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THE	POWER	OF	FRAMES:	RETHINKING	MODELS	OF	RATIONAL	DECISION-MAKING	
José	Luis	Bermúdez	(Texas	A&M	University)	

	
BRIEF	SUMMARY	
Should	values	and	decisions	be	influenced	by	how	we	frame	the	outcomes	we	confront	and	the	
choices	we	have	to	make?	The	orthodox	view	(as	found,	for	example,	in	psychology	and	behavioral	
economics)	is	that	any	such	influence	is	fundamentally	irrational.	The	goal	of	this	project	is	a	book,	
The	Power	of	Frames	(under	contract	to	Cambridge	University	Press)	in	which	I	will	argue	against	
this	orthodox	view.	Problems	with	standard	ways	of	thinking	about	framing	emerge	when	we	apply	
insights	from	philosophy	and	related	areas	of	the	humanities.	The	book	explores	a	range	of	cases	
illustrating	how	frame-sensitivity	is	an	integral	part	of	rational	decision-making.	I	draw	on	examples	
from	Greek	and	Shakespearean	tragedy,	ethical	dilemmas,	group	identification,	social	coordination,	
and	practical	psychological	problems	such	as	exercising	self-control	in	the	face	of	temptation.	
	
RELEVANCE	TO	THE	HUMANITIES	AND	THE	PUBLIC	SQUARE	INITIATIVE	
This	project	is	relevant	to	the	NEH’s	Humanities	in	the	Public	Square	Initiative	for	two	reasons.	First,	
it	presents	a	novel,	humanities-driven	challenge	to	widely	held	views	in	economics,	psychology,	and	
other	social	sciences.	Second,	my	book	The	Power	of	Frames	will	argue	that	recognizing	the	role	that	
framing	plays	in	values	and	choices	has	very	important	implications	for	policy-making	and	public	
discourse	more	generally.	One	important	message	from	the	book	is	that	all	of	us	involved	in	
education,	from	K-12	through	the	university	level,	need	to	think	hard	about	how	to	educate	people	
to	appreciate	that	complex	issues	can	be	framed	in	multiple	ways.	Learning	how	to	reflect	and	
debate	not	just	within	a	single	frame	but	also	across	and	between	different	and	inconsistent	frames	
improves	critical	thinking	skills	and	the	abilities	to	find	effective	compromises.	
	
PROJECT	DESCRIPTION:	RESEARCH	AND	CONTRIBUTION	
Framing	effects	are	everywhere	–	from	marketing	to	finance,	from	political	debates	to	high	school	
curricula.	An	estate	tax	looks	very	different	to	a	death	tax.	Gun	safety	seems	to	be	one	thing;	gun	
control	another.	Some	people	who	would	never	vote	for	increasing	taxes	will	happily	consider	
proposals	for	increasing	revenue.	The	same	outcome	or	proposal	can	look	different	in	different	
frames.	That	is	an	undeniable	fact	about	human	psychology,	confirmed	by	everyday	experience	and	
many	experiments.		
	
Yet,	the	overwhelming	consensus	from	decision	theorists,	finance	professionals,	psychologists,	and	
economists	is	that	frame-dependence	is	the	height	of	irrationality.	This	view	is	enshrined	both	in	
academic	publications	and	in	the	popular	press.	The	Power	of	Frames	argues,	against	the	consensus	
view,	that	framing	is	one	of	the	most	powerful	tools	we	have	for	making	decisions	and	solving	
problems.	It	can	be	perfectly	rational	to	value	the	same	thing	differently	in	two	different	frames,	
even	when	the	decision-maker	knows	that	these	are	really	two	different	ways	of	viewing	the	same	
thing.	In	fact,	there	are	many	occasions	when	rational	agents	should	actively	seek	different	ways	of	
framing	and	reframing	complex	decisions.	This	becomes	apparent	when	we	move	away	from	the	
artificial	environment	of	the	laboratory	and	the	narrow	sphere	of	financial	investment	to	consider	
the	perspectives	on	framing	that	come	from	philosophy	and	other	areas	of	the	humanities.	
	
