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ABSTRACT

THE ROLE OF THREAT AND TIME PERCEPTION IN INTERNATIONAL CRISIS, by
Major Floyd V. Churchill Jr., USA, 111 peages

This study explores the effect of two variables, threat and time com—
pression, on the decislion-making patterns of the senior decision units
in selected international crises. The investigation is focused on an
analysis of decision-makers and their actions during two major crises
of the twentleth centurys the Greek crisis of 1947 and the US decision
to intervene in Korea in 1950.

Investigation reveals that there are some common distinguishing char-
acteristics of decision units under high stress and perceived limited
time. Further examination develops a series of proposals for applica-
tion of these findings to the particular needs of the military.
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INTRODUCTION

"One of the great organizational problems for mankind 1s the
control of violence or the control of conflict situations to the point
that procedural institutions are adequate to handle it."'

It is unlikely that any student of mankind would seriously dispute
this statement by Kenneth Boulding. Violence, conflict and war have been
problems of major importance since history was first recorded. As man
became more sophisticated in his approach to the world in which he lived,
he also became more accomplished in his ability to generate violencs and
destruction. With the advent of the nuclear era, this frightful ability
to destroy took a quantum jump to levels beyond the comprehension of any
man. In such an environment the imperative put forth abeve, becomes
considerably more compelling than it was even a generation ago.

The reaching of this goal has proved highly elusive. A4s of this
writing, there still exists no general theory of conflict which is accept~
able to the various social sciances.z Authorities in each field have

tended to approach the phenomenon of conflict and its control from highly
parochial viewpoints. If a comprehensive general theory is to be devel-
oped, it will require contributions from a wide range of social science
discipliness history, sociology, psychology, anthropology, political
science and communications and organization theory to mention but a few.

It is with this realization that this work is offered for inclu-
slon into the body of research being done to narrow the gap that exists
within and between the various branches of the social sclences. The

objective of the author in prepering this work is to produce something
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of value and importance, however modest, to the multi-disciplinary
approach to the study of speecific facets of the conflict situation. In
this instance, the role of threat perception and of time in crisis deci-

sion-making. It is not claimed that this work provides definitive answers

i to all it studies, but rather than it is a positive addition to a growing
body of knowledge dealing with a nebulous quality of existence called
| "oenflict:i?

The two factors chosen for observation here (perceived threat and
time compression) were not chosen in an arbitrary manner. A4s a student
of military history, my attention has been drawn on numerous occasions to

the saliency of these factors in crisis decision-making. It is the con-

tention of the author that a better understanding of these two elcments
in the conflict environment can be of both immediate practical value to
those who are expected to make decisions in high stress situations, and
of longer range value in the development of more adequate hypotheses to
explain the phenomenon of conflict in its many forms.

Because of the variation in information available, access to
primary sources, and structural organization of that information vhich
was available, the analysis of the crisis under investigation will be con-
ducted using the traditional cagse study method or, as Ithiel De Sola Pool
refers to it, a "qualitative analysis® approach.’ Acoordingly, the comolu-
sions reached will be supported, in the main, by illustration and argument,
rather than by attempting to quantify into mathematical values for presen-

; tation of a larger body of evidence. Qualitative analysis presupposes that
the decision-makers were purposeful in their aetions and commmications,
and infers goals, expectations, and attitudes by a reverse process than

that used by the decision-makers. In some ideal world in which all required
g ? information would be available, the process of investigation could proceed

1 ‘




in the same manner in which decisions are made.

graphically portrayed thusg
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Unfortunately the real world is seldom in accord with the ideal model. As

& consequence of the nonaveilability of some documents and the impossi-

bility of lmowing definitely the unrecorded attitudes of key decision=-
makers, the analysis of information actually occurs in an adverse sequence. i1

The process appears graphically in the following patterns’ ,

Elite

Speakers <
o B el B el B e
ganda Inten-
cators Goal tans tations mates Factors

In each case investigated, extensive use is mude of all primary
sources available to determine the psychological state of the participants

as closely as possible. Additionally, information on relevant symbolic 1
behavior (such as the involvement of troops) was gathered to expand the
researcher?s perspective in viewing the crisis period in question.

As it is hoped that this work will prove fyruitful to others pur-
suing similar research, so the hypotheses for the present study were
selected from previous work by Charles F. Hermann in this field. The
hypotheses to be investigated here a.re:5

1. As the perception of threat increases, time is seen us an
increasingly salient factor.

2. As the perception of threat increases, decision-makers focus

on immediate future needs to the exclusion of long-range considerations.

