
Praise for Trump Bubbles

“Bill Eddy’s latest book, Trump Bubbles, takes his high-conflict 
personality analysis into a sweeping look at political leaders and 
the high-risk effect of their personal patterns of behavior. At times 
frightening, insightful and hopeful, this book is a fascinating read 
about important issues. Narcissistic political leaders are highly 
attractive, but also can be very dangerous.” 

—JOSEPH BURGO, PhD, clinical psychologist and author of 
The Narcissist You Know: Defending Yourself Against Extreme 

Narcissists in an All-About-Me Age

“Bill Eddy comes through in the nick of time with this 
tremendous exploration of high-conflict personalities in politics. 
Whether you are an anxious voter, a citizen who’s fed up with 
American politics, or someone who’s tired of drama in leadership, 
this book is for you. Nobody understands the psychological 
dynamics of high-profile and high-conflict politicians, or how 
to deal with them, better than Eddy. Get this book now, read it, 
and apply what’s inside. Trump Bubbles may be one of the most 
significant and needed books of the decade.” 

—NATE REGIER, PhD, CEO of Next Element Consulting 
 and author of Beyond Drama: Transcending Energy Vampires and  

Conflict without Casualties: A Field Guide for Leading  
with Compassionate Accountability  

“Picking up on the themes that Bill Eddy and I wrote about 
in our book Splitting America, published just before the 2012 
presidential election, Trump Bubbles offers a stimulating, insightful, 
and in-depth historic analysis of previous political and economic 
‘bubbles’ that, predictably, have risen and fallen over the years, and 
carries us forward into the unsettling 2016 presidential election—
with its worrisome ‘Trump phenomenon.’ Bill’s well-documented 
explanation of this phenomenon is fascinating and informative, 
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as he clearly illustrates the perils for our nation of having a high-
conflict person in a major leadership position of power.”

—DONALD T. SAPOSNEK, PhD, author of  
Mediating Child Custody Disputes: A Strategic Approach and  

co-author of Splitting America: How Politicians, Super PACs and the 
News Media Mirror High Conflict Divorce

“From the rise and fall of Nazi Germany, to McCarthyism, to 
the Vietnam War and the Iraq War, Eddy points out how political 
leadership by narcissistic personalities is nothing new. What’s new 
are the recent cultural, economic, and social changes—including 
American media practices—that have created the perfect storm of 
American politics in 2016. Eddy offers concrete recommendations 
on how each of us can respond to ‘Trump bubbles’ now and in the 
future. This book should be required reading before voting for any 
candidate.”

—ALISON L. PATTON, Esq., attorney, mediator, and 
contributing writer to Huffington Post and lemonadedivorce.com

“No matter where you stand on the politic spectrum, you 
have a responsibility to read this book. Bill Eddy brings the reality 
of our world into focus through the lenses of history, psychology, 
and politics. He gives us all a way to make sense of the high-
conflict culture in which we live and offers the long-overdue gift 
of sound, down-to-earth advice about how to maintain our sanity, 
if not our civilization. If only Trump Bubbles had been in print 
seventy or eighty years ago, humanity would today be in a far 
healthier place.”

—BENJAMIN D. GARBER, PhD, author of  
Holding Tight/Letting Go, Developmental Psychology for  

Family Law Professionals, and Keeping Kids Out of the Middle
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PREFACE

DONALD TRUMP is potentially the most danger-
ous person in politics since Adolf Hitler. Not because of his 

politics (which are ever changing), but because of his personality 
(which is never changing).

Trump has a seductive US-against-THEM personality style 
that far exceeds any other candidate, Republican or Democrat, 
and can inspire violence. Sure, there was Stalin, Idi Amin, Saddam 
Hussein, and other ruthless dictators. But Hitler took a cultured 
democracy—like ours—and turned it into a hate machine that he 
led into World War II. 

Can’t happen here? There are many high-conflict personality 
warning signs that say it can. Donald Saposnek and I predicted 
some of this in 2012 in our book Splitting America.

