
Digging Down to the Root Cause of the Trump 

Phenomenon 

Why is Donald Trump a serious contender for winning the 2016 United States presiden-

tial election, when to the fact-based observer his policies and temperament would be ruin-

ous to the United States and the world? Using root cause analysis, this in depth article 

presents a rigorous analysis of the phenomenon, and concludes that it is realistically possi-

ble to solve ñthe Trump phenomenonò and to restore the health of democracy. Three sam-

ple solutions for doing this are presented. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

igorous analysis has only recently come to political forecasting. Before Nate Silver 

pioneered the technique of weighting polls for accuracy, poll based predictions were 

only slightly more reliable than horoscopes. In the 2000 US presidential election, the con-

sensus, based on published forecasting models, was that Al Gore would win by as much as 

an 11 point landslide. Instead, Gore won the popular vote by 0.5% while George W. Bush 

narrowly won the electoral vote.  

Fast forward to the 2008 election. Nate Silver became an overnight sensation by correct-

ly calling 49 out of 50 states for the 

presidential election, and 35 out of 35 

for senate elections.  

And then in 2012 he did it again, 

calling it correctly in all 50 states and 31 

out of 33 senate seats. Image source. 

ñTriumph of the Nerds: Nate Silver Wins 

in 50 Statesò proclaimed a Mashable 

headline. Nate correctly predicted all 50 

states, ñwhen all around him political 

pundits pronounced the race too close to 

call or maddeningly inconclusive.ò 

Today in 2016, the nerds have won. 

Weighted forecasting models, based on 

objective statistical analysis of poll data 

R 

November 3, 2016 

Jack Harich 

Nate Silverôs famous prediction for the 2012 presi-

dential election. 

http://www.geocurrents.info/geopolitics/elections/preliminary-observations-on-the-2012-u-s-presidential-election
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2012/11/07/revenge-of-the-nerd-nate-silver-is-2012-s-other-winner.html
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and demographics, are the new norm. Statistical models like Nate Silverôs and The New 

York Timeôs Upshot, released in July 2016, have replaced the guesswork and glitter of 

punditry with the cool reliability of nerdism. 

But while analysis has come to the ñWHO will winò question of political forecasting, it 

has not yet come to a more important question. WHY are politicians like Trump doing so 

well? Compared to Hillary Clinton, an objectively better qualified opponent whose policies 

(according to experts) would lead to a better future, WHY is Trump within a whisker of 

winning? And ñWHY do so many Americans vote against their [own] economic and social 

interests?ò as Thomas Frank asked in Whatôs the Matter with Kansas? back in 2004.  

The pundits have no sound answers to WHY questions like these. On the contrary, ex-

planations for Trumpôs appeal run all over the map: 

So whatôs missing? I feel the answer is surprisingly simple. Whatôs missing is the same 

thing that was missing before Nate Silver came along. Before Nate, there was no reliable 

method for analyzing the data available for election forecasts. Thatôs precisely where we 

Explanations for Trumpôs Appeal 

1. ñIt's about a gut feeling that things are screwed up [like on immigration and 

trade], and this guy is the only person who gets it. ... The other key element to 

Matthews's analysis of Trump is the revulsion with elites. It's a classic óusô vs. 

óthemô message. THEY think you're stupid. THEY think they're better than you. 

THEY think they can tell you what to think and how to act.ò Source 

2. ñDonald Trump is a charismatic figure, and he has effectively tapped into fear. 

... Trump has touched a deep vein within his following: he does not espouse 

new belief systems, but brings out the old and familiar anger, hatred, racism, 

and sexism of his base. Trump legitimates these feelings, and encourages people 

to express them.ò Source 

3. ñOf all relevant variables, itôs primarily [a personôs] authoritarianism ï not edu-

cation or gender or income or race ï that predicts support for Trump. 

MacWilliams defines the authoritarian attitude as one dominated by a desire for 

order and conformity and by a fear of change, particularly social change.ò 

Source 

4. ñ[Trump] speaks to a level of frustration, even despair, that some people are 

experiencing in this country. He regales his followers with promises that lift 

their spirits and provide hope for the future.ò Source 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/09/30/chris-matthews-just-nailed-donald-trumps-appeal/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/tam-warner-minton/the-charismatic-appeal-of_b_12406854.html
http://www.salon.com/2016/03/15/here_lies_the_secret_to_trumps_rise_political_science_can_explain_the_appeal_of_donald_trumps_bullshit/
http://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/forensic-psychologist-explains-donald-trump-mass-appeal-article-1.2732455
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are today when it comes to analyzing the data available for explaining WHY questions like 

those above. The data is there. But the method of analysis is not. 

Letôs see if that can be changed, by using the same approach Nate Silver used. 

Prediction problems 

If youôre a cutting edge stats nerd or prediction pundit, then your favorite book is proba-

bly Nate Silverôs 2012 The Signal and the Noise: Why So Many Predictions FailðBut 

Some Donôt. The book explores ñfailures of prediction.ò This class of problems includes 

things like the ability of economists to reliably predict recessions, of baseball managers to 

predict which young players will turn into stars, of weather forecasters to predict hurri-

canes, and of analysts to predict election outcomes. 

Nate Silverôs central insight is that solving ñthe prediction problemò boils down to one 

over-riding question: ñHow can we apply our judgement to the dataðwithout succumbing 

to our biases?ò (The Signal and the Noise, p16) Following that question to its logical out-

come over his still young career, Silver solved two problems in this class with ground-

breaking solutions.  

