – the U.S” 

(Gellman, 2008). A British official’s notes, later known as The Downing Street Memo, of a meeting in Wash-

ington in July 2002 states that “facts were being fixed around policy’ and not vice versa” (Rycroft, 2002). 

This entailed an essential failure in processing in-coming information. The American author and analyst of 

national security, John Prados has argued that “shared rationalization resulted in the group taking a hy-

pothesis (Saddam and Al-Qaeda were allied) and seeing if the data fit, rather than taking the data and add-

ing it up to form their own conclusions.” Moreover, President Bush as well as other key members of his 

Administration rejected UN and U.S. intelligence reports questioning the WMD allegation (Prados, 2004).  

The management of intelligence exemplifies the efforts made by President Bush and his Administration as 

shared rationalization. The Administration prevented an adversarial discussion to occur, where critics and 

supporters of the invasion would have had the opportunity to speak their mind and present their view-

points. The ongoing tenseness with the CIA meant that the Administration became more shielded and in-

terconnected. This entailed among other things that the Administration in its process of making important 

foreign policy decision to a lesser extent relied on official intelligence reports. The practice of ‘connecting 

the dots’ caused imprecise intelligence and internalization inside the Administration – in relation to the 

question on how it should grasp Saddam Hussein and Iraq (Badie, 2010, p. 291).  
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Therefore, the groupthink symptom of shared rationalization occurred inside the Bush Administration. The 

concept entailed an imperfect decision making process rejecting official intelligence reports and useful in-

coming information.  

4.5.2.1.3 Pressures toward Group Conformity 

Self-censorship & Illusion of unanimity 

The aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attack entailed members within the Bush Administration to collectively 

agree to the Bush Doctrine in two ways. Firstly, an enlarged cohesiveness between the members raised 

their overall aspiration for a wide revenge and as a result their search for other members to support this 

viewpoint as well. Secondly, the promotional leadership of Bush, Rumsfeld and Cheney guaranteed a lack of 

discussion in relation to a wide revenge, which therefore made a military invasion the most favorable solu-

tion (Badie, 2010, p. 285). The Bush Administration placed Iraq as a key priority shortly after 9/11. Accord-

ing to Richard Clarke, this action exemplified that the agenda of the Bush Administration was set early on 

and as the symptoms of groupthink like group conformity began to appear it became difficult for the mem-

bers of the Administration to question or seriously evaluate this declaration. This was mainly due to an 

anxiety of restricting the cohesiveness within the Administration (D’alessandro, p. 48).  

4.6 Section conclusion  

The Administration was incapable of fully maximizing its decision to invade Iraq and thereby also their three 

main objectives underlying the invasion. As a consequence, the decision can be defined as non-rational and 

therefore a foreign policy failure. Nevertheless, professor Paul ‘t Hart asked the following question: “Since 

the decision to invade was not rational, was it therefore irrational or a failed prediction due to their bound-

ed rationality?” He answered that: “processes and outcomes which appear irrational to objective observers 

may in fact be functional from the point of view of individual members or even the entire group” (‘t Hart, 

1994, p. 79).  

The analysis of the Administration’s decision to invade Iraq was enclosed in its rationality. Data shows that 

the decision to invade on the basis of the accessible intelligence led to an unsuccessful forecast due to re-

stricted information. Nevertheless, Dina Badie and former member of the Administration the chief counter-

terrorism advisor Richard Clarke argue that the Administration intentionally bounded itself, limiting the 

flow of intelligence on which to develop its cost-benefits rationality (Badie, 2010, p. 32). Is it possible to 

state that the Administration acted on accessible intelligence in a rational manner, but acted irrational in 

relation to achieving that rational intelligence? Did the Administration act in an irrational manner in gather-

ing intelligence about Iraq? 
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 In order to answer these questions the concept of groupthink was applied. The concept was used to identi-

fying group dynamics inside the Administration. Having stated that the invasion was a foreign policy failure, 

groupthink was a helpful tool used to evaluate why the failure happened.  

The groupthink symptoms related to group conformity appeared and strongly affected the Bush Admin-

istration. Mind guards were used to organize the flow of various types of intelligence to the Bush Admin-

istration, which again managed to convince potential deviants to follow the discourse. The amount of 

groupthink symptoms that occurred within the foreign policy decision making process of the Bush Admin-

istration and its initiation to invade Iraq have undoubtedly influenced the entire policy process. On the ba-

sis of that one can asks the question to what extent the decisions in the Administration’s decision making 

can be marked as irrational. In addition, it is important to note Irving Janis’ argument saying that “group-

think is likely to lead to irrational and dehumanizing actions directed against out-groups” (Janis, 1972, p. 

13). The concept of groupthink entailed irrational actions and decisions being initiated and enacted. The 

symptoms of mind guarding and shared rationalization caused a focused reduction of information on which 

to make a cost-benefit analysis. Moreover, groupthink led to a marginalization of a single leading view-

point, which resulted in an imperfect decision making process and varying illusions. All this reduced the 

ability to make and process rational decisions (Badie, 2010, p. 294).  

5. Analysis part 2: FPDM - Barack Obama 

Presidents and other political leaders tend to create an inner circle consisting of intelligent and determined 

advisors. However, the way in which a president uses such an advisor is important for the quality of the 

advice as well as for the final decision. Today’s political leaders are confronted with a variety of challenges 

such as analyzing the extensive amount of intelligence and evaluating the alternatives related to making 

the final decision. Political researchers who analyze the foreign policy decision making process argue that 

various factors are important in order to comprehend the organization and processes taking place inside 

the White House. The three key factors are: the level of centralization, the degree of multiple advocacy, 

and the use of honest brokers to control the information flow to the president. The following section will go 

into depth with these three key factors and use them as a tool to analyze President Barack Obama’s deci-

sion making style (Pfiffner, 2011, p. 244).  

5.1 The key factors: Centralization, multiple advocacy and honest brokers  

The Presidents of the United States of America have through time faced numerous challenging tasks of 

acquiring profitable intelligence and advice in several different ways. Today’s presidents have a tendency to 

increase the amount of advisors within their Administration as a way to guarantee that the intelligence 

acquired comes from a wider perspective instead of from a reduced group – their Cabinet Secretaries, who 
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in most cases will be spokespersons to their home department. As a tool to avoid the wrong decisions be-

ing made some presidents demanded an organized process of consideration, which should embrace con-

trasting viewpoints and dissimilar alternatives in relation to policies. Other presidents decided to incorpo-

rate honest brokers to their inner circle to guarantee that all views on certain matter would be heard and 

evaluated. President Obama was among those who centralized policy advice and required multiple advoca-

cy when it came to policy considerations. As a way to manage the policy- and decision making process Pres-

ident Obama decided not to incorporate honest brokers into his Administration. He wanted to manage the 

various processes by himself and together with his closest advisory groups (Ibid).  

Centralization  

Since the 1950s and President Dwight D. Eisenhower the majority of the subsequent presidents have fa-

vored a centralized management of policy and information flow to their administration from their teams of 

advisors. The mid-twentieth century was characterized by Administrations with rather limited White House 

personnel and identified the Cabinet members as their most important source of information. President 

Eisenhower was the individual behind the expression ‘Cabinet government – American style’. He defined 

his Cabinet as a consultative scope for the members of the Cabinet to make policy inside their depart-

mental commands. He has stated the following in his directions to his Cabinet:  

You are not supposed to represent your department, your home state, or anything else. You 

are my advisers. I want you to speak freely and, more than that, I would like to have you re-

flect and comment on what other members of the cabinet say (Ibid, p. 245).  

Another central personality in the history of previous U.S. presidents is John F. Kennedy. In the aftermath of 

the invasion of the Bay of Pigs, President Kennedy decided to centralize policy advice within his Administra-

tion and gave the direction to McGeorge Bundy to “establish a little state department”. Furthermore, Pres-

ident Richard M. Nixon, with his distrust to various bureaucracies decided to restructure unites inside the 

White House like the NSC and the Domestic Policy Council to function as substitute department in the de-

veloping phase of various policies. He preferred to establish his own analytic ability under his management 

so that he no longer was required to receive advice from departments of the wider executive branch. This 

entailed that the size of personnel inside the White House increased. Two successive presidents, Jimmy 

Carter and Ronald Regan continued Nixon’s approach with the aim of delegating policy related tasks to 

their Cabinet secretaries. However, both of them realized relatively quickly that they had to place confi-

dence concerning the policy-making process within the White House personnel instead of delegating policy 

related tasks among their Cabinet secretaries. In particular, Ronald Reagan recognized that he had to con-

fide to his closest advisors as an element to manage the policy-making process involved in making foreign 
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policy decisions. Since the presidency of Reagan it has been more or less common to rely on their White 

House personnel at the sacrifice of their Cabinet secretaries (Ibid).  

