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Abstract

It is well established in the literature that trustworthiness is one of the most important traits in
candidate evaluations. However, we suggest that not all groups in the electorate rely equally on
trustworthiness in forming their evaluations. Informed by evolutionary theory of leadership we
propose that voters supporting another party than the one the candidate belongs to are susceptible
to getting harmed or exploited. Accordingly, these out-party voters will up-regulate
trustworthiness in their decision process. Conversely, in-party supporters have much less concern
about leaders’ trustworthiness, and therefore down-regulate trustworthiness in their opinion
formation. We test this hypothesis on data from 18 surveys from 6 different countries and find
overwhelming evidence in support. These findings demonstrate the importance of looking more
closely at specific traits along which candidates are evaluated and think more carefully about the
evolved instincts these traits may reveal. They also have relevant implications raising concerns
about citizens’ ability to hold politicians accountable, as partisans are reluctant to withdraw

support from a leader even if they believe that he or she is untrustworthy.
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Citizens’ vote choices and elections of representatives for parliament constitute a core feature of
representative democracies and, thus, for citizens’ possible impact on policy (Schattschneider,
1960). However, a vast number of political science articles show that voting is not on/y based on
voters’ considerations about policy agreement with different candidates. Instead, voters to a great
extent also draw on impressions and evaluations of candidates’ personalities and personal
characteristics when making up their minds on Election Day (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960; Miller
& Miller, 1976; Kinder et al., 1980; Kinder, 1986; Stewart & Clarke, 1992; Popkin, 1994, Funk,
1996, 1997, 1999; Hayes, 2005, 2009, 2010; Clarke et al., 2004; Bishin, Stevens & Wilson,
2006). In other words, voters are attracted to or repelled from certain candidates because of their
personal qualities and traits.

However, whereas scholars agree about the role played by candidate personalities the
underlying psychological processes through which voters draw on trait impressions of candidates
remain blurred and unresolved. That is, the reasons for some voters’ attraction to one candidate
while not to another remains undertheorized and underexplored. Recent work seeks to offer more
nuanced answers to this question by investigating the heterogeneity of voters’ candidate
personality preferences across different contextual circumstances surrounding elections (e.g.,
Merolla & Zechmeister, 2009; Laustsen & Petersen, 2016) and across voters holding different
predispositions (Barker et al. 2006; Laustsen, 2016). Here we follow this recent trend as we
integrate the literature on candidate trait preferences with insights on partisan biases and
evolutionary psychology.

In this paper, we investigate if voters evaluate candidates differently depending on the
partisan match between the voter and the candidate. Building on well-established insights on

partisan biases in political behavior and recent insights from evolutionary leadership research we



theorize that voters should value specific traits in candidates differently depending on whether
they are evaluating a candidate belonging to the party they identify with (in-party candidate) or
to a competing party (out-party candidate). Here we focus on the trait of trustworthiness, defined
as having intentions that are likely to benefit, or at least not harm another individual. There is
ample evidence that trustworthiness evaluations have a crucial role in social perception (Fiske,
2007).

We argue that because a candidate—if she wins—is granted decisive decision making
authority over distribution of key resources it is generally important for voters that the candidate
exhibits trustworthy and predictable decisions. However, unpredictability and untrustworthy
behavior is likely to affect some voters more than others. Due to the nature of politics, benefits
are more likely to target a candidate’s in-party supporters while cutbacks are more likely to
target groups and voters who affiliate with other parties than the candidate’s. Following the same
logic groups and voters affiliated with other parties than the elected official’s stand to lose the
most from having an untrustworthy and unpredictable candidate elected. Based on this, we
generate the somewhat counter-intuitive prediction that voters will value trustworthiness as a
character trait in political candidates more for out-party than for in-party candidates.