First he revolutionized baseball with his PECOTA model, which predicts a playerôs fu-

ture success based on his similarity to other players whose career outcome is known. Before 

PECOTA, only a playerôs own past statistics were considered. But thatôs not much data. 

And itôs only modestly predictive. By putting similarity to other players in the model, 

Silver expanded the relevant data a thousand foldðenough to give PECOTA a decisive 

edge over competing models. 

And then he moved on to a bigger game. Baseball players win games and then go home 

to their families, to munch a few chips together and practice for the next game. But when a 

politician wins a game, he doesnôt go home. He starts a new job and goes off to Washington 

or Albany, where heôs no longer a player on a bench. Heôs the manager of the whole stadi-

um. 

The bigger game of political forecasting was a perfect fit for Silverôs skill at data analy-

sis using statistics. Having identified baseball data that was just sitting there waiting to be 

used, Silver then did the same thing in politics. Adam Sternbergh, writing for New York 

Magazine, tells the story:  

ñSilver doesnôt know all that much about high finance; these days [October 2008], 

heôs spending most of his energy on his political Website, FiveThirtyEight (the total 

number of Electoral College votes), where he uses data analysis to track and interpret 

political polls and project the outcome of Novemberôs election. The site earned some 

national recognition back in May, during the Democratic primaries, when almost 

every other commentator was celebrating Hillary Clintonôs resurgent momentum. 

http://nymag.com/news/features/51170/
http://nymag.com/news/features/51170/
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Reading the polls, most pundits predicted sheôd win Indiana by five points and noted 

sheôd narrowed the gap with Obama in North Carolina to just eight. 

ñSilver, who was writing anonymously as óPoblanoô and receiving about 800 vis-

its a day, disagreed with this consensus. Heôd broken the numbers down demograph-

ically and come up with a much less encouraging outcome for Clinton: a two-point 

squeaker in Indiana, and a seventeen-point drubbing in North Carolina. On the night 

of the primaries, Clinton took Indiana by one and lost North Carolina by fifteen. The 

national pundits were doubly shocked: one, because the results were so divergent 

from the polls, and two, because some guy named after a chili pepper had predicted 

the outcome better than anyone else. 

ñSilverôs site now gets about 600,000 visits daily.ò 

Silver solved the political prediction problem two main ways. Primary polls have low 

reliability because voter decisions are shifting so fast and turnout is low, which gives 

groups that do turnout a disproportionate advantage. So rather than rely on polling data, as 

all the other forecasters 

were doing, Silver 

reached over and used 

data that was sitting there 

unused. The demograph-

ic groups that support 

candidates are relatively 

stable. They change 

slowly. So slowly, in 

fact, that when Silver 

mined the demographic 

data and added it to his 

model, he could now 

predict how one politi-

cian in one primary 

would doðbased on how 

well other politicians had 

recently done in earlier 

primaries with the same 

demographic groups. It 

was PECOTA all over 

again, but with a twist. 

Nate Silverôs model results for Indianaôs 2008 primary, with the 

outstanding elements of the forecast model identified. The key is the 

weighted average. 
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General elections, however, are a different animal compared to primaries. Turnout is 

much higher. Voters decide early. Last minute voter drift is low. And there are no blocks of 

like behavior data sitting there waiting to be mined, because each general election has 

different candidates, different issues, and is separated by years. No problem. Silver found 

other data that was unused. Other models simply averaged the polls and based their predic-

tions on that. Silver saw that if he analyzed the predictive accuracy of each polling firm and 

then used that to calculate a weighted average of polls instead of the normal way to calcu-

late the average, the predictive reliability of the model shot up by an order of magnitude. It 

was like asking the experts in a room what they thought and downplaying the opinion of 

everyone else. As simple as this improvement is in retrospect, at the time it was revolution-

ary. How all this works is summarized in the image for Indiana on the previous page. 

Silver solved the prediction problems of baseball and political elections by taking the 

right tool and applying it to the right data in the right way. Letôs use these three steps to 

solve our own prediction problem. 

How root cause analysis works 

Letôs begin with the first step: the right tool. The most powerful tool in the business 

world for solving problems of any kind is not statistics, but root cause analysis. The ex-

traordinary power of the tool comes from the way it deftly turns WHY problems into pre-

diction problems. First you find the root causes of the problem. That solves the WHY 

problem since all problems arise from their root causes. Then by closely examining the 

structure of the system you find the high leverage points that if pushed on with solution 

elements would resolve the root causes. You can now confidently predict, within a range of 

probability, how the system will respond to various solutions. The best predicted response 

is the best solution. Root cause analysis can turn any problem into an analytically solvable 

prediction problem, assuming the problem can be solved.  

Root cause analysis is the ultimate systems thinking tool, because it forces you to con-

sider the whole system. Somewhere in the system hides the cause and effect structure that is 

causing the problem. Once that structure becomes known, night becomes day. All of a 

sudden how the system really works becomes blindingly obvious, so much so that a typical 

reaction is ñWhy didnôt we see this before?ò The answer, of course, is because traditional 

problem solving methods were used instead of root cause analysis. 

Root cause analysis is a philosophy, a way of thinking about problems. Itôs a perspective 

that lets you cut through even seemingly impossible-to-solve problems with easeðif the 

practice is rigorously followed. The practice centers on two definitions and a single core 

principle. 

http://nymag.com/news/features/51170/index2.html
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A root cause is the deepest cause in a causal chain that can be resolved. Root cause 

analysis is the process of finding and resolving the root causes of a problem. The founda-

tional principle is all problems arise from their root causes. Root causes are found by 

starting at problem symptoms and tracing the causal chain backward by asking ñWHY does 

this occur?ò until the root causes are found.  