3. The shorter the perceived time available to decision-makers,
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the fewer real alternative courses of action will be considered.

4. As the perception of threat increases, the mumber of decision-
makers decreases.

Given the lack of consensus on basic concepts and terminolegy in
the study of conflict and eorisis, it is appropriate at this point to defint
key operative terms. Threat perception and time compression will be dis-
cussed in some detail in the first chapter, and so will be omitted here.
The other terms which need definition are provided below. The particular
definitions are those used by Kemmeth Boulding in his book, Conflict and
Defense (1962).6

1. Conflict - any situation in which both parties are aware of
the incompatibility of potential future positions and each wishes to ocoupy
a position that is incompatible with the wishes of the other.

2, Crisis - a situation of wanticipated threat to important goals
values and restricted decision time.

3. Decision-making elites/group - that group of individuals which
the person responaible for key decisions seeks to have available to him
and whose opinions he considers important in the decision-making process.

A final introductory remark is briefly to explain the organization
of this thesis. The reader has already been introduced to the methods to
be used, and the importance of this study from the authorts perspective.
The first chapter will provide a conceptual framework with which to analyze
the information presented in the case studies. The intent is that the
reader will have a reasonable understanding of what happens to people in
high threat situations characterized by compressed time, and can uae this
information to determine if the actions and statements of the decision-

mekers (DM) surveyed in the case studied fit this pattern.




The two case studies are organized so as to provide sufficient

background information to put the decision-maker's actions in perspective.
This is followed in each case by a detalled look at the crisis period
itself and terminates with a discussion of the conclusioens which can be
drawn from each case.

The final segment of the thesis presents a brief review of the
propositions under investigation, the posited actions under stress situa-
tions, and the conclusions drawn in the individual case studies. The
results are then collected and synthesized, and some new working proposi-
tions presented.

A series of appendices and containing information that is relevant
for each case study but is too lengthy or awkward to fit conveniently into
the body of the study is provided for the convenience of the reader. A
detailed chronology is also included for all crisis periods, and a list

-of decision-making units and/or maps are provided for each of the studies.




CHAPTER I

THREAT AND TIME PERCEPTION AND THE
CONFLICT ENVIRONMENT

According to Henry Kissinger, "What is relevant for policy® in

times of crisis “depends not only on academic truths but also on what can

w?

be implemented under stress. Observations by others who have experienced

or studled international crisis vary widely. Consider the following:

" decision-maker may, in a crisis, be able to work out easily
and quickly what seems in normal times to both the “academic®
scholar and the layﬁgn to be hypothetical, unreal, complex or
otherwise difficult!

¥Tn every case, the decision (to go to war) is based upon &
careful weighing of the chances and of anticipated consequences
« + « In no case is the decision precipitated by emotional
tensions, segtimentality, crowd behavior, or other irrational
motivations!

I saw first hand, during the long days, and nights of the
Cuban crisis, how brutally physical and mental fatigue can numb 10
the good sense as well as the senses of normally articulate men¥

How do individuals and groups respond to the pressures and tensions
of crisis? Do we tend to approach such situations with high motivations,
a keen sense of purpose, extraordinary energy and enhanced creativity?
Is necessity, as Kahn suggests, the mother of invention? Or, is our capa-
bility for coping with the problems impaired, perhaps even to the point
suggested by Neustadt®s phrase "the paranoid reaction, characteristic of
erisis behavior?"l1

The answers to these questions are always important for persons

who find themselves faced with crises. They assume extraordinary signifi-

cance when the individuals are national leaders and the context is that of

6
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a contomporary international crisis: upon the ability of national leaders
to cope with situations of intense threat may depend the lives of millions,
if not the future of mankind. The purpose of this study is to attempt to
improve on our present understanding of national leaders acting as decizion-
makers in time of grave crisis.

The thrust of this initial chapter will be te provide the reader
with a theoretical map, or model, against which the actions of the decision-
makers in the following case studies can be more easily understood. In
an effort to facilitate the logical development of the model, the chapter
has been divided into five major sections. The first section introduces
the idea of conflict as a phenomenon, in broad perspective, and identifies
the level of analysis and approach to bes used.

In the second section, the Conflict Environment is described,
through a discussion of its major components. In the third section of
the chapter, the role of perception in conflict is set forward.