We test this prediction using all available election surveys including candidate trait
ratings on trustworthiness from six different western democratic countries across the last two
decades. Based on multilevel regression modeling we find support for the prediction:
Trustworthiness is a stronger predictor of global candidate evaluations for out-party candidates
than for in-party candidates. Importantly, we contrast this finding with the most celebrated trait

in the existing candidate evaluation literature, competence, and find that competence is equally



important for evaluations of in- and out-party candidates. Implications and future directions for

research in trait and candidate evaluations are discussed.
Candidate evaluations and trait preferences

Political commentators, experts and even the candidates themselves assign significant
explanatory power to candidates’ personalities and voters’ evaluations of these personalities.
These ideas are further backed up in political science research finding that there is most often a
positive relationship between voters’ relative evaluations of competing candidates on different
character traits and their actual electoral behavior. That is, voters tend to vote for the candidate
that they find more personally appealing (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960; Miller and Miller, 1976;
Kinder et al., 1980; Kinder, 1986; Stewart and Clarke, 1992; Popkin, 1994; Funk, 1996, 1997,
1999; Hayes, 2005, 2009, 2010; Clarke et al., 2004; Bishin et al., 2006). Some studies have
investigated, which specific character traits are important to voters. They find that most traits
cluster around two dimensions; trustworthiness/warmth and competence. Both of these have
substantial effects on political attitudes (see for instance Kinder et al., 1980; Funk, 1997). Yet,
existing work on candidate personality very often does not differentiate between different
characteristics or traits. Instead they tend to form one universal personality factor based on all
available trait ratings of competing candidates leading among others Funk to state that most
studies treat candidate personality “as a lump sum that (...) ultimately sum together as an impact
on vote choice” (Funk, 1999: p.701; however see Markus, 1982; Kinder, 1986; Goren, 2002 for
studies taking multidimensional approaches to candidate trait evaluations). In this paper we seek
to meet this call for a more fine-grained perspective on the electoral role played by candidate

traits. In doing so, we build on a recent trend in the candidate evaluation literature building on



insights from evolutionary leadership theory (Van Vugt & Grabo, 2015; Von Rueden & Van

Vugt 2015; Laustsen & Petersen, 2015, 2016).

Adaptive followership psychology

The basic point of departure for evolutionary leadership theory is that humans evolved in small-
scale societies in which leaders served as focal points for coordination among fellow group
members (Von Rueden & Van Vugt 2015; Van Vugt & Ahuja 2010). That is, in order to solve
different kinds of collective action problems humans evolved a set of psychological
mechanisms—an adaptive followership psychology—for regulating leader preferences in
different scenarios and under different contexts in order to align themselves with the individual
best capable of solving different problems facing the group (Little et al., 2007; Van Vugt &
Spisak 2008; Spisak et al. 2012; Laustsen & Petersen, 2015). Next, in order to fully understand
the character and nature of contemporary human leader preferences we should think of modern
leaders—among these also political candidates—as instantiations of the same social phenomenon
as ancestral leaders and, as a consequence, activating the same followership psychology.
Therefore, the argument goes, our evolved followership psychology influences which kind of
individuals we want to grant decision-making authority to even in contemporary modern
societies.

This idea of an adaptive followership psychology has given rise to novel, more specific
predictions and findings. First, scholars have found that followers prefer different kinds of
leaders depending on whether their group faces a conflict with another group or not. Preferences
for more dominant, masculine and less trustworthy looking leaders are higher when being

threatened by an out-group compared to scenarios characterized by peace and calm (Little et al.,



2007; Spisak et al. 2012; Laustsen & Petersen, 2016). Likewise, although not building directly
on this evolutionary approach to leadership, Merolla & Zechmeister (2009) finds that the
character trait of strong leadership is weighted more heavily among voters when they are
assigned to a “terrorist threat” condition than to a “good times” condition.

Second, another branch of the evolutionary leadership theory stresses a reciprocal
relationship between leaders and followers. Accordingly, leaders provide group benefits, solving
collective action problems and facilitating cooperation. In return they are granted prestige and an
elevated positions within group hierarchy (Boehm, 1999; Prince & Van Vugt, 2014, Van Vugt &
Ahuja 2010). Consequently, leaders also have better access to different resources which they can
potentially abuse to their own (and their close kin and allies’) benefits. This risk of so-called
“alpha-type bullying behavior” is believed to have exerted a significant force on human
followership psychology and leader preferences in general (Boehm, 1999; Van Vugt & Ahuja
2010; Von Rueden & Van Vugt, 2015; Beggild & Petersen, 2015). Specifically, this is theorized
to be (one of) the primary reasons for a general preference for egalitarianism over hierarchy and
for a strong sensitivity towards leaders’ untrustworthy and self-interested behaviors (see for
instance Hibbing & Alford, 2004; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002; Boggild, 2016). Moreover it
has recently been suggested that this sensitivity towards self-interest and untrustworthiness in a
leader should to a significant degree depend on the follower’s position vis-a-vis the leader: If the
leader represents another alliance or coalition within society than the follower’s, then the
follower faces a larger risk of being the victim of a despotic and untrustworthy leader’s

exploitation than when sharing the leader’s coalitional affiliation (Beggild & Laustsen, 2016).