Multiple Advocacy  

Several experts within the field of political science have examined that an organized policy-making process 

in most cases can improve a political leaders decision making process; or otherwise expressed an unor-

ganized policy-making process can at worst cause damage to the decision making process. President Eisen-

hower has argued that “Organization cannot of course make a successful leader out of a dunce, any more 

than it should make a decision for its chief. But it is effective in minimizing the chances of failure and in 

insuring that the right hand does, indeed, know what the left hand is doing” (Ibid,  p. 246). The author, Al-

exander George, has previously stated that the system of multiple advocacy can be defined as the most 

favorable way to ensure that a presidential team of advisors had the ability of presenting a variety of possi-

ble alternatives prior to an adoption of significant decisions. Moreover, he stated that “the mere presence 

of differing views among White House staffers did not guarantee the effective presentation of alternatives 

to the president.” Therefore, the system of multiple advocacy must be structured in certain way in order to 

guarantee that the spokesman who presents the alternatives to the president is in possession of practical 

and logical assets. Furthermore, a president must actively participate in regard to guarantee a well-

structured and organized discussion concerning policy alternatives (George, 1972).  

 The Obama Administration was marked by a policy- and decision making process where representatives for 

opposing viewpoint and policy alternatives had the ability to openly express their divergence of views di-

rectly to the president. President Obama was a leader who wanted to make sure that contradicting view-

points was being presented to him in the presence of those supporting his policy. In his considerations con-

cerning U.S. actions in Afghanistan, he demanded to be regularly updated on alternatives related to coun-

terterrorism. Alternatives, which the then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Michael Mullen wanted to keep 

hidden from both the president and the general public (Woodward, 2010, p. 237-38). President Obama’s 

overall intake to multiple advocacy was to some extent exemplified by considerations over the war in Af-

ghanistan in the autumn of 2009. These considerations entailed an increase in U.S. troop levels to over 

100,000. In his search for potential alternatives to avoid intensification, President Obama was accused by 

the Vice President in the previous Administration, Richard Cheney, for “dithering.” However, Obama and 

his Administration assured everyone that it would seek debates and dialogues until a satisfactory decision 

was reached (Pfiffner, 2011, p. 247).  
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Honest Brokers 

President Obama decided not to include honest brokers into his Administration during the first years of his 

presidency. A range of scholars such as John Burke and Alexander George in relation to the policy-making 

process in the field of national security; Roger Porter in the field of economic policy-making and James 

Pfiffner in respect to a president’s chief of staff, have studied the role of honest brokers. John Burke ex-

plains that the main role of honest brokers is central to a successful policy- and decision making process on 

a presidential level. Additionally, he argues that: 

The NSC adviser is not just another policy adviser. Rather, the person in that position needs 

to be concerned with the fair and balanced presentation of information to the president and 

those advising the president as well as the overall quality of the organizations and processes 

that come into play in decision making (Burke, 2009, p. 1).  

Alexander George concluded that “honest brokers could constitute a significant factor as a way to assure 

multiple advocacy. An honest broker works for the president with the primary functions to guarantee that 

the large amount of advisors have access to the same resources; include new advisors into the Administra-

tion as well as other sources of information if needed” (Pfiffner, 2011, p. 247). Roger Porter, due to his 

knowledge in the field of economic policy explained that divergence in views should be evaluated with re-

spect and that an honest broker is obligated to “insure that interested parties are represented and that the 

debate is structured and balanced.”  

Moreover, Porter defines honest brokers like this:  

The honest broker and his staff are not intermediaries between departmental advocates and 

the president, like a centralized management staff, but they do more than simply insure due 

process. They promote a genuine competition of ideas, identifying viewpoints not adequate-

ly represented or that require qualification, determining when the process is not producing a 

sufficiently broad range of options, and augmenting the resources of one side or the other so 

that a balanced presentation results. In short, they insure due process and quality control 

(Ibid, p. 248).  

James Pfiffner came to the conclusion that both Cabinet secretaries and White House personnel must be 

certain that their particular views will reach the president’s desk without being affected or changed on the 

way. If the certainty is non-existing the use of various other sources of information occurs as a way to lead 

their viewpoints to the president. The use of other channels will most likely entail a functional disturbance 

in the advisory system as well as the fact the president will be poorly served and informed. 
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 He highlights that Jack Watson (Carter Administration), James A. Baker (Reagan Administration) and Leon 

Panetta (Clinton Administration) can be characterized as successful honest brokers to the president in 

charge. These men guaranteed control in the developmental process of polices. On the contrary, individuals 

such as Harry R. Haldeman (Nixon Administration), Don Regan (Reagan Administration) and John Sununu 

(George H. W. Bush Administration) cannot be characterized as successful honest brokers and all of them 

retired in dishonor (Ibid).  

As mentioned, President Obama decided not to include honest brokers in his decision making process in 

the first years of his presidency. In addition, the chief of staff, Rahm Emanuel played a key role in President 

Obama’s decision making process. However, he was more a policy spokesman, whose policy stances at 

times conflicted with the policy views of other Democrats in the Congress and other of Obama’s advisors.  

The former National Security Advisor James Jones played a role as an honest broker in the considerations 

related to the war in Afghanistan. Yet, President Obama decided to depend on Jones’ deputy Thomas 

Donilon for advice concerning the war in the Middle East. This entailed that Jones felt neglected and that 

his access to the president was restricted. On the contrary, Jones was one of the key individuals in the 

communicating process between civilian leaders inside the White House and the Pentagon (Woodward, 

2010).  

5.2 Barack Obama: The decision-maker  

The RAM approach is, as stated earlier, an important tool, which can be used to analyze polices. Moreover, 

the approach can disclose the most favorable and rational alternative or to some extent explain why par-

ticular alternatives seems more rational to those making the decisions. Barack Obama was a man and lead-

er who acted as rational as possible. He made the best efforts to analyze and evaluate each possible alter-

native and their consequences before making a final decision.  

In 2008, a majority of the American population was convinced that Barack Obama was the man who could 

get the nation back on course - a course different from the one the Bush Administration took after 9/11. 

The Obama Administration wanted to turn away from the angry path that President Bush had followed in 

his fight against global terrorism. Instead, President Obama was interested in establishing an open channel 

of communication between the U.S. and the Muslim world and was certain that any dispute could be 

solved by reason. The belief that problems could be solved by reason and that reason administrate how 

individuals act was one of Obama’s key personal qualities (Luce, 2016).  
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Barack Obama argued in an interview made by Jeffery Goldberg, journalist and editor-in-chief of The Atlan-

tic: 

I believe that the world is a tough, complicated, messy, mean place, and full of hardship and 

tragedy. And in order to advance both our security interests and those ideals and values that 

we care about, we’ve got to be hardheaded at the same time as we’re bighearted, and pick 

and choose our spots, and recognize that there are going to be times where the best that we 

can do is to shine a spotlight on something that’s terrible, but not believe that we can auto-

matically solve it. There are going to be times where we can do something about innocent 

people being killed, but there are going to be times where we can’t (Horsey, 2016).  

President Obama entered into office at a time when the international world order was unstable. The for-

eign policy actions made by the Bush Administration in both Afghanistan and Iraq entailed a weakening of 

the Middle Eastern region's view of the U.S. The Obama Administration took power in a world where geo-

political conflicts were at the top of the international society's political agenda. The unstable world order 

and the large amount of geopolitical conflicts were among the greatest displeasures of the Obama Admin-

istration. Back in 2014, the Russian President Vladimir Putin decided to take possession of the Ukrainian 

peninsula, Crimea. In that context, the then U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry stated: “You just don’t in the 

21st century behave in a 19th-century fashion by invading another country on a completely trumped up 

pretext.” However, the U.S. did the exact same thing in 2003, when the Bush Administration decided to 

invade Iraq.  

Numerous researchers have argued that the U.S. for the last nine years has been blessed with a president 

who possessed a highly developed understanding of the alarming international conflicts. As mentioned 

earlier, Jeffery Goldberg conducted an interview with President Obama as part of an article in The Atlantic. 

