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The Nancy Pelosi Game: to Reveal or Not to Reveal
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Abstract On January 24, 2012, Democratic Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi revealed that she had secret information
against Newt Gingrich that would keep him from becoming president. However, this appears to be counterproductive. If she
believes Newt Gingrich is the weakest GOP candidate, she should not reveal she has secret information against him, but
instead hope that he becomes the nominee so that President Obama has the best chances of winning re-election. We analyze
this in the form of a two person game and find that Nancy Pelosi’s chosen strategy was optimal through a wide range of

possible outcomes.
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1. Introduction

Just hours before President Obama’s State of the Union
Address and four days away from the South Carolina Re-
publican Primary, Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi made her
prediction clear concerning Newt Gingrich. Just a few years
after doing a climate change commercial together, Con-
gresswoman Nancy Pelosi created some controversy with
comments about Newt Gingrich and his chances of being
the next President of the United States.

In an interview with CNN, John King asked about the
possibility of Newt Gingrich being President. Congress-
woman Pelosi responded “That will never happen.” When
Mr. King asked why, Congresswoman Pelosi claimed “He’s
not going to be President of the United States.” Pelosi then
continued, “Let me make just make my prediction and stand
by it, it isn’t going to happen” (Pelosi, 2012, January 24).
Mr. King asked why she was so sure and she responded
with “there is something I know. The Republicans, if they
choose to nominate him that’s their prerogative. I don’t
even think that’s going to happen” (Ibid).

The following day on NBC’s Today, Ann Curry asked
Mr. Gingrich about Congresswoman Pelosi’s “there is
something I know” comment. He responded “She lives in a
San Francisco environment of strange fantasies. I have no
idea what’s in Nancy Pelosi’s head. If she knows something,
spit it out. Tell us what it is. I have no idea what she’s talk-
ing about” (Gingrich, 2012, January 25).

One question is: Why wouldn’t Nancy Pelosi reveal the
information she has against Newt Gingrich? Assuming she
has information against Newt Gingrich, the most likely
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reason is because she is saving this for the general election.
This is a very strategic move in that there is no reason to
prevent a weak candidate from winning the nomination.
However, the puzzle is why would she reveal even that she
has secret information?

Wouldn’t this lower the probability of Newt Gingrich
being the nominee and therefore not be a strategic move? In
order to analyze this puzzle, we employ game theory to help
us understand whether or not this was Nancy Pelosi’s best
move.

2. The Game

There are two players in this game: Nancy Pelosi and GOP
voters. Each player has two strategies. Nancy Pelosi could
either reveal that she has secret information that would keep
Newt Gingrich from winning the presidency or she could not
reveal that she has secret information. GOP voters also have
two strategies': They can vote for Mitt Romney or they can
vote for Newt Gingrich®.

2.1. Nancy Pelosi’s Preferences

We know that Nancy Pelosi’s preferences are that she
desires Barack Obama to win re-election over any GOP
candidate. Thus, in the general election, she would prefer the
weaker candidate to go against President Obama so that the
probability of the president winning re-election is greater.

! While there were four GOP candidates at the time of this event, we will limit
our analysis for now down to the two clear front runners in the election as of this
event: Mitt Romney and Newt Gingrich. In a Rasmussen Reports poll (January
24, 2012), Rick Santorum was 12 points behind Mitt Romney and 19 points
behind Newt Gingrich, nationally. Ron Paul was 6 points behind Rick Santorum,
nationally. There is also the strategy of GOP voters abstaining, but we eliminated
this strategy as a possibility because it is dominated by voting for your preferred
candidate.

2 Other interesting games to look at include: Kalandrakis, T. 2007 and Harsanyi
JC. 1973a.
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We also know from her interview that she believes Newt
Gingrich is the weakest candidate because she has informa-
tion that would guarantee Newt Gingrich would never be
president. So we can infer from these last two premises that
she would prefer Newt Gingrich to be the GOP nominee. We
will make the payoff for Nancy Pelosi if Mitt Romney gets
the nomination at four and the payoff if Newt Gingrich gets
the nomination at ten. We arrive at these payoffs by taking
into account the probability that each GOP candidate defeats
President Obama and the value of a President Obama
re-election. We will assess the value of a President Obama
re-election for Nancy Pelosi is ten and the probability that
Barack Obama wins the presidency against Newt Gingrich,
in Nancy Pelosi’s view, at 100%. The payoff then for Nancy
Pelosi in a Newt Gingrich nomination is ten. We will esti-
mate the probability of President Obama defeating Mitt
Romney at 40%, so the payoff for Nancy Pelosi in a Mitt
Romney nomination is four. While these estimations are
arbitrary, the analysis of the game is not changed even under
varying assumptions as long as a Newt Gingrich nomination

is preferred by Nancy Pelosi over a Mitt Romney nomination.