Outgroup bias and candidate trustworthiness



A series of studies show how humans are psychologically equipped to pick up on coalitional
affiliations among unknown individuals and categorize these individuals according to their
respective coalitional belonging (Kurzban et al., 2001; Pietraszewski et al. 2014; 2015). That is,
according to this literature individuals store information about others’ coalitional affiliation in
order to know who is aligned with whom. Importantly, such shared coalitional memberships are
shown to be an important predictor of positive reciprocal relationships among individuals leading
to preferential treatment of individuals with shared membership (Habyarimana et al. 2007,
Efferson et al. 2008). Here we theorize that the same logic will apply for leader-follower
relationships. Followers will expect leaders with a shared group membership to provide benefits
to them. Vice versa, leaders with whom they are the least affiliated with will be suspected to be
harmful, unpredictable and to direct negative consequences and decisions towards them. In other
words, followers and voters should fear untrustworthy leaders and candidates the most when they
are most likely to fall victim of their self-interested behaviors and decisions—that is, when they
are affiliated with another coalition than the leader.

One obvious and politically relevant coalitional marker in modern politics is partisanship.
A long line of political science research show how partisan affiliation guides electoral behavior
(e.g. Campbell et al.) and public opinion formation (e.g. Carsey & Layman, 2006; Goren, 2005;
Slothuus & De Vreese, 2010). More recently, scholars have also investigated the affective and
identity-based side of party affiliation providing evidence for growing dislikes of the opposing
party and polarization among the two major American parties (Levendusky, 2009; Hetherington,
2015; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015). For instance, this literature finds that Americans affiliated
with either the Democrats or the Republicans increasingly report that they would not like their

children to marry across party lines (Iyengar et al. 2012), and that party affiliation even colors



evaluations of the physical attractiveness of an unknown individual (Nicholson et al. 2016). In
other words, partisanship and party affiliation constitutes a very clear, real and experienced
coalitional marker for modern voters. Building on the logic outlined above, we argue that
whereas trustworthiness and predictability in candidates should generally be preferred among all
voters, voters should also regulate how much they value these traits depending on whether they
share a candidate’s party affiliation or not. That is, depending on whether voters are on the same
side of the partisan division as an elected candidate or not, they stand to lose the most from
having an untrustworthy candidate elected. Just like an elected candidate is more likely to target
beneficial policies at groups of voters that tend to support her (and likewise target cutbacks on
voters that do not support her), unpredictable candidate behavior is more likely to have negative
consequences for voters who affiliate with another party than the candidate’s. From this we
predict that trustworthiness will be a more important trait in out-party candidate evaluations than
in in-party candidate evaluations.

Crucially, we suggest that this conditional relationship is not universal to all traits. The other
most significant trait dimension, competence helps to highlight the unique features of
trustworthiness. Competence refers to candidates’ skills and abilities and accordingly, it has little
to do with risk of getting harmed or exploited. Consequently, we have no reason to believe that

competence will be weighed more by out-party than in-party voters.

The analysis

Data
To test our prediction, we rely on a unique dataset of 18 election studies from 6 countries

(Australia, Denmark, Germany, Norway, Sweden, United Kingdom). To the best of our



knowledge, this is the first attempt to merge all publicly available nationally representative
survey data with candidate trustworthiness and competence evaluations in them. The data
includes evaluations from 35,528 individuals and of 39 political candidates. As our theory is
rooted in evolved psychological mechanisms, we argue that the conditional effect of
trustworthiness should hold across the whole ideological spectrum. Consequently, we pool all
candidate evaluations, which results in a dataset of 87,164 observations.

