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ABSTRACT

Are expert observers and the public at large able to provide an objective
assessment of the personality of political ﬁgures? We provide special attention
to the (curious) personality of Donald Trump and triangulate data from seven
sources: two mass surveys with US citizens, three expert surveys (in the USA,
Germany, and the Netherlands), and two surveys with undergraduate
students in the Netherlands. This triangulation allows us to highlight that in
the US public opinions about Trump are extremely polarized even beyond
partisanship; for instance, agreeable voters tend to have a better opinion of
Trump if they are Democrats, whereas disagreeable individuals tend to have a
better opinion of Trump if they are Republicans. Experts, on the other hand,
are not as dramatically driven by their ideological preferences as some might
fear, and they globally seem to agree on his extreme proﬁle. Non-experts
(Dutch students) are equally able to draw a consistent proﬁle of Trump, more
or less regardless of their personal preferences, as are experts – something
that US voters seem incapable of, especially if leaning towards the right.
Finally, experts and students also assess consistently the personality of
selected other political ﬁgures beyond Trump – Angela Merkel, and two
leading ﬁgures in Dutch politics.

Introduction and rationale
The personality of political ﬁgures
The personality of political ﬁgures matters. From the voters’ standpoint, it has
been suggested that the ‘ideal political candidate’ has some clearly identiﬁable public persona characteristics, and ‘is seen as extremely competent,
extremely high in character, quite composed and sociable, [and] slightly extroverted’ (Heixweg 1979). In this sense, knowing how the candidates are, their
character and personality, provides voters with important cues about their
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future performance if elected. Growing evidence suggests indeed that candidates with a particular personality proﬁle (low agreeableness, high conscientiousness, and even high psychopathy; Joly, Soroka, and Loewen 2018; Nai
2019) are more likely to succeed. From the elites’ perspective, on the other
hand, several studies suggest that the personality of elected oﬃcials is, in
part, responsible for their success or failure in discharging their duties (Joly,
Soroka, and Loewen 2018); for instance, Watts et al. (2013) show that grandiose narcissism is associated in US Presidents with a higher incidence of
impeachment resolutions and unethical behaviors. All in all, these studies
suggest that assessing the personality proﬁle of political ﬁgures has much
to contribute in terms of a better understanding of electoral competition,
campaigning, and eﬀective governance.
How can the personality of political ﬁgures be assessed? The majority of
studies on human personality and individual diﬀerences rely on individual
self-assessments or clinical examinations by psychologists and psychiatrists.
In the case of political ﬁgures, however, the lack of direct contact with and
easy access to the subjects makes sketching their full psychological proﬁle
potentially diﬃcult, due to the absence of ﬁrst-hand psychological data or
direct access to them. A handful of studies were able to convince elected
oﬃcials and local representatives to ﬁll in standardized questionnaires including personality batteries (Joly, Soroka, and Loewen 2018; Nørgaard and Klemmensen 2019), but this practice is more of an exception than the norm and is
unlikely to be eﬀective with key players and political leaders at the national
level – in lay language, it is unlikely that Donald Trump (or Barak Obama,
Angela Merkel, Vladimir Putin, and so forth) will ever consent to participate
to a scientiﬁc study where their personality is assessed via standardized
measures. A ﬁrst alternative approach that circumvents the need for direct
access to political ﬁgures is the study of personality via the analysis of secondary data, such as content analysis of political speeches (Slatcher et al. 2007;
Ramey, Klingler, and Hollibaugh 2019); although promising, this approach
is, however, unlikely to be generalizable across diﬀerent contexts and cultures
(and languages), and beyond textual data. A second alternative approach,
which we adopt in this article, consists in measuring the personality of political
ﬁgures via expert assessments (Slatcher et al. 2007; Lilienfeld et al. 2012; Watts
et al. 2013; Visser, Book, and Volk 2017; Nai and Maier 2018), following a rich
research tradition showing substantial cross-observer agreement on personality assessments, including self-reports (e.g. Colbert et al. 2012). In lay
language, this approach consists in identifying ‘experts’ that have a meaningful knowledge about the political ﬁgures to be assessed and asking them to
rate their personality using standardized scales; ratings from multiple
experts are then pooled together, to provide a full ‘perceived’ personality
proﬁle of the political ﬁgure (Nai and Maier 2018; Nai 2019).
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The use of expert ratings for the evaluation of political and social phenomena, although quite frequent, is not without caveats. A frequent critique
addressed to this method is the ideological skewness expert samples, as academic scholars tend to lean towards the left (Curini 2010). Hence, the question
is: Can experts be trusted? And are they better at assessing the personality of
political ﬁgures than other external observers – citizens? In this article, we contribute to this debate by looking into the curious case of the personality of
Donald Trump, and other contemporary European ﬁgures (Angela Merkel,
Marc Rutte, and Geert Wilders).

The curious case of Donald Trump
Given his unorthodox interpretation of the Presidency, it is unsurprising that
an increasing number of studies discusses Trump’s personality (e.g. Visser,
Book, and Volk 2017; Hyatt et al. 2018; Nai and Maier 2018). Outside academia
as well the mind of Donald Trump has been a frequent topic of debate over
the past few years,1 and many now call for a relaxation of the ‘Goldwater rule’
that discourages drawing conclusions about the psychological proﬁle of
public ﬁgures without direct examination (Lilienfeld, Miller, and Lynam
2018). Across diﬀerent academic studies, a consensus seems to emerge
regarding the ‘oﬀ the charts’ personality of Donald Trump, which is often
characterized by very high extraversion, very low agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability, and sky-high narcissism (Visser, Book, and
Volk 2017; Nai and Maier 2018; Nai, Martinez i Coma, and Maier 2019).
Piggybacking on the critique that scholars, because they lean towards the
left, cannot be objective in assessing the personality of political ﬁgures, Wright
and Tomlinson (2018) recently argued that using experts to proﬁle the personality of Donald Trump yields misleading results; in their study, the authors
compared Trump’s personality assessment by a convenience sample of American voters and by experts (using expert data from Nai and Maier 2018); using
the former as a yardstick, they argue that experts tend to rate Trump too low
on conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability. To be sure, it
might seem odd to assume that voters’ opinions about the proﬁle of candidates are of the same quality as opinions of scholars having worked and published in the ﬁeld. Evidence suggests that voters tend to evaluate the
personality reputation of political ﬁgures with a more simpliﬁed proﬁle than
the one they would apply to themselves. For instance, Caprara et al. (2007)
show that voters in Italy and (partially) in the USA perceive political ﬁgures
along two main dimensions: friendliness, conscientiousness and emotional
stability on the one side, and energy/extraversion and openness on the
other. These two dimensions appear to work as ‘evaluative anchors and
1