What makes difficult problems difficult is their intermediate causes are easy to see, but 

their root causes are so well hidden in the complexity of the system that they take a long 

time to find. The result is symptomatic solutions directed at intermediate causes. 

For example, the cause of infectious disease was long thought to be ñmiasma,ò a nox-

ious form of ñbad air.ò Miasma theory held that diseases like cholera, the bubonic plague, 

smallpox, measles, and the flu were caused by dirty water, foul air, decomposed matter, etc. 

These sources created a poisonous vapor or mist that caused illness. Since the true cause of 

illness was unknown, treatments varied wildly and were ineffective. Millions of patients 

died due to symptomatic solutions like poultices, plasters, bleeding, leeching, purging, and 

plunging patients in cold baths to cure their fever. But fever is an intermediate cause, so a 

cold bath will have no effect. Stomach pain is an intermediate cause, so purging will also 

have no effect. And so on. 

The root cause of infectious disease was eventually found to be germs. Once the root 

cause was known most infection problems were easily solved, either by prevention with 

hand washing, antiseptics, inoculation, and other techniques, or by treatment with antibiot-

ics. 

Root cause analysis is so radically effective that today, 82% of Fortune 100 companies 

use Six Sigma, the most popular root cause analysis process. NASA could have never put a 

man on the moon or a rover on Mars without its Root Cause Analysis Tool. Modern quality 

control, on which entire industries like high tech electronics and auto manufacture are 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/09544780410541945
https://nsc.nasa.gov/RCAT/
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based, depends on root cause analysis to achieve consistent high quality by statistical con-

trol of the root causes of manufacturing defects. 

Tools like root cause analysis and statistics are a completely different way of looking at 

the world from the way we normally look at it. But deep statistical analysis, like the way 

Nate Silver does it, requires 

high math skills and intensive 

training. By contrast, root 

cause analysis does not. It can 

be quickly learned by anyone. 

All thatôs required is learning 

the terms shown in the Key 

Concepts diagram and how 

they work together. Once 

understood, root cause analy-

sis is both astonishingly 

simple and powerful.  

The key concepts diagram explains how root cause analysis works. Root causes cause 

intermediate causes, which cause problem symptoms. This forms the basic causal chain 

of the problem. Until the causal chain of a problem is correctly determined, the problem is 

insolvable except by trial and error, which for difficult problems can take a long time or 

forever. 

The superficial layer of a difficult problem is easy to see. As a result, people routinely 

assume the intermediate causes are the root causes and attempt to solve the problem with 

superficial solutions. These fail because they push on low leverage points. They are low 

leverage because the root causes exert a much greater force on the intermediate causes than 

the low leverage points. This causes superficial solutions to not work at all, work only a 

little, or work for only a short time. Thatôs why theyôre known as symptomatic solutions, 

Band-Aid solutions, or quick fixes. A leverage point is a place in a system where a solu-

tion ñpushesò in order to influence the behavior of the system.  

By contrast, the fundamental layer of a difficult problem is hard to see. The correct so-

lution is not obvious, because the root causes are so well hidden in the complexity of the 

system. But once the root causes are found everything changes. The high leverage points 

become obvious. So do the fundamental solutions for pushing on the high leverage points. 

  

Problem

Symptoms

Intermediate
Causes

Root
Causes

Low 
Leverage 

Points

Superficial
Solutions

High 
Leverage 

Points

Fundamental
Solutions

The Key Concepts 
of Root Cause Analysis

Superficial Layer ï Easy to see

Fundamental Layer ï Hard to see
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A classic example of a superficial solution may be found in the Autocratic Ruler Prob-

lem, one of historyôs most intractable problems. Countless warlords, dictators, and kings 

ruled their subjects with complete authority. Some were benevolent, but most were not. In 

general, authoritarian leaders either took too much for themselves and the ruling class or 

plunged their state into war too often, or in many cases both.   

The superficial layer 

of the problem can be 

diagrammed as shown. 

This is all people could 

see for thousands of 

years. Problem symp-

toms were horrific: low 

median quality of life 

while rulers were much 

better off, because of 

mostly bad rulers. 

Given this diagnosis, the only way to solve the problem was forced replacement of a bad 

ruler with a good one. This was done with solutions like revolution, uprising, assassina-

tion, coup, etc. But as the bloody pages of history show, these solutions were superficial. 

They failed to solve the problem permanently. When a bad ruler was forcibly replaced with 

a good one, it was usually not long before the good ruler went bad or was succeeded by 

another bad ruler. (This is a simplified analysis to keep the example simple.) 

And then one of the epic turns of history occurred. Modern democracy appeared, begin-

ning with the United Statesô Constitution in 1788 and Franceôs Declaration of the Rights of 

Man and of the Citizen in 1789. The change occurred spontaneously. The problem was 

solved by trial and error rather than root cause analysis, which is why it took so long.  

Hindsight sharpens the vision. A retrospective root cause analysis would look about like 

the one shown on the next page. 