You might say that the United States in 2016 is completely 
different from Germany almost one hundred years ago. After all, 
Germany was heavily burdened with paying reparations after los-
ing World War I in 1918, and then the Great Depression made 
that all worse. It was people in the lower-middle class who were 
most devastated by this. Hitler knew how to manipulate them into 
following him—while blaming everyone else. 

In the United States, it is predominantly the lower-middle 
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class who have recently lost jobs, houses, marriages, and worse be-
cause of the Great Recession. Many have become Trump’s core 
group of followers. They have felt ignored by both the Democratic 
and Republican established politicians (the “establishment”). Such 
resentments can make large groups of people particularly vulner-
able to a strong leader who uses high-conflict patterns of speech, 
as Trump does—and Hitler did.

Hitler’s oratory caused his followers to intensely love him and 
intensely hate Jews, gypsies, communists, homosexuals, and the 
parliamentary government in Berlin. He pounded on this so in-
tensely at large rallies that people absorbed his messages without 
thinking. Trump uses similar high-conflict patterns of speech at 
large rallies to cause his followers to love him and hate Mexicans, 
Muslims, African Americans, the president, Congress, and even 
journalists.   

Hitler was the first to use modern electronic media to domi-
nate people’s political thinking. He had radio speeches constantly 
pumped into people’s homes via radio which compelled them to 
absorb his toxic messages. He held huge rallies and made movies of 
them, to reach even more people. Images and sounds have a much 
more powerful impact on the brain than print media, and Hitler’s 
face and his voice were everywhere. 

Trump understands that constantly getting his face and voice 
on TV and radio has a powerful influence on people. His message 
is not about useful information or his future policies—it’s about 
how big and strong he is and who to hate now. Even if people’s 
lives aren’t as bad here and now as in Hitler’s Germany, the power 
of today’s all-pervasive media to promote messages of fear and an-
ger is so much stronger.

I believe that Trump has a 50-50 chance of winning the presi-
dential election in November 2016. The high-conflict personality 
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pattern is already in place and, if I’m correct, Trump has only just 
begun. 

But I believe the Donald Trump bubble can be burst. The way 
party leaders and others expose this high-conflict pattern to voters 
can make all the difference. If it is explained respectfully to poten-
tial voters, I think that Trump can be stopped.   

I wish I could tell you that “I guarantee it,” “it will be a beauti-
ful thing,” and “it will be amazing.” But that’s part of the hot air 
that keeps the Trump bubble afloat. We don’t need more bubbles. 

The following is a short book that I first presented over three 
weeks in March 2016 as a series of twelve blogs. Instead of hot 
air, I rely on social science, psychology, and history as well as in-
sight from my professional experience dealing with high-conflict 
personalities and situations. I hope this will help you and those 
around you to understand the personality dangers of a Donald 
Trump Presidency.

Bill Eddy
March 27, 2016
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INTRODUCTION

HIGH-CONFLICT POLITICIANS
Remember the dot-com bust of 2000? And the housing and stock 
market bubbles that burst in 2008? For years, people enthusiasti-
cally believed that these areas of spectacular growth would never 
end. The future was incredible and the bubbles were held up by the 
hot air of enthusiasm without substance. In 1996, then–Federal 
Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan referred to this as “irrational 
exuberance.”

But these bubbles did burst, causing millions of people to lose 
their houses, jobs, marriages, self-esteem and more. These spent 
bubbles still have ripple effects throughout our economy and the 
political world to this day. They were pumped up by emotions 
without thinking. We didn’t listen to the people who said they 
were overblown bubbles that couldn’t last. 

A TRUMP BUBBLE
I define a trump bubble as occurring when emotions trump think-
ing in politics. When fear trumps facts. When leader love trumps 
logic. It could be a politician, a policy, or a war. In 2016, the 
trump bubble is Donald J. Trump himself—but there are others. 
His bubble is just more obvious. 

