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What Voters Want: Reactions to Candidate
Characteristics in a Survey Experiment

Rosie Campbell Philip Cowley

Birkbeck, Unavermty of London Usseraty of Nectinphuom

There has been extenave rescarch mto the extent to whah voten vtilise short cuts bawed om A\m.lm and zace
stercotypes when evaluutng candidates, but selitnvely liede o known sbout how they repond to other background
characterstics. We compare the smpact of cndidates” sex, religion, age, educaton. occupation and location/ residence
thromugh a wirvey expersment 1in whach repondents rate two candidates bawed on short biographses. We find amall
differences s the ratung of candidates in rapotoe to swex, rtl:-,\-lun‘ age and education cuer but more szcable offeces
are apparent for the candsdute’s occupation and place of residence. Even once we mtroduce a control for polisca pasey
meo our expertmental scenanos the effect of candidace’s place of rendence continees 1 have a azeable impact on
candadate evaluations. Owur research sagpests that students of electoral belanaous ibould pay attentson o 3 wider range
of candidate cues

Keywords: candidate evaluanons; candidate trais; survey experiments

We know relauvely hide about what socio-demographic characteristics voters value
election candidates — and the extent to which short cuts based on stereotypes matter when
it comes to the way candidates are viewed by voters. The literature on candidate effects is
large, but 1t is also partial and geographically skewed. There 1 a volummous and sophisti-
cated hterature Jooking at some types of candidate characterisuc, of which by far the most
common are biological sex and race, But other characteristcs are much less studied, and the
majority of the literature draws on data from one country, the United States.'

Traditionally, and for good reasons, electoral studies in countries such as the Umited
Kimgdom were espeaially dismisave about the importance of anything that occurred below
the level of the national campaign. Elections were seen as national events, in which natonal
campaigns produced natonwide vote swings. A combination of an electorate divided along
class lines (Butler and Stokes, 1974) and an electoral system that did not create strong
incenuves to culuvate a personal vote (Carey and Shugart, 1995) led to ulk of local or
candidate effects being dismissed as a failure to understand psephological reality. But with
the decline in partisan and class alignment (Crewe er al., 1977; Mughan, 2009; Sirlvik and
Crewe, 1983) and increasing evidence of varmations in constituency behaviour, various local
or candidate characteristics are coming to be seen as more important.” Indeed, not only are
British elections becoming increaangly localised — with the potental for candidate effects
to have a greater impact than in the past — but also the ssue of candadate “representauveness’
has become a poliucally hive one, with all the major political parties making efforts to
improve the diveraty of their candidates (Cowley, 2013), with the potenual for electoral
contests to feature a greater heterogeneity of candidate types i future

Just as in the US, however, most of the work on candidate charactenistics i the UK has
focused on a relatively narrow range of characterstics, with sex and race being the most

© 2010 v Alvne. Vsl Sovdy © 208
Political Studies
Assoclation

f e S Asnuinon




LA [ [ eprints.bbk.ac.uk/7471/1/7471.pdf el

| |

- Lib Dem supporters... | Chocolate Beetroot... | Sex, Lies and the... x 7471 pt What does CNN hav... | An Introduction to...

N

have looked at race/ethnicity and candidate preference in Britain (Fisher e al., 2011; Norris
et al., 1992; Saggar, 1998).

One surprisingly understudied topic is that of residency. Despite a growing focus on the
local campaign (Denver and Hands, 1997; Denver et al., 2002; Fisher et al., 2007), a
widespread acknowledgement within British political parties that being a local candidate
can be an asset, some evidence that the number of MPs with local roots is on the increase
(Childs and Cowley, 2011; Johnson and Rosenblatt, 2007) and that voters say they value
local MPs (Cowley, 2013; Johnson and Rosenblatt, 2007), there has been relatively little
examination of whether this can be an electoral asset (Arzheimer and Evans, 2012)." Other
candidate characteristics = such as their education, their occupation, their age and so on -
are even more infrequently, if ever, discussed.