  

Superficial Solutions Low Leverage Points
Intermediate 

Causes

The Autocratic Ruler Problem Low median 
quality of life 
while rulers 

much better off

Mostly bad 
rulers

Symptoms

Forced 
replacement of 
bad ruler with a 

good one

Revolution, 
uprising, 

assassination, 
coup, etc 

Superficial Layer

Push on
Cannot 
resolve



Digging Down to the Root Cause of the Trump Phenomenon  

 
9 

This is a social force diagram, an advanced tool developed by Thwink.org for applying 

root cause analysis to difficult large-scale social problems. Social forces are as real as the 

force of gravity, and must be identified if we are to correctly analyze social problems like 

the Trump phenomenon.  

The diagram shows at a glance why superficial solutions failed to solve the Autocratic 

Ruler Problem for so long, why it is so necessary to penetrate to the hard to see fundamen-

tal layer with root cause analysis, why the fundamental solution worked, and why, once the 

mode change occurred, political systems tended to stay in the new mode due to the right 

new balancing feedback loop. Once a population has tasted democracy, they donôt want to 

go back. 

The root cause was no easy way to replace a bad ruler with a good one. The high lever-

age point for resolving the root cause was the concept that people have rights and therefore 

must have power over rulers. Once this concept clarified and strengthened, it was just a 

matter of time before the fundamental solution of modern democracy, whose essence is the 

voter feedback loop, spontaneously appeared.  

In difficult large-scale social problems, fundamental solutions permanently change the 

way the system behaves by introducing new feedback loops and/or changing old ones. 

These solutions can be surprisingly simple, as indeed the solution of the voter feedback 

loop appears today.  

A strong fundamental solution causes a rapid mode change to the whole system. In the 

Autocratic Ruler Problem, once the first two voter feedback loops were introduced in the 

Superficial Solutions Low Leverage Points
Intermediate 

Causes

New
Intermediate 

Causes

Mode

ChangeThe Autocratic Ruler Problem
Low median 
quality of life 
while rulers 

much better off

Mostly bad 
rulers

No easy way 
to replace a 

bad ruler with 
a good one (1)

Old
Symptoms

Forced 
replacement of 
bad ruler with a 

good one

Revolution, uprising, 
assassination, coup, etc 

The concept that 
people have rights and 

therefore must have 
power over rulers

Modern democracy, 
whose essence is the 
voter feedback loop

Much higher 
median quality of 
life while leaders 
slightly better off

Mostly good 
leaders

Voter feedback 
loop, checks and 

balances, etc.

New
Symptoms

Root Cause 
Forces (R)

New Root 
Cause Forces

Superficial Solution Forces (S)

(1) More broadly, the root cause is low ruler accountability.

Social Force Diagram

Fundamental Solutions High Leverage Points
Root 

Causes New
Root Causes

Push on

Push on
Can 

resolve

Cannot 
resolve

Fundamental Solution Forces (F)

Because 
S < R

Because 
F > R
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United States and France, the solution quickly spread. Today, only 52 out of 167 countries 

have authoritarian regimes. The rest are partial or full democracies. 

Now letôs apply the right tool (root cause analysis) to the Trump phenomenon, using the 

right data (truth data) in the right way (by modeling how that data causes the phenomenon). 

Defining the real problem 

WHY is Trump doing so well in the polls when to most writers and news organizations 

(including many that normally lean Republican) he is unqualified, uninformed, and unable 

to provide credible policies to achieve his signature proposals? Voters voting for Trump 

would be voting against their own best interests, so logically Trump should be well behind 

in the polls.  

Thereôs a deeper pattern 

here. Trump is not the only 

politician who has some-

how convinced Americans 

to vote against their own 

best interests. The data 

shows that the entire Re-

publican Party appears to be 

doing the same thing. For 

income growth, the data 

clearly shows that under 

Democratic presidents 

income growth is about the 

same for all income groups, 

with the poor doing slightly 

better and the rich doing 

slightly worse. But under 

Republican presidents, the 

richer you are, the higher 

your income growth. The difference is so extreme that income growth for the upper 20% 

(the 80
th
 percentile on the graph) is three times that of the bottom 20%. If you follow the 

data, a vote for a billionaire like Trump, or a vote for a Republican candidate, favors the 

rich at the expense of everyone else. 

The broadest and most complete investigation of how political parties affect economic 

performance is Presidents and the Economy: A Forensic Investigation, by Alan Blinder and 

Mark Watson of Princeton University, 2013. Examining the data, they concluded that ñThe 

U. S. Family Income Growth from 1948 to 2005

Annual average adjusted for inflation. Data source: Unequal Dem ocracy ,  
by Larry Bartels, 2008, p33. Regraphed by Thwink.org. 
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U. S. economy has performed better when the President of the United States is a Democrat 

rather than a Republican, almost regardless of how one measures performance.ò 

Analysis of the key measure of performance, national GDP growth from 1944 to 2011 

under different presidents, is shown below. The results show that on the average you are 

better off under a Democratic administration.  
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The findings of the Blinder Watson study were neatly summarized in a single bar chart 

by Sean McElwee of Demos, as seen below. The first indicator summarizes the Average 

Annualized GDP Growth chart above. Data like this tells a powerful story. One party is 

consistently doing better for the average person than the other.  

 

The data paints a paradox. In theory, democratic elections should (on the average) lead 

to citizens electing leaders who will do the best they can for the population as a whole. But 

in practice thatôs not whatôs happening. Democratic administrations consistently outper-

form Republican ones. Yet Republicans win about half the time. Logically this should not 

happen, since voters should not vote against their own best interests. But they do. Thus the 

problem to solve is: WHY do voters vote against their own best interests about half the 

time?  