W H E N  R E A L I T Y  H I T S
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Trump’s rise has been surprising to almost everyone, including 
himself. Some people always said he was full of hot air, but now 
people are taking him seriously. This is common for high-conflict 
people (HCPs for short), who have a narrow (and predictable) way 
of thinking and behaving. They have an adversarial approach to 
almost all of their relationships—it’s US against THEM. When 
they get into politics, HCPs build their entire political agenda on 
US against THEM. 

As Dorothy Thompson, an American reporter said in 1931, 
after interviewing Hitler two years before he took power in Ger-
many: “[Hitler says] The Jews are responsible for everything.” She 
summarized the situation, adding “take the Jews out of Hitler’s 
program, and the whole thing . . . collapses.” 

By the end of World War II, it became clear that Thompson 
was right. But throughout the 1920s and 1930s, people thought 
Hitler was smarter than that and would change his tune once he 
was in charge. They were wrong. 

In an HCP’s eyes, people are simply all-good or all-bad, win-
ners or losers. Sometimes, almost inadvertently, they discover a 
group of people who are so upset that they will follow this US-
against-THEM approach wherever the high-conflict person leads 
them. Unfortunately, HCPs generally have a distorted picture of 
the world, don’t study history or policy, and are more impulsive 
than most people. 

If they are narcissistic HCPs, they see their ignorance and lack 
of planning as a good thing, because they already are “brilliant,” 
“attractive” and “powerful.” They vigorously defend their mistakes 
without self-reflection or apology, and instead invest all their en-
ergy in attacking others (THEM), often over very petty things. 
This is because their whole lives have been built around their US-
against-THEM, attack-and-defend personalities.      
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ANGRY WITH A BUTTON
In Donald Trump’s case, he has tapped into the anger of a 
significant section of the electorate who feel recently disenfran-
chised—primarily because of the economic downturns of the 
last four decades, culminating in the housing and stock market 
bubble bursts of 2008. These are real problems that have not 
been addressed sufficiently by either political party. Trump gives 
his followers the appearance of addressing these issues by lead-
ing his followers with anger against the establishment (US against 
THEM). 

While anger can be good for getting attention (and the primary 
skill of HCPs is getting attention), it can also be dangerous—very 
dangerous when combined with the strength of the world’s only 
superpower. 

Trump would have a finger on the button of the world’s most 
powerful nuclear weapons if he became president of the United 
States. The risk of such danger needs to be understood, especially 
since he demonstrates significant warning signs of a high-conflict 
personality. In this book I will explain the importance of recogniz-
ing high-conflict patterns.   

PREDICTING THE TRUMP BUBBLE
You might think I’m crazy to have written a book about the rise 
and fall of Donald Trump when he’s riding high in March 2016. 
But I feel quite confident that the pattern of behavior I describe 
in this book will play out in the same way that it has for so many 
other high-conflict leaders—in politics and in business. I just don’t 
know the timing of his fall. 

Will it be before or after the November presidential elections? 
Therefore, I have written this book to be relevant for genera-

tions to come, especially because there have been trump bubbles 
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before and there will be many trump bubbles in the future, until 
we learn how to stop them from forming.  

This pattern is too familiar and too destructive to ignore. Yet 
most people don’t even realize it’s a pattern—and don’t realize 
there are things they can do about it. They see it in isolation, as if 
we’ve never seen someone like Donald J. Trump before. We have. 
It’s just that his bubble is bigger. Of course! It has to be! And it’s 
potentially much more dangerous.

While this book is about the sudden rise of Donald Trump 
and his inevitable fall, it’s also about trying to get beyond the rise 
and fall of high-conflict leaders—all the trump bubbles. I don’t 
think that even “the Donald” or his followers understands the 
power he is unleashing. 

This isn’t about bashing Trump personally, but rather showing 
how the combination of his high-conflict personality with certain de-
mographic changes and technological advances in communication is 
creating a powerful force that will inevitably overwhelm him—and 
possibly all of us—either before or after the election. Emotions are 
contagious and high-conflict emotions are highly contagious.

HIGH-CONFLICT PATTERNS 
High-conflict people have identifiable patterns. Do you notice any 
patterns in the following three stories?