The	Power	of	Frames	shows	how	the	toughest	decisions	we	face	are	often	really	clashes	between	
different	frames	–	and	how	those	clashes	can	be	rationally	resolved.	This	idea	can	be	made	vivid	
with	an	example	from	Greek	tragedy.	In	Aeschylus’s	Agamemnon,	the	first	play	in	the	Oresteia	
trilogy,	Agamemnon	is	told	by	the	prophet	Calchas	that,	in	order	to	placate	the	goddess	Artemis.	he	
must	sacrifice	his	daughter	Iphigenia	to	allow	the	Greek	fleet,	becalmed	at	Aulis,	to	sail	to	Troy.	
There	is	a	single	outcome,	the	death	of	Iphigenia,	that	Agamemnon	frames	in	two	different	ways	–	
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as	Sacrificing	his	Daughter,	on	the	one	hand,	and	as	Following	Artemis’s	Will,	on	the	other.		The	
alternative	is	Failing	his	Ships	and	People.	Agamemnon’s	dilemma	is	that	he	prefers	Following	
Artemis’s	Will	to	Failing	his	Ships	and	People,	but	also	prefers	Failing	his	Ships	and	People	to	
Sacrificing	His	Daughter	–	and	he	has	these	preferences	despite	knowing	full	well	that	Sacrificing	
His	Daughter	is	the	same	outcome	as	Following	Artemis’s	Will.		
	
Building	on	this	and	other	examples,	I	argue	that	simultaneously	engaging	multiple	frames	allows	
decision-makers	to	choose	and	to	act	in	ways	that	are	intuitively	rational,	but	that	orthodox	
theories	of	individual	choice	and	social	interaction	are	famously	unable	to	accommodate.	Self-
control	is	a	good	example.	From	the	perspective	of	classical	decision	theory,	self-control	is	very	
difficult	to	understand.	Self-control	involves	acting	against	one’s	strongest	desires.	Yet,	the	rational	
agents	of	classical	decision	theory	are	expected	to	maximize	expected	utility,	which	is	understood	
purely	in	terms	of	current	desires.	Past	commitments	are	relevant	only	to	the	extent	that	they	are	
reflected	in	current	desires.	A	much	richer	perspective	comes	from	placing	self-control	in	the	
context	of	philosophical	discussions	of	weakness	of	will	and	incontinence	(akrasia).	Drawing	on	
both	contemporary	and	historical	discussions,	I	explore	how	successfully	overcoming	weakness	of	
will	is	often	really	a	matter	of	how	one	frames	oneself	and	one’s	goals.		
	
Collaboration,	cooperation,	and	team	reasoning	is	another	example.	It	has	long	been	a	puzzle	for	
game	theorists	to	explain	how	and	why	it	might	be	rational	for	agents	to	set	aside	their	immediate	
self-interests	and	work	together.	Games	such	as	the	Prisoner’s	Dilemma	and	the	Stag	Hunt	are	
abstract	models	of	very	common	human	interactions	where	game	theorists	have	in	effect	denied	
that	it	can	be	rational	to	end	up	in	the	collaborative	and	optimal	outcome	(where	the	prisoners	
cooperate	or	the	hunters	jointly	hunt	the	stag).	Yet	when	they	face	comparable	situations	in	the	real	
world	apparently	rational	people	regularly	do	collaborate	and	cooperate.	One	way	to	make	sense	of	
this	is	to	see	collaborators	as	engaged	in	a	different	type	of	reasoning	–	reasoning	as	members	of	a	
team	rather	than	as	individuals.	In	The	Power	of	Frames	I	show	how	this	is	at	bottom	a	matter	of	
framing	–	whether	the	situation	is	framed	collectively	or	individually.	It	can	be	perfectly	rational	to	
frame	a	decision	problem	so	that	team	reasoning	applies.		
	
Since	individual	decision-making	and	problem-solving	is	so	frame-dependent,	framing	can	be	a	
powerful	tool	in	policy-making	and	public	discourse.	Much	attention	has	been	devoted	to	how	
decision-makers	and	consumers	can	be	“nudged”	towards	healthier	and	more	prudent	options	by	
how	particular	choices	and	programs	are	structured	in,	for	example,	cafeteria	menus	and	
retirement	savings	plans.	Nudging	is	a	matter	of	designing	choice	architectures	and	setting	default	
options.	Some	nudges	create	and	modify	frames,	but	framing	is	more	general	than	nudging.	Often	as	
important	as	how	defaults	are	set	and	information	presented	at	the	micro-level	is	how	things	are	
framed	at	the	macro-level.	This	is	true	of	some	of	the	most	polarizing	contemporary	issues	–	such	as	
gun	control,	abortion,	climate	change,	and	immigration.	In	particular,	I	intend	to	argue,	the	principal	
barrier	to	regaining	intelligent	and	civil	discourse	in	the	political	and	social	arena	is	the	widespread	
inability,	in	every	part	of	the	political	spectrum,	to	reflect	and	debate	not	just	within	a	single	frame	
but	also	across	and	between	different	and	inconsistent	frames.	
	
