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Abstract

Recent studies have highlighted the importance of personality in electoral politics. With the rise of
populist and atypical personalities across stable and established democracies, pundits, journalists
and other political experts often rely on their assessments of politicians’ personalities to explain
their behavior. Additionally, numerous citizens depend on their expertise and assessments to form
their own opinion. Given that most political experts have never personally met these politicians,
how reliable are their assessments of high-profile politicians’ personality? We address this question
by analyzing inter-rater reliability of ratings of US President Trumps’ personality by seven Belgian
political experts. Using the NEO-FFI, our analyses indicate low inter-rater agreement on most of
the Big Five personality traits and the facets of Trumps’ personality. Therefore, the excessive use of
analyses based on third party assessments and interpretations of politicians’ personality should be
regarded with caution given their potential impact on the wider public.
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Relevance Statement

Expert analyses often rely, in part, on judgements of character of the politicians involved.

Increasingly, academics also rely on third-party raters in the study of politicians

personality. Yet, it is crucial to understand how reliable these are.

Key Insights

» To what extent do political experts converge on their personality judgments of Donald
Trump?

+ Substantial disagreement exists between experts for most personality traits and facets.

« Such rater idiosyncrasies are relevant because of the impact of experts on citizens’
voting behavior.

Individual characteristics, like personality, play an important role in politics. This is
particularly true in electoral politics, where certain personality traits have been shown
to relate to popularity or one’s position within politics (Joly et al., 2019; Nai, 2019; Scott
& Medeiros, 2020). Thanks to traditional media and, more recently, also social media,
ordinary citizens have access to a lot of source material that helps them make inferences
about politicians’ personality. These inferences are highly relevant for voting behavior,
with Caprara (2007) arguing that voters’ perceptions of politicians are as important in
explaining political preferences as traditional socio-demographic characteristics. Media
hereby play an essential role in “crafting the images and shaping the messages that are
most desirable to voters.” (pp. 151-152)

Journalists, political pundits and other types of political experts are continuously
called upon in news media to provide explanations on ongoing events. These explan-
ations often involve judgements regarding the decision-makers directly involved. To
explain what motivates or drives the specific decision-makers in this process, political
experts of all kinds often make inferences based on previous patterns of behavior. In
other words, what do we know about a decisionmaker’s goals, values and behavior from
the past that can explain their current behavior? In short, political experts—like most
people—draw a mental map of politicians’ personality to explain and predict current and
future decisions.

This process is extremely important, as these political experts inform a broader
audience on who those specific decision-makers really are and what motivates their
behavior, feelings and thinking. Moreover, citizens rely on this information—which often
includes normative assessments and other judgements—to make up their own mind.
How political experts view a decision-maker’s personality, thus, greatly influences their
further political assessments. The representations ordinary citizens have of their leaders
are often shaped, strengthened or confirmed by so-called experts who color and frame
leaders’ specific cognitions, behaviors and decisions. The same unconventional behavior
of a president, for example, can be positively framed as the ‘non-politically correct’
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behavior of a maverick, or negatively as being inappropriate and non-presidential. Politi-
cal experts, therefore, have the power to influence citizens’ assessment of their leaders—
especially those non-partisan, independent and undecided citizens.

Against this backdrop, the question this study seeks to answer is the extent to which
political experts differ in their inferences about the personality of politicians. In case
those different experts are highly consistent, selective exposure to one or a few experts
has little consequences. Regardless of the experts one is exposed to, one would be
informed in a similar way. If such inferences are highly idiosyncratic, however, selective
exposure to one or a few experts might make an important difference for voters in the
sense that they are then potentially presented with (very) different information on the
same politicians, information on which voters might rely when voting.