Moreover, even those candidate characteristics about which we have some knowledge are
rarely compared to others, to measure their relative impact on voters. Even the highly
developed literature on the influence of candidate race and sex in the US, for example, does
not compare the size of its effects to other significant biographical information about
candidates. The analysis in this article therefore reports findings from a survey experiment
testing the impact of candidate characteristics in a low-information context in Britain. The
experiments examine the relative importance of six different types of candidate cue. These
include some of electoral studies’ hardy perennials — such as biological sex — but we
deliberately examine the effect of a wider range of cues than in extant studies." The
experiments appear to reveal that many of the social information variables that academics
have researched are in fact relatively unimportant, while also revealing sizeable differences
triggered by background factors that have previously been largely ignored by researchers.
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have looked at race/ethnicity and candidate preference in Britain (Fisher e al., 2011; Norris
et al., 1992; Saggar, 1998).

One surprisingly understudied topic is that of residency. Despite a growing focus on the
local campaign (Denver and Hands 1997, Denver ef al., 2002; Fisher et al., 2007), a
widespread acknowledgement within British political parties that being a local candidate
can be an asset, some evidence that the number of MPs with local roots is on the increase
(Childs and Cowley, 2011; Johnson and Rosenblatt, 2007) and that voters say they value
local MPs (Cowley, 2013; Johnson and Rosenblatt, 2007), there has been relatively little
examination of whether this can be an electoral asset (Arzheimer and Evans, 2012)." Other
candidate characteristics = such as their education, their occupation, their age and so on -

are even more infrequently, if ever, discussed.

Morcover, even those candidate characteristics about which we have some knowledge are
rarely compared to otrers—ro-TTemGrC therr relative impact on voters. Even the highly
developed literature on the influence of candidave-rreemmsex i the US, for example, does
not compare the size of its effects to other significant biographical information about
candidates. The analysis in this article therefore reports findings from a survey experiment
testing the impact of candidate characteristics in a low-information context in Britain. The

experimentsTRamme- e relative importance of six different types of candidate cue. These

include some of electoral studies’ hardy perennials — such_as biological sex = but we

_

experiments appear to reveal that many
have researched are in fact relatively unimpostit, while also revealing sizeable differences
triggered by background factors that have previously been largely ignored by researchers.
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associated with masculinity and would most likely yield gender effects, but when compar-
ing local or distant candidates or political versus ‘caring’ professions strength is unlikely to

be a particularly effective trigger. Finally we chose effectiveness because it is a measure of
competence which looks at potential outcomes that should be the most important to
voters.”

Respondents were asked to compare the hypothetical candidates across these three traits
and then to select a preferred candidate: = -

Without knowing which party they stand for, which of them do you think would be:

More approachable as an MP: John/Neither/George > T (\k \ _\—/S

More experienced as an MP: John/Neither/George

—_—

More effective as an MP: John/Neither/George

—_—

Which would you prefer as your MP: John/Neither/George. l ( e‘é 1 r L V\ < t

When designing the research, one of our concerns was that respondents might simply
select down the line — preferring the same candidate for everything — and prove unable to
distinguish between them on these different traits. The pilot study showed that this was
unlikely to be the case and this was then confirmed in the main survey.’

Results

Table 1 shows the respondents’ views when shown the initial comparison of John and
George, as detailed above. John was preferred to George on all three traits (by a consistent
16 percentage points) and as the preferred candidate (by 21 points). There was also a

comificant minaritv af reanandente wha were imahle ta chanes hetuween r]u- orn nn\flll-s‘ 4
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ahough wlectornos are ofen not » progrowive i thar bebavour (Norms and
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soune of the US findings, where i some cases women do soem 1o be more My 1o voce
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What Voters Want: Reactions to Candidate
Characteristics in a Survey Experiment