The article highlights among other things that an enduring formation related to foreign policy called for a 

well-developed response to every challenge and disturbance of the international order. The Obama Admin-

istration followed this formation’s guidelines when it decided to draw a now-notorious red line concerning 

the use of various chemical weapons in Syria. However, by the time the Syrian leader, Bashar al-Assad 

chose to cross that line the U.S. military troops employed in Syria wanted the President to release cruise 

missiles in order to prevent the U.S. from appearing weak. Nevertheless, President Obama decided not to 

release any cruise missiles. On the other hand, he reorganized his course of action and decided to work 

together with the Russians in order to get the Syrian regime to eliminate its weaponry of chemical weap-

ons. Those who supported Barack Obama and his Administration argued afterwards that a release of cruise 

missiles would create more disorder within a region already hit by massive devastations and instability. 
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Moreover, a missile attack would not have entailed an elimination of Syria’s chemical arms reserves. These 

weapons would then most likely have fallen into the hands of terrorist organizations. The critics of Presi-

dent Obama have argued that he wimped out (Ibid, 2016). In the interview with Jeffery Goldberg, Obama 

argued that, he believed that the international interests of the U.S. were better taken care of by the use of 

diplomacy instead of showing the nation’s military power.  

The overwhelming weight of conventional wisdom and the machinery of our national securi-

ty apparatus had gone fairly far. The perception was that my credibility was at stake that 

America’s credibility was at stake. And so for me to press the pause button at that moment, I 

knew, would cost me politically. I believe that we have to avoid being simplistic. I think we 

have to build resilience and make sure that our political debates are grounded in reality (Ibid, 

2016).  

5.3 Case Studies  

The following section will analyze two significant foreign policy decisions made by the Obama Administra-

tion. The following section will focus on two key foreign policy decision of the Obama Administration and 

the level of uncertainties implicated in these decisions. The two case studies are: The Afghanistan Surge 

(2009) and Operation Neptune Spear (2011). Additionally, the decision to use military force in order to kill 

Osama bin Laden was more of an operational decision rather than a simple political one. The final decision 

involving the elimination of Osama bin Laden was undoubtedly stated in the National Security Strategy 

2010 and was completed when the Administration had gathered enough information from the intelligence 

community. Both decisions had different scopes of uncertainty, which entailed that the President had to 

take risks in order to achieve the objectives. In the decision related to the Afghanistan Surge, President 

Obama received advice and intelligence from a large group of NSC staff led by an external mediator in the 

NSC meetings. On the other hand, the decision about initiation Operation Neptune Spear, President Obama 

decided only to cooperate with a limited group of advisors. The debate and meetings related to this deci-

sion was kept away from the public, a majority of his personal personnel as well as other advisors and his 

family (Ibid).  

Since the 9/11 attacks, the president of the U.S. have been forced to tackle and make foreign policy deci-

sions involving military operations. The use of military actions has since been used as a natural response to 

crimes that have been made against the American nation and its population. The decisions to employ U.S. 

military troops on foreign soil have not only influenced the president politically, but the decisions have also 

entailed a major risk for the nation domestically as well as on both the international and military level.  
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At times of crisis, the political leader in charge has the opportunity to select the most favorable military 

alternatives among a variety of options anything from a simple show of the nation’s military abilities to an 

employment of ground troops. Every alternative comes with different outcomes and consequences as well 

as various scopes of uncertainty and risks. In the decision making process related to the two key foreign 

policy decisions is it obvious to define President Obama as a ‘risk-neutral’ decision-maker, who analyzed 

each alternative and its consequences before making the final decision. In his time as president, Barack 

Obama had as a way to design his FPDM, made several decisions that one way or another has included the 

U.S. military (Hale, 2012, Section I – Introduction).  

5.3.1 Case Study 1: The Afghanistan Surge  

In his campaign prior to the 2008 presidential election Barack Obama stated the following about the war on 

terror: “We allowed the Taliban and Al-Qaeda to regenerate itself when we had them on the ropes. That 

was a big mistake, and it’s one I’m going to correct when I’m president” (Neefus, 2009). 

 During his presidential campaign Barack Obama highlighted that President Bush’s war in Iraq was initiated 

based on unclear information and should therefore be termed as “unjustified”. Prior to the Iraq War, 

Obama criticized the Bush Administrations and its plans for invading a Middle Eastern nation without sure 

evidence that Saddam Hussein was in possession of WMD and nuclear related material. He said: “I’m not 

opposed to all wars. I’m opposed to dumb wars.” Additionally, Obama made a comparison between the 

‘dumb war’ in Iraq to the ‘good war’ in Afghanistan and argued that President Bush and his Administration 

had abandoned the Afghan situation in its preparation for the war in Iraq. In the time span between 2001 

and 2009 the American position in Afghanistan was significantly worsened; the Taliban began to reappear, 

which caused major challenges to both the Karzai government as well as to local tribal leaders (Pfiffner, 

2011, p. 255). Further, he promised the American public that if he became their new president he would 

turn the focus back on to Afghanistan.  

In 2008 when the election came, more than half of the American population shared Obama’s points of 

view, which resulted in candidate Obama increased the gap to his direct opponent, the Arizona Senator 

John McCain, who officially had supported Bush’s war in Afghanistan and Iraq. Shortly after his inaugura-

tion in January, 2008, President Obama began the work on what he identified as the two largest foreign 

policy matters: Afghanistan and Iraq (Hale, 2012, p. 11). It is worth mentioning, that the thesis will not in-

clude a section about Obama and the Iraq war. In the considerations related to Afghanistan, President 

Obama acted as his own personal honest broker. To use the word of Alexander George: “the magistrate is 

the one who listens to the arguments made, evaluates them, poses issues and asks questions, and finally 

judges which action to take either from among those articulated by advocates or as formulated inde-
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pendently by himself after hearing them” (George, 1972). Moreover, in his thoughts about the Afghan situ-

ation, President Obama came up with three central points of inflection: the decision not to deescalate the 

war, the decision to modify the primary strategy from conquering to degrading the Taliban and the decision 

to deploy 30,000 American ground troops in the first months of 2010 (Pfiffner, 2011, p. 255).  

In November 2008, President Obama stated:”What I’m looking for is a surge that would get the troops to 

Afghanistan quickly, but with a drawdown beginning date of July 2011.” The statement matched the one 

given by President Bush about an enlargement of troops in Iraq. The ‘surge’ meant that an enlargement of 

troops would occur but an exact time for a withdrawal would be determined. In the meetings leading up 

the final decision, President Obama had been able to analyze and evaluate every issue related to the de-

bate. After three months with intense meetings and discussions on how to react, President Obama had 

more or less forced his advisors to “say exactly what you think. And I want you to ask the toughest ques-

tions you can think of”. Afterwards, he chose to enlarge the amount of ground troops in Afghanistan by an 

added 30,000 troops. The enlargement was branded as a “surge” with the employment of additional 

ground troops in the first months on 2010. It was stated that the extra ground troops should perform their 

operations in the course of eighteen months after which a withdrawal would commence (July 2011). Presi-

dent Obama said the following about the decision: “It is in America’s vital national interest and we would 

deploy these forces at the fastest pace possible with a mission to target the insurgency and secure popula-

tion centers, and begin the transfer of our forces out of Afghanistan in July of 2011.” The Administration’s 

decision to enlarge the amount of ground troops in Afghanistan received a mixed reception. In nations lo-

cated in the South Asian region welcomed the enlargement, whereas other nations criticized the President 

for not reacting sooner on reports given by U.S. military officials in the field (Ibid, p. 258).  

5.3.1.1 Level of uncertainties  

Uncertainty 1: The Pakistani situation  

In the aftermath of 9/11 Pakistan was among the nations who supported the U.S. led operation in Afghani-

stan. Through the years, the U.S. has spent billions of dollars on Pakistan with a view to strengthening the 

country’s military and government. After the attacks the Pakistani government was eager to initiate a dia-

logue with high-ranking members of Al-Qaeda and the Taliban network about an extradition of Osama bin 

Laden to the American government. Nevertheless, when the attempt to establish a dialogue fell to the 

ground, the Pakistani government gave the American authorities permission to use the country’s national 

military bases for attacks on Afghan soil. Afterwards, it emerged that the Pakistani government had been 

threatened if they did not support the U.S. in its war on terror.  
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The then Pakistani president Pervez Musharraf argued that the U.S. would ‘bomb the country into stone 

age’ if they decided to stand outside the cooperation involving a total elimination of Al-Qaeda (Dawn, 

2012). One of the main reasons for maintaining a good relationship with Pakistan after 9/11 was that the 

country was an epicenter of U.S. interest in Afghanistan. The country guaranteed the American authorities 

that the national government was willing to do whatever they could to prevent terrorists from settling on 

Pakistani soil. Moreover, the Pakistani authorities ensured that an effort to avoid WMD and nuclear mate-

rial fell into the wrong hands was initiated. One of the senior advisors on Afghan issues in the Obama Ad-

ministration, General Douglas Lute, concluded the following about Pakistan:  

With respect to preventing extremists from obtaining nuclear weapons, it is important to 

recognize that Pakistan has the fastest growing nuclear arsenal in the world. In recent re-

ports, it is believed that Pakistan is moving nuclear warheads around the country in un-

marked, unsecure vans in order to hide them from U.S. surveillance (Hale, 2012, p. 15-16).  