Personality and (Electoral) Politics

The direct study of politicians’ personality has a relatively recent academic history.
During the first decade of this century, a group of researchers led by Barbaranelli,
Caprara, Vecchione and Zimbardo set out to examine the link between personality,
ideology and partisanship. They studied this link across several countries, among both
ordinary citizens (Vecchione et al., 2011) and politicians (Caprara et al., 2003, 2010; see
also Dietrich et al., 2012; Norgaard & Klemmensen, 2019; Schumacher & Zettler, 2019),
revealing that certain personality traits, like openness to experience, were associated
with left-wing voters and politicians, while higher levels of conscientiousness were
found among right-wing voters and politicians.

There has very recently been a renewed interest into the role of personality in
politics, and especially into the relationship between personality traits and political
success. One strand of research examined the impact of personality on political success
by surveying the personality of politicians directly. Looking at Belgian politicians, Joly
and colleagues (2019) found lower levels of agreeableness to be associated with different
measures of political success reflecting different stages of the political career, including
electoral success, parliamentary longevity and access to elite political positions. More-
over, research has shown that personality plays a role at even earlier stages of the
political selection process, with Scott and Medeiros (2020) showing that the personality
of municipal candidates in Canada differ from those of the general population and that
winners differ from losers in terms of personality.

A second approach consists of relying on third-party raters—most often academic
experts—to assess political leaders’ personality’. This approach is particularly popular
when evaluating the personality of leaders who are unapproachable or dead (Nai &

1) For the sake of completeness, it is worth mentioning that yet another approach to assessing elite personality
is Machine Learning. For example, Ramey, Klingler, and Hollibaugh (2019) have measured the personality traits of
Congressmembers by applying Machine Learning on their floor speeches.
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Maier 2021). Using this approach, several researchers have relied on historians and
biographers (Rubenzer et al., 2000) or personality psychologists (Visser et al., 2017) to
evaluate the personalities of American presidents, determining which personality traits
distinguish successful from unsuccessful presidents (Lilienfeld et al., 2012; Watts et al.,
2013). More recently, Nai (2019) collected personality ratings of a large number of politi-
cal leaders made by numerous scholars, showing that candidates with higher levels of
conscientiousness, openness to experience and psychopathy score better at the ballot
box.

Whereas studying politicians’ personality lies at the very core of both approaches, it
is important to realize that they do not study the exact same thing. Whereas self-ratings
can be conceived of as a mixture of one’s “true” personality and one’s self-perceptions,
other-ratings are comprised of the subject’s “true” personality and interpersonal percep-
tions (McAbee & Connelly, 2016). In other words, whereas self-ratings are colored by
the information that is only accessible to the self and how people perceive themselves,
other-ratings are colored by how external observers see the other person, which is
influenced, among other things, by stereotypes, impression management by the target,
as well as the observer’s own personality (McAbee & Connelly, 2016). Important here
is that, although self- and other-ratings might diverge, both are relevant. Self-ratings
tap into how people think about themselves and are therefore an important determinant
of one’s thinking, feeling and behavior. The value of observer ratings, instead, lies in
the way someone’s personality is perceived by observers, and because in the particular
case of politicians those observers are political experts that communicate to the outside
world, their assessments also impact the assessments of the larger public. This is highly
relevant, as research shows that a lot of what we know about others does not stem from
a direct observation of the target, but from intermediaries, which may communicate both
accurate and inaccurate perceptions of the target (Craik, 2008).

Provided the importance of personality judgments in electoral politics (Joly et al.,
2019; Scott & Medeiros, 2020) and given the understanding that political experts play
an important role in influencing such personality judgments, a crucial question pertains
to the extent to which idiosyncrasies of these political experts trickle down in their
personality assessments of politicians. Research on this topic shows that, when people
assess the personality of politicians, their ratings tend to be biased by their own political
orientation (Nai & Maier, 2021; Rice et al., 2020; Wright & Tomlinson, 2018). Whereas
this bias has been shown repeatedly, there is still quite some disagreement about the
extent to which political experts are susceptible to it. While some studies found that
political orientation biases not only the ratings of the general public but also those
of experts (Wright & Tomlinson, 2018), others showed that expert ratings are less
driven by their ideological preferences than ratings by laypeople (Nai & Maier, 2021),
highlighting the need for further research on this topic. Apart from these mixed findings,
previous research has studied the issue by comparing the average ratings by a group
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of experts with the average ratings by a group of laypeople (Nai & Maier, 2021; Wright
& Tomlinson, 2018). Although this approach allows testing whether experts on average
provide different ratings than laypeople do, it fails to tap into the level of (in)consistency
among different experts.