Until that question is answered at the root cause level, modern democracy will continue 

to suffer the ill effects of parties like the US Republicans and politicians like Trump. To 

answer it letôs do the same thing Nate Silver did: build a predictive model of system behav-

ior. We need to predict how the system will behave when various solutions are applied.  
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Conventional wisdom and the superficial layer 

The diagram below shows the superficial layer of the problem. This is all most people 

can see, due to the complexity of the problem. 

Root cause analysis works by starting at the symptoms of a problem and asking ñWHY 

does this occur?ò until the root causes are found. So WHY do Voters vote against their own 

best interests about half the time? This is the same result as voting randomly, where 50% of 

the time you would pick the best of two candidates just by guessing. It appears that voters 

are making deeply irrational decisions. WHY?  

In a political system, there are only three ways to get voters to vote against their own 

best interests: bribery, force, and deception. The first two are illegal in a democracy. There-

fore the intermediate cause of WHY voters are voting against their own best interests must 

be deception. Voters frequently believe lies are the truth. Thus the best way to manipulate a 

large base of voters into voting against their own best interests, and for selfish special 

interests instead, is one lie after another. Trump follows this formula. He also lies better 

than his Republican opponents, which is how he shot to the top in a crowded primary field.  

As the leading master of deception, Trump is the ultimate political con man. Heôs so far 

ahead of the rest, such an outlier, that ñEven experts on deception donôt know what to make 

of Donald Trumpôs lies,ò writes Katie McDonough: 

ñIn the year since Donald Trump first rode down that escalator in Trump Tower and 

told the world he was running for president, he has lied about Ted Cruzôs fatherôs re-

lationship to the man who killed John F. Kennedy, his position on the Iraq War, 

whether or not Trump brand steaks still exist, Hillary Clintonôs position on the Sec-

ond Amendment, and things Gandhi said. This, it should be noted, is a wildly in-

complete list of things that Donald Trump has lied about. 

ñAccording to PolitiFact, a fact-checking site that has spent the last 12 months 

rating Trumpôs public statements, a full 76% of the presumptive Republican nomi-

Superficial Solutions Low Leverage Points Intermediate 
Causes

The Voting Against Their 
Own Best Interests Problem Voters vote against 

their own best 
interests about half 

the time.

Voters frequently 
believe lies are 

the truth.

Symptoms

More of the truth

Fact checking, articles 
pointing out the truth, 
slogans like ñwe go high 
when they go low,ò etc.

Superficial Layer

Push on
Cannot 
resolve

http://fusion.net/story/309150/donald-trump-liar/
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neeôs major statements have been demonstrably false. (Of those statements, 19% of 

the things Trump said were deemed to have basically no factual basis, compared to 

0% for Bernie Sanders and 1% for Hillary Clinton.) 

ñAnd yet his supporters donôt seem bothered, and the former reality television star 

recently clinched the number of delegates heôll need to become the partyôs nominee. 

A handful of recent polls also show that Trump and Hillary Clinton, the Democratic 

frontrunner, are basically neck and neck in a general election matchup.ò 

If the cause of the problem is too many voters believe the lies that politicians tell, then 

the leverage point is obvious: more of the truth. This is done with solutions like fact check-

ing, pointing out the truth, ñwe go high when they go low,ò etc. FactCheck.org, Politi-

fact.org, and The Washington Postôs Fact Checker, plus dozens of similar organizations in 

other countries, have appeared to provide the public with ñmore of the truthò by fact check-

ing political claims. Countless articles and talk shows point out the truth of what happened, 

in an effort to inform the public so they can make better decisions. Michelle Obamaôs ñWe 

go high when they go lowò means ñWe resort to the truth while they resort to lies,ò such as 

vicious ad hominem attacks. Hillary invoked the phrase in the second presidential debate. 

When Trump lobbed a series of lies at Hillary Clinton about Bill Clintonôs behavior, Hillary 

responded this way: 

ñWell, first, let me start by saying that so much of what heôs just said is not right.... 

When I hear something like that, I am reminded of what my friend, Michelle Obama, 

advised us all: When they go low, you go high.ò 
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But these solutions havenôt worked. They certainly didnôt prevent Trump from winning 

the Republican nomination, even though he was the biggest liar in field. Nor have they 

prevented past liars from tricking voters into voting against their own best interests. Repub-

lican presidents are elected about half the time. And finally, all the fact checkers and truth 

in the world have not deflated Trumpôs polling numbers versus Hillaryôs. The graph below 

shows the two are running neck and neck, separated by only a few percentage points. 

Trumpôs lies are working all too well. Over 40% of voters are consistently supporting him, 

despite the fact that electing Trump would, to the objective analyst, be calamitous.  

WHY is Trump getting so much support, despite everything thatôs been done to get vot-

ers to see Trump for what he really is? Itôs because citizens, the press, and the pundits see 

only the superficial layer of the problem. This causes them to falsely assume the intermedi-

ate cause is the root cause. This in turn leads to superficial solutions that, because they do 

nothing to resolve the root cause, are guaranteed to fail. 

  

http://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/2016-election-forecast/?ex_cid=rrpromo
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Penetrating to the fundamental layer with root cause analysis 

But suppose the fundamental layer was revealed by using root cause analysis. Now the 

problem looks completely different, just as in The Autocratic Ruler Problem. Like the way 

a picture is worth a thousand words, one little diagram can say so much. 