Uncertainty 2: Afghanistan governance 

Since 1973 the government of Afghanistan has experienced instability – despite countless attempts to re-

store stability after the reign of Amanullah Khan. The period from 1973 and onwards was characterized by 

leadership battles, bloody coup attempts and fluctuating transfers of power that entailed the Soviet inva-

sion of 1979. The period after the invasion was marked by war, the final extraction of Soviet troops (1989) 

and the murder and hanging of President Mohammad Najibullah in 1996. The cruel act was carried out by 

the Taliban. A 2010 report prepared by the U.S. Department of Defense stated that the Afghan nation 

ranked as the world’s 4th poorest nation and was among the world’s most corrupt nations. In addition, Af-

ghanistan was also low ranked when it came to developmental indicators such as infant mortality rate, life 

expectancy and education and knowledge. Despite these key challenges, the effort to stabilize the Afghan 

government has been an important part of the American strategy since the coalition invasion in 2001. Nev-

ertheless, it is extremely difficult to stabilize a government in which corruption plays a major role, which is 

the case in the Afghan one (The Department of Defense, 2010). It was stated in the U.S. strategy concerning 

a stabilization of Afghanistan and its government that the U.S. in cooperation with its international allies 

should accomplish the following: clarify the overall reason, enhance sustainability as well as lower reliance. 

The national population should take over the leadership of their country and demand an institutionalized 

power structure (Hale, 2012, p. 18).  

Uncertainty 3: The Afghan National Security Force (ANSF)  

The 2002 foundation of the Afghan National Security Force (ANSF) that included entities like the Afghan 

National Army (ANA) and the Afghan National Police (ANP) was among the U.S. led coalition’s top objec-
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tives as a mean to permit the ability of the national government to respond to the needs and hopes of the 

Afghan population. The foundation of the ANSF alongside the development of the national government was 

also among the key projects for securing the nation’s future. The initial amount of trained forces in the 

ANSF, as stated in the 2001 Bonn Agreement, was 50,000. This number rose in the following years to 

305,000 in 2011 (Caldwell, 2011).  

As stated above, the Afghan nation ranks among the world’s poorest nations with a literacy rate fewer than 

25 % and a life expectancy among the men of 44 years. It is critical since the men make up the majority of 

the ANSF. These challenges combined with an incomplete infrastructure, the lack of a qualified leader as 

well as the limited financial resources to preserve a force of more than 300,000 made it difficult for the 

coalition to hand over the security to the ANSF. As a way to reduce the risk of an embattled ANSF, the coali-

tion with President Obama in the operator’s seat applied 4,000 extra personnel to train the ANSF forces. 

Additionally, the U.S. granted support to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) construction of 

NATO Training Mission-Afghanistan (NTMA) and Combined Security Transition Command-Afghanistan 

(CSTC-A) under the leadership of U.S. generals. The U.S. and its coalition allies wanted to make sure that 

the Afghan population and especially the national military was trained well enough to secure and stabilize 

their country (Hale, 2012, p. 19).  

Uncertainty 4: The coalition 

At the time the U.S. decided to prioritize stabilization in Afghanistan the international society decided to 

give its support in founding a coalition. In 2009, when debates regarding the Afghanistan Surge began, the 

conflict had already been going on for a number of years with costs on both the domestic and political lev-

el. Moreover, the nations involved had already experienced countless casualties. In December 2001, a peri-

od marked by the start-up of Operation Enduring Freedom, the UN Security Council created the Interna-

tional Security Assistance Force (ISAF), which consisted of ground troops from 43 nations of which NATO 

contributed the central core of the force. The majority of the nations who decided to contribute with 

ground troops were geographically located in the western hemisphere of which the top five were: the 

United States (90,000+), the United Kingdom (9,500), Germany (4,800), France (3,900) and Italy (3,800) 

(The Department of Defense, 2010).  

By the look of ground troops it became clear that the U.S. had a great interest in supporting the Afghan 

population in stabilizing their country and government. In addition, with the prospect of withdrawing 

troops out of Iraq in mind, the war in Afghanistan would soon be known as the longest-ever war in the his-

tory of the United States. Moreover, the war on terror and the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan were among 

the main reasons behind the negative financial strain on the American economy. 
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 Nonetheless, it was not only the U.S. that experienced financial decline; also European nations who sup-

ported the offensive towards Afghanistan faced a financial crisis with the recession of the European curren-

cy, Euro. The Obama Administration was well aware that it had to present the final budget, which explained 

the exact amount of money that would be spent on each U.S. soldier if they wanted to obtain the necessary 

support across America, in Congress and by the U.S. allies. Therefore, the Administration decided to an-

nounce that the cost of the ground troops in Afghanistan for a period of one year was one million dollars. 

Moreover, the Administration stated in its Afghan Strategy that it would pull out every U.S. soldier out of 

Afghanistan after 18 months of military service (Hale, 2012, p. 20-21). 

Uncertainty 5: Stress & strain on U.S. military 

The various military operations conducted by U.S. soldiers have undoubtedly left their marks on the psychi-

cal and physical health of not only the soldiers but also on their families and relatives back home. A former 

U.S. Army General, George W. Casey Jr. concluded the following in his confirmation in 2007: “the military is 

becoming stretched and strained.” Shortly after his conclusion the terms ‘stress and strain’ became signifi-

cant worries for the commanding officers dealing with continual combat deployments on their soldiers.  

An estimate indicates that more than 1.1 million military personnel (active and back-up) have been in-

volved in the Afghan war and the war on terror in general since the 9/11 attacks. Moreover, in 2005 the 

amount of ground troops increased higher than 200,000 for Iraq and Afghanistan. The number did not in-

clude the amount of military personnel positioned in the neighboring countries and in international waters 

serving as back-up for the personnel who were in the midst of war. General Peter Chiarelli, Vice Chief of 

Staff stated the following about the military personnel in Afghanistan: 

The troops in Afghanistan are experiencing some of the greatest psychological stress and 

lowest morale in five years of fighting. We have never fought for this long with an all-

volunteer force that’s 1% of the population – we are in unchartered territory. With deploy-

ments so frequent for such an extended period of time, the constant stress and strain on in-

dividuals and families will increase the likelihood of suicides and Post Traumatic Stress Disor-

der (Zoroya, 2011).  

All the way through the decision making process related to the Afghanistan decision, President Obama can 

be characterized as rational actor, who took the concept of ‘operational behavior’ in mind. The entire deci-

sion making process showed signs of a comprehensive and systematic evaluation of each alternative and its 

potential consequences as well as the level of uncertainties involved in the decision to react actively to the 

situation in Afghanistan (Hale, 2012, p. 26).  
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5.3.2 Case Study 2: Operation Neptune Spear  

This case study will focus on the U.S. military raid that resulted in the death of the Al-Qaeda leader, Osama 

bin Laden in May 2011. Firstly, in order to fully understand the terrorist leader and his decision DNA the 

ADA decision making process will be used to paint a picture of the terrorist leader. As mentioned in the 

theoretical framework the ADA decision making process can be used as a tool to analyze the decision DNA 

of leaders. Alex Mintz, John Chatagnier and David Brule have analyzed various decisions made by Osama 

Bin Laden and the three factors below is part of their conclusion.  

1) Osama bin Laden was a “more of a self-interested player than an organizational player.” He had a 

tendency to express concerns regarding “accumulating and preserving political power, especially 

within the al-Qaida organization.” The study conducted indicated that even though Osama bin Lad-

en’s interests to a greater extent matched the organizations the final analysis showed signs that he 

usually made decisions, which benefited him on a personal level.  

2) It became clear that the decision making process of the Al-Qaeda leader was not quite common 

and followed a regular line. This could be seen in cases where enemies appeared within the terror-

ist organization. A quote made by the researches highlights:  

Though bin Laden sees the personal political aspects as the most vital components of a deci-

sion, his identity is inextricably bound with Al-Qaeda. As such, organizational factors play 

secondary roles in his decisions. Moreover, he eliminates what would be the overall optimal 

choices in favor of an alternative that most benefits him alone (Ibid).  