(In)consistencies among experts might potentially be very impactful, since research
has shown that people tend to select information sources that are consistent with their
attitudes, beliefs and social identity (Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009), which affects
and limits their exposure to a specific subset of political experts. For example, Iyengar
and Hahn (2009) have shown that conservatives and republicans prefer news reports
from Fox News, while Democrats and liberals prefer CNN and NPR. Consequently,
because people are exposed to a select group of experts only, idiosyncratic differences
between experts in the way they explain someone else’s thinking and behavior are
critical and potentially very impactful. In the present study, we set out to study such
differences, examining the extent to which different political experts converge on their
personality judgments of politicians.

To this end, we conducted a case study of probably the most mediatized president,
and perhaps the most mediatized politician ever at any given time: Donald Trump.
This is a highly interesting case because there is a richness of spontaneous, unscripted,
observational material, from press briefings to interviews, on which experts can and
have based their personality assessments. Moreover, Donald Trump often goes off script,
providing us with an insight into his natural behavior, opinion and attitudes. Finally,
Donald Trump has a long and rich history of media appearances, from long before being
a politician, in which he has displayed a rather consistent image and personality for
external raters to observe.

Method

Procedure and Participants

To study rater idiosyncrasies in the evaluation of Trump’s personality, we tested the
extent to which different experts (dis)agree in their personality ratings of Donald Trump.
To this end, we asked 11 Belgian journalists and academics, all experts on American
politics with a marked interest in the American Presidency, to rate the personality of US
President Donald Trump. These experts (including both Flemish and Francophones) reg-
ularly comment on ongoing events and all share their analyses with wider audiences—
either through journalistic contributions or op-eds. The 11 experts were contacted in
early April of 2018 and received a reminder one week after initial contact; the survey was
closed by the end of April. Participating experts did not receive any monetary or other
type of reward. Of the 11 contacted political experts, seven participated in the study.
While two experts declined because of their busy schedule, another one declined because
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they did not feel competent to rate someone’s personality as a non-psychologist.? Final,
one expert never responded.

While the disadvantage of relying on Belgian experts is that they are possibly less
exposed to source material, it has the obvious advantage that they are not partisan or
personally involved in the sense that they have never voted or worked for either/any
American party. While this, of course, does not mean these experts do not have their
own ideological preferences, it is safe to assume that Western experts—in this case
Belgian experts—are less polarized than American ones. This is also suggested by Nai
and Maier (2021), who found Dutch experts to draw a more consistent profile of Trump,
regardless of their own preferences.

Although the general aim of our study (i.e., studying the extent of (dis)agreement
about Trump’s personality) is similar to that of Nai and Maier (2021), there are some
notable differences. First, paralleling most research on personality in politics, Nai and
Maier (2021) made use of short personality measures, which in their case was the
Ten-Item Personality inventory (TiPi; Gosling et al., 2003). While the use of short forms
is beneficial from a practical point of view, it comes with important limitations. First, the
conciseness of those measures comes at the cost of reduced richness in the sense that
short forms only measure broad traits and not their underlying facets. The consequence
is that a lot of nuance is lost. Second, short forms are renowned for their poor factor
structures and low internal consistency reliability (Gosling et al., 2003). Whereas this
is not a problem per se, the fact that minor changes in the item scores are directly
reflected in the trait scores make short scales very vulnerable for rater mistakes or
errors. Finally, Bakker and Lelkes (2018) demonstrated that the associations between
personality and political dimensions might differ when using short forms and longer per-
sonality questionnaires, which is logical because short forms do not capture all aspects
of a trait in the same way longer measures do (Credé et al., 2012). Because of these
reasons, we collected expert ratings using the NEO-FFI (Costa & McCrae, 1989), a 60-item
personality inventory that allows studying not only the broad Big Five personality traits
(i.e., neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness), but also
several narrow facets underlying those broad traits (Saucier, 1998). Moreover, a marked
advantage of the NEO-FFI is that, unlike the short measures, it has acceptable levels of
internal consistency, both in self- and other-ratings (Foltz et al., 1997). No other data
were collected during this study.