Given that no international surveys include candidate trait evaluation questions, these surveys
were conducted independently and thus sometimes use different scales and operationalizations.
In the followings, we review the variables used and the transformations employed for merging.
Our dependent variable is a general feeling thermometer towards the candidate. In all' countries
respondents are asked to express their feeling towards a given candidate on an 11-point-scale of
liking or disliking. We rescale the variable to 0-1, to help interpretation of our effects as
percentage changes.

Table 1. gives an overview of the traits variables used in our analysis. The main independent
variable, trustworthiness is measured straightforwardly prompting an evaluation of
trustworthiness in half of the surveys. We operationalize perceived trustworthiness with
evaluations of reliability in the other half our data. Reliability and trustworthiness are
semantically close and they have been shown to tap into the trustworthiness trait dimension by
previous research in political science (Funk 1996) and social psychology (Goodwin, Piazza, and
Rozin 2014). Competence is measured in multiple ways. In the British Election Studies,
competence is explicitly addressed. In the German data, respondents are asked to what extent

they believe the candidates have ,sensible ideas” related to the economy. In the remaining

" The only exception is Australia 1993 which used the terms favorable/unfavorable instead.
10



countries, multiple items tap into competence, and we average over knowledgeable and inspiring

in the Scandinavian countries, and knowledgeable and intelligent in Australia. There is

considerable evidence that all of these traits are closely related and reliable measures of

competence (Kinder et al. 1980; Abelson et al. 1982; Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick 2007; Wojciszke

and Klusek 1996). The measurement of traits ranges from 4 to 11-point scales. We centre and

standardise all our independent variables by subtracting the group mean and dividing by two

standard deviations to provide easily interpretable, unbiased estimates.

Table 1. Operationalization of trustworthiness and competence in our models

Australia_1993
Australia_1996
Australia_1998
Australia_2001
Australia_2004
Australia_2007
Australia_2010
Australia_2013
Denmark_2005
Denmark_2007
Germany_2009
Germany_2013
Norway_2001
Sweden_2002
Sweden_2006
Sweden_2010
UK_2005
UK_2010

Trustworthiness

Competence

Trustw.

x

x

Reliable Competent
X
X

X

Knowled.

Intelligent Inspiring Sensible econ ideas
X
X

X

All election studies have straightforward questions tapping into partisan identification. We

operationalize shared coalitional affiliation as identification with the party nominating the given

candidate. In other words, our ,,own party” variable is 1 whenever the respondent and the
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candidate belong to the same political party, and 0 otherwise. We exclude from the analysis all
respondents who did not share their party affiliation. This leads to a conservative test of our
hypothesis, as candidates belonging to a different party are categorised as out-party candidates
even if they are close in ideology or in coalitions. Finally, we also include in the analysis three
socio-economic control variables, age, gender and education (recoded as a factor with three

levels).

The model

Our prediction proposes that the effects of perceived trustworthiness on candidate evaluations are
conditional on the coalitional affiliation between the candidate and the respondent. Accordingly,
we are investigating the interaction between the trait evaluations and group relationship. We
predict that the interaction effect will be negative for trustworthiness, whereas it will be non-
negative for competence.

There is an important methodological challenge stemming from the fact that there is clustering in
our data. This could arise due to multiple evaluations per respondent, multiple candidates per
survey, multiple surveys per country and multiple countries. Violating the assumption of
independent error terms could lead to downward bias in standard errors, thus increasing the false
positive error rate. To reduce bias in the test of our hypothesis, first we need to tackle clustering.
We do so relying on linear multilevel modelling.

Our model 1 regresses trustworthiness, competence and own party along with the three control
variables on general thermometer, allowing for varying intercepts for individual respondents
(level 2 - L2 grouping variable). We do not include the interaction terms to avoid confusion from
interpreting biased estimates. Model 2 is the same as Model 1, but introduces varying intercepts

for country-years (i.e. individual surveys, level 3 - L3 grouping variable). Model 3 allows for
12



varying intercepts and varying slopes at L3. Below we show that each of these steps improve
model fit considerably. Model 4 includes the interaction term and thus allows testing our
hypothesis.