3) The decision DNA of Osama bin Laden “is most vulnerable when a competing leader emerges. He is 

then willing to sacrifice to an extent the benefit to the organization in favor of his own political sur-

vival. By encouraging dissent in the Al-Qaeda ranks, it seems possible that the organization could 

be made to destroy itself from within due to his push for power and strength” (Mintz & DeRouen, 

2010, p. 92).   

On May 1 2011, President Obama made an announcement, notifying the American public and the world 

that Osama bin Laden, the founder of Al-Qaeda and number one on U.S. most wanted list was killed under 

a raid in Pakistan. The operation was conducted by a team of Special Operation Forces (SOF). The final deci-

sion to initiate the military raid that killed Osama bin Laden became real after several intelligence and op-

erational reports, meetings with National Security advisors and some of President Obama’s closest person-

nel as well as his own personal considerations.  
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This decision turned out to be among the hardest and most complex decisions during his time as President. 

The decision to deploy U.S. military personnel – in the case regarding the death of bin Laden a Navy Seal 

Team – on a mission with an increased risk of a negative result. In an Interview conducted by the CBS News, 

President Obama stated: ”At the end of the day, this was still a 55/45 situation…Had he not been there, 

there would have been some significant consequences” (CBS News, 2011). The positive outcome of the 

operation showed that the gains overshadowed the losses that might occur in connection with operation. 

After a ten-year period marked by war the U.S. with President Obama in the operator’s seat had been able 

to eliminate the main architect by the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Every decision made consisted of levels of 

uncertainties concerning the risk of the lives of the U.S. military personnel who conducted the operation. 

Moreover, the political relationship with Pakistan and the possible support of the American public was also 

at stake prior to the operation (Hale, 2012, p. 27).  

5.3.2.1 The level of uncertainties  

Uncertainty 1: Boots on the ground 

The Obama Administration made the decision to put boots on the ground at the same time as the decision 

to continue the military operation was enacted. The then Director of the CIA, Leon Panetta had prior to the 

decision informed the President of three possible opportunities: a ground raid, a B-2 Bomber mission, or a 

‘direct shot’ cruise missile. As with all other choices, these three opportunities had also pros and cons that 

had to be weighed against each other before a final decision could be made. The majority of the President’s 

advisors within the Administration argued that the best way to minimize collateral damage was to choose 

the first presented opportunity (a ground raid), which was the one that President Obama decided to 

choose. This opportunity would allow the team on the ground to state “we definitely got the guy” and sub-

sequently be able to gather useful information from the compound. The two other opportunities, a B-2 

Bomber mission or a cruise missile strike would possibly generate a similar result – that of killing Osama bin 

Laden – but the main weakness of such an indirect use of military force could have had some fatal costs.  

The military advisors briefed the President that a ground raid or surgical strike, which intend to only dam-

age the intended military target, would reduce collateral damage in the residential area of Abbottabad 

(Pakistan), which surrounded the bin Laden’s possible compound. On the other hand a B-2 bomber mission 

or cruise missile strike was unable to provide the same secure guarantee. The likelihood that a missile does 

not hits the actual target directly is relatively high, which in worst case would result in civil losses and entail 

collateral damages (Hale, 2012, p. 28).  
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One of President Obama’s military advisors, Admiral William McRaven (Commander of Joint Special Opera-

tions Command, JSOC) was among those who briefed the President about the potential risks regarding the 

ground raid. In his briefing Admiral McRaven made the President aware of one thing in particular:  

This is what we do, we do raids. We fly in by helicopters, we assault compounds, we grab the 

bad guy or whatever is required, and we get out. Moreover, the U.S. will not be able to re-

ceive a positive identification of bin Laden or his death for days pending cooperation from 

the Pakistani government if the second or third opportunity to launch an air or missile strike 

is chosen instead of ground raid (Hale, 2012, p. 29).  

Nonetheless, President Obama’s decision to initiate a ground raid gave the U.S. SOF the capability to collect 

vital information on Al-Qaeda, which would have been impossible if other methods like an indirect attack 

were used. Additional, the President stated in interviews after the ground raid that the expertise of the U.S. 

SOF gave him the necessary faith that a ground raid was the correct decision at that time (Ibid). 

Uncertainty 2: A covert operation 

In the months leading up to the military operation, CIA Director Lean Panetta achieved the approval known 

as ‘Presidential Finding’, which entailed that he was able to make the ground raid a covert operation. Presi-

dent Obama expressed in this regard the following: “I didn’t tell my own family…I didn’t even reveal it to 

some of my closest aides, so I sure as heck wasn’t going to reveal it to someone I didn’t know (referring to 

the Pakistani government)” (HighBeam Research, 2011).  However, since the raid turned out to be success-

ful the covertness of the raid was rapidly neglected by numerous statements made by senior military offi-

cials as well as by President Obama (Hale, 2012, p. 29).  

President Obama decided in close cooperation with his advisors that the operation should be initiated from 

Afghanistan and then passing the Afghan-Pakistani border in order to reach the city of Abbottabad – known 

for the location of the Pakistani Military Academy. Throughout the history, the relationship between the 

U.S. and Pakistan has waved back and forth and the term used to describe it has often been “complicated 

and deteriorating.” However, the U.S. wanted to keep the operation and ground raid secret and it was 

therefore important that it was performed without anyone from the Pakistani government or military au-

thorities became aware of the situation (Ibid, p. 30). The decision to keep the operation secret to the Paki-

stani authorities’ involved risks to the forces on the ground as well as geopolitical costs to the U.S. – Paki-

stani relationship as “tensions with the Pakistanis were already elevated following increased anger over 

U.S. drone strikes and a CIA contractor killing two Pakistani citizens” (Gillani & Perlez, 2011).  
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After the raid was conducted and the Pakistani authorities found out about the U.S. operation several of 

the headlines in the national newspapers expressed feelings like anger, humiliation and demanded an ex-

planation for the entire operation. Additional, the Pakistani authorities condemned the infringement of 

Pakistani sovereignty. On the other hand and viewed from a strategic point of view, it is worth mentioning 

that the relationship after the operation was more or less as it was prior to the raid. The national authori-

ties in Pakistan kept their focus on principles regarding internal politics and distances themselves from the 

U.S., whereas the U.S. government maintained the pressure to obtain a stable collaboration between the 

two nations. Even though Pakistan continues to base their relationship with the U.S. on short-term shared 

interests, President Obama stands by his decision not to inform the Pakistani authorities about the raid – 

keeping it a covert operation. He believed that briefing Pakistan about the raid would have entailed un-

wanted consequences and would at worst have put the entire operation at risk due to the connection be-

tween the Pakistani intelligence community and the Taliban (Hale, 2012, p. 30-31).  

Uncertainty 3: Public reaction  

The majority of the American population welcomed President Obama’s declaration about the approaching 

Operation Neptune Spear. Despite the public support, one thought filled Obama's mind during the decision 

making process leading up to the operation. The thought that disturbed his mind was “President Jimmy 

Carter’s authorization of a similar daring helicopter raid and the ensuing debacle that helped bury his re-

election hopes2.” As with all other operations, the risk of too much goes wrong is relatively large and atten-

tion should be paid to every detail that may affect the performance of the task. However, things might also 

turn out negative on the political as well as diplomatic level. A failure during an extreme risky operation 

could affect one’s chance of being re-elected – as was the case in the operation initiated by President 

Carter. Yet, it is difficult to compare the Iran Hostage Crisis and Operation Neptune Spear with each other. 

The operation initiated by President Obama differed from President Carter’s on several points like: there 

was no capture of American citizens; the U.S. SOF had conducted night-time raids for more than ten years 

in both Afghanistan and Iraq; the American public was less casualty phobic; no empathy for Osama bin Lad-

en; and finally the next election was nearly two years away (Hale, 2012, p. 31).  

Moreover, it is important to highlight that the decision to initiate a ground raid to kill Osama bin Laden was 

filled with various risk - it was not a simple task to conduct. After six months of intensive planning President 

Obama decided to initiate the ground raid based on the intelligence available. It is thinkable that an expo-

sure would entail more correct and useful information about Osama bin Laden and his whereabouts, but on 

                                                           
2
 The Iran Hostage Crisis: On April 24, 1980, a disastrous military operation to rescue the 52 American hostages held in Tehran ends 

with eight U.S. servicemen dead and no hostages rescued.  