See, for instance: Dan P. McAdams, “The mind of Donald Trump”, The Atlantic, June 2016.
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ﬁlters for making sense of personal information about political candidates’
(Caprara et al. 2007, 394). Lacking expertise, it seems thus reasonable to
assume that voters often tend to rely on ideological considerations as heuristic tools to assess the personality proﬁles of candidates.
All in all, we have serious doubts about the validity of using voters’ estimates to judge the quality of expert ratings – or, at the very least, this exercise
should be conducted carefully. Even looking at the assessments of ‘moderates’ that ‘scored at the midpoint of political orientation and did not vote
for either Clinton or Trump’ (Wright and Tomlinson 2018, 23) is unlikely to
provide the unbiased estimate that Wright and Tomlinson (2018) claim to
obtain. First, a midpoint score on the left-right scale does not reﬂect political
moderation – which is much more eﬀectively captured by ‘centrist’ positions
on both economic and liberal issues (Carmines, Ensley, and Wagner 2012),
whereas a simple midpoint score on the left-right divide could equally well
signal voters that average their extreme but opposite positions on the two
dimensions (e.g. very liberal on social issues and very conservative on economic issues). Second, is it rather naïve to assume that having voted neither
for Trump nor for Clinton is a good proxy for political moderation: these
voters could be aligned with third-party candidates instead, and it is widely
known that support for third-party candidates in US presidential elections is
linked with greater political cynicism (Koch 2003) and anti-elitism (Allen and
Brox 2005). In the 2016 election, neither the green Jill Stein nor (and
especially) the libertarian Gary Johnson can honestly be deﬁned as ‘moderate’.
Yet, the results presented in Wright and Tomlinson (2018) are provocative
and lead to several fundamental questions. Are experts really objective when
it comes to assess the personality of political ﬁgures? Can we trust the experts,
or are they as inﬂuenced by their ideological preferences as voters are? And
can we assume that experts and the public at large rate political ﬁgures
similarly?
We suggest that assessing the quality of expert judgments by comparing it
to voters’ judgments is a worthwhile endeavor overall, but scholars should use
caution in contexts where voters’ opinions are extremely polarized – as it is the
case in the United States today (Carmines, Ensley, and Wagner 2012; Baldassarri and Gelman 2008). Polarization ‘induces alignment along multiple lines
of potential conﬂict and organizes individuals and groups around exclusive
identities, thus crystallizing interests into opposite factions’ (Baldassarri and
Gelman 2008, 409). Polarization makes that everything is seen through the
lenses of partisanship, which blurs the lines between relevant and non-relevant issues, and creates a situation where there is no middle ground and
where nuanced opinions are unlikely. Thus, ideological biases should play a
greater role in polarized contexts. Shapiro and Bloch-Elkon (2006, 9)
advance a similar argument and suggest that political polarization has the
potential to lead
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to distortions in perceptions of reality and [… to produce] biases in the information that the public uses to form or alter its opinions in ways that would
not serve its best interests compared to the opinions it would hold if it possessed
the best available information.

This study
With this in mind, this article assesses to what extent experts and the public
converge in their assessment of political ﬁgures and to what extent their political leaning conditions their ratings. We do so by triangulating data from
seven sources: two mass surveys with US citizens, three expert surveys (in
the USA, Germany, and the Netherlands), and two surveys with undergraduate students in the Netherlands. All these datasets measure the personality of
candidates relying on the same personality inventories – more speciﬁcally, the
same batteries for both the Big Five and the Dark Triad, see below - which
allows for a direct comparison.
Overall, we start from the assumption that the public at large tends to
evaluate the candidates in line with experts, but less so when the political
environment is very polarized – as it is the case today for the United States.
It is unsurprising that political opinions aﬀect personality ratings of political
ﬁgures in polarized contexts, as shown for instance in Wright and Tomlinson
(2018) or Hyatt et al. (2018). We argue however that (1) this is especially the
case at the voters’ level and less so for experts – which undermines the critique of Wright and Tomlinson (2018), and (2) experts and the public are
much more aligned in other contexts – in other terms, the US case cannot
be seen as a methodological yardstick. To be sure, we do not claim to statistically test the extent to which diﬀerent degrees of polarization aﬀect the congruence between experts and the public at large. To do so, much more
variation at the contextual level is required. Instead, we present here evidence
that extreme partisan polarization in the US electorate biases perceptions of
political elites, and in non-polarized environments the public evaluates political ﬁgures - including polarizing ﬁgures – in a way that converges strongly
with expert assessments.

