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ABSTRACT 

 

Every year, the political candidates who run in the U.S. congressional elections become 

more and more diverse; there are more women, more veterans, more members of ethnic group 

minorities in Congress. Political candidates are complex in their identity and what they portray to 

the electorate. This dissertation examined how candidates’ identity traits (i.e., gender, 

partisanship, and veteran status) and their interaction affect how voters evaluate such candidates, 

and the effects such evaluations have on voting behaviors. A pilot study (N = 184 U.S. adult 

participants) was conducted to develop experimental stimuli. Then, a main study (N = 404 U.S. 

adult participants) with a 2 (gender: male vs. female) x 2 (partisanship: Republican vs. 

Democrat) x 2 (veteran status: veteran vs. non-veteran) between-subjects factorial design was 

conducted to test the proposed hypotheses.  

Results indicated that female candidates and Democratic candidates were evaluated by 

participants as higher on competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability compared to male 

candidates and Republican candidates. Additional mediation analyses showed that competence 

and likability mediated the relationships between gender and vote choice intent and between 

partisanship and vote choice intent. The discussion expands on these findings and their 

theoretical and practical implications, acknowledging the study’s limitations, while also 

proposing several lines for future research. 

Keywords: political communication, gender, politics, identity, elections, voting behaviors.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 Democracy is impossible to achieve without successful communication. Communication 

is at the heart of deliberations, negotiations, developing legislations, and even elections. 

Elections are remarkable processes that involve political campaigns and are focused on 

highlighting candidates’ strengths or downplaying their weakness to sway the electorate into 

casting the ballot for the nominees. Thus, political campaigns, ultimately, can define how 

American citizens are governed. More so, political campaigns serve as a cornerstone of United 

States democracy, helping to support existing structures and regulations present in the American 

political system.  

There are several types of elections in the United States. The most common elections are 

held at the federal, state, and municipal levels (U.S. Government, n.d.). Elections can sometimes 

be focused on presenting the nominated candidate in a positive light at all levels of governmental 

offices (e.g., federal, state, local). Therefore, these carefully crafted campaigns attempt to 

communicate reasons why political candidates are a good fit for office (i.e., explain why the 

candidates are electable), many of which are rooted in a candidate’s identity traits and 

characteristics (e.g., personal, professional, etc.).  

Candidates portray their identity in political campaigns by implementing various complex 

communication strategies. By doing so, candidates may initiate a process of co-construction of 

meaning, which could involve different types of stakeholders (i.e., politicians, political campaign 

managers, and the electorate). Therefore, communication is at the heart of political campaigns. It 

is important to examine how candidates communicate their identity to audiences to learn more 

about how voters perceive and respond to such identity traits and characteristics of political 
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candidates. Such knowledge can help enrich political communication research and can provide 

practical implications for identity displays and portrayals of political candidates. 

There are multiple opportunities for voters in the United States to engage with political 

candidates and express their preferences in various elections. Voters in the U.S. presidential 

elections choose the next president and vice president every four years via the Electoral College. 

Presidential elections, however, are unique in that citizens’ popular vote does not determine the 

ultimate decision of who the president and vice president will be. Political parties in each U.S. 

state make up their list of potential electors. A candidate in a presidential election needs more 

than half of the electors’ votes to win. Currently, there are 435 U.S. representatives and 100 U.S. 

senators from the 50 U.S. states, as well as three members from the District of Columbia, 

resulting in 538 potential electors (U.S. Government, n.d.).  

During congressional elections, voters decide who will stand for their state in Congress. 

The results of such elections also determine whether Republicans or Democrats will hold a 

majority vote in Congress (U.S. Government, n.d.). Congressional elections are held every two 

years and cast candidates by a popular vote. Congressional nominees are political candidates 

running for positions in the House of Representatives and the Senate. Thus, there are significant 

differences in the electoral processes between presidential and congressional elections. These 

differences are crucial, given that the U.S. government is formed of three branches (legislative, 

executive, and judicial) that support democracy and ensure the balance of power is in place—that 

is, no political party, interest group, or person concentrates too much authority in their hands 

(U.S. Government, n.d.).  

While the recent presidential race of the 2020 election cycle attracted the eyes of many 

and was the primary focus of news media, this election was also marked by several high-profile 
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tight congressional races (Foreman, 2022). Specifically, for both the U.S. Senate (Senate 

hereafter) and the U.S. House of Representatives (House hereafter), the margin of victory for 

congressional races in 2020 was less than ten percentage points in 89 races, and five percentage 

points or less for 42 races (Ballotpedia, 2021). For example, one of the tightest elections for the 

U.S. House in 2020 was in California (25th congressional district), where Republican and U.S. 

Navy veteran Mike Garcia ran against Democrat Christy Smith and won the election by a slim 

margin of 0.10 percentage points (Ballotpedia, 2021). Another notable example for the U.S. 

House was the race in Iowa (2nd congressional district), where Republican candidate and U.S. 

Army veteran Marianne Miller-Meeks won against Democrat Rita Hart by a margin of only six 

votes, which was reportedly the tightest margin in the history of U.S. House elections since 1984 

(Ballotpedia, 2021).  

Thus, many of the 2020 U.S. congressional races were highly competitive. They also 

involved a variety of candidates, such as male and female veteran candidates. Specifically, the 

Pew Research Center (2021) indicated that 27% percent or 144 seats in the House of 

Representatives and the Senate belong to women, which is an overwhelming 50% increase since 

2011. According to the Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP, 2022), this number 

has increased by 0.5% in the 2022 congressional elections, in which women occupy 147 of 535 

seats. According to Military Times (Shane III, 2023), the 118th Congress currently includes 97 

veterans that represent 36 states (80 veteran-candidates elected to the House, and 17 veterans 

who are now a part of the Senate), which is a slight one percent increase since the previous year - 

from 17 percent up to 18 percent of veterans now occupy seats in Congress. To be precise, 2022 

highlights an increase in the number of veterans who were elected to Congress since 1965 

(Shane III, 2023). These numbers are projected to increase in the future (Veterans Campaign, 
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2022). Based on these considerations, congressional elections and the types of candidates that 

run for office in such elections are a worthwhile focus of further analysis. 

This dissertation will do so, focusing on congressional elections, as the outcome of such 

elections decide which political party controls the U.S. Congress. According to the Pew Research 

Center (2022), approximately 63% of registered U.S. adult voters argue that control over 

Congress “really matters” (n.p.). Furthermore, Congress plays a crucial role in delineating 

political issue importance and deciding the future of the United States. The profile of 

congressional candidates has been changing. Every year, U.S. politics becomes more diverse 

since many candidates with interactional identities run for political offices. Thus, there is 

nowadays more diversity in respect to their identities, such as gender, background, and so on 

(Bejarano et al., 2021). Therefore, it is important to examine further U.S. congressional elections 

given their importance and changes in candidates that may reveal new knowledge about how 

such elections unfold. Scholars need to look beyond how candidates communicate surface 

identity characteristics to voters and include more identity facets that have not been studied 

extensively in previous research. Examining how politicians are able to construe their image 

based on multiple overlapping identity characteristics is important for understanding and 

predicting the outcome of upcoming U.S. elections in which such candidates-politicians are 

running for Congress. To this end, this dissertation will focus on three identity characteristics of 

congressional candidates: their gender, their partisanship, and their veteran status, and examine 

how interactional effects of these identity characteristics impact voting behaviors and attitudes, 

namely voter evaluations.  

  The types of candidates who seek office also differ in other respects. In general, there are 

two types of political candidates in an election: incumbent candidates and challengers (non-
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incumbent candidates). Although this dissertation does not focus on incumbency, the importance 

of candidates’ incumbency should be noted as a factor that can potentially influence perceptions 

of the candidates and the electorate’s voting behaviors. Incumbent candidates are those who ran 

in a previous election cycle, won, and currently occupy the seat, whereas challengers (non-

incumbents) can be candidates who ran in the previous election and lost; or new candidates who 

did not participate in the previous election and are now running for the first time. 

Communicating about incumbency status in one’s political campaign may yield neutral, positive, 

or negative effects on how voters may think about the political candidates (Shair-Rosenfield & 

Hinojosa, 2014). Positive effects of incumbency for political candidates entail being frequently 

nominated, gaining more resources and being perceived as more qualified as a candidate, 

something that Shair-Rosenfield and Hinojosa (2014) refer to it as “reputational advantages that 

come with being an incumbent” (p. 837). The vice versa also applies, in that negative effects of 

incumbency signal to party leadership that the candidate is less qualified, meaning that the 

challenger will be nominated less often, and receive less funding.  

Typically, runners who seek re-election are in a better position than challengers (Keefe & 

Ogul, 1992; Prior, 2006) and have a more positive public image due to numerous benefits that 

stem from their status. As a result, the electorate may view incumbent candidates more favorably 

and better prepared to handle their responsibilities compared to non-incumbent candidates. In 

turn, non-incumbent candidates may struggle to capture voters’ attention and support. 

Challengers may be prone to various obstacles, including some related to their identity 

characteristics (e.g., personality traits, gender, party affiliation, partisanship, past work 

experience, stance on political issues) that could affect voter evaluations (see Carroll, 1994; 

Seltzer et al., 1997; Shair-Rosenfield & Hinojosa, 2014).  
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 The U.S. electorate may also have preconceived beliefs about candidates’ gender and 

partisanship. Politics is traditionally viewed as a male domain, and female politicians must often 

work hard to challenge these social stereotypes and make a name for themselves (Gershon, 

2012). These processes mainly occur because female politicians are often attributed feminine 

traits, such as being compassionate or emotional (see, for example, Dolan & Sanbonmatsu, 

2011), which translates into them being portrayed in the media as experts in “women’s political 

issues” (e.g., healthcare, education, women’s rights; Meeks, 2012). This, in turn, signals to 

audiences that female politicians may not be able to handle other political issues, such as external 

affairs, crime, or the economy, properly. Dolan (2004) also argues that voters similarly assess 

both female and male candidates through a prism of their partisanship, ideology, and 

incumbency. Scholarship has demonstrated that female politicians are viewed as more liberal 

than male politicians (Koch, 2002; McDermott, 1997), but this stereotype may hurt moderate and 

conservative female politicians as they may be perceived as not being sufficiently moderate or 

conservative. Thus, stereotypes related to candidates’ gender and partisanship may influence the 

way voters perceive candidates and, therefore, may have an impact on how the electorate cast 

their ballots in an election. 

 There is la growing body of research that examines the interaction of both stereotypes 

(gender and partisanship) that apply to political candidates in relationship to U.S. voting 

behaviors in elections. The studies that examine this phenomenon have yielded mixed findings 

(Brians, 2005; Dolan & Sanbonmatsu, 2011; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Huddy & Capelos, 

2002; Lizotte, 2017; Matland & King, 2002; Sanbonmatsu & Dolan, 2008). For example, a study 

by Lawless and Pearson (2008) argued that female candidates seeking office in congressional 

elections may encounter more competition in primary races than male candidates due to the 
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gender bias that permeates our society. Scholars also claim that female Republican candidates 

who run for primary elections in Congress have less success than female Democrat candidates, 

which exemplifies the effects of double-barrel or double-bind stereotypes (Dolan & 

Sanbonmatsu, 2011; Sanbonmatsu & Dolan, 2008).  

Double-barrel stereotypes are unique in their complexity, and they result from several 

overlapping stereotypes that interlace and activate at the same time. Dolan (2010) refers to 

double-barrel stereotypes as intersectional identity stereotypes and describes them as a 

“combination of more than one stereotype that together produce something unique and distinct 

from any one form of stereotyping standing alone” (p. 71). Stereotypes about a candidate’s 

partisanship may interlace with stereotypes about the candidate’s gender, and result in a complex 

stereotype that combines these two factors (gender and partisanship). Consequently, female 

Republicans and female Democrats are viewed differently because they are subjected to slightly 

different stereotypes. For example, female Democrats are perceived to be more liberal than male 

Democrat candidates (Dolan & Sanbonmatsu, 2011). Another example that demonstrates this 

tendency is that Republican voters may judge female Republicans harsher compared to how 

Democrat voters typically judge female Democrats (Bratton, 2004).  

 To illustrate the effects of this double-barrel stereotype further, political communication 

scholars have identified a gender gap related to political campaigns’ funding that demonstrates 

the challenges female candidates may face while building donor networks and raising campaign 

funds versus male candidates (Carroll & Sanbonmatsu, 2013; Thomsen & Swers, 2017). These 

factors are crucial, since lack of funding may influence the quality and the scale of one’s political 

campaign, which may have significant effects on the electoral outcome for political candidates. 
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For example, Barber et al. (2016) argue that, in some cases, female candidates, in general, may 

raise approximately 80 - 125 percent less funding than male candidates.  

Current literature posits that gender, political partisanship, and even the type of donors 

[individual donors, political action committees (PACs), super PACs, or their respective political 

party] may play a role in what amount of money a political candidate may raise, which partially 

explains this gender gap in campaign fundraising. Thus, gender stereotypes, in part, illustrate the 

relationship between gender and partisanship for political candidates, and also show that the 

gender gap may have serious effects on voting behaviors. If a candidate’s political campaign 

does not receive enough funding, then it may be less advertised, and, as a result, less salient for 

voters. Ultimately, this aspect may lead to voters being less politically knowledgeable and 

engaged (Alexander, 2005; Hansen & Pedersen, 2014; Jacobson, 1990), which, in turn, can make 

some political candidates appear as less electable and influence the outcome of an election, in 

general. 

 The gender and partisanship of political candidates may also affect fundraising. Thomsen 

and Swers (2017) found that female Democrat donors donated more often to female Democrat 

political candidates; likewise, male Democrat donors often preferred to fund male Democrat 

candidates over female Democrats. The authors argue that female Democrats are elected more 

often and viewed more positively by female Democrat donors, whereas Republican donors do 

not necessarily consider the gender of the candidate when making their fundraising decisions. A 

similar account was reported by Francia (2001), further extending this argument from individual 

donors to PACs that often favor Democratic candidates over Republican candidates. Such 

findings highlight that Democratic female candidates may benefit from their gender and 

partisanship in comparison to female Republican candidates.  
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 The above-mentioned examples show that several factors may decide the fate of political 

candidates who run for congressional office. While many of these factors have been studied in 

isolation, there is a clear need to examine how some of these political candidates’ overlapping 

identity aspects function together to understand further the electorate’s voting behaviors. 

 To be successful, candidates who seek political office in the United States may choose to 

highlight or emphasize certain traits to present themselves in a positive light and potentially 

increase their likelihood of electability. For example, some candidates may use their age, gender, 

ethnic and racial background (Santia & Bauer, 2022), partisanship, professional experience, 

religion, or even military service strategically (Hardy et al., 2019; McDermott & Panagopoulos, 

2015; Richardson, 2022; Teigen, 2013) to gain more voter support. According to McDermott and 

Panagopoulos (2015), former military service is a factor that can influence voter behaviors 

during elections.  

Being a military veteran means being a highly trained professional who embodies traits 

essential for someone who aspires to serve as a public official. For example, veterans are viewed 

as individuals with attributes such as “outstanding leadership experience in the face of adversity, 

[and] familiarity with a broad cross-section of American society...” as well as “willingness to put 

America and its citizens before their own well-being” (McDermott, 2016, p. 293). Some may say 

that the abovementioned attributes make political candidates seem and be “qualified” to perform 

their duties successfully based on beliefs and stereotypes about veterans. For example, Hardy et 

al. (2019) found that veteran candidates were perceived as better at handling issues of foreign 

policy and terrorism compared with civilian candidates, regardless of their party identification. 

Therefore, some voters may distinguish military veterans as highly qualified political candidates 

and cast their ballots for them. 
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Furthermore, candidates may choose to highlight a combination of their traits and 

identities (two or more at the same time) to appear more likeable, such as, for example, their 

gender and ethnicity. Santia and Bauer (2022) examined how Latina political candidates 

considered their gender and ethnic background simultaneously in order to tailor political 

messages strategically. One of the reasons these political candidates chose to highlight both their 

gender and ethnicity was due to the social stereotypes that cast positive associations onto these 

factors. Specifically, being a female politician is often associated with amicability and more 

outgoing communication styles as well as the ability to handle successfully political issues 

perceived to be associated with women (i.e., women’s rights, healthcare, education; Dolan, 2014; 

Meeks, 2012, 2021). Being a Latina political candidate indicates a personal approach to 

relationship-building, a commitment to representing multiple social groups, a desire to connect 

and build community, as well as an ability to handle racial and ethnic issues, among other 

positive traits (Carroll & Sanbonmatsu, 2013; Fraga et al., 2007; Koenig & Eagly, 2014; 

Sampaio, 2019; Towner & Clawson, 2016). Thus, this study showed that, when Latina 

candidates emphasized both their gender and their ethnicity, their candidacy was more appealing 

among female minority political voters (Santia & Bauer, 2022). So, a combination of several 

factors can be used strategically by political candidates to appear more likeable and sway voters’ 

behaviors in a desired direction. However, using compound social stereotypes strategically is 

more complicated, and may not always be viewed positively by the electorate. Thus, it is 

important to investigate this issue further and examine connections between various factors (and 

combinations of factors) that may explain current trends in how U.S. voters engage with political 

candidates in elections. 
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 Statistics on political candidates and gender in the United States explain several such 

trends in U.S. politics. Even though American policymaking may still be perceived primarily as 

a male domain, the Women & Politics Institute (2023) argues that the 2020 U.S. vice-

presidential and congressional elections were ground-breaking for women. Specifically, female 

politicians made history with the election of Kamala Harris as the U.S. vice president and a 

remarkable 141 women who were projected to win the election and serve in the 117th Congress 

(CAWP, 2020). What is more, fast-forward to 2023, Congress currently accounts for 150 

congresswomen which makes up to 28% of the Congress out of the 535 total seats, which is a 

notable increase since 2020 (CAWP, 2023). As a result of the 2023 congressional elections, the 

U.S. House accounts for 125 congresswomen, and the Senate accounts for 25 female senators 

(CAWP, 2023). 

In contrast, according to CAWP (2020), women constituted only 23.2% of the U.S. 

House and 26% of the U.S. Senate in the 2020 election, with the number of women serving in 

the U.S. Senate decreasing from 26 female candidates in 2019 to only 24 in 2020. These 

numbers highlight not only general patterns that reflect changes in the numbers of women 

seeking seats at all levels of political cabinets (local, state, and federal) or competing against 

other women, but also seeking political office for a second time, following the last electoral 

defeat (Women & Politics Institute, 2023). 

Furthermore, candidates’ partisanship also played a significant role in the 2020 U.S. 

elections on both the presidential and congressional levels, in combination with a candidate’s 

gender. Six Democratic female candidates sought the presidential seat, including four U.S. 

senators, one author, and one female military veteran. At the congressional level, Republican 

female candidates broke a record previously set in 2010, with 17 political candidate-challengers 



 12 

who ran against the incumbent candidates for the U.S. House and won (CAWP, 2020). The 2020 

U.S. House election was also marked by an impressive win of 89 female Democrats, which was 

a record at that time (note: this number shows a slight improvement for 2022 elections with 91 

female Democrats and 32 female Republicans). At the same time, out of seven female candidate-

challengers who were elected to the U.S. Senate in 2020, only two were Democrats, whereas five 

were Republicans. With Democrat Kamala Harris, who left the U.S. Senate to seek vice-

presidency, and 17 incumbent female candidates who did not seek re-election, this number 

resulted in 16 female Democrats and only eight female Republicans. These data reflect vital 

shifts that are happening in society, and show that political candidates’ gender is not the only 

variable that can potentially sway voters’ perceptions, and, ultimately, determine candidates’ 

electability. Other identity traits can account for these differences, and it is important to study 

these traits as a combination of factors rather than single variables isolated from each other.  

 Indeed, a vast body of scholarly research has examined political candidates’ gender or 

partisanship as two major factors that significantly influence candidates’ electability. For 

instance, Sanbonmatsu and Dolan (2008) have examined how political candidates’ gender and 

partisanship interacted to influence the outcome of an election. Scholarship that looks beyond 

candidates’ gender and partisanship primarily focuses on the racial or ethnic background of 

candidates. However, there are a few notable exceptions that highlight other social identity traits 

of political candidates as well that go beyond gender, partisanship, race, and ethnicity. For 

example, Doan and Haider-Markel (2010) studied connections between candidates’ gender and 

their sexuality and voters’ perceptions. Moreover, voters often view political candidates as more 

than binary categories: not solely as males and females, or Republicans and Democrats (Bejarano 

et al., 2021; Brown & Gershon, 2016, 2017; Gershon, 2012; Gershon et al., 2019). Humans are 
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complex. Thus, political candidates are viewed by the electorate as people with unique 

personalities and interactional identities, and their political campaigns are crafted by political 

consultants and professionals to reflect these perceptions. Consequently, voters perceive political 

candidates as individuals possessing many overlapping identity traits: age, gender, party 

affiliation, partisanship, ethnicity, race, socio-economic status, relationship status, work 

experience, incumbency, and other identity aspects (Brown & Lemi, 2021).  

In addition to gender and partisanship, veteran status is also an identity worth exploring 

further. U.S. veterans belong to a distinctive social category, as veterans’ communicative 

behaviors are governed by military culture (Dunivin, 1994), which separates them from the rest 

of political candidates that run for Congress. Richardson (2022) argues that former military 

service presents an electoral advantage for both male and female candidates; however, female 

veteran candidates may benefit from it more than male veteran candidates given that female 

veterans are the only demographic category to reach descriptive representation in the U.S. 

Congress. Most importantly, though, studying veteran status brings important contributions. 

Military communication is a nascent field of studies, where communication scholars-veterans 

explicitly state that they cannot see themselves in the scholarship about veterans (Hunniecutt, 

2020). Current military communication studies show that social reintegration is challenging for 

military veterans (Howe, 2022). Hence, research on veterans who run as political candidates in 

Congress will not only help expand the scholarship on this topic, but also help civilians learn 

about veterans as highly functional professionals. Presenting former servicemembers in a new 

light (not only as a victim or a charity case) may aid in diminishing stereotypical media 

portrayals of veterans that may have negative consequences for this population (McCormick et 

al., 2019; Parrott et al., 2022; Phillips et al., 2020).  
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 Furthermore, veterans are members of marginalized populations that are often overlooked 

in the scholarly literature. Although, veterans tend to be an invisible minority (Best et al., 2021), 

the presence of veterans in the United States and in U.S. politics grows each year (Collens, 2020; 

Doherty et al., 2022; Goggin et al., 2020; Hardy et al., 2019; McDermott & Panagopoulos, 2015; 

McLaughlin et al., 2022; Teigen, 2007, 2013, 2018), which is why this unique population needs 

to be investigated further. For example, as mentioned above, veterans can be viewed as highly 

efficient professionals and leaders, which can be appealing to voters and may have a positive 

impact on voting behaviors.  

Finally, the United States is a global power that is currently involved in a number of 

international conflicts (e.g., Syria, Somalia, Yemen). It is also a part of several international 

organizations (e.g., NATO, UN) that require USAID disbursement, (in)direct involvement, or 

intervention to mitigate the consequences of these global conflicts (e.g., Ukraine, Ethiopia, 

Taiwan, Afghanistan, Iran). Therefore, there is a growing demand for political candidates with 

military background who can address these challenges. Teigen (2013) supports this point by 

claiming that military veterans tend to be perceived as more successful at handing issues such as 

national security and defense compared to non-veterans. 

 According to the Department of Veteran Affairs (as cited in Pew Research Center, 2021), 

there were approximately 19 million U.S. veterans in 2020, which accounts for almost 10% of 

the total U.S. adult population. Out of these, 182 veterans sought office in the 2020 U.S. 

congressional election in 162 House and Senate races (74 veteran candidates celebrated victory 

while 83 lost the race), which shows a slight increase in numbers since the 2018 U.S. 

congressional election (Shane III, 2020). According to Military Times (Shane III, 2023), for the 

first time since 1965, the number of veterans in Congress improved – voters elected 97 veterans-



 15 

members of Congress who represent 36 states (80 veteran-candidates elected to the House, and 

17 veterans who are now a part of the Senate). Yet, veterans constitute only 18% of Congress 

(Military Times, 2023). This phenomenon can be explained by the fact that the overall veteran 

population is decreasing, according to U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs (2023)—from 2000 to 

2020 the average decrease for veterans was approximately 26.3% at the state level (from 26.4 

million to 19 million veterans). In part, the decrease in the number of veterans can be explained 

by the fact that the United States no longer drafts soldiers (i.e., there is no active-duty service), 

and the U.S. military is now a fully voluntary service.  

Furthermore, many congressional candidates are incumbent and, thus, have a higher 

chance of being re-elected due to media and voter support (Richardson, 2022). However, the 

scholarship that shows the connection between congressional candidates’ incumbency and 

veteran status is very limited; therefore, such claims need to be examined further. As far as 

public opinion goes, veteran candidates are often viewed favorably: “There’s some great 

veterans running … in seats that people wouldn’t have thought are winnable, but may end up 

winnable because of the strength of the candidates there…” (USC Annenberg Media, 2022, n. 

p.).  

In addition, there are several other major changes in current social trends related to 

veterans in the U.S., apart from the number of veterans in politics. U.S. veteran political 

candidates are becoming more diverse. The idea of traditional “straight, white, native-born 

cisgender male” (Bradford, 2021, p. 4) veteran political candidate clashes with the new 

generation of veterans who now run for office. These new social tendencies reflect changes in 

the age, gender, and partisanship of new veteran political candidates. The average age of veteran 

candidates is changing, as some of the older veterans may be retiring from Congress (Shane III, 
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2022). The average age of the veteran candidates who sought political office in the Congress is 

declining (Pew Research Center, 2022). Thus, the age of a typical veteran political candidates in 

the 2020 congressional election decreased compared to the past. Military Times (Shane III, 

2023) also expand this idea by emphasizing that out of the 97 veterans who are currently in 

Congress, approximately 60 obtained their military service at some point during the 2000s.  

Furthermore, women veteran political candidates made history in the 2020 election by 

doubling the major party nominations since the 2018 election, with 24 female candidates running 

for the U.S. House office and four for the U.S. Senate. The 2020 congressional election was also 

marked by an increase in veteran Republicans seeking office (Shane III, 2020), with 121 

primaries winners as compared to only 60 veteran Democrat candidates who won primaries 

(Veterans Campaign, 2020). Military Times (Shane III, 2023) also reported that the Congress 

now accounts for seven female veterans – it is currently the largest number of female veteran 

politicians in Congress, which represents an important achievement for female veterans. Thus, 

the military veteran status of a political candidate is a unique identity trait because it may not be 

as visible to the audience and voters as some other identity traits (e.g., age, gender, or ethnic/ 

racial background). Nevertheless, military culture may have a significant impact on the lives of 

veteran political candidates and, consequently, those who vote for them. 