We believe this is a very reasonable assumption given the
confidence Nancy Pelosi has that Newt Gingrich could never
be president.

2.2. GOP Voters’ Preferences

The GOP voters’ preferences are harder to determine.
However, we can assume two facts given polling data. First,
that in the mind of GOP voters, Mitt Romney has a greater
chance of winning the general election against Barack
Obama than any other GOP candidate (CBS, 2012, January
18). Second, we know that ideologically GOP voters prefer

Newt Gingrich to Mitt Romney (Tantaros, 2012, February 2).

Given these two facts we can construct payoffs for GOP
voters. We take the probability that each candidate can defeat
Obama and multiply that by the value that GOP voters would
get from having that candidate as president. Let us say that
before the game begins that in the mind of GOP voters, the
probability of Newt Gingrich defeating Barack Obama is
30% and the probability of Mitt Romney defeating Barack
Obama is 60%. We will also assume the value of Newt
Gingrich being president for GOP voters is ten, since he is
the more conservative candidate and the value of Mitt
Romney being president at five.

If Nancy Pelosi does not reveal that she has secret infor-
mation against Newt Gingrich that would keep him from
becoming president, then the payoffs for GOP voters is the
probability that each candidate will win the presidency mul-
tiplied by their value. Given the values that we set, GOP
voters have a payoff of three in voting for Newt Gingrich and
three in voting for Mitt Romney. This means that it is es-
sentially a coin toss for whom they decide to vote.

On the other hand, if Nancy Pelosi reveals that she has
secret information against Newt Gingrich, then we can as-
sume two changes to GOP assessments. First, GOP voters
may believe that the probability of Newt Gingrich winning
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the general election is smaller. Second, GOP voters may
increase the value they put on Newt Gingrich, seeing him as
the nemesis of the Democrats. Newt Gingrich makes this
point when he responds to Nancy Pelosi’s comments: “I
much rather be attacked by Nancy Pelosi than endorsed by
her so I was kind of grateful that she took the right position
for a left wing democrat" (Gingrich, N. 2012, January 26).

The value and the belief in the probability that Mitt
Romney could defeat Barack Obama would stay the same.
Let us say that after the GOP voters learn Nancy Pelosi has
secret information, they believe that Newt Gingrich now just
has a 25% probability of defeating Barack Obama, but they
place the value of Newt Gingrich being president at sixteen.
We now have all of the information we need for the Nancy
Pelosi Game.

3. The Solution

In Figure 1 (located in the Appendix), we sketch out the
tree for this game. Nancy Pelosi moves first. She can either
reveal she has secret information against Newt Gingrich that
would keep him from becoming president or she can not
reveal that she has secret information. After she makes her
move, GOP voters then decide what to do. They can either
vote for Mitt Romney or they can vote for Newt Gingrich.

To solve this game we can use backward induction. If
Nancy Pelosi chooses not to reveal that she has secret in-
formation against Newt Gingrich, then Mitt Romney and
Newt Gingrich each have a 50% chance of becoming the
nominee. Nancy Pelosi’s payoff in this case is seven, the
average of the two possible outcomes. If Nancy Pelosi
chooses to reveal that she has secret information against
Newt Gingrich, then GOP voters prefer Newt Gingrich and
he becomes the nominee. Nancy Pelosi’s payoff in this case
is ten. Thus, according to this model, Nancy Pelosi should
reveal that she has secret information against Newt Gingrich
and this is what she did.

3.1. Alternate Assumptions

One criticism may be that the result is determined by the
assumed values that we place on the payoffs. This is indeed
true. So now we will show that the chosen strategy of Nancy
Pelosi is her best move in light of many possible assumed
payoff values.

For example, let us change the value of the two possible
results if Nancy Pelosi does reveal that she has secret in-
formation: The GOP voters’ belief in the probability that
Newt Gingrich could win the nomination and the value that
the GOP voters put on Newt Gingrich being president. In
Figure 2 (located in the Appendix), we show a range of
possible results. We exclude the possibilities that the be-
lieved probability of Newt Gingrich defeating President
Obama increases and the value of Newt Gingrich to GOP
voters as president decreases, since these are extremely
unlikely. We show three probabilities that GOP voters might
believe that Newt Gingrich will defeat Barack Obama if he
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becomes the nominee given Nancy Pelosi sharing that she
has secret information. We also show a range of possible
values that a Newt Gingrich nominee would provide GOP
voters as president given Nancy Pelosi sharing that she has
secret information.

