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Behaviorism 

  Behaviorism in politics refers to an approach in political science 

that focuses on the systematic study of individual and group 

behaviors, rather than on abstract concepts like ideologies, structures, 

or institutions. It emphasizes the empirical observation and 

measurement of political actions, decisions, and interactions. 

Behaviorism in political science emerged in the early 20th century, 

particularly in the United States, as part of a broader trend in the social 

sciences that sought to make political analysis more scientific, 

objective, and based on observable data. It is often associated with the 

work of scholars like Harold Lasswell, David Easton, and Charles 

Merriam. 

Key Features of Political Behaviorism: 

1. Empirical Observation: 

o Behaviorism emphasizes the importance of empirical 

data. Political behaviorists focus on actual political 

behavior—such as voting patterns, political participation, 

and public opinion—rather than idealized or theoretical 

concepts like political norms or values. 

2. Scientific and Quantitative Methods: 

o It advocates for the use of scientific methods, including 

surveys, statistical analysis, and experiments, to study 

political phenomena. The goal is to establish generalizable 



Behaviorism                                     Dr.BENBEKHTI Abdelhakim 

2 
 

theories about how people act in political contexts based 

on observable and measurable behavior. 

3. Focus on Individuals and Groups: 

o Political behaviorists study the behavior of individual 

citizens, political parties, interest groups, and other 

political actors. The focus is on how personal preferences, 

attitudes, perceptions, and group dynamics influence 

political outcomes. 

4. Behavior as a Reaction to Stimuli: 

o Behaviorism assumes that political behavior is often a 

response to specific stimuli or external factors, such as 

economic conditions, media influences, political 

campaigns, or government policies. Political behaviorists 

seek to understand these causal relationships. 

5. Voter Behavior: 

o One of the central areas of study in political behaviorism is 

voter behavior—how citizens make decisions during 

elections, what factors influence their voting choices (such 

as socio-economic status, party affiliation, ideology, or 

media exposure), and how these behaviors shape political 

outcomes. 

6. Political Socialization: 

o Behaviorism also looks at how individuals are socialized 

into political life through family, education, media, and 

other social institutions. The theory explores how political 
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attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors are learned and transmitted 

across generations. 

7. Focus on Political Participation: 

o This approach examines the patterns of political 

participation (e.g., voting, protest, lobbying) and seeks to 

understand who participates in politics, why they 

participate, and what factors increase or decrease political 

engagement. 

 

Influence on Political Science 

Behaviorism significantly transformed the field of political science by 

advocating for a scientific, empirical approach. It helped establish 

the study of political behavior as a legitimate and essential area of 

inquiry. The behaviorist approach led to the development of survey 

research, the study of public opinion, and the analysis of electoral 

and voting behavior. 

However, behaviorism has faced criticism over the years for focusing 

too narrowly on individual and group behavior at the expense of 

understanding broader political structures and institutions. Critics 

argue that it overlooks the importance of political ideologies, social 

contexts, and institutional power dynamics. Despite this, behaviorism 

remains a foundational approach in contemporary political science, 
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particularly in the fields of voting behavior, public opinion, and 

political psychology. 

Examples of Behavioral Studies in Politics: 

1. Voting Behavior: Understanding why people vote the way they 

do, including the impact of factors like media, economic 

conditions, and party identification. 

2. Political Participation: Analyzing the factors that influence 

how and why people participate in politics, such as the role of 

education, income, and social networks. 

3. Public Opinion: Studying how political attitudes and beliefs are 

formed, and how they influence government policies and 

elections. 

In summary, behaviorism in politics is a key approach that seeks to 

explain political phenomena based on the actions and behaviors of 

individuals and groups, often using empirical, scientific methods to 

establish patterns and causal relationships. 

 