With the general conflict environment and role of perception thus
developed, the fourth section provides a discussion of the two principle
factors under investigation, threat and time. Decision-making behavior
is here discussed in relation to the observed responses to high threat
situations and restricted time (e.g., the phenomenon of perceived reduo~
tion in available decision time hereafter referred to as “time coupres~
sion®) and the effects of increasing threat. The fifth and final section
of the chapter is the discussion of the conclusions to be drawn. The
major polnts developed in the sections on conflict as a phenomenon, the
conflict environment, the role of perception, and the effects of threat
angi time compression on crisis decision-making are combined to vrovide

the intellectual setting for the case studies which follow.

L
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Conflict As A Phenomenon

Conflict as a phenomenon, spans the breadth of human activity.
It is frequently divisive and destructive, causing a deterioration of the
relationships between man and wife, friends, families, groups and nations.

But, conflict can also be positive.lz

It plays a role in preventing stag-
nation, stimulating interest, providing a medium for airing problems, and
it may provide a way to test and assess one's self. Politics, in its
essence, 1s a conflict process by which limited resources are authori-
tatively allocated. Certainly it is well beyond such an undertaking as
the present one to attempt to discuss and analyze all aspects of conflict.
It is generally accepted that while conflict in its many forms is deserving
of further study, of particular importance in this age of intercontinental
missiles and multiple warheads is the study of potentially destructive
conflict. Within this generally definable universe of conflict, attiention
will be focused on that part of the conflict environment that deals with
crisis periods in international relations.

The choice of this restrictive definition has several rocts.
Wirst, the study of conflict is in general a poorly defined enterprise;
the more general one becomes, the more disagreement is encountered about
definitions, appropriate boundaries, and analytical tools. Second, there
is a growing body of literature that suggests that decision-making almost
always is done in small, ad hoc groups during times of great threat to
important values or goals.l3 Congequently, the considerations c¢f manage-
ability, general agreement on important factors, and availability ot rele-

vant information led to the selection of the level of analysis.

The conventional method used in a study of this nature is to adopt
14

elther an individual or systemic approach to ordering information.
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liowever, the perspcctive used here is a combination of both, attempiing
to take into consideration individual traits such as temperament, physical
fatigue and experience coupled with organizational factors such as intel-

ligence estimates and advice of interested agencies which act to set the

range of acceptable choices and alternative solutions. The section which
follows will combine the salient factors from these various approaches and
develop the setting, or environment, in which threat and time compression
will be studied.
The Conflict Environment
The conflict environment which the decision-making elites occupy

is not primarily a physical situation (although it may have some influence)

but rather it is a mental and procedural construct which encompasses the

> Conflict characteristically occurs through a

decision-meking groupml
process of escalation which can be over an extended period or a very short
one, and blatant or subtle. This can be physical or psychological process,

but its primary impact is on the state of men's minds; it is as Herman Kahn

says a "competition in risk taking."16 The purposes behind this escalation
can be many. Generally they fall into motive categories, such as an inten-
tional show or recklessness (intended to cause caution on the opponent!s
part), a demonstration commitment, or preparations for esealation by the
opponent.17

However, escalation is not in and of itself conflict. Ole Holsti
suggests that conflict occurs either from encroachment on another nation
or its preserves, or from aggravated competition between two expanding
national unita.l8 The latter can occur either in the form of a physical
effort to control or from an attempt to gain psychological/ideological

dominance in a given area. Obviously, these conflicts can occur at
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different levels of intensity and are frequently a mixture of econcmic,
jdeclogiocal, political and military factors. Resulting strategies and
modes of resolution may shift as one or the other basic sources of power
becomes salient.

An environment which is characterized by conflict tends 21so to
have certain characteristics which define it. Karl Deutsch classifies
them as: (1) identification of issues, (2) perception of threat and
inadequate time, (3) a lack of territorial limits, (4) communication
problems, (5) incomplete information, and finally (6) willingness to

uge force. 19

Identification of Igsues
The process of ldentifying the ecentral issues is a deeeptive one.
It is closely related with, and, the major determinant of, a nation's
willingness to go to war. John Burton notes that it cannot be assumed
that the issues believed to be those in dispute are in fact the ones that

cauged the active conflict.zo

Normally conflict occurs after an escala-
tion process in which issues are rarely clearcut and well-defined, rather
they tend to go through a sublimation and transfer process by which they
become Intertwined with symbology of great emotional appear within that
society. Whatever the issues may have been, the conflict becomes one
between the "good"™ (our nation) attempting to stand up for what is ®right¥
against the "bad" (the other side). It is frequently the case that the
event that leads to open violence is just the one that triggered the

loaded gun.21

Certainly nobody would claim that all Europe so loved
Archduke Ferdinand that they were willing to risk their very existence

for his revenge, or that America felt such a strong bond of kinship with

the South Koreans that they were bound to come to the rescue.
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he Perception of T t_and dequate

The perception of threat, and the perception of inadequate time
(time compression), are intimately and subtly related to the identifica-
tion of issues discussed above. While the effects of threat and time on
decision-makers will be presented in some detail in section four of this
chapter, it 1s appropriate at this point to identify the central nature
of threat in the conflict environment. It can reascnably be stated that
a sense of threat is a necessary condition for a conflict enviromment to
exist.