To test the robustness of our findings, we report three additional models. Model 5 uses
candidate-years as the L3 clustering variable instead of country-year. Although we find country-
years as a more convenient third-level variable for interpretation, we have no reason to believe
that using candidate-years will change our results. The final two models primarily intend to
demonstrate that our results are not contingent on ideology. They report the “trait — own party” -
interactions for left-wing (Model 6) and for right-wing (Model 7) candidates separately.” All of

these models include competence too to provide a contrast with trustworthiness.

Results

Table 2. reports the results from our seven models. Models 1-3 importantly show that both
relying on a three-level multilevel model (Model 2) and allowing both intercepts and slopes to
vary at L3 (Model 3) considerably improve model fit. Goodness of fit is assessed with the
Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), which uses the maximum value of the likelihood function

and the number of estimated parameters in the model. Lower values signal a better fit.

* The British Labour Party, the Australian Labor Party, and the Social Democratic parties of
Germany, Sweden, Norway and Denmark are defined as left-wing parties. The Conservative
Party of Britian, the Liberal Party of Australia, the CDU in Germany, the Danish Venstre,
Norwegian Conservatives and Christian Democrats, and the Moderata in Sweden are categorized
as right-wing parties. We excluded the Liberal Democrats in Britian.

13



Table 2. Multilevel models regressing trait evaluations on feeling thermometers

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

sk sk sk ok okt skt okt

Competence 0.135 0.134’ 0.154 0.155 0.156 0.150 0.154
(0.002) (0.002) (0.012) (0.012) (0.008) (0.014) (0.010)
Trustworthiness 0.289™ 0.284™ 0267 0.283™ 0263 0.248™ 02817
(0.002) (0.002) (0.015) (0.016) (0.013) (0.014) (0.017)
Own party 0.127° 0.133™ 0.154™ 0.169™ 0.167 0.163™ 0.188™
(0.002) (0.002) (0.016) (0.016) (0.012) (0.019) (0.015)
Age 0.002 0.0001 -0.0002 0.001 0.0004 -0016™  0.016™
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)
Female -0.003" -0.0002 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.002 0.002
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)
Education secondary ~ 0.015™  0.002 0.001 0.001 0.001 -0.004" 0.005™
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Education higher -0.007""  0.001 0.003" 0.003" 0.004™ 00117 -0.006™"
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003)
Competence :own party -0.004 -0.008 -0.005 -0.021
(0.006) (0.009) (0.010) (0.013)
Trustworth. : own party 0070  -0.065""  -0.042""  -0.099""
(0.011) (0.010) (0.013) (0.013)
Constant 0467 0.489™ 0.479™ 04817 0.480™" 0.475™ 0.486™

(0.002) (0.013) (0.015) (0.015) (0.014) (0.018) (0.015)

Observations 87,164 87,164 87,164 87,164 87,164 38,493 39,029

Log Likelihood 21,081.810 24,120.350 27,151.450 27,391.880 28,272.010 10,999.560 12,005.810
Akaike Inf. Crit. -42,143.610 -48,218.690 -54,262.900 -54,717.750 -56,478.030 -21,933.120 -23,945.620
Note: 'p<0.1; “p<0.05; “p<0.01

Accordingly, with each new model, the AIC becomes more negative. Analysis of variance tests
show that these improvements are statistically significant (ps < 0.001). Model 3 also allows an
initial glimpse at the impact of trait evaluations on the feeling thermometer. As our variables are
centred around country-year means

and divided by two standard deviations, coefficient estimates can be interpreted as the predicted
percentage change in the feeling thermometer when moving from one standard deviation below
the mean to one standard deviation above the mean. Model 3 demonstrates that trait evaluations
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have substantial effects with a 27 and 15 percent change on average for trustworthiness and
competence respectively.

Model 4 provides the crucial test of our hypothesis. First, the lower AIC demonstrates that the
interactions improve the model fit. Second, the negative coefficient for trustworthiness and own
party dummy provides support for our hypothesis (t = 6.0, p < 0.001). In line with our prediction,
trustworthiness has a larger effect on the evaluations of out-party candidates (28 percent
predicted change) than on evaluations of in-party candidates (21 percent predicated change).
Importantly, this partisan bias seems to be unique for trustworthiness and not a general pattern
for all trait evaluations. The competence — out-party interaction is not significant (t = 0.5, n.s.)
and the effect of perceived competence on the feeling thermometer for a two standard deviation
change is constantly around 15 percent. Reassuringly. Model 5 yields to essentially the same
results, using candidate-year as the L3 variable instead of country-year.