Method
Triangulating seven datasets
We present in this article triangulated evidence from seven datasets (Table 1).
First, we use data from two samples of US citizens, gathered via MTurk in
late 2018 (N = 1,568 and N = 1,218), to highlight the role of partisanship and
polarization in political opinions and to replicate the results in Wright and
Tomlinson (2018). Trends in these datasets will be compared, second, with
data from expert surveys; the ﬁrst was run just after the 2018 US Midterm
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Table 1. Datasets used, at a glance.
Dataset ID
A
B
C
D
E
F
G

Type

Date collected

N

US citizens, MTurk 1
US citizens, MTurk 2
Experts, US Midterms 2018
Experts, Netherlands election 2017
Experts, Germany election 2017
Dutch students, sample 1
Dutch students, sample 2

08.2018
11.2018
11.2018
03.2017
09.2017
10.2017
12.2017

1,568
1,218
200
29
38
201
140

elections on a sample of 200 US scholars in elections and US politics, whereas
the second and third are part of a large-scale comparative expert survey about
elections across the globe (Nai 2018, 2019); we use these expert surveys to
draw the personality proﬁle of Trump and other European leaders in terms
of Big Five and Dark Triad, as seen by scholars. Third, we use data from two
student samples (N = 201 and N = 140) where participants were also asked
to rate the personality of Trump and these European ﬁgures; we triangulate
these diﬀerent sources of data, paneled by the ideology of respondents, in
order to demonstrate that experts and the public perceive political ﬁgures
quite similarly – except in the case of the US electorate, extremely polarized
and thus probably biased.

American citizens’ samples (Datasets A and B)
In August and November 2018 we ran two mass surveys on two independent samples of US citizens via the online platform Amazon MTurk, which
has been shown to yield quality data (Hauser and Schwarz 2016; Casler,
Bickel, and Hackett 2013; Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012). In both cases,
participation was rewarded with a small sum ($0.75). After excluding respondents that failed attention checks, the ﬁnal samples contain respectively
1,568 respondents (dataset A) and 1,281 respondents (dataset B). Dataset
A is composed by 51.5% of female respondents, with an average age of
39.1 years (SD = 12.2). The sample is mostly composed by white/Caucasian
respondents (82.8%), followed by blacks/African-Americans (8.0%), respondents of Asian origin (5.7%), and Hispanic/Latino (5.1%). A majority of
50.3% of respondents declare being ‘somewhat interested’ in politics, and
only 2.2% declare ‘no interest at all’. The sample is slightly skewed to the
left: the average self-reported left-right position is 4.4 (SD = 2.9) on a 0–10
scale, and 40.8% think themselves as a Democrat (26.4% Republican,
27.7% independent, 3.2% no preference, 1.9% other). Respondents in
dataset A were asked to evaluate their feelings for Donald Trump and for
the Republican Party using the ‘feeling thermometer’ developed by the
ANES research group (Wilcox, Sigelman, and Cook 1989). Furthermore,
respondents answered two batteries of questions intended to measure
their personality traits: the TIPI for the Big Five (Gosling, Rentfrow, and
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Swann 2003), and the ‘Dirty Dozen’ (D12) for the Dark Triad (Jonason and
Webster 2010). The composition of dataset B is very similar: 51.1% female,
39.6 years on average (SD = 12.6), 79.3% Caucasian (9.6% blacks/AfricanAmericans), high interest in politics, 48.7% identify with Democrats (30.9%
Republicans), and relatively left-to-center average self-placement (4.1/10,
SD = 3.1). Respondents in dataset B were asked to evaluate the personality
of President Trump; we report these results below.

Expert personality ratings (datasets C, D and E)
In the direct aftermath of the 2018 US Midterm elections, we contacted a
sample of US scholars in elections and US politics and asked them to evaluate
(among other issues) the personality of Donald Trump using the same batteries for the Big Five and Dark Triad described above. 200 experts answered
our questionnaire, and their answers are aggregated to draw the proﬁle of the
current President (dataset C). On average, these experts declared themselves
very familiar with US elections (M = 7.81/10, SD = 2.05), and estimated that the
questions in the survey were easy to answer (M = 7.53, SD = 2.39). 27% of
experts in the sample are female, 50.2% worked at the time of the survey
(November 2018) in a ‘red’ state won by Trump in 2016, and their average
age is 54.8 years (SD = 13.6). Most importantly, the overall sample of experts
leans quite strongly to the left, with an average self-reported score on the
left-right scale of 3.2 out of 10 (SD = 1.43), in line with known trends for academia (e.g. Solon 2015). Of course, a skewed sample is not enough to suspect
biased aggregate assessments – for this, the eﬀect of ideology on expert
ratings has to be proven. As we will see, evidence in this sense is much less
dramatic than some might fear
We also use part of a larger comparative dataset about the personality and
campaigning style of candidates worldwide (Nai 2018, 2019), to present the personality of three additional political ﬁgures, which we use as benchmark beyond
the Trump case: Mark Rutte (the current Dutch PM and leader of the centre-right
VVD), Geert Wilders (the provocateur and polarizing leader of the Dutch far-right
populist PVV), and the Christian Democratic Chancellor Angela Merkel.
29 experts provided answers for the Dutch election, and 38 for the German election. Personality measures in these last datasets (D and E) use a shorter version of
the ‘Dirty Dozen’ (D12) battery based on the principal component analyses
described in Jonason and Webster (2010, 422); we selected the two items
that correlate the highest with each trait and use them as a battery.
Student samples
In late 2017, we asked two samples of undergraduate students in
communication at the University of Amsterdam2 to evaluate four candidates
2

Students were given a modest incentive to participate (0.18 research credits).
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using the TIPI for the Big Five and our short version of the D12 for the Dark Triad.
In study 1, respondents evaluated the personality of Donald Trump (N = 201),
whereas in study 2 participants evaluated the personality of Mark Rutte,
Geert Wilders, and Angela Merkel (N = 140). Attention checks (Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances 2014) were used in both studies. The composition of these
student samples is, expectedly, skewed in terms of gender (respectively
82.6% and 80.7% of female respondents), age (20.6 and 20.7 years of age in
average), and ideological positioning (respectively, 4.0 and 4.3 out of 10).