As the issues are identified by decision-makers, and various
factors of the conflict environment come into play, they interact in the
formation of a set of perceptions of the relationships between rival deci~-
sion groups. These perceptions, though they may first be held tentatively,
will come to be accepted as a true reflection of what is actually ccour-
ring. The senge, or level, of threat contained in these perceptions will
directly determine the priority that that problem receives among the
decision-making group. Additionally, it appears that as the perceived
threat increases, some of the normal problem~solving capabilities become
less effective. The perceived threat, then, acts to alter the decision-
making situation. It acts, in fact, as a basic determinate /ﬁx defining
vhat type of problem-solving techniques can be or will be used, >

The sense of inadequate time being available ’éo acoomplish a
given task, or "time compression%, is also invo}ved in this process of
successively less effective decision-making. ‘As the level of trreat
rises, time both becomes more i.xnpor‘l’.mx't.,/23 and is perceived as being less
and less adequate. A more detailed discussion will be presented below,

but suffice it to say here that time compression is closely related to
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increased threat perception and effects the attitude of decision-makers
invelved.
Territorial Limits

As used by Deutsch, territorial limits can be physical, psycho-
logical or ideological. These territories, or spheres of influence, have
roughly defined outer limits which frequently do not coincide with the
conception of other states as to where these boundaries are. Tho psycho-
logical "territory" is closely related to the eoncept of ¥oritiesl bound-
ary" which will be explained further on in the chapter. Basiocally, it
refers to the self-conception of that country's appropriate place and
role among nations. An example of this might be Britain's self image as
"keeper of the balance® and guarantor of safe passage on the oceans of
the world prior to World War I. Ideological territory refers to the
pasition along the continuum between the extremes of politioal posture
and a struggle betwean two nations to claim the leadership in any given
direction. The ideological conflict between China and Russia during the
last 20 years is an example of this.

i on b.

Communication problem as an element inm the conflict environment
is significant enough a problem that m separate section on the topic will
be presented later in the chapter. For that reason no more will be said
about it at this point other than to indicate its role in the conflict
process. That role 1s to make accurate gauging of the opponen?’. more
diffioult, consequently meking appropriate responses to the'oppmont'u
actions a matter of great unosrtainty.

. ate (")

The next characteristic of the conflict environment identified by




13

Deutsch was incomplete information.?* John W. Burton, in his boak,
Conflict and Commmnicationg, noted during periods of crisis and a*tempts
at crisis management, that by the nature of the limited time available,
decision-makers are characteristically foroed to make decisions or infor-
mation they know is incomplete and only partially verified. Particularly
since World War II, the mere volume itself of commnications has become
a tremendous problem. Messages are unexplainably delayed (as with
several of the key messages in Korea in 1950) or cross messages from
the opposing decision-makers (as in World War I). One of the great
concerns of the Kennedy decision group was a fear of the Russians dis-
covering U-2 flights over Cuba. They were forced to plam under the
continuous realization that their available time could be cut to szero
at any momnt.25

A moment of reflection an the environment and characteristics
above, and the framework these create, immediately point out that the
concept of conflict environment is by no means a simple nor very straight
forward one. Conflict may exist in ideological, eoc;nomic, militasy or
political spheres, or any combination of them sim:.ltanecunh.26 Addi-~
Ltionally, the relative importance of any one area can, and will, vary
at different times depending on its saliency to the decision-making unit.

With the overview of conflict and the conflict enviromment most
complete, there remains one factor which needs to be diseussed briefly
before proceeding into an investigation of the role of perception in
international crisis decision-making. This last factor which is gormane
to the discussion is the willingness of a nation to escalate and/or resort
to violence and the process of identifying issues invelved in a given

conflict situation.