In sum, further research that accounts for political candidates' unique interactional 

identities is needed to understand better the processes mentioned above since scholarship that 

examines military veteran culture in the context of political candidacies and political partisanship 

is limited (e.g., Hardy et al., 2019). Furthermore, overall changes in U.S. society call for more 

research to be conducted to examine the combination of various identity factors (gender, political 

affiliation, veteran status) and their role in elections.  
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This dissertation will examine the effects of interactional political candidates’ 

identities—gender, political partisanship, and veteran status—on voting behaviors in the context 

of U.S. congressional elections. Specifically, this dissertation proposes a 2 (gender: male vs. 

female) x 2 (partisanship: Republican vs. Democrat) x 2 (veteran status: veteran vs. non-veteran) 

experimental design that will entail eight hypothetical political campaign messages in the form 

of mailers in which a candidate running for Congress is depicted. The goal of the study is to 

examine the relationships between the hypothetical congressional candidates’ interactional 

identities (i.e., gender, partisanship, and veteran status) and voting evaluations and behaviors (the 

perceived likability, competence, trustworthiness, and goodwill of the candidate, as well as the 

electorate’s vote choice intent for the candidate depicted), while considering the effects of 

appropriate covariates (e.g., demographic information such as age, race/ethnicity but also 

communicative behaviors and attitudes such a trust in government and sexist attitudes, which 

have been found to affect voters’ perceptions). 

In the following chapters, I provide an overview of scholarship on gender in the context 

of the U.S. elections, partisanship and its role in congressional elections, veteran status and 

veteran political candidates, as well as scholarly literature on voting behaviors. I then explain the 

theoretical framework of social identity theory and the concept of interactional identities 

(informed by the notion of intersectionality) to explain the relationships between interactional 

identities of political candidates and voting behaviors. Research questions as well as hypotheses 

for the study will be presented at the end of the literature review, culminating the arguments 

made throughout that chapter. In chapter 3, I describe in detail the pilot study conducted to assess 

the stimuli for the main study, describing the pilot study’s participants, procedures, measures, 

how the data analysis was conducted, then moving on to detailing the pilot study’s findings, and 
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a discussion of how these findings informed changes made to the experimental stimuli for the 

main study. Chapter 4 contains detailed information about the main study participants, the 

procedures followed to conduct the experiment, the measures for all variables of interest in the 

main study. Then I explain the data analyses (both for preparing the data as well as for answering 

the study’s proposed research question and testing the proposed hypotheses) and also present the 

main study results. Finally, Chapter 5 will conclude the dissertation with a discussion of these 

findings and their implications, both theoretical and practical, as well as limitations, and 

directions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: VOTING BEHAVIORS 

According to the Pew Research Center (2021), the 2020 presidential election was marked 

by a record number of ballots cast by voters, with roughly 158.4 million ballots, which was 

approximately seven percentage points more than in the 2016 election. The election showed high 

voter engagement and increased interest in the outcome of the elections, with approximately 56% 

percent of voters claiming to be more interested in politics compared to 2016 (Pew Research 

Center, 2020). The results of the 2020 U.S. Senate election aligned with votes cast in the 2020 

U.S. Presidential election in terms of the distribution of votes by states (Pew Research Center, 

2021). Another trend marked the 2020 U.S. House election, in which female voters were more 

likely to vote for Democratic candidates in both the House and the presidential election 

compared to male voters, who were more prone to support Republican candidates in both the 

House and the presidential election (Pew Research Center, 2021). Some of the political analyses 

report similar trends for the 2022 elections, in which female voters were fueled by the overturn 

of Roe vs. Wade, which led not only to an increase in voter turnout for female voters from both 

urban and suburban areas, but also to an increase in support for Democratic candidates (USA 

Today, 2022).  

The top three political issues that concerned American registered voters going into the 

2020 U.S. election were the economy (79%), healthcare (68%), and the Supreme Court nominee 

appointment (64%; Pew Research Center, 2020). The 2022 elections shifted some of these 

priorities. More specifically, according to Gallup (Saad, 2022), almost half of the respondents 

viewed the economy as extremely important (49%), followed by abortion (42%), crime (40%), 

gun policy (38%), immigration (37%), relations with Russia (31%), and climate change (26%). 
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Recent changes in the Supreme Court’s componence and the Court’s decisions, such as 

the one in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization (2022) overturning Roe v. Wade 

(1973), may have changed the importance that Americans place on some of these political issues. 

For example, according to the Pew Research Center (2022), more than a half of the U.S. 

registered voters were very concerned about the issue of abortion on the brink of the 2022 

congressional elections. About 71% of the left-leaning voters indicated a drastic concern with the 

Roe v. Wade decision being overturned. Additionally, gun control and rates of crime in the U.S. 

were among the top political issues that were salient for American voters in the upcoming 

election (Pew Research Center, 2022). Given all the above, emphasis on certain political issues 

as well as candidates’ unique perspectives on these issues may inspire voter participation in 

elections as well as drive the electorate to cast their vote for one or another candidate, based on 

how some of these political issues (e.g., abortion, healthcare) are communicated by candidates.  

In what follows, first, I will discuss several key independent factors that relate to voting 

behaviors, specifically, gender, partisanship, and veteran status of candidates. Then, I will 

introduce and talk about the theoretical framework that will help guide this dissertation, social 

identity theory. Third, I will describe the dependent variables of the dissertation, voter 

evaluations and vote choice intent. Finally, I will address possible covariates that will inform my 

research design.  

Factors Influencing Voting Behaviors  

In this section, I will examine some of the factors that may influence voting behaviors, 

namely, a candidate’s gender, partisanship, and veteran status, which will be the three 

independent variables in this dissertation study, believed to affect voting behaviors. First, I will 

define what gender is, and what are some key differences between sex and gender, then I will 
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provide an overview of current literature that examines political candidates’ gender identity and 

will clarify how social stereotypes may inform gender identification, thus, influencing the voting 

behaviors of individuals. Next, I will briefly define what partisanship is, explain the nature of the 

electoral process and bipartisan system in the United States, followed by a literature review on 

this topic. Finally, I will talk about veteran identity and clarify why military culture is different 

from civilian culture and what veteran status, as a social identity, entails for political candidates.  

Candidate Gender   

Gender is a socially constructed classification, formed through social interactions with 

others that label masculine and feminine social roles and behaviors. To clarify, gender informs 

our beliefs about genders and their roles as well as how individuals communicate with others 

based on the gender that the former assign to the latter or perceive the latter to be. Further, 

gender manifests in our social reality as communication patterns, behavior, and the character of 

our interactions with people around us. In the scholarly literature, gender is referred to as “a 

system of social practices within society that constitutes distinct, differential sex categories, sorts 

people into these categories, and organizes relations between people on the basis of the 

differences defined by their sex category” (Ridgeway, 2011, p. 9). In other words, gender is a 

complex multilayered phenomenon comprised of various characteristics that inform socially 

accepted ideas of masculinity and femininity and that allow categorizing people into these 

categories, based on the gendered characteristics. Thus, gender identity is a person’s self-image 

that is related to the idea of maleness or femaleness embedded in the understanding of masculine 

and feminine social roles.  

 It is important to note the difference between the notions of sex and gender. Lips (2020) 

argues that scholars have previously used the concepts of gender and sex synonymously. 
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However, as time passed, these two notions became more separated. According to Schneider and 

Bos (2019), sex is a “chromosomal pattern that differentiates humans based on their reproductive 

functioning, often identified by outward features at birth” (p. 174). Further, sex has to do with 

one’s physiology or physical body, which can also be referred to as “biological maleness or 

femaleness,” or a person’s height and muscularity (Lips, 2020, p. 7). Sex labels the biological 

evolution and human anatomy of individuals and it is more of a biological term, whereas gender 

is a societal construct. Although the concepts of sex and gender differ drastically, scholars argue 

that there is an overlap between these two ideas (Schneider & Bos, 2019). Specifically, Lips 

(2020) argues that it may be hard to separate observations about human physiology (one’s body) 

from cultural expectations about male and female gender roles.  

The characteristics of gender can have many facets: appearances, traits, roles, and 

behaviors more typical of men or women (Kachel et al., 2016). To name a few, there is a social 

belief that men ought to be tall, muscular, and flamboyant, whereas women are expected to be 

“ladylike,” petite, and unassuming (Deaux & Lewis, 1984). Additionally, other manifestations of 

gender include the idea that women are expected to appear womanly, such as wear a dress, skirts, 

heels, and makeup. Men are expected to be well-groomed, have an accurate haircut, and wear 

pants or a suit to appear masculine. Clothing may construct one’s gender identity: the way a 

person dresses and presents themselves communicates social cues about their gender (Palczewski 

et al., 2022). However, the social norms that define one’s gender according to appearance and 

clothing may vary from culture to culture. For example, in many non-Western countries, wearing 

sarongs or gowns is socially acceptable and perceived as ordinary for men.  

Scholarly research has examined some of the characteristics of gender that include but 

are not limited to such constructs as agency (i.e., the ability to exert power and have control over 
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one’s behaviors), competence (i.e., being efficient due to a combination of factors, namely, one’s 

skills, knowledge, and so on), warmth (i.e., kindness), expressivity (i.e., being expressive or 

being emotionally expressive), and other factors (Kachel et al., 2016). Further, gender is often 

viewed through a lens of the constructs mentioned above (i.e., agency, warmth, expressivity, 

etc.) that may inform behaviors associated with male or female genders. Specifically, existing 

scholarship has examined gender-role conformity associated with gender norms and the 

appropriateness of social norms depending on the gender they may apply to (Abele & Wojciszke, 

2007; Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Fiske et al., 2002; Kachel et al., 2016; Spence & Buckner, 

2000). The results of these studies show that, since the notion of gender is socially constructed, it 

is communicated in society through a variety of gendered norms and social expectations about 

gender, discussed next. 

Gendered Norms and Social Expectations 

Gendered norms and expectations towards gender are unwritten rules about men and 

women and their respective roles that guide our behaviors (Schneider & Bos, 2019). For 

example, gender norms postulate how males and females should communicate, dress, and behave 

(West & Zimmerman, 1987). Gendered norms are implicitly communicated in society: these 

norms are typically learned, adopted, and further enacted via daily observations of other people’s 

social behaviors and communicative patterns.  

Eagly and Wood (2016) argue that the physical attributes of each gender, day-to-day 

behaviors, as well as family socialization play a big role in how traditional gender norms and 

social stereotypes are formed and further instilled in society. For example, if women are often 

perceived as acting emotionally, then women will be thought of as sensitive and emotive 

individuals. Alternatively, if men are perceived to be tough, then a gendered stereotype that 
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“men do not cry” will be reinforced. Children learn appropriate and inappropriate gender norms 

and how genders operate through socialization processes while growing up. Specifically, 

gendered norms are learned through daily interactions with parents at home and educators at 

school where children observe how their peers and adults communicate these ideas (Eagly & 

Wood, 2016).  

Additionally, social norms can be learned in the workplace, through religion, mass- and 

social media channels, as well as through other institutions and organizations (Cislaghi & Heise, 

2020). For example, Shawcroft et al. (2022) conducted an analysis of gendered portrayals of 

animated characters in Disney movies, and found that, although the depictions of male and 

female characters significantly changed over time, male characters rarely engaged in caregiving 

behaviors on the screen in comparison with female characters, suggesting that caregiving was 

implicitly disconnected from male appropriate behaviors. Hence, as this study demonstrates, 

children can be encouraged to emulate gender behaviors in accordance with socially accepted 

gender norms through exposure to media content as well as daily interactions in their 

environments (Eagly & Wood, 2016).  

Social expectations about men and boys emphasize physical strength and intelligence. 

For instance, men are typically expected to be strong, bold, driven, and frequently ascribed the 

role of primary wage-earners or primary decision-makers in the household (Eagly & Wood, 

2016; Meeks, 2012; Shpeer & Meeks, 2022). Gendered norms related to women mainly focus on 

physical appearance, social skills, and caregiving inclinations. For example, women can be 

viewed as gentle, polite, emotional, and nurturing, and, therefore, are often ascribed the role of 

caregivers or homemakers (Eagly & Wood, 2016). Hence, some gender norms can create social 

inequalities due to gender imbalance that stem from social expectations about men and women.  
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Gender norms may also create gender gaps and gender inequalities in the workplace. 

Gender inequality can be defined as existing social hierarchy between individuals that benefits 

men over women (Ridgeway, 2011). Gender inequality can be frequently elicited by the power 

imbalance between men and women. It can also be further reinforced by various social 

institutions (e.g., traditional family) because this inequality is often constructed and reproduced 

through interpersonal interactions.  

Scholars who study gender inequality consider different factors that influence this gender 

asymmetry (note that notions of gender asymmetry and gender inequality are used 

interchangeably in this context). Specifically, some of these factors that precede gender 

inequality may include but are not limited to social status, class, unequal distribution of 

resources, and social bias (Ridgeway, 2011) that are informed and reinforced by gender-based 

social stereotypes (Ridgeway & Krichelli-Katz, 2013). As a result, men and women must face 

stereotypes and prejudice associated with the gendered division of labor both in the public and 

private spheres, as well as gendered inequality caused by differences in income and promotions 

in the workplace (Ridgeway & Krichelli-Katz, 2013). To illustrate this point, although being a 

housewife is frequently associated with communal stereotypes about women and is congruent 

with expectations about female gender roles in society, the occupation of a housewife frequently 

has negative connotations attached to it, because female homemakers are linked to the ideas of 

low income and low social status. Further, the low social standing of female housewives may 

limit women’s access to resources and opportunities, therefore, hindering women’s social 

mobility, and resulting in gender inequality (Fletcher, 2006).  

To explain the concept of gender inequality further, it is important to note a gender-

related expectation that perseveres in society, which is that some jobs can be performed either by 
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men only or by women only. For instance, working in construction or being a soldier are viewed 

as masculine jobs, whereas being an elementary school teacher or a nurse are frequently 

associated with women (White & White, 2006). These examples show that the division of labor 

that arises from gendered stereotypes can significantly restrict one’s professional achievements, 

access to certain types of jobs, or the wages earned. For example, male nurses can be judged 

based on their career choice, since nurses are traditionally viewed as nurturing. Male elementary 

teachers may experience prejudice and judgement as well because teaching is typically perceived 

as a feminine vocation given that it involves caring for children.  

Further, the differences in pay for men and women that accomplish the same tasks and 

have equal sets of skills required to perform the same labor highlight that there is, in fact, gender 

inequality in some industries. Although substantial progress has been made to overcome this 

gender divide in the workplace, it is still present in some industries and domains, despite 

women’s presence increasing significantly over the past years (Ridgeway, 2013). For example, 

some of these domains include STEM (Casad et al., 2020), the IT industry (i.e., cybersecurity) 

(Mickey, 2022; Peacock & Irons, 2017), the U.S. military (Reis & Menezes, 2020), and U.S. 

politics (World Economic Forum, 2022). This gender inequality is, partially, due to the 

omnipresence of gender norms and social expectations that dictate individuals’ behaviors and 

gender roles not only in the private life, but also in their professional life as well.  

U.S. politics requires politicians and political candidates to have outstanding leadership 

skills (Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Dolan, 2004; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Newport & 

Carroll, 2007), be bold (Coulomb-Gully, 2009), and not afraid of confronting others (Aichholzer 

& Willmann, 2020). Given gender norms that women are expected to act and behave humbly, be 

gentle, polite, and preoccupied with household and caregiving, there is a potential disconnect 



 27 

between social expectations about women in U.S. politics and female politicians. Specifically, 

women in politics may or may not share these characteristics that are ascribed to them by 

society. In other words, some women are gentle and polite, whereas others are not. A similar 

approach applies to female politicians as well—not all female politicians tend to embrace 

compassionate and humble qualities that can be related to their gender identity; some of these 

women may emphasize more masculine, competitive characteristics. Therefore, female 

politicians who violate gender norms and social expectations may be severely sanctioned by 

society in that they may face higher standards compared to men (Eggers et al., 2018). Pastor and 

Verge (2021) argue that politics is a “man’s game,” and, as a result, many female politicians 

suffer from being called out or trivialized for violating these traditional gendered norms in U.S. 

politics (Schneider & Bos, 2019). For example, Puwar (2004) has shown that sometimes female 

politicians who challenge the existing social dynamics in politics are referred to as “space 

invaders.” However, if a voter does not hold traditional views on gender roles (i.e., that one’s 

behaviors should not be defined by person’s gender; Blackstone, 2004), then these individuals 

could be more open to seeing political candidates other than men run for office compared to 

voters who hold traditional beliefs about gender norms in society. 

A similar discrepancy can be observed in the U.S. military, given that military and 

politics are both deemed as traditionally masculine domains (Do & Samuels, 2021; Dunivin, 

1994; Meeks, 2012). In general, when one thinks of a U.S. soldier, it is usually the image of a 

man-soldier that first comes to mind, not a woman-soldier. Although the number of women in 

the U.S. military has been growing each year, their presence in the military may raise concerns, 

which could be caused (at least in part) by violations of traditional gendered norms. In other 

words, traditional gender norms would imply that women do not belong in the military given its 
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highly masculine environment and values. What is more, there have been (and still are) concerns 

about women fulfilling certain occupations in the U.S. military that entail tough physical job 

requirements as well as hazardous and burdensome work conditions. Do and Samuels (2021) 

echo these concerns and argue that female soldiers are frequently referred to as “faux warriors” 

in reference to women not being viewed as legitimate military soldiers. For example, combat-

medics in the U.S. Army are required to carry wounded soldiers away from the battlefield, and 

there are concerns that petite women who are combat-medics would not be able to perform such 

a job because they may not be as strong, muscular or emotionally stable as men soldiers (Rice et 

al., 2018). Therefore, for a long time, women were restricted from fully participating in the U.S. 

military because soldiers face unbearable physical, psychological, and emotional challenges (Do 

& Samuels, 2021), which may feed into these traditional gender norms and social expectations 

towards the appropriate and inappropriate gender of a soldier.  

 Some of these traditional gender norms, behaviors, and roles have been challenged, are 

changing, and will continue to change in U.S. society. For instance, it has become more common 

for a woman to be the primary breadwinner in the family, while men can be a full-time stay-at-

home parent. A change related to gender norms, though, can only happen if there is a change in 

society as well. However, some social stereotypes can threaten the evolution of gender norms in 

society, as discussed next.  

Gender Stereotypes 

Social stereotypes can guide communicative behaviors and shape the way people 

perceive others. According to Allport (1954), a stereotype “is an exaggerated belief associated 

with a category. Its function is to justify (rationalize) our conduct in relation to that category” (p. 

191). This means that people sometimes make uninformed guesses about strangers and, as a 
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result, adopt beliefs concerning these individuals to understand the reality that surrounds them 

better. However, people often develop such social stereotypes about others in a very short period 

of time, without any substantial grounds to support these beliefs. Hewstone and Giles (1997) 

claim that some of the aspects individuals may focus on while developing stereotypes about 

others stem from multiple social categories that include but are not limited to a person’s sex, 

ethnicity, set of traits, roles, abilities, and so on.  

 Social stereotypes about gender are preconceived and generalized understandings of 

traits, characteristics, social, and professional roles that men and women embody (Fiske & 

Stevens, 1993). Typically, individuals develop stereotypes about others based on their respective 

categorical memberships (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). In other words, people categorize individuals 

based on their presumed or explicit belonging to one social group or another. People observe 

human behavior and learn that men and women act a certain way during daily interactions with 

others. People also learn stereotypes through media portrayals and cultural artifacts, such as in-

group and out-group bias. As a result, people form opinions (stereotypes) about members of the 

two social categories of “men” and “women.” Further, people extend these gender stereotypes 

and apply them to strangers and those who surround them. Eagly et al. (2020) argue that gender 

stereotypes are very common since categorizing individuals in respect to their reproduction is 

inherent to human nature.  

The scholarly literature recognizes that there are two salient theoretical concepts when it 

comes to gender stereotypes: agency (agentic traits) and communion (communal traits; Bakan, 

1966). Agentic traits indicate a person’s self-orientation and primary concern for personal 

achievements, such as being competitive and ambitious. Agentic traits are common in gender 

stereotypes about men. Communal traits suggest orientation and concern towards others rather 
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than the self, such as, for instance, being compassionate. Communal traits are common in gender 

stereotypes about women. Although gender stereotypes are universal, it is important to note that 

there are unique iterations that vary from culture to culture. For example, Shpeer and Meeks 

(2022) found that gender stereotypes about men in Russia not only entailed agentic traits, but 

also normalized the notion of extreme hypermasculinity (also referred to in Russian culture as 

“muzhik”). This dissertation will focus on U.S.-specific gender stereotypes, although I 

acknowledge that gender stereotypes may play out differently across the globe. 

There are some positive stereotypes related to gender, such as women’s alleged 

excellence when it comes to social skills and higher emotive expressiveness in comparison to 

men. Nevertheless, gender-related prejudice can harm individuals by limiting how a person is 

expected to dress, behave, and develop personally as well as professionally. Society often 

expects men to embody masculine traits (e.g., be agentic and competitive) and women to 

encompass feminine traits (e.g., be amicable or empathetic).  

Similar accounts exist, for instance, in politics, where female politicians are viewed as 

norm breakers who try to establish themselves as credible professionals in a male-dominated 

political environment (Meeks, 2012). To illustrate this idea, authority and power play a 

significant role in politics; given that women are often associated with communal traits, they 

have to combat prejudices associated with the inconsistency between their gender and gender-

related workplace expectations to be perceived as credible politicians. Successful political 

candidates are expected to not only be able to perform their duties upon assuming office, but also 

to embody several key qualities essential for an efficient politician, such as competence, 

trustworthiness, credibility, and experience. Additionally, politicians are often viewed by voters 

as excellent leaders. In general, voters look for male traits in civil servants, which, in turn, may 
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prompt them to vote more often for male candidates than for female candidates (Dolan, 2018; 

Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993). Even though being competent or trustworthy is a universal quality 

that applies to any candidate, regardless of their gender, assumptions (or stereotypes) about 

candidates’ gender may distort the way voters perceive politicians. Hence, social and 

professional (occupational) roles both need to be consistent with social expectations about 

traditional perceptions of gender. As a result, those who comply with gender stereotypes obtain 

social endorsement or validation. Otherwise, society may treat gender stereotype violators as a 

rare exception from the rule (Richards & Hewstone, 2001; Schneider & Bos, 2019).  

Another potential consequence of gender expectation violations is to sanction individuals 

whose gender is inconsistent with gender-related expectations about their workplace (Meeks, 

2012). For example, gender norm violators can be viewed as strange, teased about the violations, 

or seen as unlikable, which may result in ostracism, rejection, or social exclusion (Bosson et al., 

2006). However, research shows that men who are inconsistent with gender-related workplace 

expectations (e.g., male teachers) are viewed more positively compared to women who attempt 

to establish themselves in non-gender-stereotypic vocations (e.g., female politicians, female 

soldiers; Froehlich et al., 2020). To summarize, social expectations about gender appropriate and 

inappropriate behaviors are guided by gender stereotypes, and those individuals who choose to 

go against social expectations may face serious consequences.  

Similarly, female soldiers can also be subject to prejudice and gender stereotypes, 

although, contrary to a popular belief, women have been a part of the U.S. military culture in 

different modalities for a long time (e.g., as nurses, cooks, or caregivers). However, because 

military culture assumes masculinity (e.g., physical strength; Muhr & Sløk-Andersen, 2017; 

Sasson-Levy et al., 2011) and traditionally agentic traits (e.g., goal attainment, assertiveness), 
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women have to combat such gender stereotypes to earn the right to be called a soldier. The most 

common gender stereotypes about female soldiers are related to women’s physical fragility, 

elevated emotionality, and mental unsuitability. In other words, women who are a part of the 

U.S. military may face gender stereotypes and could be subjected to discrimination because they 

are frequently seen as outsiders, since masculinity is at the core of the military culture. Social 

expectations dictate that women need protection, that they are not fighters, and their body is not 

physically built to defeat the enemy (Archer, 2013; Boldry et al., 2001; Brownson, 2014; 

Crowley & Sandhoff, 2017; Goldstein, 2018; Soules, 2021). Specifically, women are perceived 

to be too weak for combat (Goldstein, 2003; Muhr & Sløk-Andersen, 2017; Soules, 2021) and 

unable to perform on the same physical level as male soldiers (physical training standards in the 

military are lower for women compared to men); therefore, women are considered to not belong 

in the military (Cohn, 2000).  

Furthermore, there is a belief that training male soldiers is more feasible than training 

female soldiers, which is perceived to be more problematic, since men and women are different 

in terms of physiology - men typically perform better on most physical fitness tests, have more 

muscle mass, higher aerobic ability, and reportedly, are subject to lower rate of injuries 

associated with military basic training, compared to women (Blair, 2007; Hauschild et al., 2017; 

Wood & Toppelberg, 2017). Thus, Simić (2010) reports that gender stereotypes related to 

different body structure and composition (see above) between men and women may lead to such 

beliefs about training female soldiers. Additionally, gender stereotypes portray female soldiers as 

emotionally and mentally not fit for the U.S. military: “peaceful women,” “not aggressive 

enough for combat,” and “needing protection,” to name a few (Johnson, 2010; Sasson-Levy, 

2003). As a result, gender stereotypes may restrict access for women to a variety of military-
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related jobs, undermine their competence and achievements and, overall, diminish the potential 

advantages that female soldiers can bring to the U.S. military (van Douwen et al., 2022). Finally, 

female soldiers are believed to disrupt the climate of the U.S. military because, allegedly, “their 

presence inevitably means a weakening of a nation’s military strength” (DeGroot, 2001, p. 23). 

Thus, gender stereotypes infuse attitudes and behaviors towards women in the U.S. military, 

resulting in prejudice and discrimination of female servicemembers as professionals.  