COMPETENCIES	AND	SKILLS	
Engaging	with	discussions	of	framing	in	psychology,	economics,	and	other	social	sciences	requires	a	
facility	with	interdisciplinary	discussions.	Working	on	my	textbook	Cognitive	Science:	An	
Introduction	to	the	Sciences	of	the	Mind	(CUP,	2010	–	3rd	edition	in	preparation)	has	helped	me	
acquire	a	good,	working	knowledge	of	the	relevant	disciplines.	Much	of	my	work	in	philosophy	has	
been	interdisciplinary,	exploring	the	points	of	contact	between	traditional	philosophical	problems	
and	contemporary	research	in	the	social	sciences.	My	books	The	Paradox	of	Self-Consciousness	(MIT	
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Press,	1998)	and	Thinking	Without	Words	(OUP,	2003)	both	explored	the	interface	between	the	
behavioral	and	cognitive	sciences,	on	the	one	hand,	and	philosophical	discussions	of	self-
consciousness	and	the	nature	of	thinking,	on	the	other.	In	Decision	Theory	and	Rationality	(OUP,	
2009)	I	explored	a	theme	directly	relevant	to	the	current	project,	namely,	the	relation	between	
normative	models	of	how	rational	people	ought	to	reason	and	descriptive	models	of	how	people	
actually	do	reason.		
	
WORKPLAN	
My	book	The	Power	of	Frames,	which	will	be	the	principal	output	of	this	project,	is	under	contract	to	
Cambridge	University	Press.	The	manuscript	is	projected	to	contain	nine	chapters,	as	follow:	
	
Ch.	1	 	 Framing:	The	classic	view	
Ch.	2	 	 Investors,	frames,	and	markets	
Ch.	3	 	 Framing	and	the	brain	
Ch.	4	 	 Juliet’s	Principle:	“A	rose	by	any	other	name”	
Ch.	5	 	 The	world	as	we	frame	it	
Ch.	6	 	 Agamemnon’s	dilemma:	When	frames	clash	
Ch.	7	 	 Using	frames	to	fight	temptation	
Ch.	8	 	 Stags	and	Prisoners:	Framing	cooperation	and	collaboration	
Ch.	9	 	 Frames	in	public	discourse	
	
The	first	four	chapters	set	up	the	problem.	Chapters	1	and	2	review	(in	a	manner	accessible	to	
scholars	from	Philosophy	and	other	humanities	disciplines)	the	evidence	for	widespread	framing	
effects	in	wildly	different	areas	–	from	laboratory	studies	to	high-level	properties	of	financial	
markets.	Chapter	3	reviews	some	of	the	psychological	and	neural	mechanisms	believed	to	be	
responsible.	Chapter	4	sets	out	the	theoretical	background,	explaining	why	susceptibility	to	framing	
effects	is	held	to	be	irrational	by	classical	conceptions	of	rationality	dominant	in	economics,	finance,	
and	the	decision	sciences.	Preliminary	versions	of	these	four	chapters	have	been	drafted.		
	
The	argumentative	weight	of	the	book	is	borne	by	Chapters	5	through	9,	and	it	is	to	support	work	
on	this	part	of	the	book	that	I	am	seeking	an	NEH	Summer	Stipend.	Preliminary	versions	of	
Chapters	6,	7,	and	8	were	delivered	in	lecture	form	in	April	2016	at	the	Institut	Jean	Nicod	at	the	
Ecole	Normale	Supérieure	(Paris,	France),	where	I	received	very	useful	feedback	and	comments.	
Award	of	a	summer	stipend	would	allow	me	to	revise	those	lectures	into	book	chapters.	I	plan	to	
work	on	that	revision	in	the	summer	of	2018.	Award	of	an	NEH	Summer	Stipend	would	make	it	
possible	for	me	to	work	full-time	on	this	project	for	the	months	of	June	and	July	2018.	
	
Being	able,	with	the	support	of	an	NEH	Summer	Stipend,	to	revise	these	chapters	in	June	and	July	
2018	would	allow	me	to	complete	the	manuscript	during	the	2018	–	2019	academic	year,	with	a	
projected	submission	date	to	the	publishers	of	June	1,	2019.		
	
FINAL	PRODUCT	AND	DISSEMINATION	
The	principal	product	from	this	project	will	be	my	book	The	Power	of	Frames,	which	has	been	
accepted	for	publication	by	Cambridge	University	Press.	The	book	is	being	written	for	a	broad	
academic	audience,	and	will	be	accessible	to	the	general	reader.	I	will	disseminate	the	key	ideas	
more	broadly,	particularly	those	with	public	policy	implications,	through	op-ed	pieces	in	
newspapers	and	digital	media,	including	places	where	I	have	already	published,	such	as	Inside	
Higher	Education	and	the	Houston	Chronicle,	as	well	as	venues	aimed	at	communicating	academic	
research	to	a	general	audience,	such	as	The	Conversation.				
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