The social force diagram was built by modeling the problem. To predict how a system 

will  behave in the future, Nate Silver builds statistical models. Rather than a statistical 

model I built a feedback loop model. A simplified version is shown on the next page. The 

model consists mainly of two feedback loops, The Race to the Top (the left) and The 

Race to the Bottom (the right). The two loops are locked in a perpetual duel to see which 

loop can gain the most supporters. The two loops reflect the left/right political spectrum 

that characterizes all democratic systems.  

On the model, false memes are the same as falsehood, and true memes are the truth. A 

meme is a mental belief that affects behavior. A degenerate is someone who has fallen 

from the norm due to infection by false memes. They have degenerated and no longer base 

their behavior on rational logic. The term is not meant as a pejorative label, but rather as a 

hopefully temporary fall from virtue. 

  

Superficial Solutions Low Leverage Points Intermediate 
Causes

New
Intermediate 

Causes

Mode

Change
The Voting Against Their 
Own Best Interests Problem

Voters vote against 
their own best 

interests about half 
the time.

Voters frequently 
believe lies are 

the truth.

The inherent 
advantage of the 
Race to the Bottom 
among Politicians, 
which causes that 
loop to be dominant 
most of the time. (1)

Old
Symptoms

More of the truth

Fact checking, articles 
pointing out the truth, 
ñwe go high when they 

go low,ò etc.

Raise general 
ability to detect 

political deception 
from low to high

Freedom from 
Falsehood, The Truth 
Test, Politician Truth 

Ratings, etc.

Voters vote for their 
own best interests 

over 80% of the time.

Voters can determine 
the truth about whatôs 

best for them over 
80% of the time.

The Truth Literacy 
Promotion and The Public 
Loves Those They Can 
Trust feedback loops, which 
cause a permanently 
dominant Race to the Top 
among Politicians.

New
Symptoms

Root Cause 
Forces (R)

New Root 
Cause Forces

Superficial Solution Forces (S)

Social Force Diagram

Fundamental Solutions High Leverage Points

Root Causes
New

Root Causes

Push on

Push on
Can 

resolve

Cannot 
resolve

Fundamental Solution Forces (F)

Because 
S < R

Because 
F > R

(1) The inherent advantage causes undetected false memes to be too 

high, which is the root cause from a ñWhere is the high leverage?ò 

point of view. From a truth literacy point of view, the root cause is 

general ability to detect political deception (truth literacy) is low.
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The loops are identical except for two 

critical differences. The first difference is 

The Race to the Bottom employs false-

hood (lies) and favoritism (jobs, pork barrel 

gifts, etc.) to gain supporters for special 

interest candidates. Favoritism is minor 

compared to falsehoods because itôs expen-

sive and hard to apply to hundreds of mil-

lions of voters.  

In sharp contrast, The Race to the Top 

uses the truth to gain supporters for candi-

dates seeking to promote the common good. 

In the United States, the evidence shows 

that The Race to the Bottom is used by 

Republicans, while The Race to the Top is 

used by Democrats. Some politicians are 

exceptions, such as far right (blue dog) 

Democrats and far left (moderate) Republi-

cans. 

The secret of good analysis is to strip 

away everything that doesnôt matter, leaving 

only the essential essence of the problem. As 

far as I can tell, the Dueling Loops model cannot be any simpler and still contain whatôs 

needed for a complete root cause analysis. The model is amazingly simple, considering the 

baffling complexity of the problem. This simplicity allows the model to be understood by 

everyone. 

The two feedback loops work like this: In The Race to the Top, true memes are used to 

convince Uncommitted Supporters to become Rational Supporters. The more rationalists 

there are, the more resources available to promote more true memes, which in turn causes 

more Uncommitted Supporters to become Rational Supporters. The loop goes round and 

round, growing in strength until there are no more Uncommitted Supporters. Itôs a rein-

forcing loop, because with each revolution it grows in strength until it hits its limits. The 

Race to the Bottom works in an identical manner, except it uses false memes instead of 

true memes to sway supporters. 

The second difference contains an important insight. The Race to the Bottom has an 

inherent advantage over The Race to the Top. This advantage remains hidden from all but 

Rational 
Supporters

Uncommitted 
Supporters

false 
memes

Degenerate 
Supporters

The Two Loops of 

The Dueling Loops of the Political Powerplace

Th e Race t o  
t h e Bo t t om  

Com m on Good

Th e Race t o  
t h e Top  

This loop has 
an inherent 
advantage.

true 
memes

Core St rategy:  
Falsehood and 

Favorit ism

Core St rategy:  
The Truth

R

R

Special I nterests

A feedback loop diagram consists of nodes and arrows 

representing their relationships. An arrow means 

ñcauses.ò Node names are underlined in the article. 
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the most analytical eye. Lies can be used to inflate the appeal of a claim, but the truth 

cannot.  

A politician can tell a bigger lie, like budget deficits donôt matter. But they cannot tell a 

bigger truth, such as I can balance the budget twice as well as my opponent, because once a 

budget is balanced, it cannot be balanced any better. From a mathematical perspective, the 

size (and hence the appeal) of a falsehood can be inflated by saying that 2 + 2 = 5, or 7, or 

even 27, but the size of the truth can never be inflated by saying anything more than 2 + 2 = 

4. 