 All the above-mentioned examples illustrate that prejudice and gender-related stereotypes 

can inevitably influence gender equality, resulting in the existence of a phenomenon called the 

gender gap. The gender gap acknowledges social barriers that prevent women from having equal 

access to various vocations that are deemed to be traditionally masculine and that tend to value 

agentic traits (e.g., politics, military). Further, gender gaps may limit women’s agency when it 

comes, for example, to unequal gender parity in leadership, among other consequences. For 

instance, U.S. politics has a significant gender gap at the ministerial or parliamental levels, where 

men hold approximately 69% of the seats (United Nations, 2022). Additionally, no woman has 

ever been elected to be the president of the United States. Thus, although women can access U.S. 

politics, high-level office seats are more difficult to attain by female rather than male politicians. 

Similarly, the gender gap in the U.S. military is more evident compared to other U.S. industries 

or occupations. Since the late 1990s, the government has implemented several strategies to 

increase the presence of women in the U.S. military (U.S. Department of Defense, 2022; Nagel, 

2021). From 2004 to 2018, their presence rose only by 1.4 %. In 2018, women comprised only 

16.5% of the U.S. military (Nagel, 2021). Further, men in the U.S. military occupy more high-

ranking positions than women (Doan & Portillo, 2017; Turpin, 1998). This also means that men 

are promoted more often than women in the U. S. military, which further aligns with gender 



 34 

stereotypes about male and female soldiers. Hence, though it is undeniable that a lot has been 

achieved in the field of gender equality, there is a lot more room for improvement.  

 The Global Gender Gap Report (GGGR) oversees gender parity across the globe and 

provides insight into the evolution of gender equality within four major areas: economic 

involvement and prospects, attainment in education, health, and empowerment in politics (World 

Economic Forum, 2022). Specifically, the GGGR provides an index on a scale from 0 to 100 that 

denotes the change in gender equality, where the highest number indicates an improvement in 

the gender gap closure. According to this index, the global gender gap is currently at 

approximately 68.1%; it will take approximately 132 years to fully bridge it. This figure is a 

slight improvement compared to GGGR’s 2021 report, in which the gender gap was at 68%, 

(World Economic Forum, 2021). North America is a leader in closing the gender gap, with an 

average score for the region at 76.9%. More specifically, the U.S. occupies the 27th place out of 

156 countries in the Global Gender Gap Index, reflecting changes in society that took place in 

2021 due to a variety of different factors. For example, one of the big gender gap-related issues 

is politics, political participation, and female leadership, as mentioned above. Women represent 

25.6% of national parliaments, 36.6% of the local government, and 28.2% of professionals at a 

managerial level across the globe (United Nations, 2021). It appears, though, that the gender gap 

in politics has only expanded in recent years due to a variety of social, economic, and political 

crises (i.e., cost of living, the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, geopolitical conflicts, and 

increased migration flows) that threaten to endanger achieved progress (World Economic Forum, 

2022). Therefore, although the U.S. has shown significant improvement in the field of gender 

parity, according to GGGR (2022), politics is an area where the gender gap closure needs 
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improvement. Thus, it is important to keep in mind the effects of gender stereotypes on gender 

inequality to bridge the gap and improve female representation in U.S. politics. 

 As mentioned above, violations of gender norms and behaviors in society can be severely 

punished in some instances. For example, individuals who push back on gender role expectations 

and act incongruently with gender stereotypes may be reprimanded and sanctioned (Krook & 

Sanín, 2020; Meeks, 2012). Sanctions against such individuals may range from social 

disapproval to complete social isolation (Rudman & Fairchild, 2004). In politics, female 

politicians are often deemed as not credible enough, not competent enough, or too emotional, 

compared to male politicians who embody agentic traits believed to be needed by a successful 

political leader (Schneider et al., 2016; 2022). Such misperceptions can cost female politicians 

their office because they may not be viewed as electable and likeable. Therefore, gender 

stereotypes may put female politicians’ potential careers in jeopardy. The same issue occurs in 

the U.S. military, where many female soldiers are thought of as too fragile and unable to perform 

their duties (DeGroot, 2001). Hence, it is often the case that both men and women are rewarded 

only if they act in accordance with gender expectations.  

In addition, gender is a very intricate characteristic that is much more complex than the 

dichotomous categorization of masculine and feminine traits. Individuals’ gender may be 

represented by not only agentic or communal traits, but also construed by a combination of 

agentic and communal traits, at the same time (Meeks, 2017). For example, individuals can be 

brave and emotional, strong and compassionate, simultaneously, regardless of their biological 

sex or gender. What is more, individuals may display a combination of agentic or communal 

gender traits strategically in order to combat traditional gender stereotypes and gender 

expectations that are required in the workplace. These processes occur often in U.S. politics, 
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where female and male politicians learned how to use gender traits intentionally (Meeks, 2017). 

For instance, Fridkin and Kenney (2014) discovered that male and female senators may 

purposefully highlight both agentic and communal traits in political ads to exploit gender 

stereotypes while trying to diminish its negative effects. That is, such senators not only leaned 

into traditional gender stereotypes but also “paraded” opposite-gender traits in order to 

counterbalance the potential bias elicited by their gender. To be precise, McGregor (2020) 

illustrated that politicians may stress both sets of gendered traits, masculine and feminine, at the 

same time. Male politicians may emphasize not only their agentic but also communal traits by 

placing an accent on their private life (i.e., family, marriage, children) to appear more caring and 

nurturing. Displaying aspects of one’s private life, family and children for male politicians is a 

strategy that can make voters de-accentuate agentic traits (Mattan & Small, 2021), and may help 

such politicians overcome some of the obstacles elicited by gender stereotypes in society. 

Gender and Politics 

 

 Politics is often viewed as a predominantly masculine sphere (Jungblut & Haim, 2021; 

Schneider & Bos, 2014; Shpeer & Meeks, 2022; Van der Pas & Aaldering, 2020). Hence, female 

politicians can face various challenges while trying to navigate politics. For example, one of the 

major challenges politicians may encounter during a race is related to being stereotyped by 

society and the media. Media may dissect not only candidates’ political programs, electoral 

campaigns, and communicative behaviors, but also candidates’ appearance and details of their 

private lives to either bolster or discredit them (see, for example, Bauer, 2017; Brands et. al., 

2021; Bystrom & Dimitrova, 2014; Stalsburg, 2010; Sweet-Cusham, 2022).  

 While being scrutinized by the media can apply equally to both male and female 

politicians, social expectations about gender behaviors in politics may hurt female candidates 
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more so compared to male candidates, who are perceived as endemic in politics (Dolan, 2018; 

Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993). For example, Huddy and Capelos (2002) claim that female 

politicians who behave too polite and excessively nice can be viewed by voters negatively. At 

the same time, in some cases, female politicians who are too assertive may violate social 

expectations concerning appropriate gender behaviors and be cast as non-gender and occupation 

incongruent, resulting in negative voter evaluations (Meeks, 2012). Thus, many female 

politicians have to face double-bind stereotypes and implement elements of both masculine and 

feminine communication styles to appear as both credible and genuine political candidates. At 

the same time, some scholars argue that gender stereotypes may result in voters favoring male 

candidates over female candidates (Dolan & Sanbonmatsu, 2011; Lawless & Pearson, 2008). 

Specifically, favoring candidates based on their gender among voters can also be strengthened by 

gender affinity, where female voters may prefer to support female candidates and male voters 

prefer to back up male candidates (Ono & Burden, 2019). 

 What is more, the higher the office that female candidates are running for (local election 

versus presidential election), the higher the gender expectations of the candidates are (Erichsen et 

al., 2020). At the same time, Alexander and Andersen (1993) expand the notion of double-bind 

stereotypes into a “first-timer/frontrunner double bind,” in which presidential political candidates 

who are men and challengers are viewed as interlopers; at the same time, male presidential 

candidates are viewed as credible politicians compared to female candidates. Further, there are a 

few studies that have examined successful male political candidates who adopt both feminine 

and masculine gender-related traits in how they portray themselves (Cooper, 2009; McGinley, 

2009). For example, one of the former U.S. presidents, Barak Obama, in his electoral campaign, 

took advantage of a similar approach, appearing kind, empathetic, and, at the same time, firm 



 38 

and decisive. Going back to the idea of gender stereotypes, former president Obama portrayed 

both agentic and communal traits, but was not reprimanded for it. Instead, his approach was 

perceived positively as an exception from the rule (Cooper, 2009; McGinley, 2009). The idea of 

being able to integrate both masculine and feminine traits, according to Cooper (2009), is quite 

an elegant approach to self-presentation that allows politicians “to be suitable to either gender” 

(p. 633). In other words, they can be an appealing candidate for both male and female voters and 

avoid backlash, at the same time. 

 Although voters in the United States are getting more and more accustomed to women 

who hold a wide range of offices in politics, female politicians being portrayed as not tough 

enough translates to voters not seeing them as competent enough to deal with various political 

tasks (Meeks, 2012), such as, for example, not being able to stand against competitors in political 

debates successfully. Presumed lack of competence is critical for political candidates, can 

seriously hurt their political ratings, and lower their chances of being elected. More so, 

candidates’ stance on political issues is one of the factors that can play a significant role in 

determining whether a candidate will gain voters’ support and, ultimately, win a race or not 

(Huddy & Capelos, 2002). This is crucial for female candidates who are being judged not only 

based on the way they look or communicate, but also based on how they are expected to handle 

various political issues (Meeks, 2012; Schneider & Bos, 2019). Specifically, scholars have 

identified a set of political issues that are believed to be masculine, such as the economy, war/ 

defense, or crime. Male politicians are traditionally considered to be more capable of dealing 

with these masculine political issues, whereas female politicians are perceived to be better at 

handling feminine political issues, such as women’s issues (e.g., reproductive rights), ecology, 

healthcare, and higher education (Fridkin & Kenney, 2014). This phenomenon can be explained 
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based on gender stereotypes that women possess feminine traits and have been traditionally 

perceived as more caring and nurturing compared to men. Therefore, the gendered division of 

political issues overlaps with occupational stereotypes that are informed by feminine and 

masculine traits (Schneider & Bos, 2019). Namely, male politicians are perceived as more 

competent at handling masculine political issues (e.g., defense), since men are expected to 

possess agentic traits and are typically viewed as gender congruent in politics. Women may have 

a hard time establishing themselves as competent at masculine political issues, because gender 

stereotypes about female politicians may have a negative impact on perceptions of these 

candidates. For example, when Hillary Clinton attempted to break the norm and establish herself 

as a competent political leader in the face of terrorist threats in the U.S. (i.e., traditional 

masculine political issue of defense), her evaluations as a female politician were negative 

(Holman et al., 2011). At the same time, female politicians who play by the rules of traditional 

gender stereotypes and establish themselves as competent at handling traditionally feminine 

political issues (e.g., education) are perceived more positively than female politicians who refuse 

to do so (Meeks, 2012). However, researchers may disagree on this issue as the scholarship 

demonstrates mixed opinions about what determines female candidates’ success (Crowder-

Meyer, 2020; Oliver & Conroy, 2018, Schneider et al., 2016). 

 All issues considered, a connection between a political candidate’s gender and their 

perceived efficiency in dealing with political issues (either masculine or feminine) is subjective. 

However, it is impossible to deny that voters judge candidates based on their perceived ability to 

handle political issues (perceived competence), and gender stereotypes influence these 

perceptions. Therefore, it is essential to examine what the effects of candidates’ gender are on 

the outcome of elections in the U.S. given that the candidates elected by voters will determine 
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the trajectory for the country’s internal and external politics. In particular, this dissertation 

investigates the effects of gender perceptions about candidates in U.S. congressional elections. 

Effects of Gender in U.S. Congressional Elections 

As mentioned above, gender stereotypes may influence how voters view candidates’ 

ability to handle political issues, depending on politicians’ gender (Bligh et al., 2012). However, 

gender stereotypes may also influence gender expectations towards candidates due to a variety of 

additional factors. For example, the level of office the candidate is running for as well as the type 

of office may affect the outcome of an election for female candidates (Dolan, 2018). 

Specifically, the higher the office the candidate is running for is, the higher the stakes are. The 

scholarly literature that studies expectations about the gender of U.S. presidential candidates 

reflects the gender stereotype that the president needs to be a strong leader, has to possess “male 

characteristics,” and be an expert in masculine issues, which becomes less crucial for lower 

offices for which candidates may be running. Female communal traits, however, are valued when 

candidates are seeking local office seats (Bauer, 2017; Bernick & Heidbreder, 2018; Sigelman et 

al., 1987). A similar trend can be identified in respect to the type of political office candidates are 

seeking, because gender stereotypes and gender expectations about workplace responsibilities 

also occur in such cases. Given all the above, although gender stereotypes may threaten female 

politicians’ likability and electability, some women are able to overcome these barriers and win 

elections, for example, by strategically emphasizing or downplaying gender identity traits 

(communal or agentic traits).  

Communication research has examined a variety of factors associated with gender and 

the outcome of elections. Some scholars argue that the U.S. Congress is an institution that was 

constructed by and currently operates largely with the help of men (Acker, 1992; Kenney, 1996). 
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According to the Congressional Research Service (Manning & Brudnick, 2022), 151 women 

held seats in the 117th U.S. Congress, which shows a slight increase since 2021. Out of these 151 

women, 127 were appointed to the House (92 Democrats and 35 Republicans), and 24 held seats 

in the U.S. Senate (16 Democrats and eight Republicans).  CAWP (2023) explains how these 

numbers changed for the 118th Congress, which currently includes 150 congresswomen (125 in 

the House and 25 in the Senate), meaning that women currently occupy approximately 28% of 

Congress (of the 535 total seats), a remarkable change since 2020. Although over time the 

presence of women in Congress has increased, the data shows that they still account for less than 

30% of voting members. Therefore, it is important to further examine the role of gender in U.S. 

congressional elections.  

The scholarship that investigates the effects of gender on congressional election is varied, 

and it can be divided in the following broad categories: motivations of female congressional 

candidates who run for office (Conroy & Green, 2020); gender stereotypes in relation to level 

and type of office a candidate is running for (Dolan, 2018), partisanship (Fulton & Dhima, 2021; 

Thomsen & Swers, 2017), candidates’ fundraising strategies (Kitchens & Swers, 2016), gender 

effects on candidates’ political campaigns (Burrell, 2014; Hawryluk, 2019), candidates’ media 

portrayals (Banwart, 2010; Kittilson & Fridkin, 2008; Winfrey, 2021), the importance of 

gendered representation (Smith et al., 2012), gender and congressional legislation (Anzia & 

Berry, 2010; Pearson & Dancey, 2011; Schmitt & Brant, 2019) and so on.  

For instance, Hawryluk (2019) argues that female politicians frequently have to tone 

down conversations about their family and avoid emphasizing their role as mothers and wives 

not to appear “too soft for politics” (p. 1). At the same time, female politicians who do not have 

children can be judged for the same reasons (Hawryluk, 2019). Thus, female politicians are 
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frequently severely scrutinized, their private lives are carefully “dissected,” and they can be the 

subject of a very thorough public investigation. These investigations are prompted by gender-

related bias, which can be tied to how female politicians talk, look, dress, and how they are 

portrayed in the media (Winfrey, 2021). The public is not really interested in what brand of shoes 

or what suit Joe Biden is wearing, and whether such dress choices carry implicit meanings, but 

they are when making evaluations of how female politicians dress (e.g., Theresa May, former 

Queen Elizabeth II). Further, Pearson and McGhee (2013) found that female candidates have to 

be more qualified than male candidates, and they also need to run for office in districts that favor 

candidates with specific partisan identity (i.e., partisanship), to earn the same vote shares as male 

candidates. In other words, political communication research demonstrates that both male and 

female candidates are evaluated and treated differently by voters, and this partial treatment may, 

in turn, influence the patterns of voter support candidates receive. 

Based on the arguments presented in this section, gender identity is crucial to political 

candidates’ evaluations, and it is one of the core factors used by scholars to predict the outcome 

of elections. Therefore, gender will be examined as one of the independent variables in the 

dissertation study. Another key independent variable is partisanship, which is discussed next.  

Candidate Partisanship 

 According to the Pew Research Center (2019), U.S. society remains divided, and 

partisanship often plays a role in the dividing line that separates Americans in respect to their 

political views and attitudes, overriding the effects of age, race/ethnicity, gender, education, and 

other social identities. To illustrate this point, about 85% of Republicans and 78% of Democrats 

argue that the partisan gap between these two parties is increasing, and that this divide 

aggravates the inability of both parties to find common grounds on policy issues and even “basic 
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facts.” Political communication scholars also echo these reports by emphasizing that the United 

States is now enduring the highest partisan divide in the last hundred years, a gap that continues 

to grow because of the mutual mistrust and fear that members of opposing parties experience 

(Padró i Miquel, 2007). Such issues potentially threaten the character of the U.S. democracy 

(McCarty et al., 2016). Thus, it is important to study the effects of candidates’ partisan identity 

on voting behaviors. To do so, in this sub-section, I will define what partisanship is, then I will 

give an overview of the U.S. political system. Finally, I will explain how candidates’ 

partisanship may impact voting behaviors in elections.  

Partisanship is a type of social identity related to high degrees of attachment and loyalty 

associated with strong political party identification that allows people to assume and defend a 

political party’s values, ideology, beliefs, and opinions (Bolsen & Druckman, 2018; Greene, 

2004; Robbett et al., 2023;). Further, not only does research show that partisanship may be more 

influential than policy orientation (i.e., stance on specific political issues; Andreottola & Li, 

2022; Graham & Svolik, 2020; Hatemi et al., 2019), but also that partisanship may influence 

voting behaviors (Bartels, 2000; Cohen, 2003). For instance, if a person strongly identifies with 

the Republican party, then the party’s values will shape this person’s beliefs and attitudes 

towards both members of their own and opposing parties, meaning that partisanship may lead to 

in-group bias (Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). Although scholars report that partisanship and 

political ideology may correlate, the effects of partisanship may override ideological beliefs (Van 

Bavel & Pereira, 2018).  

The U.S. Bi-Partisan Political System 

  The U.S. can be characterized as a two-party system with two major parties, namely, the 

Republican Party and the Democratic Party (Barnsley, 2010; Sellers, 1965). Gillespie (2012) 
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refers to this phenomenon as a “duopoly.” Bibby and Maisel (2003) argue that these two major 

parties essentially dominate the political landscape of the country on presidential, congressional, 

and gubernatorial levels ever since the United States was established, where nominees from both 

Republican or Democratic party won every presidential ticket, as well as had an exclusive 

control over the U.S. Congress, a trend that is relevant in terms of the 2020 and 2022 U.S. 

elections cycles. Bibby and Maisel (2003) also add that legislative power in each state belongs to 

either Democrats or Republicans (apart from Nebraska that has a non-partisan state legislature), 

except for a few political candidates who associate with some other political party or can identify 

as independent candidates (no party attachment). This is crucial because political parties are the 

ones who are responsible for nominating political candidates to participate in an election, they 

define how the government looks like, and who is going to represent citizens in Congress and the 

White House. Recognizing candidates’ party may help voters understand the electoral process 

better and may also help politicians connect with voters better. Thus, political parties are a type 

of grouping or a category that allows U.S. citizens to express lawfully their identities associated 

with political inclinations and beliefs.  

Political parties range on the political spectrum of ideology anywhere from conservative 

to liberal. In other words, political ideology can be conceptualized as a constellation of attitudes 

related to politics that may vary on a continuum, from conservatism to liberalism, or vice versa 

(Warner, 2018). Conservatism embraces a sensible outlook on life and the government, respect 

for religion, and a cautionary attitude towards change, among other central characteristics 

(Aberbach, 2015). Further, there are various degrees of attachment to conservatism, from 

moderate libertarianism to radical dogmatism, which differentiate how individuals express their 

openness to changes in the establishment and society, as well as the degree of reliance on 
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doctrine to guide their behaviors and promote said changes (Aberbach, 2015; Huntington, 1957; 

Jost et al., 2018; Knight, 2006; Warner, 2018).  

Liberals and conservatives disagree on questions related to hierarchy, authority, and the 

distribution of power in society (Jost et al., 2018). More specifically, in comparison to 

conservatism, liberalism is associated with a desire for social change and social equality, namely, 

flexibility of beliefs, instead of traditions and conventional dogmas (Anderson & Singer, 2008; 

Jost et al., 2018; Theodoridis, 2017). The political ideology of candidates and voters matters, 

given that there is a connection between political ideology, political attitudes, and individuals’ 

voting behaviors (Abramowitz & Webster, 2016; Barker & Tinnick, 2006; Erikson & Tedin, 

2003; Jacoby, 1991; Knutsen, 1995; Layman & Carsey, 2002). In other words, political ideology 

may fashion the electorate’s voting behaviors. 

Although a party’s composition can sometimes be quite heterogenous, Republicans are 

typically associated with the conservative political ideology, whereas Democrats are usually 

associated with the liberal political ideology. Further, one of the central goals of a political party 

is to have an impact on U.S. public policy. Political party leadership typically facilitates this 

process by recruiting, nominating, and further promoting political candidates to participate in 

elections. Ultimately, these candidates can be voted in various public offices (Anderson & 

Singer, 2008; Layman & Carsey, 2002).  

Primary elections serve the purpose of limiting the pool of candidates for a single office, 

or, alternatively, narrowing down the list of nominees for political parties prior to the general 

election. It is important to note that primary elections vary by state and are subject to change 

(U.S. Federal Election Commission, 2022). Further, a candidate who loses in the primaries 

cannot advance and participate in the general elections. What is unique regarding the U.S. 
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electoral system is that candidates must get the plurality of votes, instead of the majority of 

votes, to be officially elected. Plurality voting means that a candidate who obtains the highest 

number of votes wins, even if they do not get the majority of votes (Donovan et al., 2020). For 

example, since the Republican and the Democratic parties are the two major parties in the U.S., 

candidates from these two parties frequently get the plurality of votes. Thus, Republicans and 

Democrats take on the role of being the public’s representatives in the White House and in the 

U.S. Congress. Further, political parties may enable and give voice to members of 

underrepresented or historically marginalized groups (e.g., women, U.S. veterans) so that these 

groups are included in the political process. Specifically, political parties may nominate members 

of minority groups as their candidates to represent their party, and, by doing so, a candidate may 

also receive the chance to represent their community.  

If elected, these minority political candidates may also have an impact on a variety of 

political issues that dominate the U.S. society by being a part of Congress, given that Congress 

may pass or reject legislations and various bills. For example, Senator Mitch McConnell is the 

U.S.’s Senate Republican leader. Although he was a part of the U.S. Army Reserve followed by 

an honorable discharge, McConnell displays his connection with the military identity by actively 

participating in policy issues and legislature concerning U.S. veterans. In July 2022, McConnell 

expressed concerns about the veterans’ health benefits bill expansion not having passed in the 

Senate due to impediments from Democrats (Carney & Adragna, 2022). This example 

demonstrates how elected political candidates’ partisan identity can be related to their policy 

issues orientation, and how political candidates can give voice to members of underrepresented 

or marginalized communities. 
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 Studies that examine how political affiliation or candidates’ partisanship can affect public 

perceptions date to early mid 20th century and contain ideas relevant to scholars nowadays 

(Campbell et al., 1954; Gerber et al., 2013; Hayes & Lawless, 2016). Berelson et al. (1986) 

developed a timeless work, People’s Choice, that has inspired many to consider not only 

candidates’ gender but also their partisanship and the role it can play in the electoral process. 

Campbell et al. (1954) argue that partisanship is a combination of one’s beliefs and emotions that 

may result in “psychological attachment” to political parties (e.g., Republicans, Democrats). 

However, Huddy (2013) notes that partisan attachment is subjective and differs a lot from the 

notion of objective group memberships.  

Specifically, political partisanship involves one’s stance on political issues, and this 

stance differs, depending on their party’s values, beliefs, and ideology. Thus, political 

partisanship shapes not only people’s attitudes and beliefs, but also their behaviors (Gerber et al., 

2013). For example, Bankert (2021) argues that partisanship allows candidates to generate 

powerful emotions and increase political engagement levels among voters. Further, Huddy 

(2013) argues that partisanship has an impact on public opinion and vote choice, which is 

essential in terms of voters’ evaluations of political candidates and their outcome on elections. 

Scholars identify two types of partisanship: expressive and instrumental (Garzia, 2013; Lupu, 

2013), where expressive partisanship means an identity that is fortified with one’s social 

identifications with various categories (e.g., gender, religion, race/ethnicity), and instrumental 

partisanship is informed by the policies and stances on policies candidates communicate in their 

campaigns.  

Political partisanship for a candidate means not only experiencing psychological 

attachment to their party, but also being highly motivated to protect their party’s views and its 
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prestige in elections (Bankert, 2021). Political candidates’ communicative behaviors in political 

campaigns may shift depending on whether a voter enacts expressive or instrumental 

partisanship – in the case of expressive partisanship, candidates are recommended to rely on 

slogans (e.g., evoke emotions in the electorate) rather than on deliberations related to policy. 

Partisanship allows political candidates to develop a sense of subjective alignment with a 

political party. Once the connection between a person and a political party is established, this 

link drives candidates to support and endorse the party, party’s status, and aid in the party’s 

advancement in elections (Fowler & Kam, 2007; Huddy, 2013). 

 For voters, identifying with a political party may result in self-categorizing as a member 

of the party, embracing their values, and perceiving the political party’s candidates in a more 

positive light (Greene, 2004). Those voters who strongly adhere to their political party as a result 

of partisanship, may work hard to ensure the success of their party (Ethier & Deaux, 1994). For 

instance, if a person self-identifies as a Democrat, thinks of themselves as a Democrat, then they 

may also view Democratic candidates who participate in a race more positively compared to 

other candidates. As a result, they may be more willing to cast their vote for Democratic 

candidates. Furthermore, voters who self-identify as Democrats will likely perceive Republican 

candidates less favorably due to the effects of their self-identification with the opposing party 

(Iyengar et al., 2012).  

Iyengar et al. (2012) also note that, as the U.S. society becomes more politically 

polarized, people may view individuals with differing values or party affiliations more 

negatively, which may have an impact on the outcome of an election (i.e., voters may view 

members of the opposite party as out-groups and as threats). This phenomenon of political 

polarization can be referred to as partisan bias. More specifically, voters may frequently rely on 



 49 

candidate perceptions to form impressions about candidates and cast their vote (Todorov et al., 

2005).  