Rosie Campbell

Berkbeck University of London

There has been extensive rescarch into the extent to which voters wtlise
stereotypes when evaluating candidates, but relatively lietle is known about how the

Philip Cowley

University of Nottingham

ats based on gefgbr and race

7y respond to other background

characteristics. We compare the impact of candidates” sex, religion, age, education, occupation and location/ressdence

through a survey experiment in which respondg i T

differences in the rtungs of candidates in response to sex, religion, age and education cues but more sizeable effects
are apparent for the candidate’s occupation and place of ressdence. Even once we mtroduce a control for political party
into our experimental scenarios the effect of candidate’s place of residence continues to have a sizeable impact on
candadate evaluanions. Our rescarch suggests that students of electoral behaviour should pay attention to a wader range

of candadate cues

Keywords: candidate evaluations; candidate traits; survey experiments

We know relatively hittle about what socio-demographic characteristics voters value in
clection candidates — and the extent to which short cuts based on stercotypes matter when
it comes to the way candidates are viewed by voters. The literature on candidate effects is
laree. but it i< alko partial and seovranhicallv skewed. There i< 2 voluminous and sonhisni- y
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For those who said they were voung (or leaning) Conservative we simply changed the
party labels; that is, they saw a Labour candidate (John) who was local, and then either a
Conservatuve candidate (George) who was local or who lived 120 miles away.

All the survey work was carried out onhine by YouGov, an online polling company, who
sample from their panel of some 360,000 British adults. Members of the panel are recruited
using a variety of methods including self-selection, advertising and commercial relationships
with websites." Waves one to seven were commissioned by the authors; wave eight utlised
space on the British Election Study's Continuous Monitoring Survey (for which we are
very grateful). The surveys had the following field dates and sample sizes:

Wave 1: 8.8.11-9.8.11 (N = 2,864)
Wave 2: 98.11-108.11 (N = 2,700)
Wave 3: 108.11-11.8.11 (N = 2,577)
Wave 4: 11.8.11-12.8.11 (N = 2,656)
Wave 14.8.11-15.8.11 (N = 2,847
Wave 6: 15.8.11-16.8.11 (N = 2,665)
Wave 7: 23.8.11-248.11 (N = 2,709)
Wave 8: 23.5.12-15.6.12 (N = 1,152).

NN

The first seven surveys = which are compared to one another — were thus all carried out
within a sixteen-day period; only the eighth wave = which is self-sufficient and is not
compared to the carlier work — was conducted separately. As a result of these overall Ns,
cach sphit sample in the first six waves was seen by ¢.1,300 respondents. The split samples in
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Appendix: Profile Wording and Survey Details
In wave one, half of respondents saw the John/George profiles as given in the text of the
article: the other half saw the exact same profiles but with John's name changed to Sarah

© 2000 1% Avens, Pliad S © 2018 Plnd Somds Aovnavn
POLITRCAL STUIMES. D0y

WHAT VOTERS WANT 15

(*Sarah Burns is 48 years old .."). No other changes were made, the profile staying in every
other way identical

The second wave tested attitudes to religion. Half of respondents saw the profiles given
above, but with George's name changed to Daniel Goldstein (‘Damiel Goldstein is 48 years
old’ ...). The second half of the sample saw George's name changed to Mohamed Lafi. As
with wave one, only the names were changed; all other aspects of the profile stayed the same
as for the original John/George comparison. We did not give any explicit indications of
religious belief or religiosity, beyond the candidate’s names, which were highly suggestive
if not defimitive indications of religious background or heritage.