Out of all the alternate assumptions shown in Figure 2,
78.8% of them would support Nancy Pelosi’s decision as
being optimal. The game is also not affected by any level of
value that Nancy Pelosi places on Newt Gingrich and Mitt
Romney becoming the nominee, provided that she places
more value on Newt Gingrich being the nominee over Mitt
Romney.

3.2. Alternate Strategies

At the time of this event, there were four possible GOP
candidates left. What if we add the other two GOP candi-
dates in the model? Do the results change? In addition to this
question, there is also one more major strategy by Nancy
Pelosi. What if she revealed the secret? We construct a new
game adding in these additional strategies and we present
this expanded version of the Nancy Pelosi game in Figure 3.
We put the probability that Rick Santorum or Ron Paul
would defeat the president in the view of Nancy Pelosi at
50%. This means the payoff for Nancy Pelosi if Rick
Santorum or Ron Paul win the nomination is five. We also
place the payoff of Rick Santorum or Ron Paul winning the
nomination at two for GOP Voters. We believe this accu-
rately reflects that these two candidates were slightly less
desirable to GOP voters than Newt or Mitt at the time of this

Reveal that she has secret
information against Newt
Gingrich

Nancv Pelosi

Don’t reveal that she has
secret information against
Newt Gingrich

event. Also, we place the payoff of a Newt Gingrich nominee
for GOP voters if the secret is revealed at zero, since after
Nancy Pelosi reveals the secret they would know he was not
electable. The reason this is not the case if she only reveals
that she has a secret is because GOP voters have good reason
to believe she may be bluffing.

If Nancy Pelosi doesn’t reveal she has secret information,
she should expect a payoff of seven, since it would be a
toss-up for GOP voters between Romney and Gingrich. If
Nancy Pelosi reveals that she has secret information, she
should expect a payoff of ten, since GOP voters would prefer
Gingrich and for her, he is the weakest nominee. Finally, if
she reveals the secret information, then she would expect a
payoff of four because GOP voters would vote for Romney
and for Nancy Pelosi he is the strongest GOP nominee.
Therefore, given all the possible strategies and the payoffs
associated with them and since Nancy Pelosi has secret in-
formation, she should reveal that she has a secret, but not
reveal the secret.

This means that the results remain the same even after
adding in the additional strategies (two additional candidates
for GOP voters and the possible strategy of revealing the
secret for Nancy Pelosi). This result would continue to hold
for all values where the other two candidates, Rick Santorum
and Ron Paul, are less desirable than Mitt Romney and Newt
Gingrich.

APPENDIX
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Figure 1. The Nancy Pelosi Game
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Figure 2. Alternate Assumptions of GOP Voters

| Paul | | (5,2) |
Reveal the secret infor-
mation against Newt GOP
Gingrich Vot- | Gin- | | (10,0) |
Santorum (5,2)
Paul (5,2)
Reveal that she has
secret information GOP
against Newt Gingrich Vot- Gin- (10.4)
Nanc
y .
Pelosi (5.2)
Romney (4,3)
N (5.2)
Don’t reveal that she has
secret information GOP -
against Newt Gingrich Vot- | Gin- | | (10, 3) |
Santorum (5,2)
Romney 4,3)

Figure 3. The Nancy Pelosi Game Expanded

4. Conclusions

We have shown that the supposed counterproductive
statement of Nancy Pelosi revealing that she has secret in-
formation which would keep Newt Gingrich from being
president is actually an optimal strategy if she wants Newt
Gingrich to be the nominee. This strategy is optimal under
many different possible outcomes from her statement. This
game also shows how it is possible to get your preferred

outcome by choosing a seemingly counterproductive strat-
egy.

While this strategy by Nancy Pelosi makes it more likely
for Newt Gingrich to win the nomination, we by no means
think that this guarantees Newt Gingrich the win. For one,
the likely impact that this has on GOP voters is most likely
very temporary and very small. Second, the media coverage,
primary schedule, campaign spending, and campaign per-
formances have the greatest effect on who becomes the
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nominee. But, what this does show is that Nancy Pelosi
chose her best strategy given the possible strategies she
could have chosen. In future research, a similar game to this
one could also be extended to other possible situations, such
as economic markets, diplomacy, war, and alliances.

Finally, as a research note, while creating uncertainty
about a candidate does reduce the desirability of that candi-
date in the electorate (Alvarez, 1999; Glasgow and Alvarez,
2000) and while electability and candidate personality traits
do matter (Rickershauser and Aldrich, 2007; Steger 2007;
Kenney and Rice, 1988), recent research indicates that in-
formation similar to what Nancy Pelosi may reveal may have
little impact on the election (Kilburn, 2005; Bartels, 2003;
Funk, 1996).
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