53 
 

the other hand to wait for more correct information was to risk a leak of the covert planning. Everyone 

knew that this decision was a ‘chancy one.’ In addition, President Obama was confident that if he had to 

inform the American population about a failed operation, they would still have supported the operation 

taking the amount of possible risks in mind. Furthermore, President Obama made a statement saying that:  

Special Operators had been conducting raids since 9/11 and their proficiency in their tactics, 

techniques and procedures was at a level never seen before. If an air strike or cruise missile 

had failed, bin Laden would have been on the run again and likely in hiding deeper than ever, 

only to search another ten years for credible intelligence just for a chance to “take a shot” 

(Ibid, p. 31-32).  

In the initial phase of the planning President Obama saw the ground raid as a “50-50” plan. Additional, Ad-

miral McRaven was sure something would differ from the original plan. So how did this “50-50” ground 

raid, which resulted in Osama bin Laden being killed receive the green-light? The following sections will go 

into depth with the planning phase prior to the operation as well as include a section regarding the after-

math of the raid.  

5.3.2.2 Prior to the raid  

Admiral McRaven was among the key individuals in the planning phase of the ground raid and involved, 

beside the President, also the then CIA Director Leon Panetta and an intelligence analyst, Michael Morell in 

the performance of the operation and how the SOF would eliminate the chosen target. He highlighted dur-

ing various meetings that especially one thing complicated the operation – the geographical location of the 

compound in Abbottabad. The city is located around 150 miles (almost 240 km) from the Afghan border, 

which entailed that sending in the military forces without generating a shooting war with the Pakistani au-

thorities was among the most challenging scenarios – but it was achievable. The planned attack on the 

compound did not follow a newly developed strategy. Admiral McRaven and his team had created a strate-

gy based on several years of experience regarding missions that had been successful and those that had 

not. The team had learned from their mistakes and was now able to use the knowledge to develop the 

most favorable strategy for this operation. McRaven explained in detail what his men would do and came 

with a suggestion for the man who should lead the operation: his SEAL Team Six commander, who in 2009 

also led the operation that resulted in the death of three Somalia pirates and the rescue of a U.S. freighter-

ship captain. Furthermore, McRaven announced that even though one has much experience with such op-

erations something often goes wrong, which was the reason why his men’s unequaled experience and ex-

pertise would be priceless.  
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After the briefing by McRaven, Morell and Panetta rejected the idea of a CIA led operation. It had been 

clarified that McRaven and his team of U.S. SEALs would be the best suited to complete such an operation 

with success (Bowden, 2012).  

In mid March, the CIA was able to conclude that the before mentioned compound in Abbottabad was home 

to a high-ranking and dangerous target – probably Osama bin Laden. This conclusion was made after a 

meeting with the President and his National Security Council. A senior official at the CIA team was certain 

that Osama bin Laden was the target identified in the compound - so certain that his level of confidence 

was at 95 %. The chief of counterterrorism advisor, John Brennan was also among those who believed that 

bin Laden was located in Abbottabad. Other were less secure and some far less confident. Additional, a 

group of senior officials at the Office of the Director of National Intelligence was given the opportunity to 

analyze the information gathered that should form the basis of the raid. The majority of the officials in-

volved in the analysis put their confidence level at approximately 80 % whereas others went as low as 40 or 

30 % (Ibid).  

The CIA Director briefed the President about his team’s level of certainty and further underlined that the 

agency wanted to avoid the scenario which took place a decade earlier – the case that the Iraqi leader Sad-

dam Hussein had hidden WMD. The previous administration went with this finding resulting in an extensive 

and expensive conflict. The CIA intelligence analyst, Morell was one of those who personally had been part 

of the analysis made of Saddam Hussein’s nuclear weapon resources and to a greater extent he felt more 

secure about that than about the certainty that Osama bin Laden hid in a compound located northeast of 

Islamabad. He argued at the time: “People don’t have differences because they have different intelligence. 

We are all looking at the same things. I think it depends more on your past experience.” He further argued 

that counterterrorism analysts dealing with Al-Qaeda over the past 4-5 years had experienced success. 

They had been able to eliminate the Pakistani division of the organization and systematically killed high-

ranked officials. The analysts, like Morell, who had been dealing with terrorism, Al-Qaeda and Osama bin 

Laden for several years knew the taste of defeat and disappointment. They were aware of the brittleness of 

even the most waterproof intelligence.  

The case regarding the WMD had undoubtedly been a lesson to the U.S. intelligence community. Morell 

explained his thoughts to the President by saying: “Mr. President, if we had a human source who had told 

us directly that bin Laden was living in that compound; I still wouldn’t be above 60 percent. The case for 

WMD wasn’t just stronger—it was much stronger.” 
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 To that, President Obama answered:  

I have already made up my mind. One of the things you learn as president is you’re always 

dealing with probabilities. No issue comes to my desk that is perfectly solvable. No issue 

comes to my desk where there’s 100 percent confidence that this is the right thing to do 

(Ibid).   

On April 28 2011, President Obama and his team of advisors had the last meeting before the start of Opera-

tion Neptune Spear. Among the advisors was Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Secretary of Defense Robert 

Gates, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Mike Mullen, Vice-Chairman Cartwright, Donilon, Brennan, the 

Director of National Intelligence James Clapper, the CIA Director Leon Panetta and his deputy Morell and 

Vice President Biden. The majority of the President’s advisors welcomed the decision to initiate a ground 

raid. Among those who rejected the decision was the Vice President and the Secretary of Defense.  

The Vice President mentioned during the meeting: “Mr. President, my suggestion is: don’t go. We have to 

do two more things to see if he’s there.” Vice President Biden was certain that if the decision to initiate a 

ground raid turned out to be wrong, President Obama could most likely wave goodbye to a second term as 

President of the United States. The other advisor who rejected the decision of a ground raid was the Secre-

tary of Defense, Robert Gates. He supported an air strike instead. Among those who welcomed the raid and 

the decision to send in the SEALs was Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton. She agreed after an extensive anal-

ysis of pros and cons of the entire operation. Additionally, she stated that: “the raid would pose a diplomat-

ic nightmare for the State Department. But because the U.S.-Pakistani relationship was built more on mu-

tual dependence than friendship and trust, it would likely survive the crisis.” The CIA Director also agreed, 

as well as Brennan, Clapper, Morell and Donilon. Leon Panetta felt strongly about this decision. He had 

been working on this project for years and he did not want to let his team of intelligence analysts down by 

changing his mind (Bowden, 2012).  

5.3.2.3 The day of the raid  

At the day of the launch of the raid two Black Hawks helicopters took off from the airport at Jalalabad. The 

helicopters were transporting a calculated load of: 23 SEALs, a Pashto translator and a dog, Cairo. The pri-

mary job of the Pashto translator and Cairo was to prevent curious people from approaching the compound 

as long as the SEALs performed their task. Shortly after the take off of the Black Hawks, three Chinooks took 

off from the same airbase. These helicopters was loaded with a Rapid Reaction Force who had the primary 

job was to be prepared if problems would occur. President Obama received credit for insisting on including 

this particular force, but for McRaven and his team is was simply standard procedure.  
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The advantages of using helicopters like Chinooks was that they were more silent compared to standard 

models and produced to avoid various radars (Ibid).  

The Black Hawks helicopters carrying the 23 SEALs landed just outside the walls surrounding the com-

pound. Shortly after, the SEALS initiated the operation that would hopefully kill Osama bin Laden. McRaven 

and his team moved slowly along the wall; a 12-to-18-foot wall topped by barbed wire, until they reached a 

metal door serving as the main entrance to the house itself. In a very short time, the team managed to gain 

access to the house. Now it was a matter of keeping a clear head and act fast. The individuals, who was 

located on the top floors of the house was woken off by the sound of the metal door that was blown open. 

Osama bin Laden himself gave instructions to his family on where to go and what to do. He instructed his 

daughters to go up on the third floor and told his wife, Amal to leave the lights off. Even if they wanted to 

turn the lights on it would be impossible as the CIA operatives had cut the power line to the surrounding 

neighborhood. Moreover, bin Laden instructed his security guards to defend the compound by shooting at 

the SEALs (Ibid).  

The mission lasted approximately 40 minutes. The SEALs was trained to be effective and was able to clear 

the rooms of the compound rather quickly and with absolute finesse. At the time the SEALs had a visual of 

Osama bin Laden they did not hesitate to make a killing shoot. Neither the SEALs nor the President had any 

intention of bringing the Al-Qaeda leader into U.S. custody. By the time Admiral McRaven received the 

code word “Geronimo” which referred to Osama bin Laden he reported the information back to the CIA. 

