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How do candidates’ looks affect their election
chances?

Looks matter and can tip the scales between the right and left
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ELEVATOR PITCH

Vote gain in Finland from appearing more beautiful,
competent, or trustworthy

Good-looking  political candidates win more votes | 5 25 -

around the world. This holds for both male and female | » 30 4

candidates. Candidate appearance may be especially % 20 1

important for uninformed voters, as it is easy to observe. § 13 |

Voters may favor good-looking candidates because they | & |

expect them to be more competent or persuasive, but it s 0

can also be that voters simply enjoy laying their eyes on S 5

beautiful politicians. As politicians on the right have been | & -10 - Beauty Competence Trustworthiness

Note: Effects calculated among non-incumbent parliamentary candidates

in Finland measuring vote gains of a one-standard deviation increase as a
percentage of the average number of votes for all non-incumbent candidates
on the same list. Results are presented with 95% confidence intervals.

deemed more attractive in Europe, the US, and Australia,
the importance of beauty in politics favors conservative
parties. A related finding is that voters use beauty as a cue

for conservatism.

KEY FINDINGS

Pros

© Candidate appearance is easily available for
uninformed voters.

© There is no gender difference in how voters reward
beauty of male and female candidates; therefore,
there is no evidence on gender discrimination in
terms of how beauty is rewarded.

© Voters can, to a certain extent, infer candidate
ideology from appearance by using beauty as a
cue for conservatism.

© Even if well-informed voters do not rely on beauty
to guide their voting behavior, less informed voters
can and do draw inferences about ideology from it.
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Cons

The beauty premium may discourage competent
but unattractive people from entering politics.

Uninformed voters can be persuaded by good
looks, and may, as a result, vote against their own
interests.

Empirical results do not imply that political
parties should replace their less photogenic
established politicians with good-looking novices
to maximize their electoral success.

Voters associate beauty with competence, so even
the choice of voters who think that they vote for
the more competent-looking candidate may be
driven by beauty differences.

Political candidates who look more attractive or competent have been shown to have an electoral advantage across

the world, in line with a general beauty premium in the labor market. Most convincingly, beauty ratings of candidates

by foreigners, who don’t know anything about those running for office, predict electoral success. From a democratic

perspective, recognizing various behavioral biases is valuable. Voters who become aware of a beauty premium in politics

can pause for a moment to reflect on the proper role of looks for their voting decision.
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