This has huge implications. Because the size of falsehood can be inflated and the truth 

cannot, lying politicians can attract more supporters for the same amount of effort. A lying 

politician can promise more, evoke false enemies more, push the fear hot button more, 

pursue wrong priorities more, and use more favoritism than a virtuous politician can. The 

result is the race to the bottom is the dominant loop far more than it should be in a healthy 

democracy.   

Because of its overwhelming advantage, The Race to the Bottom is the surest way for 

a politician to rise to power, to increase his power, and to stay in power. But this is a Faust-

ian bargain, because once a politician begins using deception to win, he joins an anything 

goes, the-end-justifies-the-means race to the bottom against other corrupt politicians. He 

can only run faster and keep winning the race by increasing his deception. This is why the 

race to the bottom almost invariably runs to excess and causes its own demise and collapse, 

which is where we are today. 

Hereôs one example of proof that politicians are basically following either race to the 

bottom or race to the top strategies. A February 2016 article on Study Shows GOP Candi-

dates Who Lie the Most, Do the Best had this to say: 

ñPoliticians lie. They make stuff up, revise history, twist the truth and cherry-pick 

statistics in outrageous ways. Too often they are not called out for making false 

statements and therefore keep doing it ï they face virtually no consequences for ly-

ing on the campaign trail. 

ñWhat we found in the Republican field is a distressing correlation between lying 

and doing well in the polls. Frontrunner Donald Trump is truly in a league of his 

own. Of the 73 statements of his that PolitiFact analyzed, only one was rated as true 

ï Trumpôs claim that Putin enjoys great popularity in Russia ï and three others as 

mostly true. 

ñA stunning 60% of the examined statements were rated as either false or mostly 

false and, on top of that, Trump made 13 claims that earned a óPants on Fireô rating, 

more than twice as many as the other candidates we looked at combined.ò 

http://whowhatwhy.org/2016/02/01/a-winning-gop-formula-lie-more-do-better/
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 Below is the graph from the article. The data confirms the Dueling Loops model. The 

left depends on the truth to gain supporters, while the right depends on falsehoods. The 

article found that the bigger the falsehood, the better you do. From the viewpoint of the 

analysis, all thatôs really happened in the 2016 presidential elections is a candidate has 

emerged who knows how to tell a more enticing set of lies than his opponents. The system 

keeps evolving. Each election cycle brings bigger and bolder lies. Under the evolutionary 

constraints of the structure of the Dueling Loops, a candidate like Trump becomes inevita-

ble. Trump, the current master of political deception, follows the pattern of other dangerous 

demagogues who came before him, like George Wallace, Huey Long, and Joseph McCar-

thy. 

However, the rule that ñThe bigger the falsehood, the better you doò holds only up to the 

point of diminishing returns. If a lie is too big itôs detected. People can see itôs not true and 

would harm them. This is what eventually tripped up Trump. 

The breaking point came on October 7, 2016 when The Washington Post released a vid-

eo showing Trump bragging about his sexual assaults on women and his ability to get away 

with it because ñwhen you're a star they let you do it. You can do anything.ò Condemnation 

was universal and swift. Trump issued an apology later that night. But it didnôt work. The 

carefully built illusion that Trump would make a good president, despite lack of political 

expertise and all sorts of over-the-top claims, was shattered. Trumpôs campaign went into 

meltdown mode and fell precipitously in the polls. 
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Thereôs a sucker born every minute, so political deception normally works. You can fool 

some of the people some of the time, so Trump (and the Republicans in general) has an 

ideological base that wonôt abandon him no matter what, even after the sexual assault video 

was released. But you canôt fool all of the people all of the time. When that video came out, 

the dam broke. The people woke up, because now they could see that the emperor has no 

clothes.  

The Dueling Loops model predicts all of this. The model doesnôt make exact quantita-

tive predictions like a statistical model because thatôs not its purpose. Instead, the model 

makes qualitative predictions. It says falsehood will garner more supporters than the truth, 

up to the point of diminishing returns. This is similar to the evolutionary algorithm, which 

says that due to the Law of Survival of the Fittest, each new generation will, on the average, 

be more fit for its ecological niche than the previous generation. This holds up to the point 

of diminishing returns. When a species has evolved to optimize how fully its members can 

exploit an ecological niche, significant further evolution stops. 

Unlike a statistical model, which models only inputs and outputs, the Dueling Loops 

model can go one step further. Because itôs based on root cause analysis and the causal 

structure of how the system works, the model can uncover the fundamental layer of the 

problem, reveal the root cause of the problem, and broadly predict how the system will 

respond when high leverage points are pushed on to resolve the root cause. 

If you dig deep enough using root cause analysis, sooner or later you strike gold. Letôs 

turn our attention to the golden nugget our own analysis found.  
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The root cause and how it can be resolved 

To more fully reveal the fun-

damental layer we need to update 

the Dueling Loops model. The 

revised model shows the main 

root cause and the high leverage 

point for resolving it. 

As simple as the model is, it 

explains so much. The model 

shows that the intuitively attrac-

tive solution strategy of more 

true memes (ñmore of the truthò) 

fails because itôs a low leverage 

point (LLP) that does nothing to 

resolve the root cause.  

To a journalist, ñmore of the 

truthò is exactly what the public 

needs to make informed deci-

sions. But voters, bombarded with 

information on a normal day and 

flooded with even more infor-

mation during an election, donôt 

see it that way. To voters, ñmore 

of the truthò solutions, like fact 

checking and pointing out the 

truth, have only a modest effect 

because the average voter sees 

ñmore of the truthò as just one 

more handful of snowflakes in a 

blizzard of news. ñMore of the truthò does nothing to improve a personôs ability to detect 

false memes (lies) themselves, before the lies have infected the personôs mind. ñMore of the 

truthò thus does nothing to raise truth literacy, and therefore does nothing to resolve the 

root cause.  

