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Questions

• How does appearance relate to vote 
share?

• How do we tell how “competent” 
somebody appears?

• In elections, can appearance be more 
important than other political factors?



  

Alexander Todorov, et al. 
Science (2005):

“rapid, unreflective trait 
inferences can contribute to 

voting choices, which are widely 
assumed to be based primarily 

on rational and deliberative 
considerations.”



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  

Take away: 
some voters (enough to decide elections) are 

making decisions about their vote choice 
based on which candidate looks more 

“competent”.
(not using other cues)



  



  



  



  

A B

A really short lesson in 
causality...

Diet Coke Heart 
Disease

C
Obesity

Effect of A on B is 
bias if C is not 
accounted for.

Omitted or 
“Lurking” 
Variable 
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Facial 
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Election 
Outcome

C
?
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Atkinson, Enos, & Hill (2008) create a 
continuous scale of facial competence 
for U.S. House (2004)  and U.S. 
Senate (1990-2004).



  



  



  



  



  



  



  

Birmingham Boston Buffalo Chicago Cleveland Dallas Denver Detroit El Paso Houston Indianapolis Kansas City Los Angeles Louisville Memphis Miami Minneapolis New Orleans New York 
Birmingham 0 1194 947 657 734 653 1318 754 1278 692 492 703 2078 378 249 777 1067 347 983
Boston 1194 0 457 983 639 1815 1991 702 2358 1886 940 1427 3036 996 1345 1539 1402 1541 213
Buffalo 947 457 0 536 192 1387 1561 252 1928 1532 510 997 2606 571 965 1445 955 1294 436
Chicago 657 983 536 0 344 931 1050 279 1439 1092 189 503 2112 305 546 1390 411 947 840
Cleveland 734 639 192 344 0 1205 1369 175 1746 1358 318 815 2424 379 773 1325 763 1102 514
Dallas 653 1815 1387 931 1205 0 801 1167 625 242 877 508 1425 865 470 1332 969 504 1604
Denver 1318 1991 1561 1050 1369 801 0 1310 652 1032 1051 616 1174 1135 1069 2094 867 1305 1780
Detroit 754 702 252 279 175 1167 1301 0 1696 1312 290 760 2369 378 756 1409 698 1101 671
El Paso 1278 2358 1928 1439 1746 625 652 1696 0 756 1418 936 800 1443 1095 1957 1353 1121 2147
Houston 692 1886 1532 1092 1358 242 1032 1312 756 0 1022 750 1556 981 586 1237 1211 365 1675
Indianapolis 492 940 510 189 318 877 1051 290 1418 1022 0 487 2096 114 466 1225 600 839 729
Kansas City 703 1427 997 503 815 508 616 760 936 750 487 0 1609 519 454 1479 466 839 1216
Los Angeles 2078 3036 2606 2112 2424 1425 1174 2369 800 1556 2096 1609 0 2128 1847 2757 2041 1921 2825
Louisville 378 996 571 305 379 865 1135 378 1443 981 114 519 2128 0 396 1111 716 725 785
Memphis 249 1345 965 546 773 470 1069 756 1095 586 466 454 1847 396 0 1025 854 401 1134
Miami 777 1539 1445 1390 1325 1332 2094 1409 1957 1237 1225 1479 2757 1111 1025 0 1801 892 1328
Minneapolis 1067 1402 955 411 763 969 867 698 1353 1211 600 466 2041 716 854 1801 0 1255 1259
New Orleans 347 1541 1294 947 1102 504 1305 1101 1121 365 839 839 1921 725 401 892 1255 0 1330
New York 983 213 436 840 514 1604 1780 671 2147 1675 729 1216 2825 785 1134 1328 1259 1330 0
Omaha 907 1458 1011 493 819 661 559 754 1015 903 590 204 1733 704 658 1683 373 1043 1315
Philadelphia 894 304 383 758 432 1515 1698 589 2065 1586 647 1134 2743 703 1045 1239 1177 1241 93
Phoenix 1680 2664 2234 1729 2052 1027 836 1986 402 1158 1713 1226 398 1749 1464 2359 1644 1523 2442
Pittsburgh 792 597 219 457 131 1237 1411 288 1778 1395 360 847 2456 416 810 1250 876 1118 386
St. Louis 508 1179 749 293 567 638 871 529 1179 799 239 255 1864 264 295 1241 559 696 968
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Competence (in one dimension)



  

.11.25.39c.

.53.04.62b.

.65.08.56a.

3.2.1.

What percent of the time does the face in 
the row beat the face in the column?
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#377 of 382
Charles Pringle
D-CA, 33%

#365 of 382
James Noland
R-MO, 32%

#380 of 382
Robert Lucas
R-OH, 33%



  

Competent Looking Current 
Senators

Sen. John Thune (R-SD) Sen. Barbara Mikulski (D-MD) 
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Effect of Face on Vote
Effect of Face on Vote Controlling 

for Incumbency and 
Competitiveness



  

Effect of Face on Vote
Effect of Face on Vote Controlling 
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Individual Voters:
moving from 'bad' to 'good' challenger face �  

+3 in Senate races:
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Chance of Winning



  

Chance of 
Winning

Facial 
Competence
of candidates



  

So what about Presidents...

Competing information:
•More important the office  = more 

information 
•(but you probably see the person more too)



  



  

• Take Aways (Atkinson, Enos, & Hill):
Candidate appearance matters much less than 

political factors.
Faces are distributed by political factors.  



  

.75 (95 percentile) .38

mean = .22
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