If the candidate is an out-group member (i.e., non-partisan) in respect to voters and their 

partisanship, then it is likely that these voters would form a negative impression of the candidate 

as a result of negative impressions linked to the candidate’s partisanship identity (Bullock & 

Lenz, 2019; King & Browning, 1987; Todorov et al., 2005). This represents the definition of 

partisan bias (King & Browning, 1987). However, there are additional factors related to political 

affiliation that may influence voting behaviors that go beyond partisan bias. Such factors include, 

for instance, candidates’ character traits (Meeks, 2012), the party’s political issues orientation 

(Gerber et al., 2013), or candidates’ perceived ability to handle political issues (Lim & Lee, 

2016). Nevertheless, voters’ loyalty to partisanship significantly impacts the outcome of U.S. 

elections, such as, for example, the involvement of voters in the electoral process and voter 

turnout (Bartels, 2000). Finally, partisanship is considered very seriously by voters, up to the 

extent that it may decide their vote choice (i.e., which particular candidate the voter will support; 

Miller, 1991). 

 It is necessary to mention that voters typically tend to associate male and female political 

candidates not only with political issues and perceived ability to handle these issues, but also 

with certain character traits. Thus, perceived ability to handle political issues is a somewhat 

biased perspective and it can be evoked by gender stereotypes that dominate our society. For 

example, male candidates are perceived as being better at handling masculine political issues, 

whereas female candidates are perceived as being better at dealing with feminine political issues 

(Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993). Further, certain political parties in the U.S. are generally associated 

by the public with the ability to handle specific political issues, such as healthcare, defense, 
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education, and other ones (Meeks, 2019). Therefore, voters who know candidates’ party 

affiliation infer candidates’ ability to handle a variety of political issues, which can significantly 

impact the electability of these candidates (Petrocik, 1996). For example, political candidates 

may emphasize their ability to handle specific political issues to appear favorably in the eyes of 

the electorate. In addition, there are a variety of studies that illustrate the connection between 

partisanship and voting behaviors (Bartels, 2000; Campbell et al., 1954; Fiorina, 1981; Miller, 

2013). More specifically, these studies underline that partisanship is one of the strongest 

determinants of voting behaviors and electoral outcomes. Thus, it may influence perceptions of 

the candidates, increase political participation, promote (non-)partisan bias, and determine 

individuals’ vote choice (Bartels, 2000; Campbell et al., 1954; Fiorina, 1981; Jessee, 2010; 

Krishna & Sokolova, 2017; Miller, 2013; Robbett & Matthews, 2018).  

Voters’ political attitudes that are shaped by candidates’ character traits, political 

affiliation, and political issues orientation can be a powerful driving force that influences who 

wins a race (Gerber et al., 2013). Recent controversial events that have had a significant impact 

on various issues in U.S. politics., such as the COVID-19 pandemic or the withdrawal of military 

troops from Afghanistan, may provoke disagreements among many social groups across the U.S. 

and may influence not only the way that candidates are portrayed, but also have an impact on the 

electorate’s voting behaviors. Such issues dominate the current discourse in the United States.  

For example, Fernandez-Navia et al. (2021) found out that one of the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic was a decrease in voter turnout, that is, a decrease in political participation due to 

health concerns voters expressed in respect to the pandemic. What is more, the way that political 

candidates may talk about some prominent political issues or suggest ways of handling these 

political issues, may shape the degree of perceived competence, trustworthiness, lik(e)ability, 
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that voters may evaluate about the candidates (e.g., Bisbee & Honig, 2022). Therefore, it is 

crucial to examine how candidates’ partisanship influences voting behaviors to gain a better 

understanding and ability to predict voting trends in various upcoming elections. 

As mentioned previously, the Republican and Democrat parties are the two major parties 

in the United States. According to the Pew Research Center (2021), Republicans and Democrats 

typically diverge a lot in their views on multiple political issues, their beliefs, and their political 

ideology. For example, Republicans are typically associated with issues that support low taxes, 

oppose abortion, and bolster governmental independence/non-involvement into business, 

whereas Democrats tend to emphasize and promote racial equality and the rights of the 

LGBTQIA+ community (Pew Research Center, 2021). 

It is important to note that, although Republicans and Democrats represent two opposing 

parties, peoples’ strength of association or identification with these two parties may vary. For 

instance, some Republicans may identify strongly with the Republican Party, whereas others 

may identify only moderately or even weakly with the same party. The degree or strength of 

party partisanship (i.e., attachment to one political party based on their own partisan identity) 

may have an impact on how congruent or incongruent candidates can be with their party’s 

ideology; in other words, how closely a candidate overlaps or matches the party ideology. 

Further, if a candidate’s representation is congruent with how voters view the party’s ideology, 

then such a candidate may be perceived positively by voters (Lim & Lee, 2016). For example, 

Lim and Lee (2016) suggested that former president Donald Trump emphasized masculine issues 

and embodied the conservative ideology, which aligns with the Republican party. This approach 

was congruent with his respective Republican partisan identity, which was interpreted as an 

effective strategy that impacted voting behaviors and voters’ evaluations of him as a candidate. 
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In other words, a congruency between a candidate’s partisan identity, their political ideology, 

and the values communicated by the candidate’s party may yield stronger effects on individuals’ 

voting behaviors, resulting in stronger voter support of the candidate.  

Voters usually assess candidates’ electability based on the latter’s perceived ability to 

handle masculine and feminine political issues. Therefore, Democratic political candidates may 

emphasize their ability to handle feminine political issues to appeal to the electorate more. 

However, gender stereotypes may interfere with candidates’ political affiliation and impact the 

way voters view politicians: women candidates are frequently viewed as liberal, and often 

labeled as Democrats given that feminine issues are typically associated with the Democratic 

party (Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Lee & Lim, 2016; Petrocik, 

1996).  

Further, scholars have found that women discuss more feminine political issues and men 

tend to discuss more masculine political issues (Bystrom & Dimitrova, 2014). However, contrary 

to the belief that female Democratic candidates need to emphasize masculine issues to establish 

their credibility, scholarship shows that delving into stereotypes about one’s gender, political 

affiliation and perceived ability to handle issues may be beneficial for these candidates 

(Sanbonmatsu & Dolan, 2009). For example, Meeks and Domke (2016) identified that 

Democratic female candidates who stressed only masculine issues were perceived less positively 

by voters in comparison to female Democratic candidates who emphasized either only feminine 

or a combination of both feminine and masculine issues. They also found that Republican female 

candidates faced greater challenges due to their gender that was incongruent with the masculine 

ideology embraced by the Republican party. Meeks (2019) suggests that female Republican 
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candidates need to communicate both types of issues, feminine and masculine, to appear 

competent in handling both gender- and political party-congruent issues.  

 Furthermore, because the two parties have opposing stances on diverse political issues in 

the country, the language used by candidates from these political parties may also differ, to 

reflect the values embedded in candidates’ rhetoric. For example, Benoit & McHale (2003) note 

the differences in the messaging of presidential nominees from both parties. Democrats are more 

prone to bringing up feminine political issues and openly criticize these issues compared to 

Republicans. Consequently, political candidates from both parties highlight not only political 

issues relevant to their parties but also traits of the candidates (i.e., masculine and feminine 

traits). Hayes and Lawless (2016) examined how voters described Republicans and Democrats, 

and found that Republicans were frequently viewed as determined, honest, and compassionate, 

whereas Democrats were often perceived by voters as “competent, trustworthy, hardworking, 

knowledgeable, grounded, and capable” (p. 97). However, the authors also noted that gender 

differences may come into play even when candidates belong to the same field: Democratic 

female candidates may be perceived by voters slightly unfavorably in comparison with 

Democratic male candidates. Thus, one can claim with certainty that there are significant 

differences between political candidates along gender and party lines. Such differences may 

influence how voters form impressions about the candidates and how they decide to cast their 

vote. 

 I have argued in this section that not only candidates’ gender identity but also their 

partisan identity plays a significant role for voter evaluations. It is important for candidates to 

learn how to emphasize their partisanship while keeping in mind their gender identity. 

Additionally, candidates’ messages that involve political issues need to account for candidates’ 
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gender and partisanship as well; voters may view candidates whose gender is congruent with 

their partisanship and the types of political issues they address more positively than those 

candidates who display incongruence between gender identity, partisan identity, and the types of 

issues they tackle. As a result, candidates who abide by the norms and delve into social 

stereotypes concerning candidates’ partisanship can be rewarded with voter support and 

increased electability. Thus, political candidates’ partisanship is likely to affect voting behaviors 

and will be examined further in this dissertation.  

Other aspects of a political candidate’s identity that can have an impact on voting 

behaviors as well. In the following section, I explore the connection between one’s veteran status 

(i.e., veteran identity) as a background identity characteristic that can impact voting behaviors. 

Candidate Veteran Status 

In this section, I will describe what military culture is, how it is different from civilian 

culture, and why veterans are often misunderstood and considered to be members of the 

vulnerable population that need to be protected. Overviewing these questions will help me build 

a foundation for justifying why it is important to examine how the veteran identity of political 

candidates may influence the electorate’s voting behaviors.  

Military Culture  

Military culture is complex. The mindset, the worldview, and the outlook of military 

members and civilians differ in a variety of ways. Although Reger et al. (2008) mostly discuss 

the Army, they provide an exhaustive definition of what military culture is that is helpful to 

reiterate here. Military culture captures “the extent that a culture includes a language, a code of 

manners, norms of behavior, belief systems, dress, and rituals” (Reger et al., 2008, p. 22). It is, as 
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they claim about the Army, “a unique cultural group” (Reger et al., 2008, p. 22). I elaborate on 

these ideas in what follows. 

 Military culture is unique because it pervades the lives of servicemembers on all levels 

(i.e., it permeates all spheres of one’s existence), and instills specific military norms, values, 

beliefs, traditions, language (military jargon), and ideas of what proper behaviors are through the 

process of basic training (Dunivin, 1994; Howe & Shpeer, 2019; McGurk et al., 2006; Osiel, 

2017; Soeters et al., 2006). The purpose of basic training is to enact a fundamental change, a 

transformation in one’s self that allows stripping one’s civilian identity to becoming one of 

many, a soldier who is ready for combat, and willing to sacrifice themselves for the good of the 

country or fellow servicemembers (Dunivin, 1994; McGurk et al., 2006).  

This military culture can influence the way people communicate with each other (Howe 

& Shpeer, 2019). Military culture is rooted in and born out of war culture, where war culture is a 

system of meanings that predisposes the nation to belligerence (Cockburn, 2013). It glorifies 

military values and supports a military establishment as the epitome of the state (Ivie, 2016; Ivie 

& Giner, 2016). In other words, military culture can be found in various cultural artifacts, such as 

the Arlington National Cemetery in Virginia (a resting place for many of the United States’ 

fallen servicemembers) or spaces, such as U.S. military bases.  

Koenig and Eagly (2014) emphasize that the main fundamental differences between 

military and civilian culture are that military culture is highly structured and organized as it 

“promotes self-sacrifice, discipline, obedience to legitimate authority, and belief in a merit-based 

rewards system,” whereas “American civilian identity … fosters individualism and liberty-based 

civic values” (p. 2). Further, Howe (2020) also found that military culture normalizes death, 

whereas civilian culture marks death, death-related experiences, and loss as extraordinary life 
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events. Therefore, as these examples illustrate, cultural differences between military and civilians 

are salient, and they may lead to tensions, highlighting the vast disconnect between these two 

cultures: “when your job is to take another person's life - … your language changes in order to 

dehumanize the enemy and make light of the unfathomable experiences of war” (O’Malley, 

2021), which may affect how voters view veteran political candidates. 

 A sharp contrast between cultures may impede communication and complicate 

relationships between military and non-military communicators, shaping the perceptions of 

veteran political candidates by voters. Consequently, it is helpful to define military 

communication to highlight existent differences between military and civilian cultures further to 

understand better how the veteran identity of political candidates may influence the voting 

behaviors of individuals in elections. Military communication can be described as a process that 

involves making sense of various shared meanings, symbols, perspectives, and values related to 

war in public and private social discourse (Shpeer, 2023). One of the main goals of military 

communication is to deliver information rapidly, clearly, and effectively (Dunivin, 1994). The 

nature of military communication reflects this approach: military culture encourages 

servicemembers to communicate directly and to use special language that only soldiers can 

comprehend (Shpeer, 2023).  

Namely, U.S. servicemembers learn the military phonetic alphabet, also referred to as 

International Radiotelephony Spelling Alphabet (IRSA), during basic training and use it to 

communicate with each other through radio and other means (Fraser, 2005). Furthermore, 

military members can use specific jargon (slang) in their speech that only their fellow 

servicemembers can understand (e.g., calling someone a “blue falcon”). Thus, not only is the 

verbal language of military members different from civilian communication, but the nonverbal 
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behavior of military members also differs significantly from the way civilians express 

themselves nonverbally. Servicemembers’ nonverbal behaviors can be described as tactful and 

carefully exhibited compared to most civilians (Chaney & Green, 2004), because their safety and 

the lives of other soldiers may depend on their ability to conceal classified information (Howe & 

Shpeer, 2019). As a result, military members can frequently appear as emotionally unexpressive, 

cold, or distant, compared to civilians.  

In addition, discipline plays a crucial role during basic training and deployment, where 

servicemembers learn to display outstanding posture, exceptional eye contact, appropriate attire, 

and controlled gestures at all times (Chaney & Green, 2004). Discipline is at the core of military 

culture, and it is crucial in order to achieve team cohesion and maintain hierarchy in military 

ranks, where disobedience or poor teamwork may cost someone their life. Therefore, military 

culture can be considered a high-power distance culture with a strict hierarchy (Hofstede, 1983), 

in which a soldier cannot simply start conversing with a higher-ranking officer; in fact, they can 

be punished for violating these guidelines. Thus, these key aspects and values that are inculcated 

into veteran candidates as a result of basic training and deployment may shape the way veteran 

candidates carry themselves and interact with voters, influencing the nature of voter evaluations 

of these candidates.  

The differences between military and non-military culture are paramount, and this divide 

can be observed not only through individuals’ verbal and nonverbal communicative behaviors, 

but also in representations of veterans (Parrott et al., 2019). Thus, said distinction is reflected in 

veteran political candidates and how they present themselves throughout their political 

campaigns. Although, (veteran) candidates can typically control the narrative in self-

representations, they typically have much less control over media portrayals and voters’ 
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perceptions that are formed on the basis of such portrayals (Meeks, 2019). For example, many 

scholars note that military culture’s representations are often distorted in the media (Parrott et al., 

2019; 2022a; 2022b; Rhidenour et al., 2019; Wilbur, 2016). Inaccurate media portrayals of 

military culture may result in misperceptions of servicemembers and military veterans, which, 

ultimately, may lead to negative consequences for this marginalized population (Schmidt, 2020).  

Kleykamp and Hipes (2015) argue that stereotypical portrayals of veterans may erase the 

unique identities and experiences of former servicemembers, suggesting that the military is a 

monolithic, non-heterogenous group of people. Perceiving veterans as a single homogenous 

cluster not only reduces these individuals into a single, rather simplistic category—"veterans,” 

but also impacts how civilians act towards former servicemembers. Such perceptions play an 

important role in politics where exposure to military culture can be used strategically to gain 

points by candidates (i.e., veterans are typically perceived as responsible and highly skilled 

professionals; Caverley & Krupnikov, 2017), shift opinions concerning political issues (e.g., may 

increase the amount of budget allotted to defense versus external affairs; Aday, 2010; Caverley 

& Krupnikov, 2017; Johnson & Fahmy, 2009; Pfau et al., 2006), or change patterns of partisan 

attachment (Taber & Lodge, 2006).  

Furthermore, since veteran political candidates are a part of military culture, media 

misrepresentations may have a significant impact on the outcome of their political campaigns, 

given that voters frequently gather information about candidates from the media (Meeks, 2012). 

Therefore, it is essential to study how military culture and, more specifically, veteran candidates 

(i.e., their veteran identity) influence voter perceptions of the candidates and the voting behaviors 

of U.S. citizens. 
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Veteran Candidates 

Veterans compose only a small portion of the U.S. adult population. According to the 

Pew Research Center (2021), the number of U.S. veterans in 2021 was approximately 19 million 

people, which represents less than 10 % of the total U.S. adult population. What is more, the 

overall number of veterans in the U.S. keeps declining. The U.S. Census Bureau (2020) notes 

that, between 2000 and 2018, the number of U.S. veterans decreased by a third. However, the 

number of female veterans (as well as disabled veterans) has increased in the last few years. This 

number is projected to reach up to 17% by 2040 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Lofquist (2017) 

argues that, in 2015, there were 1.6 million female veterans, which accounts for 8.4 % of all 

former servicemembers. These numbers show that the social landscape is changing, and that may 

determine the demographic background of veteran candidates who pursue political offices in 

U.S. elections. 

One important influence on perceptions of veterans is the way media portrays them. The 

way the media frame veterans and veteran identity can differ depending on the source of media 

(traditional media outlets versus social media), the ideological leanings of the source, or the 

audience itself. Scholars report that the coverage of veterans in news media is frequently 

sensationalized (Schmidt, 2020), and veterans and veteran identity are also often stigmatized 

(Parrott et al., 2019a; Rhidenour et al., 2019; Wilbur, 2016). Political candidates may sometimes 

use the veteran population as a prop to appeal to their audience more effectively while 

communicating with potential voters (Eckhart et al., 2021). Although veterans’ agency may be 

limited when it comes to media portrayals, former servicemembers may rely on new media, more 

specifically, social media to exert their agency and fight misrepresentations and stereotypes 

concerning military culture. For example, veteran candidates have begun to use social media to 
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communicate their ideas and unique narratives to avoid their words being distorted by traditional 

media outlets and other gatekeepers. This allows veterans to frame themselves not as mere 

victims, but rather as competent candidates in order to increase their likability and 

trustworthiness among voters (Maltby & Thornham, 2016).   

  Further, as mentioned above, veterans tend to be clustered by both media and society 

(Kleykamp & Hipes, 2015) in one large group, despite the fact that the experiences of military 

veterans are remarkably different and may vary depending on their individual identity traits (e.g., 

gender), combat status, and country of deployment, among other factors. For example, the 

experiences of veterans who served in the Vietnam war may be completely different than those 

of veterans from the Afghanistan war (Kleykamp & Hipes, 2015). Specifically, some scholars 

argue that WWII veterans are likely to be depicted as heroes, whereas Vietnam war veterans are 

frequently viewed as victims (Algra et al., 2007) or “misfits” (Patterson, 1982).  

 In addition, scholars claim that the relationship between media and the military is very 

delicate (e.g., Kleykamp & Hipes, 2015; Parrott et al., 2019a; 2019b; 2020; 2022; Parry & 

Pitchford-Hyde, 2022; Phillips et al., 2020; Phillips & Connelly, 2021; Schmidt, 2020; Shields, 

2020; Rhidenour, 2015; Rhidenour et al., 2019; Whitley & Carmichael, 2022; Wilbur, 2016). 

This delicacy is due to the fact that the media do not have unrestricted access to information, 

which can also be potentially classified, which means military representatives may not be 

authorized to conduct an honest dialogue with reporters and other media entities. Similar 

accounts were reported by Choi (2006) that show the discrepancies between the official 

representations of military battles during the Iraq War and contrasting voices of, for example, 

foreign media that portray an alternative picture. Aday (2010) echoes this notion by stating that 

the military may control the narrative by imposing restrictions and deciding what information 
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sees the light as well as how servicemembers are represented in news coverage. As a result of 

these restrictions, military servicemembers can often be negatively stereotyped and/or 

misrepresented by the media (Parrott et al., 2019). For example, Schmidt (2020) notes that media 

coverage may disproportionately emphasize combat while neglecting or diminishing 

servicemembers’ other types of experiences, which may differ from veterans’ firsthand accounts. 

Consequently, representations of (former) servicemembers, especially veteran candidates need to 

be interpreted with caution, given the abovementioned limitations, and must be thoroughly 

investigated.  

Scholarship that examines media framing of military veterans relies on three main frames 

(hero, charity case, and victim). There are, undoubtedly, positive stereotypes that can be ascribed 

to veterans and servicemembers that are primarily connected with appreciation for the sacrifices 

they have made on behalf of civilians (Schmidt, 2020). However, positive perceptions of 

servicemembers, in part, can be the result of a narrative better known as “Support the troops” 

that encourages audiences to support veterans (Hipes & Gemoets, 2018). “Support the troops” is 

a rhetorical tool used by government officials to re-shape public opinion about war conflicts and 

shift away public attitudes from moral justifications of casualties towards the sacrifices made by 

military service men and women to establish the legitimacy of war (Hipes & Gemoets, 2018). In 

other words, this rhetoric is used to re-frame military aggression as a glorious act of self-

sacrifice.  

  Stahl (2009) argues that this narrative gained popularity during the Vietnam War, and it 

served two major goals: to deflect and to dissociate, where deflection highlights the urge to save 

the soldiers who suffer during the conflict (i.e., potentially held in captivity or went missing), 

and dissociation creates a sense of distance between the military and civilians (i.e., where dissent 
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towards the war and conflict translates into a strike against soldiers). Similar accounts that echo 

“Support the troops” are widely spread in the United States. Some examples include the 

Department of Defense’s (DOD) program “America Supports You” or the “Joining Forces” 

initiative founded by the White House (Stahl, 2009). This narrative portrays military members as 

highly skilled, brave, strong, capable individuals and true patriots that need the public’s support. 

Such narratives demonstrate that training and values acquired during military service (i.e., 

loyalty, camaraderie, leadership) are in demand and highly valued in other areas. More 

specifically, these values can be positively viewed by voters when evaluating veteran candidates 

in an election and may aid in forming more positive attitudes towards aforementioned 

candidates. In turn, such positive perceptions of veteran candidates may enable more pronounced 

voter support. 

Servicemembers can also be framed in the media as peacekeepers (Soroka et al., 2016). 

The frame of a peacekeeper is usually associated with non-combatant efforts and the role of 

servicemen that involves observing and monitoring to maintain stability, and containing or 

freezing a conflict (i.e., separating conflicting parties) rather than participating in an active 

military engagement. Therefore, a peacekeeper frame can often be juxtaposed with a hero frame, 

given its placating role where diplomacy and humanitarian aid precede the use of arms to solve a 

conflict. 

 There are a few other central media frames associated with the military. Military service 

can often be thought of as a hypermasculine and violent environment because it is often 

associated with war conflicts and defense (Schmidt, 2010; Wilbur, 2016). Parrott et al. (2019) 

also point out that media often emphasize frames related to the physical, psychological, 

emotional trauma, and heroism of servicemembers, resulting from combat (or deployment). For 
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example, veterans can be portrayed as broken, unstable, or disturbed individuals. As a result, 

these portrayals can prompt the media to publicly frame veterans as charity cases that need 

donations and other type of support to stay afloat (McCormick et al., 2019). This frame can also 

arise due to the support that many veterans receive from the government in the form of Social 

Security benefits, making them be viewed by civilians as deserving or undeserving of these 

disability compensations checks (Matsumoto et al., 2020).  

The above-mentioned stereotypes are difficult to dispute if civilians are unfamiliar with 

military culture or with positive examples of veterans who have successfully reintegrated into 

society. Further, these beliefs can distort the image of veteran candidates who are running for 

office and can reinforce existing negative stereotypes about them, which may potentially hurt the 

chances of veteran candidates in elections.  

 Some scholars propose that a more nuanced approach is needed to examine the above-

stated stereotypes since audiences make a clear distinction between active servicemembers and 

veterans. Specifically, Phillips et al. (2020) found that people associate both soldiers and 

veterans with the frame of hero or war hero, in which heroism is mainly related to individual 

character traits of servicemembers, but less to their military status or former service. However, 

the audience may de-personify veterans by perceiving them as a homogenous social group rather 

than distinguishing their individual achievements and varied experiences. As a result, only 

veterans (and not active servicemembers) were associated with the victim frame. This 

phenomenon can be potentially explained by the fact that veterans may have sustained injuries 

during their service and may experience a variety of severe issues upon exiting the military, such 

as unemployment, homelessness, drug addiction, and physical or psychological health issues 

(Phillips et al., 2020) and, above all, difficulty communicating and connecting with civilians 
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while transitioning to civilian life. These factors (or their aftermath) may inform the difficulties 

that some military veteran candidates may be facing when trying to pursue political office, which 

may reflect onto voters and influence the electorate’s voting behaviors in respect to veteran 

candidates. 

 Negative stereotypes about military members and veterans can be harmful as they can 

potentially diminish veterans’ achievements and create stigma related to veteran status. 

Stereotyping can also potentially limit veterans’ work-related experiences. On the one hand, 

organizations may strive to increase the number of veteran hirees by implementing various 

diversity initiatives, since veterans are members of underrepresented social groups. On the other 

hand, as mentioned above, social stereotypes may result in the stigmatization of veterans: some 

civilians may assume that veterans may have behavioral and psychological issues (e.g., PTSD) 

due to their military background (MacLean & Kleykamp, 2014). Thus, for example, if a veteran 

is perceived as “crazy” or “broken” (Gonzales & Simpson, 2021; Kleykamp & Hipes, 2015), this 

may also severely affect interpersonal communication and result in tensions in the workplace 

between a veteran and their civilian colleagues. Similar accounts can also be found in the case of 

veterans running for political office (Smith, 2022); the difference is that these stereotypes may 

shape the electorate’s vote choice. In other words, misperceptions can diminish veteran 

candidate’s like(a)bility and may even potentially result in the loss of an election.  

 Further, some veterans may also want to avoid stigmatization due to other perceived 

traits, not only their behavior and abilities. Specifically, stigmatization can be related to veterans’ 

perceived political ideology. Although many U.S. veterans are believed to be conservative and/or 

Republican, this is not always the case, according to some scholarship (e.g., Klinger & 

Chatagnier, 2014). For example, comparisons of ideological orientations of veterans and non-
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veterans demonstrate that former servicemembers have mixed political ideology. Although the 

number of veterans who are Republicans is higher in contrast with civilians, the number of 

veterans who are Independent is also higher compared to civilians (Gallup, 2009; Pew Research 

Center, 2019). Thus, misperceptions about veteran candidates are present not only in respect to 

the effects of military service on candidates’ mental health or competence, but also in respect to 

political ideology. Veteran candidates can, in fact, appeal to various types of voters, depending 

on how they communicate to the electorate their stance on the ideological spectrum.  

