
 
 

 

Perfect politicians avoid politicking 

New research identifies the key personality traits of successful politicians 

 

To succeed in politics individuals need to demonstrate resilience, possess good 

analytical skills and have the ability to represent and relate to their constituents.  

 

Machiavellian behaviour such as politicking, secrecy and dishonesty is associated 

with poor political performance. 

 

These are the findings of a new study from Cass Business School, part of City 

University London, led by Professor Jo Silvester. The research looked at 

performance ratings provided by 975 local politicians and 740 political officers.  

 

Both politicians and political officers were interviewed to ascertain the main 

competencies required for political roles. Secondly, political officers were asked to 

rate politicians’ performance. 

 

In addition to identifying the four desirable personality traits, the research found that 

politicians’ self-rated personality predicted their political performance as rated by their 

peers.  

 

Specifically, politicians who rated themselves highly on attributes such as 

conscientiousness and emotional stability were perceived as more resilient, better at 

representing others and were also judged higher on their ability to deal with complex 

information by their political colleagues and officers. 

 

Politicians who rated themselves higher on Machiavellianism were judged to perform 

more poorly by colleagues and officers, and were also more likely to engage in 

politicking. 

 

Professor Jo Silvester says: 

“This is the first study to:  

(a) Identify what politicians see as important competencies for their roles  



 
 

(b) Capture politicians’ self-ratings for personality and performance 

(c) Look at whether politician personality can influence their political performance 

as assessed by those close to them 

 

“Our research points to the need for improved awareness of what political work 

involves. Aspiring and incumbent politicians might benefit from tailored development 

and support to enhance their performance. In the same way business leaders benefit 

from continued professional development, so might politicians. 

 

“The research also has implications for political parties looking to attract, select and 

develop individuals with the talent and potential to perform political roles well and 

deliver good government for their constituents.”  

 

The research was undertaken in the UK with senior local politicians (i.e. council 

leaders, cabinet members and senior local councillors in opposition) who took part in 

the Next Generation Leadership Development Programme between 2006 and 2010, 

conducted in partnership with the Leadership Centre. 

 

Participants rated themselves as part of this development process and requested 

anonymous feedback from political colleagues and officers on how they performed as 

a politician, what they did well and how they could improve.  

 
Politician Personality, Machiavellianism and Political Skill as Predictors of 
Performance Ratings in Political Roles published in the Journal of Occupational and 
Organizational Psychology.  
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Cass Business School, which is part of City University London, delivers innovative, relevant 
and forward-looking education, consultancy and research.  
 
Cass is located in the heart of one of the world’s leading financial centres.  It has strong links 
to both the City of London and its corporate, financial and professional service firms, as well 
as to the thriving entrepreneurial hub of Tech City – located close to the School. 
 
Cass’s MBA, specialist Masters and undergraduate degrees have a global reputation for 
excellence, and the School supports nearly 100 PhD students.   
 
Cass offers one of the widest portfolio of specialist Masters programmes in Europe.  It also 
has the largest faculties of Finance and Actuarial Science and Insurance in the region.  It is 
ranked in the top 10 UK business schools for business, management and finance research 
and 90% of the research output is internationally significant.  
 
Cass is a place where students, academics, industry experts, business leaders and policy 
makers can enrich each other's thinking. www.cass.city.ac.uk  
 
 

 
 
About the Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology 
The Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology publishes empirical and 
conceptual papers which aim to increase understanding of people and organizations at work. 
Visit wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/joop for more information. 
 

 
 
 
 
The British Psychological Society is the representative body for psychology and psychologists 
in the UK. We are responsible for the development, promotion and application of psychology 
for the public good. 
 
For more information please visit www.bps.org.uk. 
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