Shortly after, the information reached other departments of the CIA and the White House. The code word 

“Geronimo ID’d” meant that Osama bin Laden was killed and as soon as these words reached the Oval Of-

fice President Obama expressed with hesitation: “Looks like we got him.” To some extent a feeling of satis-

faction felt his body, but he tried to repress those feelings as he knew the ID was still to be questioned. Yet, 

President Obama knew that at this very moment Admiral McRaven and his SEALs could begin their with-

drawal from the area. However, problems could still occur and if the SEALs were forced to defend them-

selves on their way out of the area the Rapid Reaction Force was ready to provide the needed support. 

Even though McRaven have heard the code word for Osama bin Laden, he did not feel 100% sure that it 

was in fact the famous Al-Qaeda leader who was killed inside the compound. He wanted to know “if it was 

Geronimo inside the compound and if it was E.K.I.A. (Enemy Killed in Action). In order to obtain a proper 

answer McRaven called Langley and asked the question:  “How tall is this guy (referring to Osama bin Lad-

en)?”  He was informed that he was “between six four and six five.” Afterwards, McRaven could conclude 

that the man inside the compound, which most likely was Osama bin Laden, was relatively tall.  
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In the absence of a tape measure, McRaven asked one of the SEALs, who were six feet four, to lie down 

next to the body. Around 24-hours later, Admiral McRaven observed the removal of Osama bin Laden’s 

corpse (Ibid).  

5.3.2.4 The aftermath of the raid  

After his announcement stating that a team of U.S. SEALs had conducted a raid that killed Osama bin Laden, 

President Obama flew on May 6, 2011 to Fort Campbell, Kentucky to meet with Admiral McRaven and the 

SEALs. Inside the room a model of the compound in Abbottabad was build so that the SEALs could explain 

the raid in detail to the President. They were willing and prepared to provide him with virtually all infor-

mation with the exception of the SEAL who fired the killing shot. This information would remain secret 

(Ibid).  In the aftermath of the raid the possibility that Osama bin Laden had surrendered was discussed 

among President Obama and his team of advisors. In the case of such a scenario President Obama had to 

develop an action plan. His action plan consisted of the chance to renew the option of a criminal trial. The 

President was willing to bring back Osama bin Laden and give him a legal proceeding in a federal court. In a 

statement made by President Obama the following was said:  

We worked through the legal and political issues that would have been involved, and Con-

gress and the desire to send him to Guantánamo. I mean, we had worked through a whole 

bunch of those scenarios. But, my belief was, if we had captured him that I would be in a 

pretty strong position, politically, here, to argue that displaying due process and rule of law 

would be our best weapon against al-Qaeda (Ibid). 

The issue on how the U.S. legal system should tackle high-ranked terrorist has been a controversial political 

topic for several years. In that saying, the Congress had done absolutely nothing to solve the dilemma. The 

Bush Administration chose to send terrorist or supporters of terrorist actions to Guantánamo. Additionally, 

President Bush made sure that he would initiate military trials somewhere down the road. His Attorney 

General Eric Holder came up with the plan to put the main architect of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Khalid 

Sheikh Mohammed, on trial at the federal courthouse in Manhattan. This idea was met with massive re-

sistance, which forced President Bush to declare that Khalid Sheikh Mohammed instead would face a mili-

tary tribunal at Guantánamo (Ibid).  In the case of the Osama bin Laden raid, Admiral McRaven stated: “The 

planning and decision making for the bin Laden raid, was really everything the American public would ex-

pect from their national leadership.” It was clear that President Obama initiated a decision making process 

marked by a detailed analysis of potential consequences.  
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He reviewed every little detail prior to deciding on the final line of action and the decision to deploy mili-

tary forces.  The decisions made under the Obama Administration were to a greater extent made on ra-

tional basis (Ibid). 

5.4 Section conclusion  

In the two case studies, President Obama put on the role as the leading coordinator. It is possible to state 

that the NSC is in charge of making decisions regarding the deployment of military forces. In the case study 

concerning the Afghanistan Surge, the final decision involved a comprehensive and planned process dis-

cussing the range of alternatives available to produce a strategy, which would archive the objectives pre-

sented by the Obama Administration. The main objective was a total elimination of the Al-Qaeda and the 

Taliban organization. In general, the U.S. government wanted to release the Afghan people from terror and 

horror and allow the national government to regain sovereignty and control over their own territory. In the 

other case study concerning the death of Osama bin Laden President Obama was the leading coordinator in 

the decision making process. He received inputs and opinions from his closest advisors in situation and 

decision making process, which later has been characterized as being the most daring, high-risk operations 

in U.S. history regarding the nation’s foreign policy.  

5.5 Personality in the FPDM process 

The presidential leadership style of President Obama was mainly marked by a large degree of personal in-

volvement, social interactions and trust. He was an individual and leader, who appreciated open discus-

sions and dialogues on the matters close at hand and welcomed contradictory points of views. He believed 

that an approach favoring an open dialogue led to the most favorable decisions in the long run. In the case 

study related to the Afghanistan Surge the final decision was characterized by a systematic and calculated 

procedure. The President and his advisors discussed a range of several opportunities with the purpose of 

ensuring that the chosen U.S. military strategy was the most favorable one to guarantee that the Afghan 

government received the required time to establish a government that would have a future ability to gov-

ern, control and stabilize the country. Moreover, the Obama Administration wanted to make sure, through 

various discussions that the chosen strategy would meet the overall objectives such as deterrence and a 

total elimination of Al-Qaeda and the Taliban networks (Achenbach, 2009). 

After the 2008 presidential election the approach to foreign policy decisions changed significantly. The de-

cision making process of President Obama was both slower and differed from the one by the Bush Admin-
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istration in several areas. President Obama was an individual who possessed a higher degree of rationality 

and who made important decisions based on thoughtful considerations. For comparison and as described 

earlier, President Bush was more a gut-feeling decision-maker, who once stated that: “I’m not a textbook 

player, I’m a gut player.” President Obama was a leader who appeared convincing, structured and attentive 

– even at times when critics blamed him for changing his points of views. He has previously argued that 

“You’ve got to make decisions based on information and not emotions.” One can argue that President 

Obama was a man of the people. He was characterized as being very ambitious, thoughtful and sympathet-

ic. He preferred negotiations and compromises in advance of force or compulsion as a way to solve poten-

tial conflicts. Additionally, he favored a relatively high need for accomplishment; a reasonable need for 

connection and a rather lower need for the use of power. Within his Administration, President Obama 

wanted to appear a confident spokesman for his policy views and in most cases preferred to defend his 

political decisions personally rather than let others undertake this responsibility. Furthermore, President 

Obama preferred to collect and receive intelligence from a variety of information sources rather than simp-

ly depend on intelligence passed on from advisors and other representatives from his Administration (Ibid) 

The Unit for the Study of Personality in Politics conducted a study with the aim to analyze the personality of 

President Obama in his 2008 and 2012 presidential campaigns (see Appendix C). The psychological report 

made indicated that Barack Obama was a president, who appeared self-assured, obliging and amiable. He 

was a confident mediator (Unit for the Study of Personality of Politics, 2016). In an overall perspective, 

President Obama can be characterized as a political leader who to a great extent was personally involved in 

the decision making process. Moreover, the decision making process of the Obama Administration was 

highly analytic and comprehensive and was marked by a President who gathered “the best people and has 

them work as a team; insisting on analytical rigor in evaluating the nature of the problem; making sure that 

dissenting voices are heard and that a range of options are explored” (Ibid).  

The Obama Administrations political handling of the Afghan situation was a rare sight within the White 

House. The strategy as President Obama preferred to use was discussed several times within the Situation 

Room inside the White House. Lawrence Wilkerson, a retired Army colonel who served as Secretary of 

State Colin Powell's chief of staff has defined the decision making process of the Obama Administration like 

this: "He's establishing his decision making process as being almost diametrically the opposite of the previ-

ous administration.  In comparison the Bush-Cheney style was cowboy-like, typical Texas, typical Wyoming, 

and extremely secretive." Furthermore, Stephen Wayne, a professor at Georgetown argued: He's not an 

instinctive decision-maker as Bush was. 
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 He doesn't go with his gut, he thinks with his head, which I think is desirable." In reference to the war in 

Afghanistan, Wayne stated:  “I don't think he is an indecisive person, I just think this is a tough one.” In his 

defense, President Obama argued (Achenbach, 2009): 

I think the American people understand that my job here is to get it right, and I'm less con-

cerned about perceptions, about process, than I am at making sure that once a decision is 

made everybody understands it, everybody is on the same page, and we're able to move 

forward with the support of the American people (Ibid). 

