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US, Chinese and Russian political leaders: psychological markers 

and opportunities for partnership 

Three leaders of three most influential powers in the world: what do they think of 

each other? How do they percept political universe around? Why they sometimes 

react hostile and sometimes tend to fall into dubious cooperation with unpredictable 

outcome? How expert community can analyze their behavior? And how can Donald 

Trump, Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin find common ground in today`s world disorder? 

Methodology 

This article suggests comparing several psychological features of US, Chinese and 

Russian leaders to find out more about their personalities and probably to dispel a 

few myths about their characters. To accomplish this ambitious problem with 

objectivity, the author turned to numerical methodology of distance personality 

assessment, which included operational code research program and Big Five 

psychological taxonomy. 

Operational code of political leaders started to develop as a method of research in 

the 1950s. It gained more notability thanks to the works of Alexander George and 

Ole Holsti in the 1960s and 1970s. But Margaret Hermann, Stephen Walker and his 

students, who, using modern technologies and new theoretical approaches made 

methodological breakthrough in the operational code research program, achieved 

major effect. 

A political leader’s operational code can be classified using his/her answers to 

questions such as: What is the essential nature of political life? Is the political 

universe essentially one of harmony or conflict? What is the fundamental character 

of one’s political opponents? What is the best approach for selecting goals for 

political action etc (see Figure 1). Using this method, personal features of Xi Jinping 

and Vladimir Putin were assessed and compared to the figures of other current 

politicians, from major powers (like D. Trump, A. Merkel) and rogue states. (like B. 

Assad, Kim Jong Un, etc.).  

Big Five approach is not less popular among researchers, decision-makers’ 

analysts. It assesses a person using five relevantly stable during person’s lifetime 

markers: 

Extroversion: gregariousness, social dominance, enthusiasm, reward-seeking 
behavior 
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Neuroticism: anxiety, emotional instability, depressive tendencies, negative 
emotions 

Conscientiousness: industriousness, discipline, rule abidance, organization 

Agreeableness: warmth, care for others, altruism, compassion, modesty 

Openness: curiosity, unconventionality, imagination, receptivity to new ideas 

The author briefly examines D. Trump’s, V. Putin’s and Xi Jinping’s psychological 

features to make recommendation for future possible cooperation on a trilateral 

basis. 

Results 

Xi Jinping 

Xi’s leadership style is a combination of Mao legacy and Western populism. Where 

first is probably reflecting his life experience and beliefs as a politician, and the 

second shows his efforts to consolidate power. In domestic politics his main 

achievement in these terms is the change of “collective leadership” principle, 

established by Deng Xiaoping and consolidated by Mao. Xi is not a charismatic 

leader like those two, mentioned above. And he tends to rely on himself and a small 

group of close associates, which might in future result in groupthink phenomenon – 

harmful for any close elite group of decision-makers.  

In foreign relations Xi is also prefers individual rule. None of his inner circle seems to 

be involved in political decision-making outside Chinese borders. All this can’t make 

one call Xi an overconfident person, however, he is a no stranger to assertiveness. It 

means experts can expect more continuities than changes in China’s foreign policy 

unless China faces some serious containment from overseas. 

Cyber space is a crack in armour of Xi’s political regime and he works a lot with 

image-makers to present himself in the most favourable light on the one hand, and 

to block free access to ‘www’ for Chinese people on the other hand. For fear that 

people of China will feel themselves at a disadvantage because of such politics, Xi 

was advised to use ‘Sina Weibo’ – largest twitter style social media site, where his 

aids post Xi’s family news, whereabouts, photos. And it is only one example. In his 

populist manner Chinese leader is working in different spheres to appear a good, 

understanding General Secretary. 

Either way, according to figures (see Figure 2), Xi is quite happy with political 

environment around him and very positive towards political universe around China. 

One may call him a status quo leader, optimistic about the existing international 

system. However, these figures were collected during the rise of China, which mean 
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they can certainly be corrected if the situation in economy or for example, security, 

changes. In that case Xi Jinping might adopt an assertive negotiation style to 

achieve his strategic goals in foreign policy. That makes containment policy towards 

the PRC a very specific step, which will certainly bring a symmetric practical answer.  

Vladimir Putin 

V. Putin is a dominant, narcissistic leader with features of high conscientiousness 

and substantial introversion. His approach is that of an opportunist rather than a 

strategist. He is quite close to new technologies, like Internet and social media and 

doesn’t use them directly to influence his electorate. Due to his intelligence past, he 

also strongly believes that private life should stay away from prying eyes of ordinary 

people. This all makes his image very ambiguous and far, which is an archaic 

perception of an unattainable political leader. But it has one big advantage: if 

something goes wrong, such a leader can always say that his team is to blame, it 

was their initiative, and he never could imagine such a mistake would have been 

made. This tactics goes back to tsarist times and lies deeply in Russian culture, 

where people tend to love their leader and blame his circle.  