 As mentioned above, political ideology is one of the key factors that may connect voters 

with a candidate or generate an in-group versus out-group outlook in respect to candidates and 

voters with opposing ideological perspectives. Namely, when, for example, a voter is liberal and 

a candidate appears to be conservative, a disconnect may be created between the two, and, thus, 

influence the voting behaviors of said individual. Similar processes may occur when it comes to 

veteran political candidates pursuing political offices. More specifically, the ideological 

differences among veterans and veteran candidates when it comes to political ideology 

(conservatism-liberalism) are crucial. Both the media and scholars connect approximately 10-

12% of active and former servicemembers, who disagreed with the outcome of the 2020 

Presidential election and supported former president Trump, to the attack on the U.S. Capitol in 

2021 (Hodges, 2021; Schake & Robinson, 2021). At the same time, the role of former 

servicemembers in the Capitol insurrection appears to be slightly exaggerated, given that roughly 

88-90% of the attackers were civilians; yet some scholars refer to this number as 

“disproportionate” (Schake & Robinson, 2021).  

However, social perceptions are not always accurate and not all veterans backed up 

Donald Trump’s leadership, according to the Pew Research Center (2019). But it is important to 
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note that the military usually view POTUS as the commander-in-chief of the U.S. Armed Forces, 

which means that servicemembers cannot question the chain of command. Given that former 

president Trump called the results of the 2020 elections inaccurate, this could have explained 

why there was a small percentage of rogue veterans and servicemembers who decided to 

communicate disagreement openly in the form of an insurrection. Undoubtedly, the U.S. military 

and political radicalism (i.e., the attack on the U.S. Capitol in 2021; Simi et al., 2013) are present 

in the U.S. society, but, given the above factors, veterans could be stigmatized in connection to 

this incident due to their perceived political ideology.  

 Military members are also known to rely on each other, which is communicated through 

the idea of camaraderie, an essential component for team cohesion and the successful 

accomplishment of missions during military service (Shpeer & Howe, 2020). Camaraderie 

involves working together and being able to rely on each other, regardless of individual 

background or personal disagreements among servicemembers, to complete a mission and 

protect one another (McCormick et al., 2019). Thus, another frame associated with military 

veterans is camaraderie or this idea of “brother in arms.” These positive stereotypes about 

veterans mentioned above communicate the idea that veterans are to be mature, experienced, and 

highly skilled professionals (Phillips et al., 2020), which can translate into certain expectations 

about veteran candidates, since experience, high trustworthiness, competence, expertise, and 

loyalty are often associated with military service (Caddick et al., 2021; Cree & Caddick, 2020).  

Hence, veteran political candidates’ whose image communicates dissimilar ideas or is a 

mismatch to the media portrayals of servicemembers as heroes can be at a disadvantage. Vice 

versa, veteran political candidates who rely on media portrayals to paint them as warriors and 

fighters, and are able to meet these expectations, will appear more appealing to the audience. 
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However, Wilbur (2016) notes that negative media framing of former servicemembers may 

undermine the achievements and prospects (i.e., electability) of veteran political candidates. 

Thus, representations of veteran candidates that are congruent with voter expectations and that 

rely on positive frames to portray veterans may yield positive results when it comes to voter 

support. However, negative frames and incongruent portrayals of veteran candidates that may 

evoke negative associations resulting from military service may put veteran candidates at a 

disadvantage and may potentially affect their electability. 

 Dunivin (1994) reports that the military’s fundamental activity that outlines its nature and 

values is rooted in combat, where servicemembers perform a variety of activities that involve 

and revolve around combat. Veteran candidates who have the experience of combat may be 

viewed differently in comparison to non-combat veterans, as Ashley and Brown (2015) report 

that “combat experience or exposure is the defining feature of a ‘real soldier’” (p. 535). 

Therefore, a “hierarchy of combat elitism” is present in the military community (Ashley & 

Brown, 2015, p. 534), and this hierarchy may extend over to combat and non-combat military 

veteran candidates. As a result, being actively engaged in combat during deployment aligns with 

stereotypes about military service and the masculinity that pervades it. Combat military 

experiences can be rewarded and regarded as respectable or honorable, whereas non-combat 

military experiences can be devalued and labeled as deviant (Ashley & Brown, 2015; Dunivin, 

1994). Portraying combat veterans in a more positive light than non-combat veterans can 

possibly put political candidates who are veterans but lack combat experience at a disadvantage 

(Keats, 2010).  

 Consequently, the gender of veteran candidates also plays a role in how audiences 

perceive political nominees. Acknowledging women can participate in combat and can enact not 
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only the nurturing gender-congruent role of a military nurse, but also a G. I. Jane role allows 

viewing female veteran candidates from a new perspective. As the U.S. society and institutions 

change and develop, the U.S. military also needs to reflect these social changes. For example, 

modern military bylaws acknowledge and (or at least strive to) mirror the current diverse 

demographic makeup of the U.S. society, promote inclusivity, and establish a universal set of 

rights and responsibilities related to servicemembers.  

In the past, the U.S. military-imposed restrictions onto which roles women could perform 

in the military. Specifically, women were not allowed to participate in combat, since war was 

perceived to be “men’s work” (Dunivin, 1994, p. 534). Furthermore, Parrott et al. (2020b) claim 

that some female veterans are delegitimized by society in different ways. For example, female 

veterans are being publicly called out for using veterans-only parking spots. Additionally, 

female-veterans suffer from the lack of women-specific Veteran Affairs (VA) medical 

procedures and treatments. Finally, there are many memorials that honor fallen male soldiers 

across the U.S., but there are only a handful of war memorials dedicated to deceased female 

servicemembers. However, these memorials raise social concerns due to the nature of female 

veteran depictions. Specifically, these memorials of female veterans are perceived by society as 

either too feminine (i.e., depicting a female veteran wearing a skirt) or overly masculine (i.e., a 

visibly strong and muscular woman in a uniform; Ford, 2017). These perceptions can be due to 

the fact that military culture is hypermasculine; thus, being a female soldier goes against social 

expectations (Doan & Portillo, 2017).  

Hence, being a female, a veteran, and running for political office can pose serious 

challenges and influence candidates’ electability. For example, Bauer (2020) argues that voters 

already expect female candidates to possess exceptional qualifications that would meet their 
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expectations about political candidates; being a female veteran candidate adds another layer of 

complexity. Therefore, female veteran candidates need to learn how to balance masculinity and 

femininity and weave these ideas strategically with their expertise, qualifications, and 

background in military service. 

 Given all the above, perceptions of servicemembers and veteran candidates by the 

electorate still remain very narrow and need to highlight other parts of their identities (e.g., 

gender, partisanship) and other unique experiences in order to create a full picture of what it 

means to be a veteran and appear more electable as the candidate. Therefore, I plan to examine 

how political candidates’ veteran status can affect the electorate’s voting behaviors. My 

examination of all these identity traits discussed up to this point is rooted in the theoretical 

framework offered by social identity theory, which is detailed below.  

Theoretical Framework 

Social Identity Theory 

Needless to say, not only do political candidates acknowledge that voters have become 

increasingly diverse, but also that political candidates themselves tend to highlight their social 

identity traits that may overlap and combine various characteristics, including gender, 

racial/ethnic background, social roles, and so on. Emphasizing their identities allows these 

politicians to connect with voters by relying on the support of different social groups that may 

seek descriptive representation in the political candidates for whom they vote. For example, 

female voters may look to support female political candidates. At the same time, candidates can 

also branch out and appeal to and target various groups of voters based on how they 

communicate their identity to voters. The following section will discuss what social identity is, 

different types of social identities, how identity influences the dynamics of social relationships, 
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how sometimes social identities overlap, and how political candidates sometimes may use their 

identity traits and characteristics in their political campaign ads to gain voter support. 

Communication scholarship notes that the number of women, veterans, and other 

minority political candidates in U.S. politics has significantly increased in past years (Brown & 

Gershon, 2016). What is more, candidates may choose to highlight or downplay some of their 

social identity traits to appear in a more positive light (i.e., be more likeable) to voters. By doing 

so, politicians may increase their chances of electability (Carroll & Jenkins, 2001; Fridkin et al., 

2009; Kahn & Fridkin, 1996).  

SIT is a theoretical framework developed by social psychologists Tajfel and Turner 

(2004). SIT is anchored in the idea of self-categorization on the basis of group memberships and 

the social stereotypes we develop towards ourselves and others. Specifically, this theory 

examines and explains the relationship between cultural expressions of one’s identity and group 

memberships through the prism of intergroup behaviors between individuals. In other words, SIT 

looks at how people communicate ideas about their belonging to various social groups, such as 

gender, partisanship, and veteran status, and how others may interpret these meanings. SIT can 

help explain how individuals may form or dissolve relationships and communicate with others 

based on belonging to various social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 2004).  

According to Tajfel and Turner (2004), SIT typically involves three core processes: 

social categorization (assigning people to categories to understand who they are), social 

identification (assuming group identity upon categorization), and social comparison (comparing 

groups to one another as a result of social categorization and identification). More specifically, 

social categorization is an unintentional cognitive process that allows individuals to identify and 

assign themselves as well as others to various social categories (i.e., groups) based on specific 
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aspects that these people may embody, such as non-physical characteristics (i.e., accent), various 

traits (i.e., behavior or character), physical attributes (i.e., skin color), and so on, to develop a 

better understanding of the social reality that surrounds us (Fiske et al., 2007).  

 For example, if a person possesses feminine physical attributes, wears a dress, and 

behaves in a feminine-like manner, then this person can be categorized as a woman and seen as 

belonging to an abstract social group, a category named “women.” Next, social identification is 

the process that allows individuals to adopt or assume the group identity based on the category 

(or categories) previously identified in the process of social categorization. Given the example 

above that illustrates how social categorization functions, this individual that was labeled as a 

woman will be ascribed to a social group of women, meaning that the gender identity of this 

person will be inherently associated with this social group. 

 Finally, social comparison is a key SIT process that allows people who identify as 

belonging to a particular social group to compare themselves with members of other social 

groups to determine their relative standing in society, in comparison with other social groups 

(Tajfel & Turner, 2004). Individuals will view members of their own social group more 

favorably based on their shared group membership, compared to members of another social 

group. These in-group out-group differences may generate bias and prejudice towards those 

individuals who belong to a different social group. For example, men may develop an out-group 

prejudice towards women because members of these social groups simply do not share the exact 

group membership. Women may be viewed as inferior in respect to various cognitive or 

behavioral abilities. An example that illustrates this process of social comparison is the 

stereotype that all women are bad drivers, which may not be entirely true (although there are, 

certainly, some women who embody this social stereotype). 
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The idea of social groups and group processes is central to understanding how SIT 

functions (Tajfel, 1974). Social groups can be defined as social groupings that consist of two or 

more members, such as, for example, college students, educators, college football fans, 

musicians, and so on. Furthermore, members of social groups may share commonalities (i.e., 

traits, characteristics, views, beliefs, attitudes, and social norms), and perceive each other as 

similar or dissimilar because of the social stereotypes we tend to ascribe to others, perceived 

sense of belonging to one group, and alleged common group traits (Hogg & Reid, 2006; Huddy, 

2013; Tajfel, 1974). Campbell (1967) argues that people develop social stereotypes about others 

based on first-hand experiences and interactions with members of other social groups or based on 

second-hand experiences, through mediated portrayals of others in the media, for instance. For 

example, U.S. Democrats may perceive themselves to be close with voters who self-identify as 

Democrats and members of the Democratic party because of the shared political identity both 

assume (e.g., partisanship) and shared group commonalities (e.g., liberal political ideology, 

women’s issues policy orientation). This process is referred to as group closeness.  

Group closeness can be explained by the fact that individuals frequently undergo 

emotional attachment to social groups as a part of the self-categorization process, which may 

define their sense of self-esteem. Particularly, people constantly evaluate themselves and others 

based on their group memberships, differentiating between groups they identify with (in-groups) 

and groups that they do not identify with (out-groups; Hogg & Reid, 2006). In doing so, 

individuals create their social identity—that is, one’s socially constructed and assumed 

knowledge of the self that originates as a result of developing emotional attachment and sense of 

belonging to a social group.  

 Scholars argue that one’s social identity is not a rigid construct, but rather that identity is 
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a versatile concept that is socially constructed as a result of intergroup relationships between 

individuals (Huddy, 2013). To be precise, social identity is not a singular construct, it is 

multifaceted (e.g., individuals may possess more than one social identity, at the same time, that 

interlace and interact) and situational (e.g., identity may shift depending on the context in which 

individuals are; Hogg et al., 1995; Huddy, 2013). An example of multifaceted social identity is 

when Democratic women-candidates are viewed not merely as women, but also as political 

candidates who identify as Democrats and belong to the Democratic party. However, as 

mentioned above, social identity is situational, and it may change depending on the context: the 

social identities of Democratic women-candidates can be also expressed in the form of relational 

social identities, based on the social roles and character of their interpersonal interactions with 

others, such as being a friend, a colleague, a wife, and so on.  

Adopting a certain social identity and developing attachment to a group may be 

beneficial as it may promote group cohesion and increase rewards (Tajfel et al., 1971). However, 

social identity may have negative consequences for members of various groups as well. In 

particular, SIT can be divisive: it may promote discrimination and intergroup bias (in-group 

versus out-group mentality) as the powerful effects of assuming a social identity, which, in turn, 

may lead to intergroup conflicts between members of different social groups (Tajfel, 1974; 

Turner et al., 1987). Tajfel and Turner (2004) employ three central theoretical assumptions that 

explain how social identity and categorization function in respect to one another: 1) that people 

are motivated to uphold or maximize their positive self-esteem as a result of social identification.  

Therefore, individuals may discriminate out-group members to maintain or increase their 

positive self-esteem related to group membership; 2) that social group membership can be 

frequently related to positive and negative assumptions (stereotypes) about others (i.e., an 
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assumption that all veterans are conservative on the ideological spectrum) ; and 3) that 

individuals may rely on out-group members as a reference for in-group comparisons to identify 

the standing of their social group in society. For example, Republican and Democrat political 

candidates may make references to one another and pursue the same offices. To sum up these 

ideas, group membership occupies a vital role in SIT and determines the nature of the 

relationships between individuals that may translate into the field of politics, more specifically, 

elections.  

Although SIT is used frequently as a valuable theoretical tool in intergroup and identity-

related research, social identity is a crucial theoretical concept that can also be applied in the 

context of political communication research. In particular, the application of SIT may allow 

scholars to examine the effects that various social identities of political candidates who are from 

diverse backgrounds have on the audience. More specifically, the notion of social identity can be 

implemented to study the electorate’s voting behaviors as SIT explains how one’s identity may 

drive political behaviors, namely, evaluations of political candidates (i.e., candidate’s credibility, 

competence, likability) as well as the electorate’s vote choice intent in elections (Hayes, 2005; 

Huddy, 2013). Therefore, the SIT framework is used in this dissertation to examine the 

relationships between candidates’ interactional identities (gender, partisanship, veteran status) 

and their effects on voting behaviors. First, I will examine how SIT is associated with the gender 

identity of political candidates, then, with political identity and partisanship, followed by veteran 

identity. Finally, I will explain the effects of one’s social identity on voting behaviors. 

SIT and Gender Identity 

Gender identification (i.e., one’s sense of their personal gender) may vary from person to 

person; it can define one’s views, beliefs, and behaviors. In particular, by identifying with one 
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gender or another, a person ascribes themselves into a category with well-defined social norms 

and rules of conduct that determine what are some of the appropriate and inappropriate modes of 

behavior in relation to this social category. Gender identity can be formed on the basis of 

gendered social stereotypes about men and women that are present in society, meaning that 

individuals may have certain perceptions about prototypical male and female modes of behaviors 

that they can enact and to which they conform.  

However, people do not assume only one identity (Gomez et al., 2020; Lau et al., 2020). 

People can adopt various social identities based on their group memberships that include but are 

not limited to gender identity. These identities can be more or less salient, depending on the 

context of their social interaction (Huddy, 2013; Pradel, 2021). Furthermore, social stereotypes 

may change the way people view their gender identity. For example, Swann and Bosson (2010) 

show how gendered stereotypes influence the perception of one’s gender identity and, as a result, 

shift how individuals understand and communicate the status of their social group (i.e., in terms 

of differing content and style of communication about one’s gender). More specifically, Swann 

and Bosson (2010) argue that men who identify with the male social group are conscious about 

the fact that their social group has a higher social hierarchical standing compared to women, 

whereas women recognize that women as a social category have a lower social standing (i.e., 

status), which, in turn, influences the way that both social groups communicate about their 

gender identities in conversations with others. Further, Pradel (2021) also argues that stereotypes 

can trigger a shift in the perceptions of candidate representations: portrayals of female candidates 

are often biased, and demonstrate the connection between a candidate’s gender identity, the 

presence of information cues, and voter perceptions of a candidate, which may result in worse 
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evaluations of female candidates as well as potential negative voting outcomes of said candidates 

(i.e., electoral loss).  

Although there are double-barrel stereotypes that may be detrimental for female 

politicians (Eagly & Karau, 2002), scholars argue that female candidates may use their gender 

identity to gain electoral advantages. Given that voters frequently describe female politicians in 

light of gendered stereotypes and can ascribe feminine characteristics, traits, and policy 

orientations to such candidates (see section on Gender for further information), female political 

candidates who rely on these stereotypes may be viewed positively by female voters. Hence, 

female voters may view female candidates in light of their shared gender group identity and 

interpret similarities in such a group identity as ways of improving the standing of women, as a 

group, in society (Dolan, 2004; Sanbonmatsu, 2020). This idea explains why female voters 

evaluate female candidates through a lens of in-group similarities, and, therefore, frequently 

view them more favorably than male candidates in relation to candidates’ charisma, expected 

effectiveness, and likelihood of voting a particular political candidate (Lau et al., 2020). Thus, 

gender identity and gendered stereotypes play an important role for political candidates and may 

influence how voters decide to cast their vote in an election.  

Further, one’s social identity salience may promote ingroup bias (Mullen et al., 1992). 

Social identity theorists argue that an increase in ingroup bias may be related to how one’s social 

identity manifests in the face of group-related threats. Specifically, Schmitt and Brant (2019) 

report that women may strengthen their identification as women when they experience threats 

related to their gender identity. Further, this process may not always present itself in all cases. 

For example, sometimes voters may distance themselves from candidates if the candidate they 

were supporting loses the election (Boen & Vanbeselaere, 2002; Miller, 2013). In other words, 
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both processes—strengthening of identification as well as weaking can take place as a result of 

an election.  

Consequently, in politics, gendered policy issues associated with one’s social identity 

may result in increasing support in the form of attitudes and behaviors related to this gender 

identity. To illustrate this idea, if a political candidate who runs a political campaign that 

explicitly targets women and advocates for women’s rights loses the race, women voters may 

view it as a female identity threat. Consistent with one of the potential consequences described 

above, some female voters will still uphold their female identity and increase support for 

gendered policy issues to make up for this threat associated with their gender identity. Gómez et 

al. (2020) found evidence for this point when analyzing how voters affirmed their gender 

identities following the electoral loss sustained by Hillary Clinton in the 2016 presidential 

election. Specifically, Gomez and colleagues surveyed voters prior to and directly after the 2016 

U.S. presidential election and found out that those voters who identified as Clinton supporters 

(i.e., voted for her in the election) reinforced their female gender identification with Clinton as a 

result of an in-group threat (i.e., Clinton’s electoral loss).  

Further, some scholars argue that not only can gender identity be activated in case of a 

group threat, but that it can also change based on candidates’ party identity (Bauer & Santia, 

2022; Ditonto et al., 2014; Pradel, 2021; Schneider & Bos, 2019). For instance, female 

candidates are considered to be congruent with the Democratic party affiliation due to gendered 

stereotypes about party identification and its alignment with the female identity. Hence, female 

candidates who identify as Democrats suffer less from gendered stereotypes because they can 

lean into these gendered assumptions about party and gender identity congruence. 
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The communication literature also notes that gender identity may not be the only factor 

that predicts the outcome of elections, as political candidates may activate several social 

identities and may also choose which identity to emphasize or to conceal (Devine, 2015; Greene, 

2004, Huddy, 2013). Therefore, another identity worth investigating is political candidates' 

partisan identity and its effects on voting behaviors. 

SIT and Political Identity: Party Identification and Partisanship 

Partisanship is argued to be an influential social identity that can have an impact on how 

voters evaluate political candidates (Campbell et al., 1954; Clifford, 2020; Greene, 2004; Iyengar 

et al., 2012). Further, Hayes (2005) argues that political candidates’ traits are examined by voters 

through a lens of partisan stereotypes, meaning that stereotypes about partisan identity make 

individuals perceive Democratic candidates as more empathetic and caring, whereas Republican 

candidates are frequently thought of in terms of intelligence and leadership. Thus, one can argue 

that partisan bias may have an impact on how voters perceive political candidates due to 

preferential treatment of in-groups, based on SIT postulates (Leeper & Slothuus, 2014). What is 

more, some individuals may choose to blur the lines between partisan labels or misrepresent 

one’s partisan identity in hopes of avoiding the negative effects of partisan bias (i.e., claiming to 

be independent), which can be a strategic behavior to appear more likeable for out-group party 

members (Klar & Krupnikov, 2016). Abandonment, blurring, or misrepresentation of one’s 

partisan identity undoubtedly demonstrates that this social identity may play a crucial role in 

evaluations of political candidates. 

Further, merely being a member of a social group, such as, for example, identifying as a 

Democrat or Republican, does not often translate into individuals adopting particular political 

views or acting on behalf of such as social group (Huddy, 2013). Research shows that strong 
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social identity that aligns with group membership (i.e., a strong political identity) plays a 

significant role in politics and has an impact on voter behaviors. For example, strong party 

partisanship is frequently associated with increased likelihood of voting, engaging in various 

political activities, funding political campaigns, and volunteering for political candidates or 

political party (Fowler & Kam, 2007; Huddy, 2013). Further, Bartels (2000) argues that strong 

party partisanship can impact how voters evaluate political candidates. Namely, strong partisans 

tend to express partisan bias more than weak partisans when assessing presidential candidates in 

elections. Thus, partisanship may have a significant influence on individuals’ voting behaviors. 

Some political candidates may choose to operate strategically when it comes to communicating 

their partisan identity in order to gain voter support. 

The development of a strong social identity (i.e., strong party partisanship) can be 

partially explained by the notion of prototypical group membership. Prototypical group members 

define what the group, as a social category, is, the group’s limits, as well as (in)appropriate social 

norms and group behaviors within the group (Turner et al., 1987). Further, prototypical group 

members may employ behaviors that may increase cohesion within such a social group. 

Therefore, one can say that group identity can be established and reproduced by group members 

who reference the beliefs and behaviors of prototypical group members. For instance, Huddy 

(2013) argue that political leaders (e.g., national leaders, party leaders, political candidates), who 

are typically referred to as prototypical group members, may have an impact on group members 

and their behaviors through the values and beliefs these political leaders communicate.  

Furthermore, Hogg and Reid (2006) argue that the language political leaders adopt in 

their speeches is not accidental, and it frequently contains cues directed at increasing the political 

cohesiveness of social groups. Specifically, one of these indicators is the use of pronouns that 
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communicate a sense of commonality and unite individuals (i.e., “I”). For example, messages of 

political leaders (i.e., political candidates) as members of social groups (e.g., Democrats, 

Republicans), may increase the degree of civic engagement among U.S. citizens. As mentioned 

above, group members whose strength of social identity is higher, in this case, members that self-

identify as strong party partisans, can be more easily impacted by the messages of prototypical 

group leaders (i.e., political candidates). Scholars also note that one’s attitudes towards policy 

issues can be swayed by political leaders, given that the strength of voters’ partisanship is great 

(Green & Gerber, 2010; Zaller, 1992). Thus, strength of one’s association with a specific 

political party may have a strong effect on voter behaviors, including perceptions and evaluations 

of political candidates, given the in-group versus out-group perspective that many voters may 

unintentionally adopt.  

Additionally, scholars note that strong partisans may work hard to increase the chances of 

their candidate winning an election due to ingroup bias and the desire to increase positive self-

esteem though their partisan identity (Andreychick & Gill, 2009; Ethier & Deaux, 1994; Fowler 

& Kam, 2007; Rydell et al., 2008; van Zomeren et al., 2008). One can explain how partisan 

identity functions through a comparison with football fans: just like football fans, who tend to 

identify closely with their sports teams, partisans identify with their political party closely 

through self-categorizing as members of that political party. As a result, they may experience 

ingroup bias and may take candidates’ electoral victories or losses to heart. Elections, for 

partisan voters, mean ensuring that their social group (i.e., political party) is in good standing 

compared to other groups (e.g., other political parties), and that membership in their social group 

is evaluated highly. Consequently, partisan identity drives individuals to defend their social 

group membership in elections and can even result in vilifying political candidates from 
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opposing political parties, if individuals’ social identity (partisanship) is threatened (Mackie et 

al., 2000). One’s strong partisanship identity also translates into excitement related to positive 

news exposure when this information pertains to group members and negative news about out-

groups (Huddy, 2013).  

Further, Huddy (2013) also adds that strong partisans are more prone to irrational 

behaviors. If a partisan’s identity is undermined by a potential electoral loss (of their party 

candidate), this can change the course of an election by a decrease in political participation (i.e., 

to protect the sense of self-esteem resulting from one’s group membership). However, strong 

partisans tend to be more politically active if their political candidates may lose the election to 

increase the likelihood of these candidates winning the race (Huddy, 2013). Cross-pressured 

voters, or conflicted partisan voters who do have limited ideological constraints and may self-

identify with groups related to an opposing party (Powell Jr., 1986) demonstrate weak 

partisanship, and are less prone to cast their vote in an election. According to Gallego and 

Rodden (2016), cross-pressured voters are conflicted or undecided voters who may diverge on a 

range on political issues (e.g., cross-pressured voters can be liberal and supporting the rights of 

the LGBTQIA+ community and, at the same time, they can be pro-lifers, which is a conservative 

perspective, typically held by members of the Republican party). Therefore, these types of voters 

are the target of political campaigns that strive to change the preferences of named undecided 

voters so that their ideology and partisanship match (Krasa & Polborn, 2018). 

This section explained that political communication scholars identify a connection 

between political candidates’ partisanship, as a social identity category, and voting behaviors 

(Cohen, 2003; Malka & Lelkes, 2010). Thus, employing the notion of social identity to examine 

its effects on partisanship is crucial as it allows to explain how partisanship is developed, and 
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how voters behave based on the ideas of in-group and out-group belonging. However, gender 

and partisan identities are not the only factors that shape voting behaviors; it is necessary to 

examine the relationships between other identities, such as candidates’ veteran identity and 

voting behaviors. 