Results
Polarization, personality and partisanship in the US electorate
Perhaps no political ﬁgure has been as polarizing as Donald Trump in recent
memory. A look at the data for the ﬁrst US sample (Dataset A: MTurk, N = 1,568)
shows indeed that opinions about the current president are not only extreme,
but also extremely contrasted depending on the respondent ideological aﬃliation. Figure 1 plots the distribution of opinions about Trump (panel a) using the
‘feeling thermometer’, paneled by the partisan aﬃliation of the respondent. The
contrast between the very cold feelings for Trump in Democrats and very warm
feelings in Republicans appears clearly. The extremely low (and consensual)
opinion about Trump in respondents declaring a strong identiﬁcation with
the Democratic party is particularly remarkable; for that group of voters, the
average warmth for Trump is 6.2 out of 100 (SD = 17.4). Opinions about the
Republican party (panel b) also vary as a function of partisan identiﬁcation, of
course. Nonetheless, the magnitude of the diﬀerences between opposed
poles is especially present in opinions about Trump.
The strong eﬀect of partisanship on feelings for Trump and the GOP exists
also when controlling for the socio-demographic proﬁle of the respondent
(gender, age, race), interest in politics, and personality traits (Tables A1 and
A2 in the Appendix). Female, younger voters, and African-Americans tend
to have a worse opinion about the current President, but the eﬀect disappears
once controlling for partisanship. Interestingly, a more positive opinion of
Trump exists for respondents high in extraversion, low openness and high
narcissism. The fact that this aligns with some aspects of Trump’s own personality (Visser, Book, and Volk 2017; Nai and Maier 2018; Nai, Martinez i Coma,
and Maier 2019) supports the ‘homophily’ theories according to which
voters tend to support candidates with personalities that ‘match’ their own
(Caprara and Zimbardo 2004; Fortunato, Hibbing, and Mondak 2018).
Model M3 in both tables interacts partisanship with interest in politics,
and shows signiﬁcant results for both evaluation of Trump and its party.
In both cases, polarization between Democrats and Republicans is stronger
at higher levels of political interest, but the substantive interpretation of the
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Figure 1. Evaluation of Trump and the Republican party by partisan identiﬁcation; violin
plots (a) Feeling thermometer for Donald Trump. (b) Feeling thermometer for the Republican party. Dataset A (US citizens, MTurk 1).

eﬀects diﬀers however in the two cases. As illustrated in Figure 2 (marginal
eﬀects with 95% CIs), an increase in interest in politics especially drives positive feelings for Trump in Republicans (less so in Democrats, panel a), whereas
a higher interest especially drives negative feelings for the party in Democrats
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Figure 2. Evaluation of Trump and the Republican party by interest in politics * partisan
identiﬁcation; marginal eﬀects. (a) Trump. (b) Republican party. Note: Dataset A (US citizens, MTurk 1). Marginal eﬀects with 95% Conﬁdence intervals, based on coeﬃcients in
model M3 in Table 1 (panel a) and Table 2 (panel b). Panel a. Dependent variable is evaluation of Trump (“feeling thermometer”) and varies between 0 “no warm feelings at all”
and 100 “very warm feelings”. Panel b. Dependent variable is evaluation of the Republican party (“feeling thermometer”) and varies between 0 “no warm feelings at all” and
100 “very warm feelings”.

(less so in Republicans, panel b). In other terms, interest in politics makes
Republicans like more Trump and Democrats dislike more the GOP.
Finally, model M4 in both tables adds a series of interaction eﬀects
between partisanship and the personality traits of respondents. Overall,
eﬀects are again much stronger for Trump, suggesting that opinions about
this candidate tend to polarize beyond partisanship. For example, agreeable
individuals tend to have a better opinion of Trump if they are Democrats,
whereas disagreeable individuals tend to have a better opinion of Trump if
they are Republicans (Figure 3, panel a); this eﬀect is completely absent
when it comes to evaluating the Republican party (panel b). The same
eﬀect exists for psychopathy. The only eﬀect that is stronger for the GOP
than for Trump is the interaction between partisanship and emotional stability
– emotionally stable respondents tend to have a better opinion of the GOP if
they are Democrats, whereas neurotics have a better opinion of the GOP if
they are Republicans (the eﬀect does not exist for Trump).
Taking stock, these analyses reveal the very strong and polarizing eﬀect of
partisanship in the current US electorate. Polarization is not only stronger for
Trump than for its party, but also exists beyond partisanship, for instance in
terms of interest in politics and the personality of respondents.

Expert ratings and ideology
If US citizens seem doomed to have skewed opinions of political leaders (and
especially their current President) based on their partisan identiﬁcation,
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Figure 3. Evaluation of Trump and the Republican party by agreeableness * partisan
identiﬁcation; marginal eﬀects. (a) Trump. (b) Republican party. Note: Dataset A (US citizens, MTurk 1). Marginal eﬀects with 95% Conﬁdence intervals, based on coeﬃcients in
model M3 in Table 1 (panel a) and Table 2 (panel b). Panel a. Dependent variable is evaluation of Trump (‘feeling thermometer’) and varies between 0 ‘no warm feelings at all’ and
100 ‘very warm feelings’. Panel b. Dependent variable is evaluation of the Republican
party (‘feeling thermometer’) and varies between 0 ‘no warm feelings at all’ and 100
‘very warm feelings’. Scores on the y-axis refer to the linear eﬀect of agreeableness on
that evaluation

should the same be feared about expert observers? This is what Wright and
Tomlinson (2018) suggest. Indeed, we concur that it would be absurd to
believe that experts provide completely neutral assessments. It is however
the extent of such ideological biases that matters. Table 2 compares the
average ratings of Big Five and Dark Triad for Trump provided by our
experts, according to their ideological proﬁle; given the distribution of
experts in our sample, skewed towards the center-left, we compare the
three following categories of ideology: left (scores between 1 and 3 on the
left-right scale), center (4–5), and right (between 6 and 10). Results of a
series of t-tests comparing left- with right-leaning experts are as follows3:
extraversion: t(141) = 0.71, p < .478, d = 0.12 ; agreeableness: t(142) = −1.53,
p < .027, d = 0.26; conscientiousness: t(139) = −0.96, p < .271, d = 0.16;
emotional stability: t(139) = −1.43, p < .155, d = 0.24; openness: t(140) =
−1.69, p < .092, d = 0.23; narcissism: t(144) = 4.16, p < .000, d = 0.69; psychopathy: t(139) = 2.00, p < .047, d = 0.34; Machiavellianism: t(142) = 2.24, p < .027,
d = 0.38. Four signiﬁcant diﬀerences are identiﬁed, but their magnitude
remains relatively modest, with an achieved statistical power between
3