Wave three tested reactions to occupation. Half of respondents saw the John/George
profiles given above, but with George's occupation changed to that of a general practitioner
doctor:

George Mountford is 45 years old; he lives in the constituency and studsed mediane at
unversity. He is @ kol GP with a special mterest in elderly care. George s passionate about
education, with two children in Jocal schools and 2 wife who s a primary school teacher

The amended text 15 1n atalics. The other half of respondents saw a George who was an
aspirant politico (again, with the amended text in italics):
Geornge Mountford 1 45 years old: he hives in the constituency and studied for a degree in

politics, After mmaversity George worked for tuo MPs and became a local councillor. George s passionate
about educatson, with two children in local schools and a wife who is a primary school teacher

Wave four tested attitudes to the age of the candidates. Half of respondents saw a George
who was 32 (instead of 45 in wave one); the other half saw a George who was 60. Only the
candidates” ages were changed; all other detaiks remained constant to that in wave one,

Wave five tested whether atttudes to the candidates depended on how ‘local’ they were.
Half the respondents ssaw a George who instead of ‘living in the constituency” had ‘moved
nto your consistency two years ago’. The other half saw a George who ‘currently lives
about 120 mules away, although has said that if clected, would move to live 1 your area’. As
a consequential change, this second version also required us to lose the reference to George

. having two children in ‘local schools’: instead he now had ‘two children in school'.

ek «ppendix)
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Results

Table 1 shows the respondents’ views when shown the initial comparison of John and
George, as detailed above. John was preferred to George on all three traits (by a consistent
16 percentage points) and as the preferred candidate (by 21 points). There was also a
significant minority of respondents who were unable to choose between the two profiles

Table 1: John vs. George Initial Comparisons (row %)

John George Neither John lead over George
Approachability 4 28 28 16
Experience 39 23 38 16
Effectiveness 39 23 38 16
Preferred candidate 45 24 k7 21
N=1444

© 2013 The Avehoes Pl Soudies © 2013 Pobeal Soulbes Aussnion T
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nal wave of
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answering
irch design
called John

. .

John Burns » 48 yeans old and was born and brought wp n your arca, before poing to
university 1o stady for a degree i plysics. Afier uneversity Jobn muned s an accountam,
and st wp 3 company ton years ago; it now cmploys seven people. John has mterests in the
health service, the environnsent, and pensions, and b marnied with three childeen.

George Mountford 1 45 yeans old; be Iney = the constituency and vudbed buuncn ot
university. He is 2 solicitor and rans a busy bocal practice. Geonge is passionate about education,

with two chideen in Jocal schooks and » wife who s 2 primary school teacher

John and George are plusible edection candsdates in a Britssh edection; they are both
middle-aged men, in professional occupations, and although we alter these profiles through-
out the experiment, the biographies remam those of pliusble candidates.

Wave 1 of the survey was an attemypt to measure the impact of gender on the perceptions
of candidates, but ako served to establish our baseline comparison for the later surveys, Half
of the respondents read the two profiles grven above. (In this, and all other waves of the
experiment, the order in which respondents recerved the two profiles was andomised),
The other half of respondents saw the same profiles but wath John's name changed to Sanah
("Sarah Burns is 48 years old ..'). No other changes were made, the profile remaining in
every other way identical. In subsequent waves, we made ssmlarly small changes to one of

the profiles in order to test attitudes to other cues. Details of the profile wordings used can
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Table 22 Net Experimental Effects

Sex

John/Sarah load
Joho becomes Sarah JohwSarah George Nevther over George
Approachabiity*** 6 6 1 12
Experience*** -0 9 < -19
Effectiveness -2 “ +2 -3
Prefecred candidate -2 0 +2 -2
N=2884

The first change we made to the profiles was to examine the effect of biologacal sex, by
changing John's name to Sarah but with the rest of the profile remaining constant. There
were some obvious differences between how respondents saw Sarah compared to John,
despite the fact that all that had been changed was the name serving as a cue for candidate
gender. Sarah was seen a3 noticeably more approachable than John; instead of the
16-percentage-point lead in approachability emjoyed by John, Sarah led George by 28
points, There was, however, also a noticeable drop in how expenienced she was percerved to
be; whereas John was seen as more expenienced than George (by 16 points), Sarah was scen
as less experienced than George (trailing by 3 percentage points). Both of these differences
were statistically significant. There were also minor but statstically inssgnificant changes to
perceptions of effectiveness and to the preferred candidate. This produced the net effects
when compared to the baschne John/George trade-off shown in the first section of Table 2