SRR e, e



Will ess to Use Fgorce
The final consideration, that of willingness to use the foroe

avallable, is a problem which is extremely critical to the calculations

f ' of all decision groups as they approach the point of war or no war.

li _ Willingness to go to war is a very complex phenomenon and almost wholly
‘ a product of that particular culture and forces available; the na*ion's

i’ critical boundaries are intimately involved in this process. The process
is further confused by the phenomenon which Irving Janis calls "Group-

think. w27

In his work on psychological aspects of foreign policy deci- ':
sions he noted that decision-making groups are inclined to reject members
who are nonconformist. The result is frequently a tendency to collec-
tively accept a more dangerous approach than the individuals would choose
on their own. The Americans are probably the best example today of a

nation with tremendous war potential and an almost impenetrable fog

around what issues will and will net cause a violent reaction. Certainly
the Russians and North Koreans had every reasonable expectation that the
United States would not put its armed forces in the balance for a country

(South Korea) it had already said would have to depemnd on itself and was
8

ey

declared to be outside the US Asian defense per:l.mei‘m:.2
e e o 3 don in ict

) ) It is appropriate to note at this juncture that this work will

deal .strictly, to use Harold Sprout?s terminology, with the psycho/milieu

of perception of threat, and perceptions of compressed time, rather than

| attempt to determine if there actually was a high threat situation, and/

: or if there actually was adequate time. This position is both justifiable

and appropriate in that the decision-makers studied reacted to the situa-

tion as they perceived it to bes’ whether their peroeptions accurately
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reflected the real situation is of no particular consequence here. This
section will provide the reader a discussion of the role of perceptien

and the major factora that influence the perception develepment prooess.

Kenneth Boulding provides support for this approach to crieis
2 investigation in his statement on the basic conditions that must exist

for conflict teo occur.3 9

These basic requirements are stated to bes
1. Both organizations must be present in the immges of the deci-
sion-makers of the other organization.
2. Decialans on the part of decision-makers must affect both
’ organizations in value-significant ways.
| 3. Decisions must affect the image of the other organization so
that the second organization is affected unfavorebly.

| Obviously, Mr. Boulding's emphasis is on the psychological per-

ception of the situation. While some portions of reality may well affect
any decision that an individual makes, it cannot affect the original
decision process if the decision-maker did not perceive this reality or

i perceive it as relevant.

While it is almost impossible to identify for any specific

individual the exact composition of his perceptual set, it i- possible

to identify the major factors which appear to influence the decision-

e~

making process, particularly those effecting high level deeisions.

TS T T A

Although the influence any one factor has on an individual's perception
may vary, it will be comprised of stimuli falling generally intn the
categories of (1) culture, (2) commnications, (3) spiral of effect, and

mdsi e oios o i Sleand

(4) informatlion. An additional factor, critical boundary, is included
in thls discussion as a particularly useful tool in understanding this

specialized and narrow segment of perception development.
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Culture
A factor of tremendous significance in considering perceptions
1s culture.?’ 411 incoming stimuli are evaluated in terms of the refer-
ence images characteristic to the soclety of the receiving individual.

Consequently, the effort to convey a particular message between persons
of different cultures and heritage becomes almost unattainable wh3n
placed in a conflict environment in which there is no direct communica-

tions (a characteristic of virtually all conflict situations which led

to war).>? Studies have shown that information is limited by the con-

f ceptual framework of the receiving decision-maker, the tendency being

} to receive, select, or reject, information as it conforms teo prefermed
belief/value patterns.33 As Heniz Fischer noted: "The extent t« which
individuals/groups understand each other is a function of how much their
world views and frames of reference overlap."34 This problem of common
reference also manifests itself in the great difficulty that is e:peri-
enced even in developing a common ®yardstick®™ by which each party can

35 Such measure-

measure its respective power positions in a conflict.
ment devices (which allow comparative measurements) tend to appear only
in the resolution phases of conflict.
Communications

A very complex field of study intimately connected with perception
as developed above is that of communications and in particular what John
Burton and Richard Merritt call "effective communication. Burton posits
that whether a communication makes for harmony or confliet depends in

large part on its content and perception of that content. He defines

R TR

1 , effective communication as "the deliberate conveying and accurate receiv-
' 36
L

ing and interpretations of what was intended to be conveyed.

Standing




T

1577

as a formidable bloc to efforts to accomplish this are a host of diffi-
culties, most connected with what is called the cognitive organiszemtion

or procen.3 7 This is the system of categories for classifying and order-
ing the events of experience and language development and acts to rescrict
our understanding of the symbolic meaning of words.

An important facet of this process of commnications is thav of
feedback.3 o This mechanism is the means by which the decision-mskers
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