Analysis

Based on the seven expert ratings of Trump’s personality, we examined inter-rater
reliability for the full NEO-FFI questionnaire, for each of the Big Five traits, and for the

2) The full, anonymized, dataset, can be obtained in the Supplementary Materials
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facets as defined by Saucier (1998). These analyses were performed on item x expert
rater matrices, which means that these analyses tell us something about the extent to
which the expert raters gave identical scores on (a subset of) the NEO-FFI items. Apart
from these analyses, we also examined inter-rater reliability based on the facet and trait
scores. In this case the (facet or trait) scale scores served as the basis of analysis, telling
us to what extent the expert raters (dis)agree about Trump’s personality at the higher,
more abstract facet or trait level.

Inter-rater reliability was assessed using Krippendorff’s Alpha, which provides an
index of absolute agreement. Krippendorff’s Alpha has a number of desirable features in
the context of our particular study. First of all, Krippendorff’s Alpha it is not affected
by the number of observers. Second, it is not impacted by the number of scale points
used by the observers. Third, it has a straightforward interpretation with 0 indicating
the total absence of reliability (i.e., agreement at chance level) and 1 indexing perfect reli-
ability. It is important to note that Krippendorff’s Alpha can be negative, which simply
implies that agreement among the observers is worse than the agreement one would
observe in random data. Fourth and finally, one can empirically generate a sampling
distribution using bootstrapping, which allows producing 95% confidence intervals for
the Krippendorff’s Alpha values (Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007). In the present study, we
computed Krippendorff’s Alphas, as well as 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals (95%
CI) using the icr package in R. To construct the 95% CIs, we used the bootstrap procedure
described in Hayes & Krippendorff (2007), relying on 20,000 bootstrap samples.

Because personality and social psychology scholars are more familiar with the Intra-
Class Correlation Coefficient (ICC) than with Krippendorff’s alpha, we also computed
the ICC(2,1). The ICC(2,1) measures absolute agreement, focuses on single raters (rather
than the average across raters), and is based on a two-way random-effects model, which
assumes that our group of experts is selected from a larger population of experts. The
ICCs were computed using the irr package in R.

Results

Analyses Based on the Item Scores

A first set of analyses was performed on item x expert rater matrices. This implies
that the Krippendorff alpha’s in these analyses pertain to the extent to which the
expert raters gave identical scores to the individual NEO-FFI items. Table 1 shows the
mean scores, standard deviations (SDs), Intra-Class Correlation coefficients (ICCs), and
Krippendorff’s alpha coefficients along with their 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals
for the full NEO-FFI, the Big Five traits and for each of Saucier’s (1998) Big Five trait
facets. As can be seen from Table 1, the alpha inter-rater agreement coefficients vary
quite a lot. When looking at the full NEO-FFI (i.e., inter-rater agreement across all 60
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items), Krippendorff’s alpha equals .56. When doing a trait-by-trait analysis, inter-rater
agreement appears to be highest for the agreeableness items (a = .71), while for openness
(o« = .47), conscientiousness (o = .31), extraversion (o = .53), and neuroticism (ot = .47)
inter-rater agreement is substantially lower. Provided that Krippendorff suggested that
“[I]t is customary to require o = .800. Where tentative conclusions are still acceptable, a
> .667 is the lowest conceivable limit” (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 241), these o’s suggest that
for four out of the five Big Five traits, inter-rater agreement is problematic.?