Thursday, March 3
Mitt Romney, the 2012 presidential candidate of the Republican 
Party, gave a speech blasting 2016 presidential candidate Donald 
Trump as a “fraud” and a “phony” who thinks that the American 
people are “suckers.” Soon, John McCain, the 2008 presidential 
candidate of the Republican Party, joined in with this message. 

Polls the next day reported that this speech helped Trump, rather 
than hurt him. Instead of being inspired by Romney, Trump’s 
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followers criticized Romney as being “condescending,” “presump-
tuous,” “out of touch” and an “establishment figure.” 

Monday, March 7
Donald Trump held a campaign rally, which was shown on TV 
the next day. At the rally, a parent asked him: “How can I explain 
your frequent swearing to my daughter?” Trump started to answer, 
then quickly switched to a hostile tone of voice: “You’re one of 
those politically correct people, aren’t you?” Then Trump turned 
to the crowd. “We’ve had enough of political correctness. You’re 
not going to tolerate this, are you?” And the whole crowd loudly 
jeered the parent.    

Friday, March 11
A news report described the increase in protests at Trump rallies, 
including conflict between his team and reporters:

The rancor is so blatant that Mr. Trump was asked about it dur-
ing the debate on Thursday night in Miami. He said he had not 
seen the violent episode in Fayetteville, and when asked if he 
was encouraging his supporters’ fury, he said, “I hope not.” . . .

Despite pre-event disclaimers urging peaceable conduct, Mr. 
Trump’s tone often seems to encourage aggression. . . .

Perhaps not coincidentally, Mr. Trump has lately started asking 
his supporters to raise their right hand and pledge their loyalty 
to him, creating tableaus that critics have likened to the salutes 
of followers of Hitler and Mussolini. . . .

The response when a protest breaks out can seem almost bio-
logical.

(I added the bold above and will refer to these issues later.)

If you noticed a pattern of emotionally intense US-against-
THEM thinking and behavior, I would agree with you. This is 
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a fundamental pattern for high-conflict people, because they are 
preoccupied with blaming others and trying to justify themselves.  

HIGH-CONFLICT PEOPLE (HCPS) 
The patterns of high-conflict people are more predictable than those 
of the average person, because they are stuck in repeating them. 
They have a pattern of increasing conflict, rather than reducing 
or managing it. Most people respond to a conflict with efforts to 
solve the problem, but high-conflict people respond with actions 
that grow the problem. They intensify and prolong disputes, in-
volving lots of other people, so that the conflict gets higher and 
higher. They repeatedly make existing problems worse and totally 
create some of the conflicts that they claim they’re trying to re-
solve. 

I have been observing and teaching others about this pattern 
for the past fifteen years in my work as a lawyer, therapist, media-
tor, and trainer of dispute resolution professionals. The pattern is 
extremely consistent. On the surface, it contains at least the fol-
lowing key characteristics:

1) Preoccupation with blaming others
2)  Lots of “all-or-nothing” thinking
3) Intense or unmanaged emotions
4) Extreme behaviors or threats of extreme behavior

CAUTIONARY NOTE: If you recognize this pattern in 
anyone you know, DON’T tell them—it will make your life a 
lot worse for months or years to come. Just think about how 
you can relate to them in a respectful and cautious manner.    

People with these characteristics—whom I call high-conflict 
people—view relationships as inherently adversarial and often 
charm those close to them, until the HCP turns on them and 
treats them as their next target of blame.
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Under the surface, HCPs also have the following three traits, 
which are associated with personality disorders:

1) Lack of self-awareness (they don’t self-reflect)
2) Lack of behavior change (despite strong negative feedback)
3) Belief that problems just happen (always someone else’s  

 fault) 
However, high-conflict leaders don’t necessarily have personal-

ity disorders, although they usually display some of these traits. 
Being able to recognize these traits in others will help you un-

derstand how to deal with HCPs, especially what you should not do: 

• Don’t try to reason with them. 
• Don’t pressure them to change their behavior. 
• Don’t angrily imply it’s all their fault.