Figure 1. illustrates Model 4. It depicts country-year random effects with confidence intervals
estimated for both the in-party group and the out-party group. It shows that in each country the
effect of trustworthiness is larger for the out-party candidates than for in-party candidates, and
the difference is statistically significant in most cases (the three exceptions are Australia 2013,
Denmark 2005 and Norway 2001). The effect size of the interaction ranges from 15 percentage
points in Australia 2007 (Buustw ou= 0.395, Birusw in = 0.243) to about 1 percentage point in the
UK 2005 survey (Biustw ou= 0.305, Brustw in= 0.291). There is no such clear trend for competence.
In-group candidates are affected more by perceived competence than out-group candidates in
some cases (e.g. UK 2005, 2010). However, there is also evidence for the contrary (e.g. Australia
2007) and the interaction is not significant in the majority of the cases. These overall trends are

illustrated by the vertical lines, which show the fixed effects and their confidence intervals.
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Model 6 & 7 give further support to the theory highlighting fairly universal, evolved
mechanisms. They show that the effect of trustworthiness is conditional on coalitional affiliation
for both left-wing and right-wing candidates, whereas the effects of competence are the same
irrespective of the partisanship of the respondent and the candidate. Interestingly, our results
show that in-group candidate evaluations depend on perceived trustworthiness to a similar extent
(a 20 percent predicted change in the thermometer for two standard deviations change).
However, there is a difference between out-party candidates’ evaluations as left-wing candidates’
thermometer is boosted by 25 percent for a one-unit-change in trustworthiness, whereas right-

wing candidates thermometer is increased by 30 percent.
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Figure 1. Fixed and country-year random effects from Model 4.
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Conclusions

This paper sought to investigate if the coalitional affiliation between a political candidate and a
citizen affects the role perceived trustworthiness plays in forming evaluations. We theorized that
trustworthiness taps into the estimated risk being harmed by a leader and candidates are much
more likely to exploit supporters of other parties. Hence we predicted that trustworthiness will be
up-regulated in out-party candidate evaluation. Our analysis of a unique, large dataset of 6
countries and 39 candidates with over 87 thousand respondents provided firm evidence for our
hypothesis. The effect of trustworthiness on a general feeling thermometer is about 33% larger
(28% vs. 21% predicted change for two standard deviations) for out-party candidate evaluations.
In this conclusion, we discuss two important implications and suggest directions for future work.

The first implication of our study is that we have to take seriously the suggestions of Carolyn
Funk (1999) and think more carefully about the real content of various traits along which
candidates are routinely evaluated. We show how conceptualizing trustworthiness ratings as the
output of an evolved instinct to monitor the risk of exploitation can lead to novel insights.
Importantly, our pursuit mirrors the goals of evolutionary political psychology and offer ultimate
explanations for social phenomena. Future research should continue this work and study other
frequently discussed traits too, particularly competence and warmth.

The second implication concerns how revealed patterns affect the functioning of democracy. Our
paper demonstrated yet another limit of citizens’ ability to hold politicians accountable.
Untrustworthy elected officials can be removed from office, if their own electorate withdraw
their support. However, these are the same people who are least affected by signs of
untrustworthiness. Meanwhile, out-party voters could be most alarmed by signs of exploitation

or self-interested behaviour, however they were likely to never support the given candidate.
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This paper has some important limitations. Most importantly, this is a correlational study, which
could not bolster evidence for a causal relationship. Although, we believe it is remarkable that
the same trend is present in 15 out of the 18 analysed elections, some alternative explanations,
for example reverse causation or omitted variable bias cannot be ruled out. We also have little
leverage to test the causal mechanism emphasising the importance of risk of exploitation.
Finally, we use feeling thermometer as the main dependent variable of our analysis, although
some other factors, particularly vote choice have more relevance. We believe most of these
concerns could be effectively ameliorated with an experimental study with a broader range of

dependent variables.
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