Overall, then, changing the candidate’s sex and nothing eclse generated a
1 2-percentage-point increase n ther lead on approachability, and a 19-pomnt decrease n
their lead on experience but had no statsucally ssgnificant impact of sex on the candidate’s
perceived effecuvencss or preference for the candidate. In common with extant studies,
both in the UK and elsewhere, this appears to confirm the belief that biological sex now
has a neghgible mfluence on choice of candidate (Sigelman and Welch, 1984; Sigelman
et al., 1995; Trent ef al., 2001), but also that gender stereotypes can influence candidate tran
evalmations (Johns and Shephard, 2008; King and Matland, 2003; Snuth and Fox, 2001)
This gives us confidence 1n the nature of our experiment

The second wave of the experiment tested changes in the apparent rehgion of the
candidates: first, we examined the effect of a candsdate having an apparently Jewish name
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Gender quotas, candidate background and the
election of women: A paradox of gender quotas in
open-list proportional representation systems

Maclej A. Goreckl, Paula Kukofowicz
Show more

Check for full text access B Purchase $19.95

Get Full Text Elsewhere

Highlights

We study the impact of gender quotas on women's electoral success in Poland.

* Quotas have a paradoxical effect in open-list proportional representation systems.

Quota introduction results in a decline in female candidates' electoral performance in
such systems.

Effects of political experience on candidates' performance are greater than are
gender effects.

Abstract

We study the effects of mandatory (legislated) gender quotas in Poland, a country
utilising an open-list proportional representation electoral system. We use a unique
data set comprising multiple characteristics of all candidates running in two
consecutive elections to the lower chamber of the Polish parliament (the Sejm). The
first of them (held in 2007) was the last pre-quota election and the second (held in
2011) the first post-quota one. We show that quotas have an inherently paradoxical
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Decied mn a5 s 9
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mtroduction,  Furthermore, female candidates in both the Civic Matform. A1 the same time. the effects of gender
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Table 2
The effects of gender on the predicted probability of a candidate being ranked at 3 ‘viable’ position on 2 party st

2007 20

Basic model Full model Basc model Full model
Civic Matform 38 4% s 30%

[-41%; 11.7%) [-1.7%; 9.9 [-160%; -7.3%) [-1.7%; 7.7%)
Law and Justice 12X 452 89 S5

|-102%; 58%) {-128%; 39 | -230%; - 145%) {-10L1%; 0.0%)
Democratx Left Alhance/Left and Democraty 21X 2% 146% LI

[-20.7%; 2.4%) [-276%; 3.0%)] [-232%; -60%) [-11.5%; 9.3%)
Polish People’s Party 11.5%  Jp ! Pl 19 1

|-249%; 20%) [-135%: 10.0%) [-342%; -17.77) {-27.0%; -05%)
Women's Party 22.0% 192%

| 642%; 20.1%) |- 707%; 32.3%)
Palikot’s Movement 15.0% 145%

|-223%; -1.7%) |-229%; -613)
Poland Comes First 12.8% 200
[-316%; - l4amn) |-31L7%; -3

Other Parties 49, m 20.0% 19.3%

<1075 20%) [|-90%; 5.0 [-249%; -151%) |-252%; 130

Note: Mam entres are changes in predicted probatshties of 2 candidate being ranked at 2 ‘'viable” position on a party st when the variable ‘Woman' changes
from 0 1o 1, calculated for respective parties. Positive values of the effects mean women's advantage over men while negative values mean 2 vice versd
situation. The sumbers in square brackets are 95 per cent confidence intervals of the main predictions. The effect of candidate gender ©s presented for the
basic meadel and for the Rl mode! in which candhdate background is taken into account. Fixed effect is assumed 2evo
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