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� “Those who expect public dissemination of their 
remarks may well temper candor with a concern 
for appearances and their own interests to the 
detriment of the decision making process.”

� “To read the Article II powers of the President as 
providing an absolute privilege… on no more than 
a generalized claim of the public interest in 
confidentiality… would upset the constitutional 
balance of a workable government.”



Other Illustrations

Secrecy:

� Executive privilege

� Official Secrets Act

Transparency:

� Right to Information Act

Leaks:

� Pentagon Papers

� Wikileaks

Conceptual Overview

� To what extent should communications between 
decision makers and their advisors be accessible 
to the public?

� Not a binary choice: there are degrees of 
informational immunity.

� The trade-off:

� Greater transparency means policies will reflect less 
the biases and vested interests of decision makers.

� Greater secrecy means advice will be more candid and 
decision making will be more informed.



Strategic Communication: 
The Crawford-Sobel Model

� Two players: Sender (S) and Receiver (R).

� State-of-the-world: x ~ U[0, 1].

� S knows x. R does not.

� R chooses an action a from [0, 1].

� Payoff functions:

� R’s ideal action: x. S’s ideal action: x + b.

� b > 0 is the bias of the sender.
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Information and Power: 
A Match Made in Heaven

� Delegation: Ex ante, the Receiver is better off 
delegating the decision to the Sender instead 
of listening to his (strategic) message and 
choosing the action himself (Dessein, 
Holmstrom).

� Transparency: Ex ante, the Sender is better 
off committing to reveal the truth, rather than 
conveying it strategically after learning the 
truth himself.

The Game of Leaks

� Three players: Citizen (C), Executive (E) and  
Advisor (A).

� Advisor learns x ~ U [0,1] and sends message 
m to Executive.

� m may be intercepted by Citizen (prob = p).

� Citizen decides whether to

� ask Executive to carry out some action.

� let Executive choose the action himself.

� Executive and Advisor both have bias b > 0.
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Message Strategy

Lemma:

� If A believes C will not allow E to choose the 
action even when the message has not leaked, 
A will speak more coarsely, as if with bias b.

� If A believes C will delegate the choice to E
whenever E has superior information, A will 
speak more informatively, as if with bias pb.



Two kinds of Equilibria

1. Partial delegation equilibrium: C
dictates the action whenever he intercepts the 
message, but lets E choose otherwise.

2. Autonomous equilibrium: C never allows 
E to choose according to his own preferences, 
even when there has been no leaks.

Beliefs must be rational and strategies must be best 
responses (perfect Bayesian equilibrium).

Equilibrium Characterization

Proposition 1.

� If b < 1/48, a partial delegation equilibrium 
exists for all p.

� If b > 1/48, an autonomous equilibrium exists 
for all p.

� If 1/48 < b < 1/12, a partial delegation 
equilibrium exists for low enough p.



Equilibria in Parameter Space
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Multiple Equilibria

� The executive’s political capital and 
administrative capital are complements: each 
generates the other.

� When advisors think the executive is less likely 
to yield to popular opinion, they give better 
advice. When the public thinks the executive is 
well informed, it yields to his policy prefernces.

� Outcomes may be shaped by norms and 
expectations, not just law and constitution.



Equilibrium Ranking

Proposition 2.

The partial delegation equilibrium strictly Pareto 
dominates the autonomous equilibrium 
whenever both exist.

Intuition: The partial delegation equilibrium 
generates more information. C relinquishes 
authority, but does so voluntarily.

Welfare and Optimal Institutions

Proposition 3.

Citizen’s welfare is strictly decreasing in p in any 
partial delegation equilibrium, and strictly 
increasing in p in any autonomous 
equilibrium. p*, the value of p which 
maximizes the citizen’s ex ante welfare, is 
either 0 (secrecy) or 1 (transparency) but never 
strictly interior (leaks). 



Optimal Executive Privilege

p*

b

Secrecy Transparency
0

1