The root cause is that due to the inherent advantage of The Race to the Bottom, unde-

tected false memes is too high. Resolving the root cause requires solutions that push on the 

high leverage point (HLP) of general ability to detect political deception. Presently this is 

Rational 
Supporters

Uncommitted 
Supporters

undetected 
false memes

Degenerate 
Supporters

The Basic Dueling Loops of the Political Powerplace
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false meme 
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true 
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R

R
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general ability to 
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Cause
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The key to understanding the model is the high leverage point. 

General ability to detect political deception (truth literacy) is 

currently low. As long as it remains low, voters are at the 

mercy of crafty lying politicians like Trump. The founders of 

modern democracy assumed that voters would, on the average, 

be able to choose leaders who would promote the common 

good. In other words, the health of democracy depends on high 

general ability to detect political deception. The higher that is, 

the higher detected false memes are. The higher that is, the 

lower undetected false memes (lies that appear to be true) are 

and the higher truth memes (the truth) are. Once general ability 

goes high, The Race to the Top becomes the dominant loop. 
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low because truth literacy is low. Truth literacy  is the ability to tell truth from deception. 

Once you are truth literate, you are inoculated against the infective power of deception.  

Problem solvers need to switch to fundamental solutions (described later) that push on 

the high leverage point, like Freedom from Falsehood, the Truth Test, and Politician Truth 

Ratings. People need to become truth literate in order to detect political deception them-

selves, or democracy cannot long survive. 

Clinton versus Trump 

Letôs illustrate how the Basic Dueling Loops work with the Clinton versus Trump presi-

dential election. We know from poll data that Clinton is slightly ahead in the popular vote, 

though this varies considerably over time. We also know, from truth data like that below, 

that the candidates employ entirely different truth strategies. Clintonôs statements follow a 

normal distribution. Their truth clusters slightly to the right of the middle with smaller tails 

below and above. Most of her statements had truth ratings of 2 or 3. In sharp contrast, 

Trumpôs statements follow an abnormal distribution. 65% received 4 Pinocchios, the high-

est possible rating for falsehood. In plain English, 65% of Trumpôs statements were blatant 

lies. Trumpôs core strategy is deception, while Clintonôs is the truth about whatôs best for 

the common good. 

These two strategies have led the candidates down two strikingly different paths. The 

raging battle of Trump against Clinton, the master of deception versus the champion of 

truth, has captivated the publicôs interest like no other presidential race in Americaôs histo-

ry, because thereôs never been a presidential nominee like Trump. No nominee of a major 

party has ever been less qualified, in terms of policy proposals, political expertise, and 

temperament, than Trump. No nominee has ever presented such a threat to the nation that 
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The Arizona Republic, which since 1890 has ñnever endorsed a Democrat over a Republi-

can for president. Never.ò was forced to conclude that ñThis year is different.ò The paper 

emphatically endorsed Hillary Clinton, because ñIn a nation with an increasingly diverse 

population, Trump offers a recipe for permanent civil discord. In a global economy, he 

offers protectionism and a false promise to bring back jobs that no longer exist.ò USA 

Today, which ñhas never taken sides in the presidential race [is] doing it now. ... [Trump is] 

unfit for the presidency. [He] has demonstrated repeatedly that he lacks the temperament, 

knowledge, steadiness and honesty that America needs from its presidents.ò Foreign Policy, 

which has never before endorsed a political candidate of any kind, broke that policy with a 

scathing denouncement of Trump:  

ñThe dangers Trump presents as president stretch beyond the United States to the in-

ternational economy, to global security, to Americaôs allies, as well as to countless 

innocents everywhere who would be the victims of his inexperience, his perverse 

policy views, and the profound unsuitability of his temperament for the office he 

seeks.ò 

Trump got to where he is with deception, by exploiting the inherent advantage of The 

Race to the Bottom. If we examine Nate Silverôs win probability over time, shown below, 

we can see exactly where Trumpôs strategy began to fail. 

  

http://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/editorial/2016/09/27/hillary-clinton-endorsement/91198668/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2016/09/29/dont-vote-for-donald-trump-editorial-board-editorials-debates/91295020/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2016/09/29/dont-vote-for-donald-trump-editorial-board-editorials-debates/91295020/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/10/09/foreign-policy-endorses-hillary-clinton-for-president-of-the-united-states/?utm_content=buffer8a5de&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
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For Trump, exploiting the power of deception worked beautifully up until just after the 

Democratic convention in late July. The secret to his success was no secret. The New York 

Times had reported in December 2015 that: 

ñHis entire campaign is run like a demagogueôs ð his language of division, his cult 

of personality, his manner of categorizing and maligning people with a broad brush,ò 

said Jennifer Mercieca, an expert in American political discourse at Texas A&M 

University. ñIf youôre an illegal immigrant, youôre a loser. If youôre captured in war, 

like John McCain, youôre a loser. If you have a disability, youôre a loser. Itôs rhetoric 

like Wallaceôs ð itôs not a kind or generous rhetoric.ò 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/06/us/politics/95000-words-many-of-them-ominous-from-donald-trumps-tongue.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/06/us/politics/95000-words-many-of-them-ominous-from-donald-trumps-tongue.html