Born after the World War II, Vladimir Putin, was a third, but the only one child to 

survive, one of his elder brothers died before the War began, another - during the 

Nazi siege of Leningrad (now St. Petersburg). Apart from his well-known intelligence 

service, his specialization was law. After he became Prime Minister in 1999, he 

faced the Chechen war and in the meantime very weak rule of President Yeltsin. By 

solving the situation he got a lot of credit from ordinary Russians who refused to 

send their sons to fight in far away and absolutely alien region with cruel aborigines 

– the way it was perceived by the majority.  

After he became President in 2000, Putin faced another problem – an enormous 

crime rate. In the light of new for the Russians free market, the economy nearly 

collapsed, and the “free” market was all divided among large and small criminal 

syndicates. To establish order in the country, it took quite more than to end up with 

the Chechens. Partly, the situation we see today, when President’s close allies 

practically own all key economic enterprises, is the result of those days, when he 

had to give them to someone loyal, someone who can at least operate those 

spheres, not selling them abroad or bankrupting them. 

Not surprisingly, 10 years of oil prosperity after that were spent to recover after the 

collapse of Soviet Union and its aftermath. In the meantime, our western partners 

did all they could not only to help Russia in its economic reforms and security 

issues, but also to make the country weak and its policy predictable. From such a 

perspective, Putin’s greatest fear – the disintegration of order that can with high 

probability lead to his loss of power, doesn’t seem so unjustified. Nor seem so his 
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fear in the face of terrorism. And this is where our interests with US partners are 

very close.  

Comparing operational code graphs (see Figures 2 and 3) of the three leaders one 

can jump to an unpredictable, however, logical conclusion: Putin’s beliefs fell broadly 

within the range of standard major power politics, and his demonization in mass 

media is quite an exaggeration. He is indeed a sophisticated leader, playing with 

legitimacy in the furtherance of his power and peace in the country, but he certainly 

is a leader with whom a deal can be worked out. It is a great delusion to think that 

with another president, Russia will pursue another foreign policy. Because any 

country will always first defend its interests. 

Donald Trump 

Trump is highly extrovert political leader with low agreeableness; he is a social 

dominant in deep need of other people’s approval. Being very active man even at 

his age, Trump values most of all discipline, courage and loyalty of his circle. 

Hardworking and reward-seeking, his operational emotion is anger, that is why he 

enjoyed presidential election campaign so much – It was like hunting for him. Trump 

didn’t want to win; he wanted to chase his rival and ‘gain love’ from electorate, that’s 

why he eventually won.  

Another argument for his victory is his narcissistic charisma. On the one hand, it 

appeals to some part of his electorate, on the other hand, it makes him an 

unbearable rude boss. This fact can partly explain high labour turnover rates in the 

Administration a year since Trump took up the White House. Moreover, a large part 

of the US establishment was not able to put up with new President and now it’s 

evidently, will not be able to do it in future.   

In foreign policy, a leader with such features of character might react very 

unpredictably and risky – he would prefer a pie in the sky – to get maximum profit at 

high stakes. In combination with more than cold relationships with US Congress, 

Trump will even more likely be finally pushed out in the foreign policy sphere, where 

his behavior can lead to very serious consequences, for example to more 

demonstrative measures, such as sanctions, military operations and dubious 

agreements.  

In addition to his image of unreliable partner one can name Trump’s famous sky-

high scores of lies – 75%. Moreover, US President is goal-oriented, he does not 

care how much harm he will leave behind, making America great again. Under these 
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circumstances, the most difficult for other actors is to differentiate among 

contradictory signals coming from Washington. And it is high time for major 

countries’ leaders to start searching platforms for cooperation today. 

One also shouldn’t exclude that with the time, when Trump feels himself calmer and 

firmer, his rhetoric may become softer and more cooperative. Different researches 

also demonstrate that Trump held more conflict philosophical and instrumental 

beliefs before the election campaign, than in the period after the election. But it with 

great probability will affect primarily domestic politics. 

In foreign relations, due to the atmosphere of suspiciousness, hysteria and disorder 

enforced by political elite of three countries towards each other, no room for 

standard diplomacy and cooperation have been left. Pushing these extremely 

important spheres out into Track II, where personal factor plays one of the most 

significant roles. Likely, all three Presidents don’t have unsuitable traits for each 

other. They are old enough, experienced, very strong, dominant, narcissistic 

leaders; they rule nuclear superpowers and think that significant interests of their 

countries are on the first place. Xi Jinping, Vladimir Putin, Donald Trump are 

assertive in their foreign policy, and don’t trust much to their Administrations. They 

respect strong rivals, they enjoy ‘the game’, practically speaking, they have a lot in 

common. Exactly here Russia, China and the United States may find common field 

to join their efforts, make the world safer and make their countries prosper without 

clashing and interfering in each other’s spheres of interest, unless there is no 

political will for this.   
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Figure 3 

 

 


