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What does it mean
a rational actor ?

A "rational actor" refers to a theoretical concept
used primarily in economics, political science,
and international relations. It assumes that
iIndividuals or entities make decisions by
logically evaluating all available information,
potential costs, and benefits to maximize their
personal advantage or utility. The rational actor
model posits that decision-makers are
consistent in their preferences and seek the
most efficient means to achieve their goals.
While this model provides a useful framework
for predicting behavior in various contexts, it's
Important to note that real-world decision-
making often involves emotions, biases, and
Incomplete information, which can lead to
deviations from purely rational behavior.

Understanding the
Rational Actor Model in
Depth

The Rational Actor Model
(RAM) is a fundamental
framework in Foreign
Policy Decision Making,
grounded in expected
utility theory, guiding
decision-makers in value-
maximizing choices within
given constraints.



Decision-Makers'
Process

Ranking Preferences Effectively

Decision-makers actively evaluate and prioritize
their preferences, ensuring their choices align with
their goals and values within specific contexts and
constraints.

Identifying Alternatives Clearly

This stage involves generating a comprehensive
list of potential options and assessing their
consequences, allowing decision-makers to make
informed evaluations of each alternative.

Maximizing Satisfaction Strategically

Ultimately, decision-makers select the option that
maximizes their satisfaction or utility, ensuring
that their choices lead to the most favorable
outcomes based on their rankings.



Purposive
Action

Understanding Goal-Oriented
Behavior in Decision-Making

Purposive action refers to intentional
behavior where decisions are made
with clear goals in mind, such as
actively pursuing a career path rather
than simply reacting to circumstances.




Consistent
Preferences

Principles of Preference Consistency in
Decision-Making

Consistent preferences are vital for rational
decision-making, ensuring choices remain

stable. This stability allows decision-makers - .
to rank goals effectively and maintain =

clarity in their objectives.



Utility
Maximization

How Choices Lead to Optimal
Benefits

Decision-makers aim to choose
options that provide the greatest net
benefit. By evaluating alternatives,
they seek to maximize satisfaction or
utility, ensuring effective resource
allocation.




Eight-Step Application Process That the
rational Actor Follow

Identify the Problem Rank Goals Gather Information
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Before taking the final decision, the rational actor should focus on the
following points:

Evaluate the likelihood of
success for each
alternative, helping to
mitigate risks in the
decision-making process.

Assess the costs
associated with each
alternative to determine
financial feasibility and
resource allocation.

Benefit Assessment

ldentify the benefits of
each choice to ensure
maximum positive impact
aligns with decision-
makers’ goals.




Main Books

1. Graham Allison & Philip Zelikow — Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban
Missile Criss.

2. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph Siverson, James Morrow — The
Logic of Political Survival (2003)

3. Alex Mintz & Karl DeRouen — Understanding Foreign Policy Decision Making

4. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita & David Lalman — War and Reason: Domestic and
International Imperatives

5. George W. Downs & David M. Rocke — Optimal Impertection?
Domestic Uncertainty and Institutions in International Relations

6.Patrick M. Morgan — Deterrence Now

7.James D. Morrow — Game Theory for Political Scientists



Implementation
& Evaluation

Putting Decisions into
Practice and Reviewing

Executing chosen policies
requires careful assessment of
outcomes and alignment with
goals. Continuous evaluation

allows for adjustments,
ensuring the decision-making
process remains effective and
relevant.



How do we apply that model to analyse the IR

The rational actor model serves as the foundation for analyzing state behavior in
international relations. By systematically applying the eight-step process, analysts can:

Explain foreign policy decisions : Trace how states identify problems, rank goals, and select
courses of action
» Predict state behavior : Understand what alternatives states are likely to pursue based on
utility maximization principles
- Compare decision-making across states : Apply consistent criteria to evaluate whether actors
behaved rationally given their stated preferences and available information
- Identify deviations from rationality : Recognize when decisions seem to violate the model’s
assumptions, which may suggest alternative explanations or hidden preferences



Common Decision Areas Analyzed Using RAM

War and Pecdce

RAM provides insights into
how states decide to engage
In conflict or pursue peace.

Sanctions

Understanding how rational
decisions lead to the
iImplementation of sanctions
as a tool of foreign policy.

Alliances

The model helps explain

why states form alliances

based on shared interests
and perceived benefits.

Diplomacy

RAM illustrates how rational
actors negotiate and seek
favorable agreements in
diplomatic relations.
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Case: U.S.-lIsrael strikes on Iran (2024-2026)
Use this to show how states identify problems, rank goals, and choose a course of
action.

e Problem identification
o |sraeli and U.S. leaders framed Iran’s nuclear and missile programs as
approaching a “point of no return,” with enriched uranium stockpiles and
hardened facilities seen as an intolerable security threat.
e Goal ranking
o Primary: prevent or delay a nuclear-armed Iran, restore deterrence after Iranian
and Iran-backed attacks, and weaken Iran’s coercive apparatus.
o Secondary: reassure regional partners, maintain U.S. regional dominance, and
exploit perceived regime vulnerability inside Iran.
e Option set
o Continue negotiations and sanctions, covert sabotage, limited strikes on nuclear
sites, or broad strikes aimed at military infrastructure and regime stability.
e Chosen course of action
o Coordinated, large-scale strikes targeting nuclear facilities, missile forces, air
defenses, and parts of the security apparatus, justified as the option that most
effectively degraded Iran’s capabilities while signalling resolve and possibly
enabling regime change.

- Inrational-actor terms, students can see how leaders defined the threat, ranked goals,
4| weighed alternatives, and settled on the strategy that seemed to maximize security
| utility under time pressure and alliance dynamics.



Case 2: Predicting Iran’s response to U.S.-Israel strikes (2025-2026)
Define Iran’s core goals

e Regime survival, preservation of deterrent credibility, avoidance of full-scale war it cannot win, and
maintaining regional influence via proxies.
e |dentify main options
- Do very little and absorb the strikes.
-Limited, symbolic retaliation (missiles or drones on U.S./Israeli or Gulf targets).
-Major direct attacks and/or attempts to close the Strait of Hormuz.
-Escalation mainly through proxies (Hezbollah, militias, Houthis).
e Apply expected-utility reasoning
Doing nothing badly damages regime and deterrence credibility.
Massive direct escalation risks regime survival if it triggers a wider U.S. campaign.

Limited but visible retaliation and proxy escalation allow Tehran to signal resolve and impose costs, while
trying to stay below the threshold of all-out war.

e Resulting predictions in current analysis

Several policy and research pieces explicitly predict that Iran will respond as a rational actor facing an
existential threat:

Likely: calibrated missile/drone strikes, cyber operations, pressure in the Strait of Hormuz, and increased
proxy attacks, all designed to raise costs but avoid outright regime-ending war.

Unlikely (unless further pushed): immediate, maximal attempt at region-wide war that would invite
overwhelming U.S. retaliation
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