SIT and Veteran Identity 

Military veteran status is one possible identity trait of political candidates that voters 

evaluate when they cast their ballot for a candidate in elections. Civilian identity significantly 

differs from military identity due to diverging values, views, beliefs, ideology, behaviors, and 

other aspects of these two cultures. These differences can be so impactful that some veterans are 

reported to experience an identity crisis upon transitioning back to civilian culture (Silverstein, 

1994). Former servicemembers adopt the cultural aspects of military veteran identity as a result 

of basic training and military service. Upon exiting the military, this identity is not completely 

discarded, but rather transformed into something new and carried to one’s civilian world (Howe, 

2022).  

Veterans are frequently referred to as an invisible minority given that their veteran 

identity may not be palpable to civilians. Thus, former servicemembers may employ various 

verbal and non-verbal cues that communicate to others their sense of belonging to the veterans’ 

social group. For example, veterans may signal their veteran identity by using military jargon, 

unique military insignia and patches, and patriotic or veteran-made apparel. However, even 

though military veterans may share similar experiences as a result of their military service, not 

all veterans’ identities are similar. For example, the war era in which they were involved, 

veterans’ combat versus non-combat status, type and length of deployment, any sustained 

traumas and/or disability may have an impact on one’s strength of association with the military 
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identity. Therefore, not all veterans may demonstrate the same degree of emotional attachment to 

the veteran identity, namely, veterans as a social group. This idea is crucial in terms of political 

candidates and voting behaviors, as veteran candidates can be strategic in how they communicate 

their degree of attachment to the veteran identity to increase their likelihood of winning a race.  

Endicott (2022) examined one’s veteran status from the perspective of social identity and 

discovered that some veterans may have a stronger sense of the veteran identity, meaning that 

they may strongly self-identify as veterans and also experience closeness with other veterans as a 

social group when compared to civilians. However, this is not always the case, not all veterans 

may demonstrate the same degree of emotional attachment with the veteran group. There was an 

exception, though, in that military-affiliated civilians also showed a high degree of connection 

with the veteran identity (Endicott, 2022). Thus, if civilians have relatives or friends who are 

veterans, then they probably categorize these veterans and themselves as members of one social 

group, and, therefore, experience a higher sense of belonging to the veteran identity. Further, 

Endicott also notes that there are additional factors that can strengthen the sense of belonging to 

the veteran identity. For instance, military combat experience and valuing time (i.e., a 

monochronic time orientation) signals an increased association with the veteran identity 

(Endicott, 2022; Hammond, 2016). Combat veteran identity, in other words, is an identity that is 

influenced by combat-related experiences and participation in combat for former military 

members (Austin, 2019). 

Similar findings concerning the combat experiences of veterans in politics were reported 

by Best at al. (2021). Hunter and Best (2020) noted that women who adopt veteran identities may 

face reintegration challenges and can have their veteran identity undermined due to their gender 

by civilians, other veterans, and veteran-oriented organizations. Thus, some veterans may 
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anticipate these challenges and prefer to conceal their veteran identity to “fit in” with civilians 

and meet their expectations (Burkhart & Hogan, 2015). Further, the challenges that female 

veterans experience may threaten their professional career as well; female politicians who 

identify as non-combat veterans are perceived by voters as less credible than combat veteran 

female politicians (Best at al., 2021).  

Additionally, female candidates who assume the veteran identity risk appearing either too 

masculine or not feminine enough for voters, which, in part, can be related to one’s gender 

identity being incongruent with the veteran identity. Scholars show concern that women may be 

less prone to self-identify as veterans, openly communicate belonging to this social group, and, 

ultimately, be deprived of any social rewards associated with military status by becoming 

“invisible” (Best et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2017). Bishin and Incantalupo (2008) refer to 

candidates who concealed their veteran identities as latent veteran identity individuals. To 

summarize, female candidates with both combat and non-combat veteran identity need to 

communicate openly their military veteran identity to voters not only to increase their chances of 

winning an election, but also to be able to break the social norm and normalize female veterans 

as a social group. Luckily, there are more and more female candidates who identify as military 

veterans and who proudly display their social identity, paving the road for the future generations 

of veterans (Shane III, 2022; Smith, 2022;). 

As mentioned above, the military veteran identity plays a significant role in politics and 

electoral processes. Teigen (2007, 2013) argues that the military veteran identity is associated 

with higher levels of political participation and vote choice intent (Bishin & Incantalupo, 2008; 

Leal & Teigen, 2018). This scholarship also shows that both civilians and veterans tend to 

exhibit their partisan identities to the same degree. Further, another interesting finding reported 
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by Endicott (2022) shows that, for most veterans, the strength of one’s attachment to the veteran 

identity supersedes the effects of partisan identity, which may influence voter perceptions of 

policy issues (e.g., military spending). Different levels of attachment to the veteran identity 

among veterans shows that, although there is a higher chance for the veteran population to cast 

their vote in elections, veterans may not vote as a single block, but rather rely on various social 

identities to make this decision. However, veteran candidates rarely tend to activate one social 

identity when they seek political office in elections. 

To illustrate this point, Hardy et al. (2019)’s experiment examining the relationships 

between candidates' interactional identities—gender, political affiliation, and veteran status—and 

voter perceptions of candidates’ military issue competence (i.e., defense, foreign policy) from a 

SIT perspective is relevant. Their results showed that the veteran identity benefitted political 

candidates and may put candidates with civilian identities at a disadvantage in respect to military 

issue competence (Hardy et al., 2019). However, one of the study’s limitations was related to the 

student sample employed, which is not entirely representative of the typical U.S. population. 

Thus, it is crucial to examine further, with different samples, the role of political candidates’ 

social identities when they interact, and the role that candidates’ identity interactionality may 

play in shaping voter behaviors.  

Intersectional and Interactional Identities 

Many scholars have studied identity traits associated with political candidates and voting 

behaviors only separately, not accounting for possible interactions of such social identities. 

Namely, candidates’ gender, or their political affiliation have been studied by scholars 

independently, overlooking the fact that candidates’ social identities may potentially interlace 

and interact to affect voters’ behaviors. According to Brown and Gershon (2016), the effects of 
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several identity traits of political candidates cannot be understood in terms of the “additive 

effect” of these identities but must be studied as a unique phenomenon.  

Accounting for a combination of candidates’ social identities and their effects on the 

outcome of an election based on candidates’ interactional identities is possible as scholars now 

recognize that one’s identity is a complex construct, composed of multiple social identity traits 

that can be activated at the same time. A perspective that explains how various identities may 

work in conjunction, influencing social perceptions, is intersectionality (Caballero, 2022; 

Weldon, 2008).  

Intersectionality is a theoretical concept developed by Crenshaw (2017). It can be defined 

as the complex overlapping of social identities that are rooted in one’s self-categorizations. 

Intersectional scholars study how a person’s multiple social identities interact and, hence, may 

benefit or disadvantage individuals with such identities. Crucial to intersectionality is then this 

idea that certain identity traits, when combined, create situations of privilege or disadvantage. 

For example, race and sex create different realities, opportunities, and prejudice for a White 

woman, or a Black man. I recognize and emphasize the differences between the notion of 

intersectionality in its traditional sense, and the concept of interactional identities that is 

discussed in this dissertation in relation to political candidates’ identities. Intersectionality 

informs my proposed concept of interactionality. I suggest that, similar to how intersectionality 

proposes that social identities interact, interactionality captures the complex nature of 

overlapping social identities of political candidates that interact with one another to create a 

candidate image for voters.  

Schneider and Bos (2019) argue that media portrayals and perceptions of political 

candidates can be affected by identity traits other than the candidate’s gender. Such identities 
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include, for example, a candidate’s age, ethnicity, race (Bejarano et al., 2021), disability status, 

or political affiliation. The most prominent combination of identity factors that scholars have 

studied is the interaction of candidates’ gender and race/ethnicity (Bejarano et al., 2021; Gershon 

et al., 2019; Montoya et al., 2022). When it comes to political candidates, the major political 

parties in the United States are seek political candidates that can represent members of 

marginalized communities, due to a high demand and changes in voters’ demographics (Lucas & 

Silber Mohamed, 2021; Sanbonmatsu, 2020). In other words, political candidates that can 

combine various identities (i.e., check multiple boxes, such as, for example, vice-president 

Kamala Harris, who is a biracial woman), are more sought after, and are increasingly likely to 

pursue political office and participate in elections. Thus, candidates may have overlapping or 

interactional identity traits that can influence voters’ perceptions of them. Therefore, this study 

proposes examining the relationships between one’s gender, partisanship, and veteran identity as 

interactional identities and investigating further how these identities drive voter evaluations of 

political candidates.  

SIT and Interactionality 

 Some scholars believe that multiple social identities function independently in respect to 

the influence of identity cues on one’s views, beliefs, and behaviors. For example, Emerson and 

Murphy (2014) argue that people can switch between their social identities from time to time, as 

only one single identity can be activated at one time. There are other scholars, however, who 

recognize that people can activate multiple social identities at the same time, contrary to 

previously expressed beliefs that social identities can only function in isolation from one another 

(Ashforth, 2000). Thus, it is necessary to recognize this second assumption, that political 

candidates can activate several social identities at the same time, and that multiple social groups 
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identifications may increase or decrease their chances of winning a race, based on how voters 

perceive these social identities (Lau et al., 2020). For example, the studies that have examined 

the 2010 U.S. House and 2006 U.S. Senate elections showed that gender identity cues were a 

weak indicator of candidate evaluations compared with one’s party identity (Dolan, 2014; Hayes, 

2011). This means that stereotypes associated with one’s gender identity do not always have a 

definitive impact on the outcome of elections when other social identity variables are present.  

 To illustrate this claim, Pradel (2021) argues that two or more candidates’ social identity 

traits may influence how voters perceive candidates and how they cast their ballot. Specifically, 

both the political identity of a candidate and their gender identity matter for conservative female 

candidates, given that the interaction of these two social identity traits makes these candidates 

stand out from the rest of the candidates in an election (Evans, 2016; Ferree, 2006; Pradel, 2021; 

Wiliarty, 2010). In other words, the discrepancy caused by the incongruence of candidates’ 

gender identity and political identity may place such candidates in the spotlight and may 

challenge their chances of winning a race because of this incongruence. For example, this 

discrepancy may raise questions about their competence and may elicit group bias.  

Bankert (2021) attempted to examine the relationships between one’s partisanship and 

gender identity to see how they functioned together. The results of that study showed that social 

identities (for example, gender) may have an impact on partisanship identity, meaning the two 

are interconnected. Specifically, the results showed that female Democrats may experience 

increased partisanship towards female politicians because these female politicians were 

perceived by participants as stereotypical party members. However, this may not be the case for 

female candidates who identify as Republicans, as they may need to navigate the challenges 

associated with gender and partisan identity simultaneously.  
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Further, Mason & Wronski (2018) examined the relationships between multiple 

interactional identities (race, religion, political ideology, party identification, and partisanship), 

and found that multiple identity convergence for participants was associated with stronger 

partisanship (Green et al., 2002; Krupnikov & Piston, 2015; Layman & Carsey, 2002; Mangum, 

2013). Mason & Wronski (2018) note that voters are not simply partisans, but individuals who 

have complex social identities consisting of various dimensions. Therefore, authors argue that 

voters’ social identities become increasingly connected with one another, a process that Mason & 

Wronski refer to as “social sorting,” which generates strong affective response from partisans in 

respect to elections and political debates, which, in turn, may result in an increase in voter 

political engagement. For example, strong partisans may loathe political rivals and may react 

more enthusiastically to partisan messaging in political campaigns, especially in the face of a 

threat to their partisan candidate (i.e., threat to in-group identity from a non-partisan out-group). 

Therefore, one can say that multiple aligned social identities and strong partisanship can be 

related to greater expressiveness towards specific candidates or policies (Huddy, 2013). Overall, 

scholars emphasize that social sorting (aligning of multiple social identities) among some of the 

electorate members promotes nonstable voter responses, and, as a result, unstable voting 

behaviors, which may influence the outcome of elections.  

Nevertheless, the scholarship that looks specifically at the interaction of gender identity, 

partisan identity, and veteran identity altogether, is scarce. Therefore, applying SIT to study how 

candidates’ gender, partisanship, and veteran status impact voting behaviors in U.S. 

congressional elections can bring additional useful knowledge about candidates’ identities and 

the electorate’s behaviors.  
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In sum, this section discussed the notion of overlapping social identities that may inform 

candidates’ interactional identities. It is also important to examine how the idea of one’s social 

identity may drive social behaviors based on how individuals categorize themselves and others to 

reveal how these processes may influence one’s voting behaviors.  

Scholarship on Voting Behaviors 

 According to Nathan (2019), voting behaviors are “conventional means of expressing 

one’s political preferences that can directly influence government” (p. 277). Voting behaviors 

allow citizens to execute their political rights and ensure via elections that the government and 

legislators address their concerns. At the same time, voting is another way of performing one’s 

civic duty (Blais, 2000; Gerber et al., 2013).  

Scholarship on voting behaviors is vast. For instance, scholars have examined aspects of 

voting behaviors that describe the identity of voters or their intrinsic motivations that drive their 

vote, some of the reasons why people decide to participate in elections as voters, or the ways one 

can increase voter turnout, among other key facets of voting (e.g., Campbell, 2006; Gerber et al., 

2013; Green & Gerber, 2010; Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995; Leighley & Nagler, 2013; Verba & 

Nie, 1987).  

Some of the key studies that describe the state and nature of voting behaviors in the 

United States can be traced back to late 1940s. One of the seminal studies that represents this 

time period was Berelson et al.’s (1986) research that examined voting behaviors during the 

1940 and 1944 U.S. presidential elections. Berelson and colleagues discovered that voters did not 

always make rational decisions (in terms of voting), which may explain the results of their voting 

behaviors. Further, scholars also indicate that this lack of rational decision-making in voting 

behaviors can be due to the fact that some voters may have limited political knowledge—limited 
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in size, range, and organization, according to Luskin (1987). Voters’ limited knowledge about 

political candidates and the political process, in general, may impact their ability to cast an 

informed vote in elections (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993) and the state of democracy in the 

country (Wiman, 2015).  

Specifically, it is important to learn how voters’ behaviors and voter participation are 

shaped. Some voters may not be familiar with the specifics of the voting process (i.e., voting 

procedures), how to differentiate between political parties, or what are some of the political 

issues embraced by the candidates that voters plan to support (Arnold, 2012; Wiman, 2015). To 

illustrate this example, if voters’ behaviors are rooted in faulty beliefs about or prejudice towards 

particular political candidates, then the value of such vote choices can be easily undermined. 

Further, one person relying on flawed perceptions of a candidate to guide their voting behaviors, 

may not have substantial effects on elections; however, if hundreds or thousands of people make 

a choice without careful consideration of their vote, then the quality of representation in the U.S. 

political institutions and the U.S. democracy, overall, can plummet (Brennan, 2011; Caplan, 

2012; Wiman, 2015).  

Other scholars suggest voters may bridge the political knowledge gap in relation to 

political candidates if they rely on heuristic cues (Lupia & McCubbins, 2000). Heuristic cues are 

“mental shortcuts that require hardly any information – to make fairly reliable political 

judgements,” according to Lupia and McCubbins (2000). They aid voters in determining their 

vote choice based on subtle cues about political candidates, such as, for example, candidates’ 

gender, partisanship, ideology, veteran status, and other identity traits. Fairly often, voters also 

rely on media to obtain information about the candidates that will determine their vote choice.  
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Information presented in the media may fashion political judgements about candidates 

(i.e., voter evaluations). For example, if voters were recently exposed to specific political issues 

(e.g., immigration), or images (Druckman, 2004) then they will be more likely to think about 

these issues and rely on this information to evaluate candidates. Moehler and Conroy-Krutz 

(2016) argue that pictures of political candidates implemented directly onto voting ballots make 

voters think about candidates’ identity. Further, candidates’ images may aid in forming certain 

perceptions towards candidates, as well as shaping various attitudes that may impact the 

character of vote choice (Conroy-Krutz et al., 2016). For example, some scholars have found that 

the halo effect influences candidates’ performance (Banducci et al., 2008; Johns & Shephard, 

2011), which, in turn, may present these candidates in a more positive light for voters, making 

the latter choose candidates based on their appearance. Further, some scholars have studied the 

role depictions of candidates’ eyes in campaign materials may play in elections, namely, that 

some depictions of candidates’ eyes may promote in-group loyalty (Moehler & Conroy-Krutz, 

2016). Pictures communicate some identity cues about candidates that may be assessed by voters 

through a lens of intergroup communication. These cues communicated by political candidates 

eventually allow voters to make a decision and cast a vote for one candidate over another.  

To summarize the above-mentioned scholarship on candidates’ depictions in campaign 

materials, candidate representations play a key role in the electoral processes as they help to 

shape public opinions about politicians. More so, candidates’ images are often carefully curated 

and typically emphasize candidates’ strengths in order to influence voter perceptions positively. 

To do so, PR specialists and communication professionals that develop campaign materials 

carefully develop the content and mold the form of campaign messages that depict the candidate. 

Further, portraying candidates as likable, trustworthy, honest, and competent in their campaign 
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materials may result in more positive candidate evaluations and voter support. At the same time, 

highlighting candidates’ negative traits could be damaging to them and may significantly reduce 

their chances of winning elections. Most importantly, not only do the content and form of the 

political campaigns matter, but also the communication channel used to transmit this 

information. In the next few paragraphs, I will talk about the different forms of political 

advertisements and the reason why I chose political mailers as the primary communication 

channel for this dissertation. 

Political Mailers as a Form of Advertising 

Political advertising is another complex facet of the electoral process, where the main 

goal is to craft an effective message and share it with voters through various communication 

channels in order to shape a desired image and outcome for the candidate and the party. 

Frequently, the overarching goal is to ensure positive evaluations of the above-mentioned 

political candidates and political parties (Stier et al., 2018). Political candidates, campaign 

managers, PR and communication experts, and other stakeholders involved in the electoral 

process may design political advertisements to influence the electorate’s voting behaviors (i.e., to 

mobilize voters) by emphasizing a candidate’s positive traits, background, accomplishments, 

past record, qualifications, and downplaying their opponent’s achievements (Stier et al., 2018). 

Political advertising entails various forms of communication and utilizes various 

communication channels to transmit these persuasive messages about candidates to audiences 

(Towner & Dulio, 2012). Political advertising takes many forms which include but are not 

limited to TV and radio advertisements, billboard advertising, phone calls, phone messaging 

(SMS), snail mail, social media marketing (i.e., Twitter, Instagram), and political email 

marketing (i.e., mailers) among others (Stier et al., 2018; Towner & Dulio, 2012; Vaccari, 2010).  
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Political email marketing became one of the more popular forms of political 

advertisements around the early 2000s, more specifically, around the 2008 U.S. Presidential 

election, that allowed candidates to explore and implement some of the principles of email 

marketing to connect with voters and attract campaign supporters (e.g., Bimber, 2014). Further, 

email political campaign marketing is a relatively affordable form of political advertising, as it 

allows candidates to craft personalized messages and share them directly with a large number of 

voters (or potential voters) to raise awareness about the campaign and the candidate or to engage 

in fundraising practices (Cogbutn & Espinoza-Vasquez, 2011). According to Pack (2010), 

former president Obama built an impressive email list, and his political campaign 

communication experts developed over 7000 different types of political campaign messages 

(mailers) that then resulted in 1.2 billion emails sent to (potential) voters.  

The success of political email marketing and mailers is, in part, defined by the decline in 

other forms of political campaign advertising, such as phone calling on behalf of the candidate 

(in part due to a decrease in landline use as well as due to specific government regulations; 

Michaelsen, 2015). Further, political canvassing as a method of political advertising is time 

consuming, physically strenuous, and may result in encountering individuals that are indifferent 

to elections. Mailers are not limited in their capacity to communicate information about the 

candidates and are less expensive compared to radio and TV advertisements. Mailers can also 

yield carefully crafted political messages about the candidates and can easily reach the desired 

target demographics.  

Thus, political campaign mailers are an effective form of political campaign advertising, 

as they can reach the desired audiences, they are affordable, and can provide detailed information 

about the candidate and their political platform to engage with potential voters and existing 
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political candidate supporters. Therefore, based on the current political advertising scholarship 

and the fact that video stimuli may introduce additional bias, to avoid any additional candidate 

identity traits being captured in a video (e.g., age, race, attractiveness), I decided to limit the 

scope of the current study and implement political campaign mailers as the primary 

communication channel in the experimental stimuli for the study. Selecting mailers as the 

channel of communication between the hypothetical political candidate and participants allows 

me to examine the variables of interest in an appropriate manner, in a design that will control for 

the effects of other communication mediums by exposing participants to the same experimental 

stimuli.  

In the following section I will detail the scholarship on vote choice and will provide a 

rationale as to why vote choice intent was chosen as one of the main variables for analysis.  

Vote Choice  

Vote choice or one’s rational decision to cast a vote (Ensley, 2007) may be related to, for 

example, the presence or absence of information cues about political candidates and, 

consequently, voters’ decision to cast a vote for a particular candidate either in the presence or 

scarcity of such cues. According to Berelson et al. (1986), most voters may lack information 

about candidates or fail to make fully rational voting choices in elections. At the same time, 

scholars have found that voters might be reluctant to cast their vote for a candidate with whom 

they are unfamiliar or for a candidate about whom they have little knowledge (Alvarez & Nagler, 

1998; Alvarez & Franklin, 1994; Bartels, 1986, 1988).  

Specifically, Popkin (1991) argues that one of the reasons why voters may lack 

information or do not always cast a rational choice is because they do not always research 

political candidates and their stance on policies thoroughly, given that there is little reward for 
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researching political information except for increasing knowledge about the candidates 

(Bernhard & Freeder, 2020; Downs, 1957). Bernhard and Freeder (2020) add that sometimes 

political campaigns can be too sophisticated for an average voter. Further, Nicholson (2021) 

echoes these authors by saying that some “citizens do not find politics important enough to 

expend the effort to stay informed and if they did, they would only attend to a few matters” (p. 

54). Thus, the scholarship demonstrates that voting behaviors may not always be driven by some 

rational choices, but rather can be quite impulsive due to the lack of knowledge about the 

candidates.  

Nevertheless, voters who try to fulfil their civic duties may try to investigate candidates 

either by searching information about them, or by relying on heuristic cues or various other cues 

that can inform them about candidates’ identities (Bernhard & Freeder, 2020). Thus, political 

communication scholarship emphasizes the role of heuristics in voting behaviors—that is, 

reliance on various cues, sometimes in cases when political knowledge is not present or limited, 

in order to make an informed vote (Vis, 2019; Lau & Redlawsk, 2001). Such cues allow voters to 

use informational shortcuts to make a decision about a candidate and cast their ballot (Bernhard 

& Freeder, 2020).  

For example, high-profile races (i.e., presidential elections) typically provide voters with 

more information cues about the candidates through the coverage and publications in the media. 

One of such cues can be candidates’ partisanship, because media considers high-profile races to 

be more newsworthy (Meeks, 2012). On the contrary, lower-level races (i.e., local or non-

partisan elections) may leave voters with only information pertaining to candidates’ names and 

titles (Oliver & Ha, 2007). Further, scholars present mixed findings on whether heuristic cues 

actually benefit voters or not (Bartels, 1996; Vis, 2019; Gilens, 2011; Lupia, 1994). However, 
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scholars do show that sophistication aids voters in better use of heuristic cues in general (Lau & 

Redlawsk, 2001). A sophisticated approach means a relevant, verifiable, and specific inquiry that 

seeks information about the candidates. Sophisticated voters tend to conduct a quick and 

effective inquiry about candidates that allows them to make a rational voting decision (Lau et al., 

2020), whereas voters that lack sophistication mainly employ some unsuccessful tactics 

(personalistic considerations, generalized, unreliable, ambiguous or unrelated searches; Bernhard 

& Freeder, 2020) that can weaken political representation (Redlawsk, 2004). Lupia (1994) 

discovered that low informed voters or those voters who are unfamiliar with the subject may 

implement informational shortcuts to imitate more informed behavior about policies and cast 

their vote.  

Some voters may expect candidates’ information to provide the so-called “deal-breaker” 

heuristic cues or be able to meet key expectations (Bernhard and Freeder, 2020). If, based on 

“deal-breaker” heuristic cues, candidates demonstrate that they cannot meet these baseline 

expectations, then voters may penalize them.  Further, Bernhard and Freeder (2020), McKelvey 

and Ordeshook (1986), as well as Bartels (1996), argue that voters may rely on party 

identification cues (i.e., party label, identified based on party’s ideology; Downs, 1957) and 

retrospection (i.e., retrospective evaluations of candidates’ past performance, for instance, their 

successes and failures in office; Fiorina, 1978) as shortcuts to make decisions about candidates. 

Voters may also rely on partisan cues (i.e., the degree of attachment to political party; Nicholson, 

2021) and ethnic and racial cues (i.e., cues that signal or communicate ethnic and racial identity; 

Berinsky et al., 2020; Connaughton, 2013; McConnaughy et al., 2010; Valentino et al., 2018) 

that sometimes can be evoked by the candidates themselves to increase voters’ knowledge about 

the candidates.  
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For example, Berinsky et al. (2020) argued candidates relied on associative cues that may 

trigger associations with racial groups. The authors corroborate this argument in their study by 

conducting two experiments with fictional campaign advertisements. Their results showed that 

racial and ethnic cues may be perceived by voters as more salient than other types of cues, 

which, in turn, may influence the voting behaviors of these individuals. Given that not all voters 

are willing to learn more about political candidates, voters may be at disadvantage due to lack of 

information about nominees. Some scholars have investigated this issue and showed how voting 

behaviors may change depending on the presence or lack of information about candidates (Lupia, 

1994; Nicholson, 2021; Oliver & Ha, 2007; Shulman et al., 2022). Shulman et al. (2022) 

examined how information is presented on a ballot and what kind of information on the ballot 

may interfere with information-processing, influencing vote choice. More specifically, Shulman 

and colleagues discovered that the complexity of the information presented on voting ballots had 

an impact on how quickly voters processed this information, which, consequently, had an impact 

on people’s voting behaviors. For instance, highly complex information presented on ballots was 

frequently opposed to or led to voting abstinence (Shulman et al., 2022).  

To summarize, not only may the presence or absence of information pertaining to the 

political candidates influence voting behaviors, and, more specifically, vote choice, but also the 

complexity of the information presented on the ballot can have a significant impact on how 

voters may process information related to political candidates. The scholarship demonstrates why 

studying political communication is essential, and how voter information processing may lead to 

specific and tangible electoral outcomes. Therefore, candidates may want to communicate 

information about their social identities, their stances on political issues, as well as to engage 
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with voters by participation in political campaigns. Thus, current scholarship that examines how 

political campaigns may play a role in forming the electorate’s voting behaviors is important.  