HIGH-CONFLICT LEADERS
When HCPs become leaders, the situation can become quite 
serious. Their pattern is to involve many other people in their dys-
function: 

• Targets of blame who become their innocent victims
•  Followers who become very loyal and attack the leader’s 

targets of blame
•  Negative advocates who have more credibility and recruit 

more followers
•  Ambivalent bystanders who are uncomfortable but keep 

their distance
This becomes a tragic pattern for everyone. Yet it is avoid-

able once people recognize it—especially the advocates and the 
bystanders. But it is also a hidden and deceptive pattern, so that 
only the trained eye may see it coming. 
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THE HIGH-CONFLICT BUBBLE
Most people are truly surprised—even shocked—at the sudden 
and successful rise of a dysfunctional leader.  An enthusiastic bub-
ble of emotional energy forms around the HCP leader, sweeping 
up others based primarily on the person’s intense emotions and 
appearance of power. Yet there is little substance. It is the hot air 
that fuels the bubble. 

Inevitably, the hot air is unsustainable. Reality sets in. Real in-
formation comes forward. Targets of blame push back effectively. 
Negative advocates start abandoning the leader. The bubble de-
flates, sometimes quite rapidly or dangerously.

HIGH-CONFLICT POLITICIANS
Unfortunately, this tragic high-conflict leadership pattern is most 
dangerous when it is accompanied by political power—especially 
in the hands of the head of a government. The reason is that the 
HCP pattern also includes splitting people (dividing them into “US” 
and “THEM”) and overreaching (because they can’t stop their own 
aggressive tendencies). These characteristics, when combined with 
political power, generally lead to violence and eventually to war in 
one form or another. 

Rather than moderating their positions and becoming more 
reasonable when they get into power, HCPs become more aggres-
sive. I’ve seen this hundreds of times in family, workplace, and 
legal disputes involving high-conflict individuals.   

With that in mind, it’s time to get very serious about the risks 
that face a nation whose leader has a high-conflict personality. And 
if it’s not Donald Trump, it may be someone else, so it’s important 
to understand these patterns in general. They could occur in a 
Democrat or a Republican—high-conflict personalities know no 
party or profession.  

While these high-conflict patterns of behavior often look ri-
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diculous at the start, they don’t end up as a laughing matter. Plus, 
there are serious problems in the world today that demand serious 
attention. Trump’s followers have many legitimate grievances—
they’re just pointed in the wrong direction. They do need to be 
addressed. 

IS TRUMP LIKE HITLER? 
I am writing this book primarily to educate those who want to un-
derstand and defuse trump bubbles—and possibly influence the 
outcome of the 2016 presidential election. 

Is this all that different from the situation in Germany in the 
1920s and 1930s during the rise of Adolf Hitler? Didn’t they say: 
“It can’t happen here? Not in the country of Beethoven, Bach, and 
Goethe.” They wished they had spoken up earlier. This book is my 
way of speaking out now. I encourage others to speak up as well 
when they see a trump bubble forming. 

The Trump phenomenon can happen here and it can happen 
now—unless we learn and teach these patterns. I hope that we 
can burst the Donald Trump bubble before too much damage is 
done to our country. Already many people are in denial, insist-
ing that his intensely angry rhetoric is not contagious, does not 
inspire hatred, and has no connection to the violence surrounding 
him. They maintain that these are not warning signs of his future 
behavior. 

Once again: High-conflict people do not become more rea-
sonable after they gain power—they become more aggressive. 
These are warning signs if you understand the rise and fall pattern 
of high-conflict leaders, whether in politics or in business. 