In an interview with U.S. News & World Report President Obama talked about his presidential leadership. 

He mentioned the following:  

I am not afraid of doubt and I am comfortable with uncertainty; because these are tough 

questions, you are always dealing to some degree with probabilities. You're never 100 per-

cent certain that the course of action you're choosing is going to work. What you can have 

confidence in is that the probability of it working is higher than the other options available to 

you. But that still leaves some uncertainty, which I think can be stressful, and that's part of 

the reason why it's so important to be willing to constantly reevaluate decisions based on 

new information (Ibid). 

President Obama has, like former presidents and political leaders worldwide, been forced to defend his 

policies and decisions for both the public and other political bodies. In another interview President Obama 

defended his neoliberal points of views and beliefs against allegations of ‘cold-hearted realism’:  

I am also an idealist insofar as I believe that we should be promoting values, like democracy 

and human rights, and norms and values, because not only do they serve our interests the 

more people adopt values that we share - in the same way that, economically, if people 

adopt rule of law and property rights and so forth, that is to our advantage - but because it 

makes the world a better place (Gill, 2016).  

5.6 Section conclusion 

The Obama Administration’s approach to the whole FPDM process about whether to enter in to war or not 

differed from the approach of the former Administration led by President Bush. President Bush had a ten-

dency to define himself as “a gut player rather than an analytical decision-maker” (Woodward, 2003, p. 

137).  
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The FPDM process of the Bush Administration was characterized by mystery, lack of forethought and a 

leaving out approach of senior members of the Administration. For purposes of comparison, the decision 

making process of the Obama Administration was characterized as being all-encompassing and was to a 

greater extent in line with the concept of ‘multiple advocacy’. Some of the key advisors to President Bush 

such as National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice and Secretary of State Colin Powell was not included in 

the discussions regarding the decision to ‘try enemy combatants by military commissions” instead of in 

standard courts; federal courts or Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) courts). 

 Instead it was the lawyer to the then Vice President Richard Cheney, David Addington, who prepared the 

final order, which was subsequently kept secret from other members of the Administration. Moreover, the 

Vice President and his lawyer were also the string-pullers behind the final decision to adjourn the Geneva 

Conventions devoid of full discussion with NSC officials (Pfiffner, 2011, p. 259). The final decision, made by 

the Bush Administration, to invade Iraq was marked by stepwise decision making en route. The national 

intelligence director for the Near East and South Asia (2001-2005) Paul Pillar has argued: “the absence of 

any identifiable process for making the decision to go to war–at least no process visible at the time.... There 

was no meeting, no policy options paper, no showdown in the Situation Room when the wisdom of going 

to war was debated or the decision to do so made” (Pillar, 2006,p. 55). The then CIA Director George Tenet 

agreed by stating: “There was never a serious debate that I know of within the administration about the 

imminence of the Iraqi threat - or even a significant discussion about options for continuing to contain Iraq” 

(Pfiffner, 2011, p. 260). On the other hand, President Obama was a leader who made his decisions regard-

ing the Afghan war by welcoming an open dialogue and accepted opposing arguments and points of views 

compared to his own. He preferred discussions between military officials, who favored an escalation and 

civilian ones who had a tendency to prefer a more humble approach. Nonetheless the military officials won 

the discussions. He can thereby be characterized a more rational thinking leader than President Bush as he 

had a tendency to analyze and evaluate pros and cons of each alternative before making a decision instead 

of choosing ‘one that is simply good enough but not the most favorable one. President Obama’s overall 

approach to politics guaranteed that he fully analyzed and evaluated every serious policy options and alter-

natives. Whether or not he made wise or correct decisions is a separate concern (Ibid).  

In relation the concept of groupthink the Obama Administration was not as affected as the Bush Admin-

istration. This was mainly due to the fact that President Obama was well aware of receiving information 

and viewpoints from individuals who did not necessarily share his own personal views and ideas. However, 

it cannot be denied that President Obama was partly affected by the concept of groupthink. In his decision 

making process concerning the operation that would eliminate Osama bin Laden; it is likely that the con-
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cept might have occurred due to the fact that President Obama at that time only received information and 

advice from a limited group of advisors who to some extent shared his own personal beliefs and ideas.  

6. Conclusion  

The presidential leadership style of the latest U.S. presidents – George W. Bush and Barack Obama is widely 

different. The way of designing decisions and structuring the FPDM process has also proved to be widely 

different among the former leaders. The decision made by the Bush Administration to initiate an invasion 

of Iraq in 2003 was non-rational. President Bush and his Administration were simply unable to maximize 

their objectives in the course of the invasion. Moreover, the Administration was influenced by the concept 

of groupthink, which to a great extent affected the Presidents foreign policy decision making process signif-

icantly. The analyses of the foreign policy decision making regarding President Bush focused on whether 

the objectives of the Bush Administration were archived in order to determine the rationality of the deci-

sion to invade Iraqi soil. As a result the analyses highlighted three main foreign policy objectives presented 

by the Bush Administration: overcoming terrorism, spreading democracy throughout the Middle Eastern 

region as well as halting the expanding development of WMD’s and nuclear material. As mentioned none of 

the objectives were reached and maximized. Instead of overcoming global terrorism the Iraq we know to-

day can be defined as haven for Islamic fundamentalist networks with IS (ISIL) as the leading organization. 

After the 2008 presidential election President Obama expressed that “ISIL is a direct outgrowth of al-Qaeda 

in Iraq that grew out of our invasion and the current events taking place in Iraq are examples of unintended 

consequences – which is why we should generally aim before we shoot.” This statement supports the con-

clusion that the Bush Administration was unable to fulfill their objective about overcoming global terrorism 

by initiate an invasion of Iraq. Additionally, the establishment of democracy has not been archived as a 

result of the invasion. Various areas of Iraq are under the rule of self-appointed leaders, who does not fol-

low the administrative guidelines from Baghdad. Finally, the objective to halt the expanding development 

of WMD’s and proliferation was as the second objective a non-rational decision as no active WMD’s pro-

grams were found. An objective made to halt a development of something that did not exist in the first 

place leads to the conclusion that the Bush Administration also failed to fulfill this particular objective 

(D’Alessandro, p. 52). 

 Ultimately, the decision to invade Iraq was a non-rational decision. Thus, the decision to invade Iraqi soil 

was a non-rational one it was not an irrational decision. Yet, it was rather a failed calculation due to the 

Bush Administration’s bounded rationality. This finding entailed that the concept of groupthink could be 

employed to go into depth with the group dynamics that arose inside the Bush Administration as a way to 

analyze to what extent groupthink caused irrationality within the Administration’s decision making process. 
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The groupthink symptoms that affected the Bush Administration’s ability to evaluate and analyze every 

potential alternative prior to the invasion included over-valuations, narrow mindedness and pressures to-

wards group conformity, which all reduced the ability to make objective cost-benefit estimations (Ibid, p. 

53).  

President Obama received criticism for his careful and every now and then lengthy decision making pro-

cess. However, this was also among the main elements that distinguished him significantly from his prede-

cessor, George W. Bush. President Obama was a man who insisted on multiple advocacy by requiring his 

personnel and staffers to stand by their viewpoints, as well as he demanded and wished that contradicting 

viewpoints and perceptions on e.g. economic or military policy to be aired directly to him. Moreover, he 

was especially criticized for prolonging the decision making process and hence the adoption of a final deci-

sion on how to react on the war in Afghanistan. Yet, the personal time spent on numerous meetings with 

his NSC and various military officials indicated his resolution not rush into making a decision regarding em-

ploying additional ground troops on Afghan soil.  

However, one of the most notable features of President Obama’s decision making style was his deep per-

sonal commitments in the details related to making both foreign policy but also other types of political 

decisions. By getting so personal involved in the decision making process is it possible to compare President 

Obama with former Presidents such as President Carter and Clinton. On the other hand, he contrasted sig-

nificantly with Presidents such as Reagan and Bush Jr. Moreover, the decisions and policies made by Presi-

dent Obama and his Administration were directed towards the center of the political spectrum instead of 

simply following the desired path of the Democratic Party. Political experts have argued that the Obama 

Administration must receive credit for phasing out an American policy of international harassment and 

militarism. The achieved successes of President Obama are real and identifiable, but so are his letdowns; 

especially the letdown to close Guantanamo Bay detention camp in Cuba and the Syrian conflict.  
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