Vote Choice Intent 

Anticipated voting behaviors or vote choice intent indicates the likelihood or probability 

that an individual will cast their vote for a particular candidate (Bernstein, 1991). The literature 

that examines vote choice is vast. Scholars tend to label and define this theoretical concept quite 

differently: “anticipated voting behavior” (e.g., Golan et al., 2008), “propensity to vote” (e.g., 

Blais & St-Vincent, 2010; Serani, 2022), “voter turnout” (e.g., Clarke et al., 2004) to name a 

few. Vote choice is one of the variables that political communication scholars use to predict 

electoral outcomes. This concept is mainly focused on participants’ preferences for one or 

another candidate (i.e., participants are typically asked to indicate which candidate they would 

vote for). In other words, vote choice captures the dichotomous intent to vote for a candidate, 

without any other indications about individuals’ stance on that candidate. Therefore, expanding 

the concept of vote choice will allow me to learn more nuanced aspects about voters’ intentions 

regarding a candidate, such as their support for the candidate but also the strength of this support 

To this end, I am proposing vote choice intent as a measure of individuals’ intended voting 

behaviors, their desire to cast a vote for a particular candidate, and the strength of their 

preference for this candidate (i.e., hypothetical candidate in this dissertation’s design). The 

variable is a continuous one instead of a dichotomous one. Therefore, I will be developing a new 

scale to measure this concept in the current dissertation.  

Scholars tend to agree that there are multiple potential factors that determine the 

electorate’s vote choice in elections. Blais (2006) summarized these ideas by deriving two main 

factors that may influence the electorate’s voting choices: voters’ political interest and their 
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sense of civic duty. Voters may think that the costs involved in the process of casting their vote 

for a candidate are less taxing than potential benefits, they may experience a strong urge to 

communicate their political beliefs by participating in elections, and they may also experience a 

desire to perform their civic duty and adhere to social norms (Blais, 2000, 2006; Blais & St-

Vincent, 2011; Campbell et al., 1954). More specifically, Campbell et al. (1954) claim that other 

factors may also be related to one’s vote choice intentions, such as voters’ genuine interest in the 

political campaign, a distress that may be caused by some disturbing potential electoral outcome.  

More so, Verba et al. (1995) echo that political interest plays a critical role in voting 

behaviors, since a lack of interest in politics may lead to a decrease in political engagement and 

participation, which further lead to a decline in the number of voters that cast their vote in 

elections. Clarke et al. (2004) echo Verba et al. (1995), but also add that scholars need to 

consider not only voters’ interest in an election, but also trust in politicians, politicians’ efficacy 

in the office, voters’ civic duty, and partisanship of both voters and the candidates. Further, the 

analysis conducted by Clarke et al. (2004) showed that political interest and one’s civic duty 

were the two factors that strongly influenced voting behaviors in political elections. Blais and St-

Vincent (2010) conducted a survey that measured political attitudes of voters and their 

propensity to vote prior to elections. They found that vote choice intent was strongly linked to 

sense of civic duty and voters’ political interest, revealing similarities between these two studies. 

If voters are engaged and elicit genuine interest in the political race, then their likelihood to 

participate in an election and cast their vote is high.   

Thus, different variables may drive the electorate’s likelihood to cast their vote in an 

election. An important consideration is the notion of descriptive representation, which may have 

a significant impact on how diverse voters perceive messages presented in electoral campaign 
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ads and how they view political candidates (Gevorgyan, 2010). McCarthy et al. (2016) claim that 

voters do recognize candidates’ identity traits and may seek to support candidates that share 

certain identity traits (e.g., gender), rather than supporting candidates with particular stances on 

certain political issues. For example, some voters may strive to embrace cultural similarity and 

cast their vote for a candidate with a similar ethnic or racial background as theirs (Ansolabehere 

& Fraga 2016; Barreto, 2010; Burge et al., 2020; McConnaughy et al., 2010; Wamble, 2018). 

What is more, a degree of attachment to one’s cultural identity (i.e., a degree of self-

identification as belonging to a certain ethnic or racial cultural group) may influence perceptions 

and interpretations of political campaign messages as well as shape voters’ behaviors (Grier & 

Brumbaugh, 1999; Herd & Grube, 1996).  

To elaborate this point, racially/ethnically diverse voters may not connect with political 

candidates who emphasize and target anti-immigrant initiatives in their political campaigns. But 

those voters who exhibit a high degree of connection with a political candidate on the basis of 

some shared values will likely express high support for the candidates and may try to actively 

promote such candidates in conversations with other individuals. Bishin and Klofstad (2009) 

report that, sometimes, political campaign ads target particular subgroups of ethnic voters (i.e., 

specific subgroups of ethnically or racially diverse voter populations). For example, candidates 

may strive to connect with specific subgroups of Latino/Latinx voters, in states where such 

groups may influence the electoral outcome (e.g., Florida). Nevertheless, some sources report 

that ethnically diverse individuals may struggle with political participation as a result of being 

disconnected from political talks and, in general, access or exposure to relevant political 

information (American Legal Defense and Education Fund, 2006). As a result, a lack of 

connection with political messages may have a significant impact on individuals’ voting 
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behaviors. Therefore, to overcome incongruence and to connect with diverse groups of voters, 

political candidates may intentionally draft messages for their campaign ads that convey cues 

related to cultural identity.  

In sum, culture, and more specifically, one’s cultural identity can have a strong impact on 

how voters may cast their ballot. In this sense, culture can be that power that guides voters to 

engage in particular electoral behaviors, including increased political participation and amplified 

candidate support. Political candidates need to acknowledge this force and strive to use strategic 

messaging in order to attract or to better connect with particular social and cultural groups of 

voters that could have the ability to change the course of elections. However, candidates also 

need to recognize cultural differences across the social groups of voters as well as acknowledge 

that there might be differences in voting behaviors within each group of voters.  

Political Campaigns  

Political campaigns frequently serve as a useful source of information and may help 

potential voters form their opinions about candidates (Donovan et al., 2020; Holbrook, 1996; Lau 

& Redlawsk, 2001; Farrel & Schmitt-Beck, 2003). The nature of political campaigns may decide 

whether or not people can engage in correct voting or “the likelihood that citizens, under 

conditions of incomplete information, nonetheless vote for the candidate or party they would 

have voted for had they had full information about those same candidates and/or parties” (Lau et 

al., 2020, p. 396). On the contrary, an incorrect vote occurs “when a voter supports a candidate 

or party in the choice set who holds positions further away from her own than does one of the 

other options” (Pierce & Lau, 2019, p. 3). Scholars have extensively studied this question at the 

individual and contextual levels (Ha & Lau, 2015; Lau et al., 2020; Lau & Redlawsk, 2001; 

McClurg & Holbrook, 2009). Specifically, Nai (2015) examined political campaigns’ nature and 
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content (i.e., intensity, negativity), and discovered that “correct” voting may depend on 

individual and contextual factors, namely, that political sophistication and use of heuristics may 

increase the likelihood of “correct” voting. Further, intense campaigns may spark voters’ interest 

and have a motivating effect on their participation (Wolak, 2009).  

Negative political campaigns are campaigns that purposefully spread negative 

information about candidates to degrade their image. In general, although, negative messages can 

draw public attention, the public tends to dislike such messages. Therefore, voters may 

disconnect from candidates who rely on negative campaigns (Nai, 2015). However, voters may 

exhibit a stronger reaction when exposed to negative messages compared to positive messages 

(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Negative political campaigns are associated with election 

outcomes (Mattes et al., 2010), more specifically, voter turnout (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1995; 

Ansolabehere et al., 1994; Fridkin & Kenney, 2004; Nai, 2015), and the mobilization of voters 

(Freedman & Goldstein, 1999; Fridkin & Kenney, 2004; Jackson & Carsey, 2007; Niven, 2006).  

In particular, Mattes and colleagues (2010) argue that voters may be more prone to 

remembering negative information about political candidates in comparison with positive 

information. Furthermore, negative information may more easily leave a significant print onto 

voters’ memory for a longer time and may be harder to transform or change in the future. In their 

study, the authors identified two negative candidate traits, deceit and threat, as their variables of 

interest. Their results indicate that negative perceptions of candidates that voters were unfamiliar 

with may shape negative perceptions of these candidates, which, consequently, may predict 

electoral outcomes (Mattes et al., 2010). 

Thus, political campaigns are an important resource that can be used by voters to learn 

more about candidates’ identity cues as well as to form impressions about the candidates. If the 
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campaigns present candidates in a certain light (i.e., negative or positive representations), these 

candidate representations may significantly influence the electorate’s voting behaviors.  

Candidate Evaluations and Candidate Vote Choice Intent  

 As described above, there are multiple factors that may determine the outcome of an 

election and guide voting behaviors. Although it is important to make an informed decision 

about candidates when casting a ballot, not all voters are able and willing to make a rational 

choice. The presence or absence of informational cues about the candidates, as well as the 

complexity and the tone of candidate representations that infuse political campaigns may play a 

key role in candidate evaluations. More specifically, when voters decide what candidate to 

support, they tend to evaluate the candidate’s identity character traits, their ability to serve in 

office in the role these candidates are trying to fill, and their skills. Therefore, in what follows, I 

will review some of specific characteristics of political candidates, such as their perceived 

lik(e)ability and credibility, two important considerations in voters’ decision-making processes.  

Lik(e)ability 

According to Lau and Redlawsk (2006), candidates’ “likeability goes beyond the 

physical, including personality traits that may be explicitly or implicitly applied to a candidate, 

sometimes simply on the basis of physical appearance” (p. 189). Some scholars note that 

candidates’ physical appearance and attractiveness certainly can play a crucial role in how 

candidates are evaluated by voters (Ottati, 1990). Banducci et al. (2008) argue that, when voters 

do not account for a lot of information about the candidate, they may rely on political candidates’ 

physical appearances to draw conclusions about the candidates; the physically attractive 

politicians in their study were rated higher in comparison with the less attractive ones. Riggle et 

al. (1992) echo this statement and report very similar findings that corroborate this idea.  
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A candidate’s likability is not always rooted in how politicians look, but it certainly may 

have an impact on how voters perceive candidates’ character traits (Sigelman et al., 1987). 

Voters may consider candidates’ personality and their unique identity traits when assessing a 

candidate’s likability and deciding for whom to vote (Riggle et al., 1992). Consequently, to 

evaluate a candidate’s likability, voters may gauge what makes a particular candidate fit for the 

political office they are running for and what distinguishes them from other candidates (Nai, 

2015, 2022). Consequently, many scholars note that politics has become more personalized 

nowadays, wherein not only candidates’ partisanship or ideological leanings may predict voting 

behaviors, but also their unique identity (personality) traits (e.g., Barbaranelli et al., 2007; 

Caprara et al., 2006; Nai, 2022; Roets & van Hiel, 2009; Todorov et al., 2005). Caprara et al. 

(2006), for instance, noted that some voters may cast their vote for candidates who possess 

identity traits that are similar to their own identity traits. Thus, examining the identity 

characteristics of political candidates can provide useful information about voting behaviors.   

There are several identity traits that may either increase or decrease candidates’ likability 

(Baum, 2005), which can shift the nature of the electorate’s voting behaviors in an election 

(Meeks, 2012). Roets and van Hiel (2009) explain that voters typically seek candidates that 

portray traits such as friendliness, intellectual brilliance, Machiavellianism, and wit. Some 

scholars argue that low agreeableness (Ramey et al., 2022) and high psychopathy (Palmen et al., 

2018) make candidates more effective in office. Thus, candidates’ unique personality and 

identity traits can be key determinants of how likeable voters believe candidates to be. If 

candidates are perceived as highly likeable, then they will be viewed more positively by voters, 

which may increase the chances of voters supporting these candidates. In other words, positive 

evaluations of a candidate based on their likability may potentially lead to a candidate winning 
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the race, whereas an unlikeable candidate may end up receiving less electoral support, and risk 

losing the election. 

Further, presidential political candidates who are perceived as narcissists can be less 

successful at crafting effective political policies while in office (Watts et al., 2013). At the same 

time scholars highlight that low courtesy, patience, or ability to compromise may lead to 

candidates’ bills being vetoed or overruled by other legislators (Simonton, 1988). To assess 

candidates’ likability, scholars study voters’ attitudes towards the candidates (e.g., Roets & van 

Hiel, 2009; Wilcox et al., 1989). Therefore, likability will be used in this dissertation as a 

dependent variable and it will be examined as an outcome effect, assessed in relation to 

candidates’ interactional identities, namely, gender, partisanship, and veteran status. 

Perceived Candidate Credibility  

Political communication recognizes and emphasizes a connection between political 

candidates, their image, and effects this image might have on how credible voters believe a 

candidate to be (Funk, 2007; Hovland et al., 1953; Iyengar & Kinder, 2010; McCroskey, 1966; 

Page & Duffy, 2018; Yankelovich, 1991). More specifically, voters’ evaluations of candidates’ 

identity traits may influence their electoral decision-making behaviors (Brader, 2005; Campbell 

et al., 1954; Kinder, 1986).  

A candidate’s credibility consists of their competence, [strong moral] character or 

trustworthiness, and goodwill (Housholder & LaMarre, 2014; McCroskey & Teven, 1999). Other 

definitions of credibility may include competence, leadership, strength, integrity, trust, and 

empathy (Stokes, 1962; Todorov et al., 2005). A candidate’s characteristics that inform 

credibility can be grouped along two lines: traits that are linked to the candidate’s performance 

(i.e., competence and strength) and traits that are linked to the candidate’s interpersonal 
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interactions with others (i.e., warmth and trust; Hovland et al., 1953; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; 

Page & Duffy, 2018).  

In respect to research findings regarding these characteristics, Page and Duffy (2018) 

reported that Republican voters valued candidates’ strong moral character when making voting 

decisions in an election, which, as described above, is reflective of candidates’ competence 

(Miller, 2013). Chen et al. (2014) echoed this argument and claimed that voters may derive their 

understanding of a candidate’s credibility from simply observing the candidates’ behaviors 

(Chmielewski, 2012; Hovland et al., 1953; Iyengar et al., 1987). Further, voters may develop 

understanding in relation to candidates’ credibility through the latter’s political campaign ads. 

More specifically, Benoit & McHale (2003), when analyzing electoral ads between 1952 and 

2000, found that these political ads most frequently emphasized candidates’ morality, which, as 

described above, can be linked to candidates’ credibility.  

Thus, the notion of credibility is a complex and multidimensional construct that is 

frequently studied in the field of political communication. Many scholars, including 

Chmielewski (2012), found that a candidate’s credibility is strongly related to the electorate’s 

voting preferences. Campaign messages convey ideas about candidates’ identity traits and 

characteristics, which, in turn, shape voters’ electoral behaviors (McHugo et al., 1985). 

Perceived competence. Candidates’ perceived competence, a sub-dimension of 

credibility, is one of the key characteristics in voters’ perceptions and evaluations of political 

candidates (Castelli et al., 2009; Chen et al., 2012, 2014; Cuddy et al., 2009; Fiske et al., 2007,  

2007; Judd et al., 2005; Meng & Davidson, 2020; Sussman et al., 2013; Todorov et al., 2005; 

Wojciszke, 1994). A candidate’s competence is related to their job performance and their ability 

to reach various goals. The perception that a candidate is worthy and competent to occupy office 



 108 

and represent voters successfully may shape and drive the electorate’s voting behaviors in 

relation to such a candidate (Ballew & Todorov, 2007; Chiao et al., 2008; Cuddy et al., 2009; 

Olivola & Todorov, 2010; Rule & Ambady, 2009; Todorov et al., 2005).  

Chen et al. (2012) differentiate between two different types of competence – a general 

idea of competence and social competence. General competence is a “basic ability in task 

functioning and involves traits such as efficiency, intelligence, and capability,” whereas social 

competence is “the capacity to function effectively in social interactions and it involves qualities 

such as interpersonal skillfulness, social adaption, and sensitivity to social cues” (p. 1350). In 

this dissertation, a candidate’s perceived competence is evaluated primarily in terms of their 

general competence.  

Voters may assess a candidate’s competence through various channels that typically 

involve observations of the candidate and the knowledge that may be generated as a result of 

media exposure and media portrayals of such candidates. More specifically, some scholars argue 

that voters may infer how competent a candidate is just by relying on the candidate’s image (i.e., 

the candidate’s appearance and, in particular, their face or facial features; Carpinella & Johnson, 

2016; Castelli et al., 2009; Rule et al., 2010; Todorov et al., 2005; Willis & Todorov, 2006; 

Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2008). For example, Todorov et al. (2005) examined voters’ exposure 

to candidates’ faces in the case of gubernatorial elections and found that one’s face was a factor 

that could influence the outcome of an election, at least in lower-level races.  

Perceived competence has also been strongly linked to better chances of winning in 

elections (Castelli et al., 2009; Funk, 2007). Studies show that political candidates’ perceived 

competence (on par with the notion of candidates’ perceived warmth) typically accounts for the 

most variance when it comes to evaluations of individuals (Castelli et al., 2009). However, Funk 
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(2007) found that only sophisticated voters preferred candidate competence (a personal trait 

linked to job performance) versus warmth when evaluating whether or not a candidate was suited 

for the political office for which they were running.  

To sum up these ideas, a political candidate’s perceived competence involves the 

candidate’s perceived efficiency as a professional and their ability to function successfully in 

terms of job performance. A candidate’s perceived competence is one of the central predictors 

that may guide the voting behaviors of individuals. Therefore, competence will be used in the 

dissertation as one of the dependent variables to examine how voter evaluations of a candidate’s 

competence may be shaped based on the candidate’s interactional identity traits. 

Trustworthiness. In addition to competence, scholars argue that a candidate’s 

trustworthiness is also among the key factors that can affect electoral outcomes (Brambilla et al., 

2011; Chen et al., 2014; Fiske et al., 2007; Judd et al., 2005; Oosterhof & Todorov, 2009; 

Todorov et al., 2009; Wojciszke, 1994; 2005). Trustworthiness captures as person’s sincerity and 

honesty (either in general or in relation to some specific subject). Thus, whether voters perceive 

a candidate to be trustworthy or not can affect whether they will vote for said candidate or not.   

Brambilla et al. (2012) state that perceived trustworthiness is a fundamental characteristic 

that allows us to develop impressions about others. The decisions that voters make about a 

candidate’s trustworthiness based on the latter’s identity and identity traits can be almost 

instantaneous, meaning that it may not require a lot of time or information about the political 

candidates to make such decisions (Todorov et al., 2009). Furthermore, perceived 

trustworthiness is more tangible for in-group members as opposed to out-group members, based 

on, for example, demographic characteristics of individuals, such as their gender (Brewer, 1979; 

Levin et al., 2006; McAllister, 1995; Meng & Davidson, 2020). Thus, when it comes to political 
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candidates, trustworthiness may sway voters’ electoral behaviors, depending on how sincere or 

honest the candidates may appear to the electorate.  

 Trustworthiness has been widely studied in the context of political elections. Some 

scholars have connected candidates’ trustworthiness to other candidate characteristics and traits 

that may influence voting behaviors, such as political candidates’ competence and warmth 

(Brambilla et al., 2011; Castelli et al., 2009; Chen et al., 2014; Funk, 1996; Pancer et al., 1999; 

Poutvaara et al., 2009; Rule et al., 2010; Todorov et al., 2005; Van Vugt, 2006). Some scholars 

claim that individuals’ trustworthiness may be determined by assessments of facial features and 

may influence some of the decision-making that voters engage in even more than a candidate’s 

perceived intelligence or competence (Chen et al., 2014; De Bruin & Van Lange, 1999). In other 

words, if a person’s face is deemed to be trustworthy, then others may be more willing to 

cooperate with such a person rather than with people who appear less trustworthy (Chen et al., 

2014; van ‘t Wout & Sanfey, 2008).  

The trustworthiness of political candidates may also be inferred from candidates’ 

nonphysical characteristics (i.e., not from candidates’ height or hair color, but rather some of the 

intangible traits that candidates may possess; Meng & Davidson, 2020). By the same token, 

evaluations of one’s trustworthiness may indicate the degree of integrity of political candidates 

based on political campaigns and one’s media depictions (Chen et al., 2014). Ultimately, 

perceived trustworthiness may result in more votes for a candidate that appears as more sincere 

in comparison with other political candidates, leading to substantial voter support. Thus, 

candidate’s perceived trustworthiness is another central factor that guides individuals’ voting 

behaviors. Therefore, it will be used in the dissertation as one of the dependent variables, too, to 
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examine how voter evaluations of a candidate’s perceived trustworthiness may be shaped based 

on the candidate’s interactional identities. 

Goodwill. Goodwill is another sub-dimension of credibility that is linked to competence 

and trustworthiness and that political candidates often strive to foster throughout the course of 

their electoral campaigns (Shi et al., 2022). Goodwill is synonymous to the idea of caring or 

perceived caring, according to Teven (2008). Further, this concept alludes to Aristotle’s idea of 

“intention toward [the] receiver” and “the degree to which an audience perceives the source 

caring for them and having their best interests at heart” (Teven, 2008, p. 386). In other words, 

when a candidate conveys the idea of goodwill, it may highlight the reputation of the candidate, 

the relationships between the candidate and the general public, based on the candidate’s past 

voting record, and the promises politicians make, or how this voting record either aligns with or 

disconnects from political issues that concern voters. The goodwill of political candidates could 

be potentially measured as a degree of empathy (Aylor, 1999), sincerity, and genuine concern 

towards their constituents, as well as prioritizing voters’ interests over benefits of the candidates.  

If a candidate is rated by voters highly on goodwill, this could potentially mean that the 

candidate may promote legislations that will be perceived by voters as beneficial. For example, if 

a candidate that is rated high on goodwill talks about student debt relief, then they would be 

perceived as more caring and sincere by the electorate who is in favor of student debt 

forgiveness. In this example, hypothetical student voters will likely positively evaluate this 

candidate and their efforts to diminish the burden of federal student loans. At the same, if a 

candidate that is ranked low on goodwill communicates concern and support towards small 

businesses in their political campaign, then small business owners may be skeptical towards such 

a candidate, and potentially express less support for this candidate (i.e., since their promises may 
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be perceived as less genuine). These examples and current literature illustrate a strong 

connection between a candidate’s goodwill and their perceived believability (Warner & Banwart, 

2016). 

One can say that it is crucial for candidates to create an image of a caring, empathetic 

politician that can communicate their goodwill to the electorate (Hacker, 2004). Scholars 

emphasize that politicians need to express empathy towards voters clearly in order to be 

evaluated high on goodwill (Warner & Banwart, 2016). If the electorate perceives the candidate 

as caring or having a significant amount of goodwill, it could positively distinguish this 

candidate from their political opponents. Teven (2008) also echoes this idea by arguing that 

goodwill plays a crucial role in evaluations, and, more specifically, in candidate evaluations, 

which play a key role in determining individuals’ voting behaviors.  

What is more, if political candidates clearly communicate the idea of goodwill in their 

political campaigns, their messages can be more persuasive and influential for the electoral 

decisions voters make (Shi et al., 2022). Nevertheless, in line with social identity research, some 

scholars have found that the in-group versus out-group perspective to evaluating candidates 

based on goodwill may be linked to greater bias and prejudice based on perceived identity 

similarities and differences between political candidates and voters. Nevertheless, goodwill plays 

an role, influencing candidates’ perceived identities (i.e., image), which, in turn, may have a 

significant impact on vote choice intent for the candidate. Therefore, goodwill is also examined 

as a dependent variable in the current dissertation to capture how interactional identities affect 

evaluations of candidates’ goodwill.  

Candidate Evaluations as Mediators. I propose in this dissertation that candidate 

evaluations may mediate the relationships between a candidate’s identity traits and the 
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electorate’s vote choice intent for that candidate. Many politicians and political campaign 

managers understand the significance of the image political candidates develop, and the role this 

image plays in shaping voter evaluations (Warner & Banwart, 2016). According to Karlsen 

(2011), directly engaging in a dialogue with constituents through political campaigns allows 

politicians to present themselves in a favorable light and convey these positive characteristics to 

voters. Specifically, previous sections of the literature review have showed how voters evaluate 

candidates based on their identity traits, such as gender, age, racial/ethnic identity, partisanship, 

political ideology, or veteran status. At the same time, the literature review also emphasized how 

different characteristics that voters ascribe to political candidates are used to evaluate their fit for 

office and their ability to handle political issues (i.e., competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and 

likability of the candidates).  

Nevertheless, although, there is a significant body of literature that examines the 

relationships between identity traits, perceived candidate evaluations, and their influence on the 

electoral outcome, not many studies test how perceived candidate evaluations functions as 

mediators in these relationships. Namely, how competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and 

likability of the candidates (or other alike variables) function to potentially mediate the 

relationships between a candidate’s identity traits and the vote choice intent for the candidate is 

not examined. I propose that evaluations of a candidate have an important role as they nuance the 

relationship between identity characteristics and the outcome of voting (or not) for a said 

candidate. People form impressions and evaluate candidates’ identity traits, and it is these 

impressions that affect whether they vote for a candidate or not, not just the candidate’s traits. 

Thus, the current study proposes that competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability of the 

candidates mediate the relationships between gender, partisanship, and veteran status and vote 
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choice intent for this candidate. Given that there is not a lot of literature on this topic, this study 

would permit a better understanding of these relationships, which can provide a meaningful 

theoretical contribution to the field of political communication.  

Additional Influences on Voting Behaviors (Covariates) 

Scholars argue that voting behaviors are not monolithic among individuals, and may vary 

not only from one social group to another, but also based on a multitude of additional factors 

such as voters’ age, their race/ethnicity, citizenship (or origin), religious beliefs, education, 

occupation, income, political ideology (i.e., where voters stand on the liberalism – conservatism 

continuum), political party affiliation, political involvement, trust in government, closeness with 

veterans, or affiliation with the military (military service: combat-non-combat).  

Income plays a significant role in the voting behaviors of individuals. People who have 

limited means of existence (i.e., low income) may have difficulties making an informed decision 

about political candidates, since both access to information and education can be quite costly. 

Further, sometimes voting requires traveling to distant areas that not every person can afford. 

Akee et al. (2018) argue that income increases voter turnout, since well-established voters may 

have developed a better understanding of the political process and they also may not experience 

any restrictions in terms of hurdles associated with traveling to another area to cast their ballot. 

Thus, income can affect voting behaviors.   