To compute the eﬀect size (Cohen’s d) for independent samples t-tests we used the following approximation: (2 * t) / √(df)
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Table 2. Experts evaluate the personality of Trump (by ideology).
All experts
Mean

SD

Left
N

Mean

SD

Center
N

Mean

SD

Right
N

Mean

SD

N

Big Five
Extraversion
6.32
0.94
197
6.24
0.99
129
6.59
0.68
50
6.04
1.12
14
Agreeableness
1.29
0.68
199
1.21
0.64
130
1.36
0.64
50
1.64
1.03
14
Conscientiousness
1.91
1.26
196
1.85
1.26
127
1.99
1.23
51
2.25
1.50
14
Emotional stability
1.59
1.04
196
1.49
0.95
127
1.74
1.13
50
1.89
1.35
14
Openness
3.34
1.32
192
3.18
1.25
128
3.57
1.44
46
3.79
1.53
14
Dark Triad
Narcissism
6.89
0.35
200
6.95
0.17
132
6.86
0.34
50
6.59
0.87
14
Psychopathy
6.71
0.74
194
6.77
0.60
127
6.68
0.96
49
6.41
0.93
14
Machiavellianism
6.70
0.59
193
6.69
0.59
130
6.82
0.42
47
6.30
0.86
14
Dataset C (Experts, US Midterms). Ideological leaning based on self-reported score on the left-right scale: 0–3 ‘left’, 4–5 ‘center’, 6–10 ‘right’. Personality traits vary between 1 ‘very low’
and 7 ‘very high’.
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15.7% and 64.5%.4 The modest magnitude of the diﬀerences between left and
right-leaning experts, even if signiﬁcant, can be seen in Figure 4 against the
full range of the personality variables (1–7).
We go a step further, and regress the experts’ evaluations of Trump’s
psychological proﬁle – separately for each trait in the Big Five (Table A3 in
the Appendix) and Dark Triad (Table A4) – on their ideological positioning;
the regressions also include several controls that account for other expert
characteristics: self-reported familiarity with US elections (from 0 ‘not familiar
at all’ to 10 ‘very familiar’), self-reported ease in answering the questionnaire
(from 0 ‘very hard’ to 10 ‘very easy’), geographical location of the expert (more
speciﬁcally, whether or not the expert works in a ‘red’ state won by Trump in
2016), gender, age, and self-evaluated discipline of specialization (ﬁve dummy
variables for specialization in elections and electoral behavior, political psychology, US politics, political communication, and methods). The regressions
show some signiﬁcant results for ideology. Right-leaning experts seem more
positive concerning Trumps’ agreeableness and emotional stability (Table A3)
and less critical on his narcissism and Machiavellianism (Table A4); these
eﬀects remain however relatively marginal, with perhaps the exception of
emotional stability: a move of one unit towards the right increases Trump’s
perceived emotional stability by 0.14 units (on a 1–7 scale). Similarly, a
move of one unit towards the right decreases Trump’s perceived narcissism
by 0.05 units. In other terms, between an expert on the very extreme left
and an expert on the very extreme right there is only about 1–1.5 point of
diﬀerence at the most on these traits, which is substantially smaller than
some diﬀerences we show below between American and Dutch respondents

Public ratings and ideology
Much of the critique of Wright and Tomlinson (2018) rests on their analysis of
personality ratings provided by a convenience sample of the American public,
compared across ideological lines with the ratings provided by the experts in
Nai and Maier (2018). Their results suggest that experts evaluated Trump
lower in conscientiousness and agreeableness than American voters in their
sample having supported Clinton; furthermore, experts rated Trump lower
in conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability than ‘politically
moderate’ American voters.
We do not contest the empirical reliability of their ﬁndings. Hyatt et al.
(2018) also ﬁnd that the perceived personality proﬁle of Trump diﬀers
depending on whether the responded voted for Trump or Clinton in the
4

Post-hoc (“achieved”) statistical power was computed via the software G*Power (Faul et al. 2007). For
one-tailed tests the post-hoc statistical power was estimated as follows: extraversion 64.5%, agreeableness 15.7%, conscientiousness 48.3%, emotional stability 43.5%, openness 30.4%, narcissism 25.0%, psychopathy 31.8%, Machiavellianism 27.9%.
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Figure 4. Trump Big Five and Dark Triad personality traits; comparing left-, center-, and
right-leaning experts. Note: Dataset C (Experts, US Midterms). N(left) = 127–132; N
(center) = 46–51; N(right) = 14. Ideological leaning based on self-reported score on the
left-right scale: 0–3 ‘left’, 4–5 ‘center’, 6–10 ‘right’.