Table 1

Mean Scores, Standard Deviations (SDs), Intra-Class Correlation Coefficients ICC(2,1), and Krippendorff’s Alpha
Coefficients Along with the 95% Bootstrapped Confidence Intervals (95% Cl) for the full NEO-FFI Scale, the
Separate Big Five Traits and for Each of Saucier’s (1998) Big Five Trait Facets

Big Five traits and facets M SD ICC(2,1) [ 95% CI
Big Five (all 60 items) 2.89 1.44 .57 .56 [.52, .60]
Openness (12 items) 2.19 1.30 .49 47 [.37, .57]
Aesthetic Interests (3 items) 1.76 77 77 71 [.63,.78]
Intellectual Interests (3 items) 1.33 48 94 91 [.89, .94]
Unconventionality (4 items) 3.14 1.43 .40 .36 [.17, 53]
Conscientiousness (12 items) 2.73 1.38 .32 31 [.20, .42]
Orderliness (5 items) 2.49 1.31 .26 .23 [.01, .43]
Goal-Striving (3 items) 3.76 1.14 21 14 [-.14, .39]
Dependability (4 items) 2.25 1.27 .45 42 [.25, .58]
Extraversion (12 items) 3.40 1.24 .53 .53 [.44, .60]
Positive Affect (4 items) 2.61 1.07 .03 .04 [-.24, .29]
Sociability (4 items) 3.57 1.40 .76 71 [.62,.79]
Activity (4 items) 4.04 74 .09 .03 [-.22, .27]
Agreeableness (12 items) 2.81 1.68 72 71 [.63,.78]
Nonantagonistic Orientation (8 items) 2.64 1.77 .83 .82 [.72, .90]
Prosocial Orientation (4 items) 3.14 1.46 47 .40 [.22, .57]
Neuroticism (12 items) 3.13 1.34 .50 47 [.37, .57]
Negative Affect (5 items) 2.83 1.22 .18 .16 [-.07, .36]
Self- Reproach (7 items) 3.35 1.39 .66 .62 [.52,.71]

Looking at the trait facets, the story becomes even more polarized, with some facets hav-
ing high inter-rater agreement (i.e., intellectual interests, nonantagonisitic orientation),

3) A similar conclusion can be made when looking at the ICCs. As values less than .5 indicate poor reliability, the
inter-rater reliability of several Big Five traits is problematic.
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others for which inter-rater agreement is moderate to low (e.g., unconventionality, de-
pendability, prosocial orientation), and still other facets for which inter-rater agreement
does not exceed chance level provided that the 95% CI includes zero (e.g., goal-striving,
positive affect, and negative affect)’. In sum, our findings suggest that inter-rater agree-
ment is moderate to low, which means that the experts tend to differ quite a lot when
rating US President Donald Trump’s personality.

Analyses Based on Scale Scores

In a second set of analyses, we computed scale scores for each facet and trait and used
these scale scores as the basis of the analysis. In these analyses the Krippendorff alpha’s
measure the extent to which the scale scores were identical across experts. When per-
forming this analysis at the facet level (i.e., on a facet scale score x expert rater matrix),
Krippendorff’s alpha equals .65 (95% CI [.58, .70]; ICC(2,1) = .66), while at the trait-level
(i.e., analysis performed on a trait score x expert rater matrix), the Krippendorff’s alpha is
.60 (95% CI [49, .71] ]; ICC(2,1) = .65).

Discussion

The goal of this study was to examine the extent to which political experts converge on
their statements regarding the personality of political actors. Since political experts are
constantly put on display by news media to comment on ongoing political events, their
assessments have important consequences on viewers and, therefore, on potential voters.
To examine this issue, we performed a case study on the personality of Donald Trump,
with seven experts rating Trump’s personality according to the Big Five personality
traits, as well as their different underlying personality facets. Our analyses indicate that
there was substantial disagreement between the political experts, and this was true for
most traits and trait facets. In particular, Krippendorff’s alpha was low when looking at
the overall personality ratings, as well as for four of the five Big Five traits. At the facet
level, of the 13 facets, only four obtained an acceptable Krippendorff alpha. Moreover, we
found that, when focusing on facet or trait scores rather than item scores, Krippendorff’s
alpha was still low to moderate.