BIGGER THAN TRUMP
The problem is bigger than Trump. After fifteen years of studying 
and teaching about high-conflict personalities, I want to help peo-
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ple gain knowledge to make it harder for the next trump bubble to 
get started. It’s really not that complicated. But there is a little bit 
of basic brain science involved, which is where we will start. The 
reporter quoted above on March 11 was accurate: 

“The response when a protest breaks out [at a Trump rally] can 
seem almost biological.”
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P A R T  I

THE RISE
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C H A P T E R  1

RIGHT-BRAIN POLITICS
(It’s All about the Relationship)

“I’m as mad as hell and I’m not going to take this anymore!”
— Network (movie), 1976

“[The Republican Party’s] most prominent guardians, misunder-
standing their own voters, antagonize them as they try to reason with 
them, driving them even more energetically to Mr. Trump’s side.”  
 — M. Barbaro, A. Parker, and J. Martin, New York Times

AS DEFINED in the introduction, trump bubbles arise 
when emotions trump thinking in politics. But how does 

this occur? Do we have some kind of switch in our brains that can 
shut off our logical thinking? Can a politician turn off our logical 
thinking? Can a group?

In 1932, Edgar Mowrer, an American reporter based in Berlin, 
Germany, asked some young Nazis where they got their extreme 
beliefs about the Jews:

“Is that logical, is that clear thinking?” [Mowrer asked.]
“Ach, thinking!” the exasperated Nazi replied. “We are 

sick of thinking. Thinking gets you nowhere. The Fuhrer 
himself says true Nazis think with their blood.”

And this kind of lack of thinking was everywhere.

W H E N  R E A L I T Y  H I T S
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EMOTIONS AND LOGIC
The brain has two fundamentally different ways of handling con-
flict: logical and emotional. The Republican Party leaders referred 
to in the New York Times quote above, Mitt Romney and John 
McCain, were talking to the “wrong” brain when they said that 
Trump was a fraud, a phony, and a con artist. 

Logical problem-solving (generally associated with the left 
hemisphere of the brain) involves looking at details, analyzing 
options, using past solutions to solve today’s problems, think-
ing about policies, planning for the future, using linear thinking, 
and reasoning with others. The left brain is also where language is 
mostly processed, so that it lights up with activity (increased blood 
flow) when we are reading, writing, talking, and listening. 

Emotional responses in a conflict are generally associated with 
the right hemisphere, which can drive intense levels of energy for 
fighting, fleeing, or freezing to avoid being seen. The right brain 
takes a big picture perspective, getting a quick impression of a situa-
tion and running with it, so to speak. Researchers say that the right 
brain is more focused on relationships—your own and those of 
others around you—and more actively involved in fast defensive 
action. It also is most actively involved with creativity, intuition 
and big-picture thinking.  

Because of its relationship emphasis, the right brain is where 
you pay attention to other people’s body language, tone of voice, 
and facial expressions. “Are you my friend or my enemy?” is the 
question that the right brain is constantly asking in the back-
ground.

Researchers say that most of the time our left brain is domi-
nant. But in a crisis or totally new situation, our right brain 
instantly takes over. We become focused on fight, flight, or freeze 
responses, instead of analyzing and considering our options. Im-
mediate survival trumps everything else. All-or-nothing solutions. 
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Don’t think—act! 
Speed has always been key to survival throughout human history, 

as we’ve had to evade predators, large vehicles, and enemies in times 
of war. No time to think—run! Or fight! While the two sides of the 
brain have some overlap, with activity occurring in each half almost 
all the time, the emphasis of each hemisphere seems to be different.

THE AMYGDALA
We even have a part of our brain that is designed to instantly grab 
our attention away from whatever we were doing: the amygdala. 
Daniel Goleman, the author of Emotional Intelligence (1995) and 
several related books, suggests that we think of the amygdala as a 
smoke alarm. It can stop us in our tracks in as few as six millisec-
onds (six thousandths of a second) or start us running or fighting 
before we consciously know what we are doing. 

Now here’s where it gets really interesting: we have two amyg-
dalae—one in each hemisphere. The one in your right brain is 
particularly reactive to facial expressions of fear and anger. This 
means, if you are busy talking or reading or thinking about some-
thing and a person comes into your view with a facial expression of 
fear or anger, you will become instantly and totally distracted from 
whatever you were doing!

You will become intently focused on that person and what 
they are saying or doing. You will get emotionally hooked and stop 
thinking analytically—so you can focus on immediately fighting, 
fleeing, or freezing in place. 