2016 election; where Trump voters see high extraversion and emotional stability, Clinton voters see low conscientiousness (both agree on high narcissism
and psychopathy, though). Data from our second MTurk study from November 2018 (dataset B) also shows similar trends, described in Table 3. Results of
a series of t-tests comparing left- with right-leaning US citizens are as follows:
extraversion: t(964) = −1.91, p < .057, d = 0.12; agreeableness: t(964) = −20.51,
p < .000, d = 1.32; conscientiousness: t(964) = −26.66, p < .000, d = 1.72;
emotional stability: t(964) = −20.50, p < 000., d = 1.32; openness: t(964) =
−22.43, p < .000, d = 1.44; narcissism: t(964) = 14.28, p < .000, d = 0.92; psychopathy: t(964) = 25.01, p < .000, d = 1.61; Machiavellianism: t(964) = 23.98,
p < .000, d = 1.54.
As shown in the Table, respondents form the left tended to evaluate
Trump’s agreeableness and openness as much lower than respondents on
the right, whereas the reverse is true for psychopathy and Machiavellianism.
Given the current high levels of polarization in the American society,
ﬁnding skewed perception is all but surprising. Indeed, we argue that using
the perceptions of a highly polarized electorate to validate the opinion of
experts – as Wright and Tomlinson (2018) do – is a doomed exercise in the
ﬁrst place. How can voters’ perceptions used as a benchmark to assess the
quality of experts, given the profound diﬀerences driven by partisan aﬃliation
and ideology found in the electorate? As discussed above, extreme polarization – as it is currently the case in the US – reinforces the role of partisan preferences on political opinion; in such a context, it is normal to expect that
citizens’ evaluations of political ﬁgures strongly diverges across the partisan
divide. It results from this logic that citizens in less polarized contexts
should be able to provide less skewed assessments. To substantiate this
claim, we gathered data from undergraduate students at the University of

Table 3. US citizens evaluate the personality of Trump (by ideology).
SD

Left
N

Mean

SD

Center
N

Mean

SD

Right
N

Mean

SD

N

Big Five
Extraversion
5.98
1.14
1,218
5.94
1.14
558
5.92
1.20
238
6.08
1.11
408
Agreeableness
2.23
1.44
1,218
1.54
1.07
558
2.19
1.28
238
3.19
1.43
408
Conscientiousness
3.44
2.04
1,218
2.25
1.48
558
3.52
1.80
238
5.02
1.74
408
Emotional stability
2.68
1.70
1,218
1.84
1.19
558
2.76
1.57
238
3.76
1.72
408
Openness
3.67
1.66
1,218
2.79
1.39
558
3.78
1.54
238
4.79
1.34
408
Dark Triad
Narcissism
6.24
1.20
1,218
6.69
0.83
558
6.21
1.15
238
5.68
1.36
408
Psychopathy
5.64
1.62
1,218
6.53
0.89
558
5.67
1.43
238
4.42
1.70
408
Machiavellianism
5.70
1.65
1,218
6.57
0.90
558
5.81
1.39
238
4.48
1.77
408
Note: Dataset B (US citizens, MTurk 2). Ideological leaning based on self-reported score on the left-right scale: 0–3 ‘left’, 4–5 ‘center’, 6–10 ‘right’. Personality traits vary between 1 ‘very
low’ and 7 ‘very high’.
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Amsterdam (dataset F), which should logically not be aﬀected by the extreme
levels of partisan polarization existing in the American context. Table 4
presents Trump’s personality scores as assessed by Dutch students. Results
of a series of t-tests comparing left- with right-leaning Dutch students are
as follows: extraversion: t(134) = 0.81, p < .419, d = 0.14; agreeableness:
t(135) = −1.19, p < .238, d = 0.20; conscientiousness: t(125) = −3.56, p < .001,
d = 0.64; emotional stability: t(131) = −3.65, p < .001, d = 0.64; openness:
t(126) = −1.43, p < .156, d = 0.25; narcissism: t(134) = 3.10, p < .002, d = 0.54;
psychopathy: t(131) = 2.48, p < .014, d = 0.43; Machiavellianism: t(127) = 0.89,
p < .376, d = 0.16.
Figure 5 compares how experts (dataset C) Dutch students (dataset F) and
American voters in our second MTurk sample (dataset B) assessed the personality of Trump, paneled by their ideological proﬁle.5 The diﬀerences across the
samples - and especially between the US citizens and Dutch students samples
- are substantial, especially among right-leaning respondents; for instance,
American citizens show very high levels of openness for Trump among
respondents on the right (Mean = 4.79, SD = 1.34), whereas right-wing respondents in the Dutch students sample evaluated Trump with lower than average
openness (Mean = 3.24, SD = 1.32); the diﬀerence between the two scores is
considerable (t(450) = 7.30, p < .000, d = 0.69); a similar trend exists for conscientiousness and, to a lesser extent, emotional stability. Looking at the
Dark Triad, right-wing US voters are substantially less critical of President
Trump when it comes to psychopathy and (especially) Machiavellianism
than Dutch students; the diﬀerence between the two assessments is, again,
signiﬁcant at p < .001 and relatively important (t(452) = −4.94, p < .000,
d = 0.46).
If there is one conclusion that can be taken from Figure 5 is that diﬀerences
across observers mostly come from the fact that US voters diverge from all
other observers (experts and Dutch students), especially among right-wing
respondents. This result is perfectly in line with the idea that polarization in
the US is driven by ‘asymmetric’ dynamics and, more speciﬁcally, with the
fact that Republicans have moved towards the right much more than Democrats have moved towards the left in recent times (Russell 2018; Hacker and
Pierson 2006).
Figure A1 in the Appendix then compares the average ratings in the Dutch
student sample (also paneled by left-leaning, moderates, and right-leaning
respondents) with the average expert scores, for both the Big Five and the
Dark Triad. Two conclusions can be drawn; ﬁrst, the diﬀerences in ratings
for both the Big Five and Dark Triad traits across respondents of diﬀerent ideological proﬁles are minimal – and substantially smaller than the diﬀerences in
5

In all analyses, and in all samples (voters, experts, students), the ideological proﬁle was computed from
self-reported left-right scores and recoded in three categories: left (0–3), center (4–5) and right (6–10).