Looking at the traits and facets for which we observed high inter-rater agreement,
we see that traits such as agreeableness, sociability and nonantagonistic orientation
are performing well. This fits with the idea that interrater agreement tends to be high
when the behavior can be observed and when the trait is evaluative in nature (John &
Robins, 1993). Other traits, such as openness, neuroticism and conscientiousness have
substantially lower interrater agreement, which is in line with the notion that such traits

4) Once again, the ICCs show a very similar pattern of findings.
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are less clearly observable. However, we also observed some exceptions to this rule. For
example, aesthetic and intellectual interests are generally low on observability, and yet
inter-rater agreement is high. Conversely, activity is typically highly observable, yet the
experts differed tremendously in their ratings®. These findings can possibly be explained
by the fact that political experts, but also normal citizens, often do not have direct access
to Trump’s everyday behavior. Instead, they draw on information they receive via the
media, and it has been shown that their coverage can be highly selective (e.g., Bhatia
et al, 2018; Haselmayer et al, 2017). In that sense the high interrater agreement of
agreeableness is telling, provided that this trait is predictive of political success (Joly
et al., 2019). Therefore, this trait probably gets a lot of attention when politicians are
covered by the media, which implies that the trait is highly observable for experts and
citizens. Of course, one should be cautious to generalize from this particular case to
every politician, since the peculiarities of Trump might make that some aspects of his
character get more media attention than other aspects.

Another important issue to keep in mind when reading our paper is that inter-rater
consistency can be studied and operationalized in a number of ways. In the present
paper, we looked at absolute agreement, or the extent to which different experts agreed
on the absolute levels they used to describe Trump’s personality. Another approach to
qualifying agreement is to look at patterns of agreement, rather than absolute agreement.
Using this approach, one might for example look at profile similarity, or the extent to
which the different experts agree on Trump’s personality profile (across traits, trait fac-
ets, or even items). In this case one tests whether the profile of peaks and valleys, rather
than the absolute levels of those peaks and valleys, in Trump’s personality is similar
across raters (Furr, 2008). Yet another approach would be to ask experts to rate a number
of politicians and to look at profile similarity across—rather than within—politicians. In
this case, one would look at whether experts are consistent in their evaluation of Trump
relative to other politicians. Finally, one can look at the reliability of single raters or the
reliability of the average scores across the different raters. Because we were interested
in the possible consequences of selective exposure to one or a few experts, our focus is
on the reliability of single experts. Most studies relying upon expert ratings, however,
are generally more interested in averaging across raters, and those ICCs are by definition
higher than single measures ICCs. Because of the multitude of ways to look at inter-rater
consistency, our conclusion is not that humans fail to reliably agree on the reputations
of others, or that studies relying on expert ratings are per definition problematic. On the
contrary, previous research has shown that reputation matters (Hogan, 2005) and that
reputation can be reliably captured (e.g. Rubenzer et al., 2000).

5) Although we argue that activity is highly observable, the NEO-FFI item “I often feel as if I'm bursting with energy”
refers to an internal feeling state that is not directly observable to people beyond the self.
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What our study does show is that, despite those findings, there is substantial disa-
greement between individual experts when it comes to the absolute ratings of Trump’s
personality. In other words, the overall pattern of low to moderate interrater agreement,
suggest the existence of substantial differences in how political experts rate the personal-
ity of politicians. Since research shows that a lot of what we know about others does not
stem from a direct observation of the target but from intermediaries (Craik, 2008), such
idiosyncrasies are highly relevant because they might potentially trickle down into the
assessments and eventually the voting behavior of the large public.
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