Apparently, the amygdala in your left brain is more reactive to 
written words. 

A LARGER RIGHT AMYGDALA
But now it gets even more interesting, in terms of politics. In 
2010, researchers in England at the University College London 
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conducted a study on college students. They had them fill out a 
questionnaire that helped the students identify politically into five 
separate groups:

Very Liberal …. Liberal …. Moderate …. Conservative …. 
Very Conservative

Those who identified as very liberal or very conservative were 
given brain scans to see if their brains showed any differences re-
lated to their political views. The researchers found that the very 
liberal students had a larger left anterior cingulate cortex, a part 
of the brain associated with tolerating uncertainty and conflicting 
information. 

On the other hand, the very conservative students had a larger 
right amygdala. This suggests they were more likely to interpret 
situations and facial expressions as dangerous. This means they 
may be predisposed to accepting information that says they are in 
danger and that they may react more directly to a politician who 
shows a lot of anger in communicating with them. This also may 
mean that uncertainty is particularly uncomfortable for them and 
that expecting or demanding that they tolerate conflicting ideas 
will not go over very well. They want clear-cut answers and clear-
cut action.

FEAR TRUMPS FACTS
Conservatives may actually interpret events as more frightening 
and angering. When they feel intensely afraid, they may sacrifice 
logical thought to the more immediate mission of self-defense and 
survival. Fear without facts. Liberals, on the other hand, may see 
events as very interesting rather than threatening. Facts without 
fear. 

It appears that we have survived all these years as human be-
ings because we have had both types of brain emphasis in our 
social groups. Some people specialize in warning us about dangers 
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and others specialize in looking for new solutions to all kinds of 
problems. One isn’t right and the other wrong. We need both con-
servatives and liberals—and more moderate folks in between.  

INBORN OR LEARNED DIFFERENCES?
Are these differences inborn or learned? Moral psychologist 
Jonathan Haidt has studied and reviewed other research on the 
difference between liberals and conservatives and found that stud-
ies show it is a combination of three things, including nature and 
nurture, but may start very early in life:

Step 1: Genes Make Brains. . . . Conservatives react more 
strongly than liberals to signs of danger. . . . Sensation-seeking 
and openness to experience . . . are among the best-established 
correlates of liberalism.

Step 2: Traits Guide Children Along Different Paths. . . . 
One study found that women who called themselves liberals as 
adults had been rated by their nursery school teachers as having 
traits consistent with threat insensitivity and novelty-seeking.

Step 3: People Construct Life Narratives. . . . In one study, 
when asked to account for the development of their own 
religious faith and moral beliefs, conservatives underscored 
deep feelings about respect for authority, allegiance to one’s 
group, and purity of the self, whereas liberals emphasized 
their deep feelings regarding human suffering and social 
fairness.

Haidt found that both conservatives and liberals hold strong 
moral values and concerns, but in different ways. Liberals “are 
more universalistic . . . in the service of underdogs, victims, and 
powerless groups everywhere. . . . Conservatives, in contrast, are 
more parochial—concerned about their groups, rather than all of 
humanity.”
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OBAMA’S MISTAKE:  
TALKING TO THE WRONG BRAIN
I thought about this difference soon after the terrorist attacks on 
citizens in Paris in November 2015, when President Obama gave a 
speech to the nation. By this time, some conservatives had already 
expressed strong concern that possible terrorists would enter the 
United States as Muslim immigrants with all the refugees escaping 
from the war in Syria.

President Obama became angry and emphasized that the 
United States is a welcoming country to all people. (The liberal 
morality.) Unfortunately, he didn’t give as much attention to the 
fears and concerns of conservatives—and much of the nation—
about our citizens feeling threatened. (The conservative morality.) 
This was a perfect example of liberals and conservatives both hav-
ing strong feelings, but about different groups. 

Donald Trump understands what very conservative people 
and very frightened people want to hear. On many occasions, 
Barack Obama has addressed their concerns as well, but on the 
night of his speech above, I cringed because I could see the mis-
take the president was making. Those who are predisposed to feel 
threats and fear could easily feel abandoned at this peak moment 
of uncertainty.    