Table 4. Dutch students evaluate the personality of Trump (by ideology).
SD

Left
N

Mean

SD

Center
N

Mean

SD

Right
N

Mean

SD

N

Big Five
Extraversion
5.77
1.13
197
5.89
1.05
87
5.61
1.20
50
5.73
1.20
49
Agreeableness
2.43
1.10
198
2.26
1.16
89
2.56
0.96
49
2.50
1.07
48
Conscientiousness
2.79
1.41
186
2.49
1.44
82
2.76
1.31
47
3.42
1.35
45
Emotional stability
2.37
1.37
192
1.98
1.17
85
2.56
1.44
48
2.85
1.55
48
Openness
2.97
1.23
186
2.91
1.20
84
2.89
1.07
46
3.24
1.32
44
Dark Triad
Narcissism
6.51
0.81
195
6.69
0.65
88
6.39
0.81
47
6.24
1.04
48
Psychopathy
5.95
1.23
192
6.13
1.22
86
6.09
1.05
47
5.56
1.35
47
Machiavellianism
5.88
1.02
185
5.97
0.99
83
5.82
1.02
45
5.80
1.13
46
Note: Dataset F (Dutch students, sample 1). Ideological leaning based on self-reported score on the left-right scale: 0–3 ‘left’, 4–5 ‘center’, 6–10 ‘right’. Personality traits vary between 1
‘very low’ and 7 ‘very high’, recoded from original variables ranging between 0–4 using the formula X2 = ((X1/4)*6) + 1; for SD, we used the formula X2 = ((X1/4)*6).
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Figure 5. Trump Big Five and Dark Triad personality traits; comparing experts, American
citizens and Dutch students (by ideology). (a) Left-leaning respondents (1–3 on left-right
scale). (b) Center-leaning respondents (4–5 on left-right scale). (c) Right-leaning respondents (6–10 on left-right scale). Note: Comparison of scores from Dataset B (US citizens,
MTurk 2), Dataset C (Experts, US Midterms), and Dataset F (Dutch students, sample 1)
Ideological leaning based on self-reported score on the left-right scale: 0–3 ‘left’, 4–5
‘center’, 6–10 ‘right’.
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the American voter sample – supporting our intuition about the distortive
eﬀect of high polarization. Second, student ratings are fairly aligned with
expert ratings – at the very least, substantially more aligned that experts
are when compared with American voters. All in all, Figure 6 shows that
two extremely diﬀerent samples of respondents – scholars of elections and
US politics, on the one hand, and undergraduate Dutch students, on the
other – provide fairly consistent evaluations of Trump’s personality proﬁle,
both in terms of Big Five and Dark Triad traits.

Beyond Trump: the personality of Mark Rutte, Geert Wilders and
Angela Merkel
Trump is a particularly divisive ﬁgure, and one that has beneﬁtted from unparalleled media attention. In this sense his personality proﬁle, as evaluated by
external observers, can be expected to be particularly contrasted. As an
additional piece of evidence, we replicated the comparison between expert
and student ratings for three additional candidates, very diﬀerent in proﬁle,
ideology, and electoral fortune: two of the main actors in contemporary
Dutch Politics (the current PM Mark Rutte, and the PVV leader Geert
Wilders), and the German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Figure 6 compares the
average scores with the expert ratings (detailed results can be found in
Table A5 in the Appendix). The aim of this additional comparison is to show
that experts and non-experts (in this case, students) can converge in their
assessments in less polarized contexts. Furthermore, looking at political
ﬁgures from both the Netherlands and Germany, and ﬁnding similar patterns,
suggests that external observers can judge both domestic and foreign leaders
– thus increasing the relevance of Dutch observers for Trump.
The ﬁgure shows that experts and students agreed in identifying the distinctive traits of these three personalities. Geert Wilders, leader of the farright Party for Freedom (PVV), is often compared to Trump, perhaps due
to his ‘bizarre bouﬀant platinum hairdo [… and his willingness to test]
the standards of permissible speech’,6 but mostly because of his alleged
‘controversial attitude and aberrant political style’ (De Landsheer and Kalkhoven 2014) and because he is ‘not trying at all to be agreeable’.7
Wilder is, by any standards, a polarizing ﬁgure; however, in a lesser polarized context as the Dutch party system, even polarized ﬁgures can be
assessed objectively. Indeed, Figure 6 shows that observers, both experts
and students, seem to agree with this overall assessment and see Wilders
as having a rather contrasted proﬁle in terms of high extraversion, low
agreeableness, and high narcissism.
6
7

James Traub, “The Geert Wilders Eﬀect”, Foreign Policy, 13 March 2017.
James McBride, “Dutch Elections and the Future of the EU”, Council on Foreign Relations, 10 March 2017.
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Figure 6. The personality of Wilders, Rutte, and Merkel; comparing evaluations by
experts and Dutch students (by ideology). Notes: Comparison of scores from Dataset D
(Experts, Netherlands election 2017), Dataset D (Experts, Germany election 2017), and
Dataset G (Dutch students, sample 2). Ideological leaning based on self-reported score
on the left-right scale: 0–3 ‘left’, 4–5 ‘center’, 6–10 ‘right’. Personality evaluations
range from 0 ‘very low’ to 4 ‘very high’. See table A1 in the appendix for full scores.

Rutte, on the other hand, is usually portrayed as stable and displaying an
agreeable personality – which seems to be reﬂected in the observers’ evaluations as well. Finally, Angela Merkel is known for her calm, disciplined and
pragmatic style, but also for having a relatively uncharismatic personality;
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she is often described as ‘reserved, rational and uninspiring’,8 having a public
speaking style ‘as inspiring as the Eurozone quarterly growth ﬁgures’,9 and
lacking ‘passion and an emphasis on feelings [… but displaying a] technocratic and sober style of governance’.10 The bottom panel of Figure 6 suggests
that all observers – both experts and students – once again picked up these
main traits; Merkel’s proﬁle appears characterized by high conscientiousness
and stability, and low scores on the Dark Triad, but also quite low agreeableness, extraversion, and openness.
Beyond the proﬁles themselves, the comparison across diﬀerent ratings
suggests two conclusions: ﬁrst, Dutch students evaluated the diﬀerent candidates relatively consensually, independently of their ideological proﬁle and
regardless of whether the political ﬁgure is domestic or foreign. As shown
before for Trump, their ideology seems to play a minor role in their assessment of these three candidates, suggesting again that external observers
can have unbiased evaluations in non-polarized contexts. Second, student
and expert ratings are oftentimes very close. To be sure, some diﬀerences
between experts and students exist – reason why we rely on experts in the
ﬁrst place, as others before us (Rubenzer and Faschingbauer 2004; Lilienfeld
et al. 2012; Visser, Book, and Volk 2017). Nonetheless, the overall consistency
within the student sample and the coherent general trends between students
and experts suggest that expert ratings are not as biased as it is sometimes
suggested (Curini 2010; Wright and Tomlinson 2018).

Discussion
Politics is a complex matter, and voters often require simpliﬁed cues to help
them navigate all conﬂicting information they are exposed to (Lau and Redlawsk 2001). Recent research shows that non-political characteristics of candidates (their ‘image’) can simplify the decisional task for them. For instance,
many studies ﬁnd that more attractive candidates have a comparative advantage (e.g. Lawson et al. 2010; Antonakis and Dalgas 2009).
With this in mind, and in the wake of the renewed interest in individual
psychological diﬀerences as a driver of political behavior (Gerber et al.
2011), increasing attention has been provided recently on the personality of
political ﬁgures (Visser, Book, and Volk 2017; Costa Lobo 2018; Bittner and
Peterson 2018; Nai and Maier 2018; Nai and Martinez i Coma 2019). Beyond
the methodological challenges involved in the measure of psychological
proﬁles of political elites, a lingering question in this ﬁeld is whether external
Jochen Hung, “Why Germans love the enigmatic Angela Merkel”, The Guardian, 15 August 2012.
Katherine Butler, “Angela Merkel and the myth of charismatic leadership”, The Independent, 12 September
2013.
10
Julian Göpﬀarth, “‘Straight outta Würselen’ and straight into the German Chancellery? Martin Schulz and
the SPD’s resurgence”, LSE Blog, 15 February 2017.
8
9
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observers are able to correctly assess the personality of candidates and
elected oﬃcials – and, more speciﬁcally, whether they are able to draw personality proﬁles of key political ﬁgures objectively, without being inﬂuenced
by their own political views. People, after all, are motivated reasoners that
ﬁlter the information they are exposed to through the sieve of partisanship
and tend to reject information that clashes against their predispositions
(Taber and Lodge 2006).
Recent research makes use of expert ratings to draw the proﬁle of political
ﬁgures, such as the personality of the 45th US president (Visser, Book, and
Volk 2017; Nai and Maier 2018; Nai, Martinez i Coma, and Maier 2019). In this
case, questions have been raised as to whether experts are really objective or
whether their ideological predispositions bias their evaluations (Wright and
Tomlinson 2018), leading to a broader question: do experts and the public perceive the personality of important political ﬁgures alike? In this article, we
argued that this should normally be the case and that ideological diﬀerences
in the observers – experts, and the public at large – drive less their perceptions
of candidates’ personality that some might assume (or fear). We also argued
however that it is less likely to ﬁnd convergent assessment in highly polarized
contexts. In polarized contexts, such as today’s America (Carmines, Ensley, and
Wagner 2012; Baldassarri and Gelman 2008), electoral races and political confrontation are driven by extreme partisanship, and voters’ political preferences
tend to reﬂect and exaggerate the contrast between the elites (Layman and
Carsey 2002). In such a set of circumstances, we argued, voters’ opinions
cannot be used as benchmark against which to gauge the quality of expert
opinions, as done for instance in Wright and Tomlinson (2018).
Triangulating multiple data sources – scholars in US politics (‘experts’), American voters, and Dutch undergraduate students – we were able to show several
trends: (1) in the American public, opinions about Trump are extremely polarized – even more so than opinions about the Republican party – and opinions
polarize even beyond partisanship; for instance, agreeable voters tend to have a
better opinion of Trump if they are Democrats, whereas disagreeable individuals tend to have a better opinion of Trump if they are Republicans; (2)
When it comes to assessing the personality of Trump, experts (scholars) are
only marginally driven by their ideological preferences, and they globally
seem to agree on his extreme proﬁle: extreme extraversion, low agreeableness
and conscientiousness, high narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism; (3)
Non-experts (Dutch students) are equally able to draw a consistent proﬁle of
Trump, independent from their personal preferences, as are experts – something that US voters seem incapable of: in line with the literature showing
‘asymmetric’ dynamics of polarization (Russell 2018; Hacker and Pierson
2006), our results suggest that especially right-wing US citizens have particularly
skewed - and unrealistic – perceptions of Trump’s proﬁle; (4) Finally, experts and
the public also assess consistently the personality of selected other political
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ﬁgures beyond Trump – Angela Merkel, and two leading ﬁgures of Dutch politics. All in all, these results jointly suggest that people might have polarized
opinions (as shown in Wright and Tomlinson 2018; Hyatt et al. 2018), but
that overall experts and the public can globally be expected to draw a consistent proﬁle of leading political ﬁgures. The fact however that some citizens,
under some conditions, seem to fail to master this task requires further investigation, and is particularly relevant in light of the research showing that
voters take the personality proﬁles of candidates into account when formulating their choices (e.g. Caprara and Zimbardo 2004).
Taken together, the evidence triangulated in this article suggests that
Donald Trump is exceptional when looking at his personality proﬁle (Nai, Martinez i Coma, and Maier 2019) but is not an exception, compared to other
leaders across the world, when it comes to systematically assess their
proﬁle. In this sense, the approach described in this article seems likely to
be generalizable beyond the cases described here.
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