TALKING TO THE RIGHT BRAIN
You can see the appeal of a strong leader who views issues in 

all-or-nothing terms for our group. When Trump said he would 
go beyond waterboarding to provide security for the country, his 
followers loved it—while most Democrats and most Republican 
leaders (and most military leaders) were horrified. 

So you can also see that, when communicating with people 
who have right-brain politics, it is beneficial to pay attention to 
several special features: 
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1.  Relationships, which are a primary concern (the right 
brain is a relationship brain)

2. Fear, another primary concern (the larger right amygdala)
3.  Emotions, as these trump logic under stress (no time for 

analyzing—fight or flee!)
4. Facial expressions and tone of voice (right brain)
5.  Strong desire for certainty (in danger you need to know 

how to act—now)
6. Resistance to novelty or change (that’s a left-brain task)
7.  Preference for stories (big picture), rather than facts (no 

time for details)

In addition, when there appears to be a danger, the right brain 
automatically switches to fast, defensive thinking, which tends to 
include several shortcuts from ordinary thinking for the sake of 
quick, survival action:

8. All-or-nothing thinking
9. Jumping to conclusions
10. Emotional reasoning (it feels true, so it must be true)
11.  Personalization (just to be safe, I need to assume they’re 

out to hurt me)
12.  Splitting (seeing people as all-good or all-bad—either US 

or THEM)

All of these characteristics help us understand Trump’s appeal 
to his followers. He is meeting them where they are. 

In addition, the right brain appears to be focused on the 
present, whereas the left brain looks at the past and plans for the 
future. So when people wonder why Trump supporters can’t see 
the consequences of his personal values and can’t see the incon-
sistencies with his past remarks, the right brain may help explain 
it. All they can see is the present—danger combined with a leader 
who looks big and strong.



2 4

T R U M P  B U B B L E S

The right brain is the primary emotional brain and the re-
lationship brain. Putting this in terms of Trump, we can see 
his appeal to very conservative voters and also why other more 
reason-oriented Republican leaders don’t connect with these vot-
ers. They’re not recognizing these voters’ fears and their need for 
a reassuring strong relationship with their leaders. Romney has 
claimed Trump is a fraud and a con artist. But these do not con-
cern Trump’s followers—they care about relationship connection, 
and Trump knows how to connect with his followers. (And Rom-
ney doesn’t know how to connect with Trump’s followers.) Trump 
cares and Trump is strong; that’s the essence of his message.

You can also see that Trump’s highly emotional appeal keeps 
people in their right-brain defensiveness. He constantly tells them 
they are in danger. It’s all about FEAR! He constantly tells them 
it’s an US-against-THEM world today, so you better stick close 
to me. 

He asks them to vote for him, as though they are close friends 
doing favors for each other. He describes his rallies as “love fests.” 
He needs his followers to feel emotional about him, so that logic 
doesn’t get in the way. Fear without facts. When he tells them that 
thousands of people in New Jersey were cheering when the World 
Trade Center buildings were attacked, his followers hear the fear in 
what he’s saying—the facts are irrelevant (and completely untrue 
say the fact-checkers). He’s not a reporter. He’s a storyteller. And a 
very good one for his particular audience. 

ROMNEY’S MISTAKE:  
TALKING TO THE WRONG BRAIN
Trump points out that the Republican establishment can’t be 
trusted—they are part of THEM. He also points out that the 
news media can’t be trusted—they are part of THEM. So whatever 
the press says about him that’s negative can’t be trusted. It inspires 
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an angry response instead of insight and concern. He has immu-
nized his followers against the press. 

Likewise, when Mitt Romney and other Republican lead-
ers say that Trump’s followers are being taken for suckers, they 
respond with anger rather than careful thought. “How dare you 
attack our dear leader?” 

But why are they so protective of the Donald? Why do they 
see him as one of US? And why are they so emotional about it? 
Could this really be like love? 