Further, Silver and Miller (2014) argue that voting behaviors are positively associated 

with voters’ educational background, income, interest in politics, civic duty, and partisanship. 

Age may also significantly influence voting behaviors. Glasford (2008) reports that young adults 

(18-24 years old age bracket) vote less frequently compared to voters of other age groups. To 

illustrate this point, approximately 47% of young adults voted in the 2004 U.S. presidential 
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election (U.S. Census, 2004). Low voter turnout among this demographic may be related to low 

trust in the government (Abramson & Aldrich, 1982; Plutzer, 2002), which could translate into 

lack of future electoral involvement, and lower voter turnout in the future. In turn, political 

candidates may be less concerned with the issues that such young adults deem as important, such 

as, for example, student loans. Thus, age can be an important variable that can predict voting 

behaviors.  

Furthermore, studies argue that the political sophistication and educational background of 

voters may impact how they research information about candidates (Lau et al., 2020). Level of 

education may influence the way people cast their vote: it has been found that those with a 

bachelor’s degree or above are more likely to cast their vote for Democrats in the House election 

(Blais, 2006). Thus, education level should also be a consideration when examining voting 

behaviors.  

Party affiliation (and partisanship) can be a significant predictor of voting behaviors. 

Some scholars have reported that voters exhibit the signs of increased loyalty to political party 

(Andreottola & Li, 2022). In particular, the electorate’s political party loyalty may prompt voters 

to cast straight-tickets (i.e., straight party voting), with only 4% of voters splitting the vote 

between candidates from different political parties (Abramowitz & Webster, 2016; Bartels, 2000; 

Pew Research Center, 2021). Straight party voting is a tendency to choose the candidates from a 

single party for every office (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2022). This voting 

tendency is another signal of voter polarization along party lines. 

 Additionally, recent trends show that U.S. society has become more polarized, as less 

people hold mixed opinions about major political issues (Pew Research Center, 2017). In other 

words, there is a growing gap between liberals and conservatives, as the U.S. public tends to hold 
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either strictly conservative or strictly liberal views, which echoes the partisan division of the U.S. 

society. To illustrate this division, average Republicans are now more conservative than 97% of 

Democrats, and average Democrats are more liberal than 95% of Republicans (Pew Research 

Center, 2017). Hence, political affiliation or the partisanship of voters matters.  

 Further, the world has become increasingly interconnected, with many individuals 

traveling from one country to another due to a variety of push and pull factors (Ritzer & Dean, 

2015). Not only can these individuals travel temporarily for leisure, but some people may also 

choose to move to another country permanently to pursue a job, academic career, marriage, or re-

connect with members of their family. Such individuals may obtain the right to participate in 

elections, which means some voters have a different cultural background that can differ from 

local, host nationals and how they cast their vote (Piccoli & Ruedin, 2022). Further, an increase 

in immigrants can dissatisfy many individuals, and may prompt some politicians to adhere to 

right-wing conservative beliefs that could target like-minded local voters, perhaps, making them 

more engaged in the electoral process (Otto & Steinhardt, 2014). Thus, the scholarship shows 

that there are some additional factors that may have an impact on the electoral outcome, such as, 

for example, voters’ age, their race/ethnicity, citizenship (of origin), religious beliefs, education, 

occupation, income, political ideology, and political party affiliation. I will examine whether any 

of these variables are significant when conducting analyses in this dissertation and control for 

those that are.  

 To summarize the literature review, the political communication scholarship that strives 

to investigate the evaluations of political candidates and how they impact voting behaviors in 

elections is ample. More specifically, the research shows that candidates not only should be 

concerned with political opponents, but more so, in some cases, they should stay focused on 
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voters and voting behaviors. Voters have certain expectations about political candidates and their 

office fit based on the different identity traits and characteristics candidates communicate to 

them. Ultimately, a lack of concern with perceived voter evaluations may cost candidates the 

election. 

Hypotheses and Research Questions  

In light of the arguments discussed above in the literature review, the following section 

presents the proposed hypotheses and research questions for this dissertation. First, a candidate’s 

gender plays a crucial role in how voters evaluate candidates, with male candidates often being 

rated more positively than female candidates, given that politics is a very competitive field that is 

dominated by male politicians (e.g., Ditonto, 2017, Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Sigelman et al., 

1987). Therefore, men can be perceived as more natural and better at handling politics that 

concern the society, compared with women (e.g., Meeks, 2012). At the same time, there is a 

growing body of political communication literature that indicates female candidates are rated on 

par or more positively than male candidates, meaning that, in some studies, female candidates 

received more positive evaluations from participants than male candidates (e.g., Bauer et al., 

2022; Dolan, 2018; Funk, 2007; Kahn, 1996; Mattes et al., 2010; Piazza & Diaz, 2020; Schwenk, 

2022). The gender gap in the field of politics is being reduced as more female politicians and 

legislators are elected to operate at high levels of political offices (GGGR, 2022), such as, for 

example, electing Kamala Harris as vice president of the United States.    

However, the gender gap is very much still present in society; generally speaking, female 

candidates are frequently underrepresented at high levels of political offices (please refer to 

section on female candidate underrepresentation for more details). Given that candidate 

evaluations may stem from people’s daily observations during which they observe more male 
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than female members are a part of the U.S. Congress, this underrepresentation can yield biased 

evaluations and perceptions of a candidate’s gender. In other words, participants see more men in 

politics, and hence that becomes the perceived norm about who belongs in that context, leading 

to women being evaluated as not belonging or being out of their realm in politics more so than 

men.  

What is more, participants may not suspect that they hold biased beliefs and attitudes 

towards female politicians. Therefore, evaluations of political candidates may be significantly 

impacted by such biases and intrinsic beliefs that voters associate with the gender identity of the 

candidates, where male candidates could receive more positive evaluations than female 

candidates. Thus, albeit previous literature has found some support for women being evaluated 

more positively than men, I contend that the gender gap, societal expectations and norms about 

gender roles, and perceptions about politics as a male domain will lead to men being evaluated 

more positively than women. To this end, I propose the following hypothesis: 

H1: Male candidates will be evaluated by voters as (a) more competent, (b) more 

trustworthy, (c) having more goodwill, and (d) being more likeable than female 

candidates while controlling for voters’ characteristics.  

Second, political candidates’ partisan identity is another significant factor that influences 

voter evaluations. Partisanship signals the degree of association or strength of attachment with 

one political party or another. The U.S. political system is bipartisan, where voters associate 

different traits and characteristics to candidates based on the party label. The political 

communication scholarship includes mixed findings concerning voter evaluations of Republicans 

and Democrats. Some studies have reported that Republicans were rated more positively than 

Democrats on different traits, such as leadership and morale (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Hayes, 
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2005; King & Matland, 2003), whereas other studies have reported that, Democrats were 

perceived and evaluated more positively than Republicans on a variety of variables, such as 

competence to handle various political issues (Dolan, 2014; Huddy & Capelos, 2002; Koch, 

1999), and in respect to various identity traits (e.g., compassion, empathy; Hayes, 2005). The 

evaluation of political candidates may not depend solely on the identities of the candidates (i.e., 

their partisanship), but also on some other external factors. For example, a declining economy, 

inflation, unemployment, and involvement of the country in an armed conflict are some aspects 

that may impact candidates’ evaluations. Currently, the U.S. is undergoing a severe recession, 

which may negatively reflect on the ratings of the current U.S. President, Joe Biden. More 

specifically, according to Reuters (2023), in April of 2023, slightly more than a half of 

Americans (54%) disapproved of Joe Biden and his efforts as a president. Further, Reuters 

(2023) explicitly states that Biden’s rating decreased to 39%, which is considered “low by 

historical standards” (n.p.). This approval rate decline has been directly linked to the decline of 

the U.S. economy. Since voters may view Biden as the leader of the Democratic party, they 

could inadvertently transfer their negative evaluations of him onto Democratic political 

candidates, in general. Thus, shared partisanship would mean that other Democratic candidates 

would be linked to Biden and negative evaluations of Biden would be transferred onto the 

candidates, too. Therefore, I proposed the following hypothesis: 

H2: Republican candidates will be evaluated by voters as more(a) more competent, (b) 

more trustworthy, (c) having more goodwill, and (d) being more likeable than Democrat 

candidates while controlling for voters’ characteristics. 

Next, I also wanted to examine how the background of candidates may impact voter 

evaluations. I selected a very distinct and unique social identity for these purposes – veteran 
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status. Being a veteran is frequently associated with leadership, attention to detail, and high 

achievements, which could affect voter evaluations, as the very same traits are often highly 

valued in politics and related to successful politicians. Therefore, veterans being viewed as 

experienced leaders and high achievers may lead to positive evaluations of veteran candidates. 

Further, military service can be perceived to offer an advantage in handling issues of national 

security as well as foreign policy, which may lead to veteran candidates being perceived as more 

competent during a period of time when the country is involved in international conflicts, 

compared to civilian political candidates. Since the United States is currently either directly or 

indirectly engaged in several armed conflicts (please see the section of veteran identity and 

military culture for more information), I predict that participants will evaluate veteran candidates 

more positively, as they can provide a sense of security and also have the ability to provide 

valuable leadership, whereas non-veteran candidates may not share similar experiences and 

competencies. 

However, it is also important to note that the military communication literature 

acknowledges some problematic depictions of military veterans (e.g., Parrott et al., 2019a; 

2019b; 2022a; 2022b). Thus, veteran status can also be associated with acute trauma, mental 

health issues, inability to transition from the military and adapt to civilian culture, as well as 

some controversial actions the military engages in overseas. Nevertheless, I believe that positive 

evaluations of the veteran candidates will outweigh negative aspects that can be associated with 

military veterans. The Veterans and Citizens Initiative (More in Common, 2022) reports that 

more than five in 10 Americans feel warmth towards veterans and believe that veterans “…are 

role models for good citizenship” and that they will “…do what is right for America” compared 
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with the work of U.S. congressmen and Supreme Court justices (n.p.). Thus, I developed the 

following hypothesis: 

H3: Veteran candidates will be evaluated by voters as more(a) more competent, (b) more 

trustworthy, (c) having more goodwill, and (d) being more likeable than non-veteran 

candidates while controlling for voters’ characteristics.  

Finally, given that research on the interactional identity of political candidates that 

involves multiple identity traits is scarce, it is also important to investigate how overlapping 

social identities may interact with one another, and how this interaction may influence voter 

evaluations of the candidates. To this end, I asked the following research question: 

RQ1: Is there an interaction effect between a candidate’s gender, partisanship, and 

veteran status on their (a) competence, (b) trustworthiness, (c) goodwill, and (d) 

likability, as evaluated by voters, while controlling for voters’ characteristics? 

Further, one of the important aspects that this dissertation is concerned with is 

determining what can predict the electorate’s intent to vote for a political candidate. As a 

reminder, the political communication literature has found mixed results in respect to candidate 

evaluations and voting behaviors based on a candidate’s gender. For example, male and female 

candidates can be seen as more competent or qualified when it comes handling different policies. 

To further develop this idea, due to gender stereotypes, male candidates are traditionally viewed 

as more successful at handling issues associated with an agentic identity—the economy, defense, 

and foreign policy. Female candidates are viewed as more competent at handling issues informed 

by a communal identity—healthcare, education, and social welfare. According to Gallup (2023), 

33% percent of Americans indicated in March 2023 that the economy is the nation’s top 

significant issue at this time, followed by poor governmental leadership (20%), immigration 
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(11%), unifying the country (4%), crime (3%), and federal debt (3%). Given that the majority of 

the top issues that currently concern Americans are informed by agentic identity characteristics, 

male candidates are likely to be perceived as better at handling these political issues than female 

candidates. Therefore, I believe that participants in my study will also indicate their vote choice 

intent (i.e., propensity to support a candidate and cast their vote for that candidate) for male 

candidates over female candidates, as male candidates would be perceived to be better at 

handling these top issues. To examine this idea, I first propose the following hypothesis based on 

previous findings regarding voters’ behaviors (i.e., vote choice intent) in respect to a candidate’s 

gender:  

H4: Vote choice intent for a political candidate will differ based on their gender so that, 

controlling for voters’ characteristics, voters will be more likely to vote for male 

candidates than for female candidates.  

What is more, I also wanted to examine similar relationships, but with partisan and 

veteran identity of the candidates. However, given that the scholarship that investigates these 

topics is rather inconclusive in the case of partisanship and very limited in terms of veteran 

status, I proposed the following research question: 

RQ2: Does vote choice intent for a political candidate differ based on their a) 

partisanship or b) veteran status, while controlling for voters’ characteristics? 

Finally, in line with the argument proposed about candidate evaluations functioning as 

mediators that help nuance the relationship between identity traits and the vote choice intent for a 

political candidate, I proposed the following three hypotheses: 
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H5: (a) Competence, (b) trustworthiness, (c) goodwill, and (d) likability will mediate the 

relationships between a candidate’s gender and vote choice intent for that candidate, 

while controlling for voters’ characteristics.  

H6: (a) Competence, (b) trustworthiness, (c) goodwill, and (d) likability will mediate the 

relationships between a candidate’s partisanship and vote choice intent for that 

candidate, while controlling for voters’ characteristics. 

H7: (a) Competence, (b) trustworthiness, (c) goodwill, and (d) likability will mediate the 

relationships between a candidate’s veteran status and vote choice intent for that 

candidate, while controlling for voters’ characteristics.  
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CHAPTER 3: PILOT STUDY: MAILERS REALISM ASSESSMENT 

The purpose of the pilot study was to evaluate the hypothetical political candidate mailers 

and their realism as well as gather participant input about ways to increase their realism. The 

following details the method for the pilot study as well as its results and a discussion of how 

these results influenced changes made to the experimental stimuli for the main dissertation study.  

Participants  

 The researcher recruited a convenience sample of U.S. adults (100 men and 100 women) 

above the age of 18 from across the United States via the crowd-sourcing platform Prolific. 

Prolific allows scholars to recruit participants for social-scientific and experimental studies, and 

also allows researchers to implement various pre-screening options (e.g., nationality, age, 

willingness to participate in deception studies; Palan & Schitter, 2018). The eligibility criteria for 

Prolific workers included the request that individuals (a) self-identified as U.S. nationals, (b) 

were between 18 and 100 years old (c) had completed over 100 studies on Prolific before, (d) 

had at least a 99% approval rate for their previous Prolific submissions, and (e) were open to 

participate in deception studies. The sample was set up to be balanced by participants’ sex (50% 

male, 50% female). 

Initially, 222 Prolific participants were recruited and consented to participate in the pilot 

study. Out of these, 20 participants did not complete the study and returned their submission (any 

data from these participants was eliminated) and 18 responses were eliminated due to failed 

attention verification questions, yielding 184 valid responses that were used for subsequent 

analyses. Participants’ age ranged from 19 to 78 years old (M = 38.41 years; SD = 13.25 years). 

Participants were mostly White (n = 132), and primarily resided in California (n = 18), Florida (n 

= 13), Ohio (n = 11), New York (n = 10), Texas (n = 10), and Illinois (n = 9). Participants 
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indicated their occupation via an open-ended response. Some of the occupations listed included: 

software developer, sustainability manager, customer service representative, HR manager, 

server, student aid, teacher, dental assistant, self-employed, retired, or unemployed. Detailed 

information about additional participant demographics is presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 

Sample Characteristics for Pilot Study: Prolific Sample (N = 184) 

Demographic Information  N (%) 

Sex 

Male 

Female 

Intersex 

Non-binary 

Other  

Prefer not to answer 

 

94 

87 

0 

2 

0 

1 

 

(51.1%) 

(47.3%) 

(0%) 

(1.1%) 

(0%) 

(0.5%) 

Race/Ethnicity 

White 

Hispanic, Latino, or Latinx 

Black or African American 

American Indian or Alaska Native 

Asian 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

A combination of these 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

Education 

High school degree or less 

Associate (2 year) degree 

Bachelor (4 year) degree 

Professional degree 

Graduate degree (e.g., MA, PhD) 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

Political Ideology 

Very liberal 

Slightly liberal 

 

132 

9 

15 

2 

19 

0 

0 

6 

1 

 

42 

22 

76 

6 

32 

5 

1 

 

60 

56 

 

(71.7%) 

(4.9%) 

(8.2%) 

(1.1%) 

(10.3%) 

(0%) 

(0%) 

(3.3%) 

(0.5%) 

 

(22.8%) 

(12%) 

(41.3%) 

(3.3%) 

(17.4%) 

(2.7%) 

(0.5%) 

 

(32.6%) 

(30.4%) 
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Moderate 

Slightly conservative 

Very conservative 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

Party Identification 

Republican 

Libertarian 

Democrat 

Independent 

Other 

Prefer not to anwer 

Military Status 

Yes 

No 

Prefer not to answer 

Military affiliation 

Yes 

No 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

34 

21 

8 

2 

3 

 

26 

3 

104 

45 

3 

3 

 

7 

177 

0 

 

24 

158 

1 

1 

(18.5%) 

(11.4%) 

(4.3%) 

(1.1%) 

(1.6%) 

 

(14.1%) 

(1.6%) 

(56.5%) 

(24.5%) 

(1.6%) 

(1.6%) 

 

(3.8%) 

(96.2%) 

(0%) 

 

(13%) 

(85.9%) 

(0.5%) 

(0.5%) 

 

Procedures 

A recruitment message was posted on the Prolific website informing participants about 

the purpose of the pilot study to complete an online survey that would ask them questions to 

evaluate political candidates, which meant reading a political campaign mailer, answering 

questions about it, and providing demographic information. Interested Prolific workers who met 

the eligibility criteria for the study (described above) were able to accept the study on Prolific 

and access the online survey, which was hosted on the Qualtrics platform.  

Participants who followed the study link from Prolific first reviewed an informed consent 

form, where they were informed about the purpose of the study, risks and benefits related to this 

study, and other aspects about their rights as a research participant. Individuals who consented to 



 127 

participate in the study proceeded with the survey; individuals who declined participation were 

redirected to the end of the survey and were unable to access the survey.  

Next, participants were randomly assigned to view one of the eight experimental 

campaign ads/mailers (See Appendix A). Note that the wording used in the pilot study was “ad,” 

albeit “mailer” is a more accurate label for the materials participants saw. Participants were 

asked to read the information provided in the political campaign mailer carefully and pay 

attention to the details of the mailer as they would be asked questions about it later. Participants 

then completed manipulation check questions, and evaluated the realism of the mailers, followed 

by providing suggestions for improving the realism of the mailers.  

As we did not disclose to participants that the mailers were hypothetical, at the end of the 

study, participants were debriefed, and this information was disclosed to them. They were then 

asked if they consented for their data to be used once they had learned about this concealment of 

the hypothetical nature of the mailers. All participants consented to the data they had provided 

being used. After the re-consent question, participants were redirected to Prolific where they 

could submit their task to receive compensation. The study took, on average, 9.11 minutes (SD = 

4.48 minutes) and respondents were compensated $2.00 for their participation. The study was 

approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Oklahoma prior to any 

data collection activities.  

Measures 

Manipulation Checks 

After being exposed to the randomly assigned political mailers, participants completed 

three manipulation check questions, presented to them in random order, to assess whether the 

manipulations worked. Specifically, participants were asked the following three multiple-choice 
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questions: “What was the gender of the Congressional candidate in the ad?”, “What was the 

political party affiliation of the Congressional candidate?”, and “What was the background of the 

Congressional candidate?”. The answer choices for gender condition were as follows: “The ad 

mentioned the candidate was male”, “The ad mentioned the candidate was female”, “Do not 

remember”, and “Other (Please specify)”. The answer choices for partisanship and veteran status 

conditions were worded in a similar manner.  

Campaign Mailer Realism  

The realism of the hypothetical campaign mailers was assessed in two ways: via closed-

ended questions (a four-item scale) and via open-ended questions. The four-item realism scale 

was adapted from Cionea (2013). The scale contained four items that measured the degree to 

which the political mailers were viewed by participants as believable, realistic, credible, and 

reflective of a mailer that could be potentially used by a political candidate in real life (see the 

realism scale items in Appendix A). A sliding scale ranging from 0 to 100, where 0 meant none 

at all, and 100 meant a great deal was provided for participants to make their assessments.  

Participants were also asked the following five open-ended questions to collect rich-

detailed data and participants’ perspectives concerning the realism of the political mailers. These 

questions also permitted participants to make suggestions that allowed the researcher to improve 

the design of the experimental stimuli (i.e., mailers) for the main study. Examples of the open-

ended questions include the following: “Did you find the campaign ad believable? Why or why 

not? Please explain.” and “What would you suggest be added or revised about the campaign ad 

to make it more realistic? Please explain.” Please see Appendix A for a full list of all open-ended 

questions. 

Attention Verification Questions 
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To ensure that participants were focused on completing the pilot study, two attention 

verification questions were included in the survey, one among the realism scale items, and 

another one in the demographics section. Participants were asked to provide a specific answer, 

for example, “Mark not paying attention as the answer for this question.” Responses from those 

who answered any one or both attention verification questions incorrectly were eliminated from 

data analyses.  

Demographic Information 

Participants were also asked to indicate demographic information that was believed to be 

relevant for the pilot study. Specifically, participants were asked to indicate their age (open-

ended question), sex (multiple-choice question), racial/ethnic background (multiple-choice 

question), education (multiple-choice question), occupation (open-ended question), state of 

residence (multiple-choice question), political ideology (multiple-choice question), political 

party identification (multiple-choice question), military status (multiple-choice question), and 

any military affiliation (multiple-choice question). Demographics for the pilot study can be 

found in Table 1. The list of all demographic questions for the pilot study can be found in 

Appendix A.  

Data Analysis 

Cross-Tabulation and Frequencies Analyses 

Participants in the pilot study were randomly assigned to evaluate one mailer each. To 

analyze whether or not the manipulations of each independent variable (i.e., gender, party 

affiliation, and veteran status) worked, cross-tabulations analyses were conducted. Specifically, 

each of the three independent variables manipulated was matched with the respective 

manipulation check question asking about that independent variable. For instance, the gender 
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experimental condition was coded as “1” for the male candidate in the mailer and “2” for the 

female candidate in the mailer. The corresponding manipulation check question for gender that 

asked participants what gender the mailer mentioned the candidate had been coded “1” for 

“male,” “2” for “female,” “3” for “do not remember,” and “4” for “other”.  These two variables 

were entered in a cross-tabulation analysis in SPSS as rows and columns. Row and column 

percentages and the corresponding chi-square statistic were then examined to identify whether 

participants correctly recognized the independent variable manipulation to which they had been 

randomly assigned.  

For the gender condition, [2 (3) = 160.104, p < .001], 87% of the participants who were 

assigned to a mailer depicting a male candidate recognized that the mailer mentioned the 

candidate was male. Of those assigned to a mailer depicting a female candidate, 85.9% of 

participants recognized that the hypothetical candidate was, indeed, female. For the political 

affiliation condition, [2 (3) = 176.171, p < .001], 100% of participants who were assigned to a 

mailer depicting a Republican candidate recognized that the mailer mentioned the hypothetical 

candidate was Republican. Of those assigned to a mailer depicting a Democrat candidate, 94.6% 

of participants recognized that the mailer mentioned the hypothetical candidate was Democrat. 

For the veteran status condition, [2 (3) = 157.118, p < .001], 98% of the participants who were 

assigned to a mailer depicting a military veteran candidate recognized that the mailer mentioned 

the candidate was a veteran, and 74.4% of participants who were assigned to a mailer that 

depicted a non-veteran candidate indicated correctly that the mailer did not mention the 

hypothetical candidate was a military veteran. Thus, participants were able to recognize correctly 

the candidate characteristics manipulated, in most cases, with the exception of the non-veteran 

condition for which the cross-tabulation analysis revealed the lowest percentage of participants 
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recognized the manipulated independent variable correctly. Although some participants failed to 

recognize some aspects of the hypothetical political candidate’s identity in the stimuli, I decided 

to retain these responses to ensure data representativeness (Juan & Revilla, 2021). Furthermore, 

as opposed to attention checks, manipulation checks may signal incomprehension due to various 

reasons (i.e., educational and cultural background of participants, poor survey instrument design, 

etc.) and not necessarily inattentiveness (Babakhani et al., 2022). Therefore, I retained failed 

manipulation check responses to avoid biasing the sample (Babakhani et al., 2022). 

Next, each one of the four realism scale items was analyzed to assess the realism of the 

political campaign mailers in several ways: the realism scores for each item, individually, the 

realism of the average composite of the four items, and the average composite split for each 

condition. In addition, the overall realism of the political campaign mailers across all conditions 

was also calculated. 

Participants viewed the developed stimuli (i.e., political campaign mailers) as moderately 

credible (M = 66.15, SD = 24.37), indicating that further inquiry was needed to determine how 

the mailers could be improved. The analysis of the realism scores separated by each mailer 

revealed that the female, Republican, non-veteran mailer was rated the highest, followed by the 

mailer depicting a female, Democrat, veteran candidate. The analysis also showed that the mailer 

portraying a male Republican non-veteran candidate was evaluated as the least believable and 

credible mailer, with the mailer depicting a female Democrat non-veteran candidate being the 

next lowest. Tables 2 and 3 below contain detailed descriptive information for all realism scores.  
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Mailer Realism Scale 

Mailer Realism Scale Items  M SD 

Composite aggregate realism (across all conditions) 

Breakdown of realism scores, per item 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Composite aggregate realism scores, per mailer 

Mailer 1: Male, Republican, Veteran 

Mailer 2: Male, Republican, Non-Veteran 

Mailer 3: Male, Democrat, Veteran 

Mailer 4: Male, Democrat, Non-Veteran 

Mailer 5: Female, Republican, Veteran 

Mailer 6: Female, Republican, Non-Veteran 

Mailer 7: Female, Democrat, Veteran 

Mailer 8: Female, Democrat, Non-Veteran 

69.72 

 

71.27 

74.25 

66.15 

67.22 

 

67.28 

60.42 

72.85 

70.09 

68.82 

77.69 

73.84 

65.56 

18.80 

 

22.13 

20.88 

24.37 

22.41 

 

19.53 

21.59 

14.80 

16.27 

19.90 

13.73 

15.41 

25.25 

   

 

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics for Mailer Realism Scale, Each Item per Mailer 

Mailer Realism Scale Items  M SD 

Mailer 1: Male, Republican, Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Scenario 2: Male, Republican, Non-Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Scenario 3: Male, Democrat, Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

 

69.64 

70.84 

63.00 

65.64 

 

57.20 

69.45 

52.60 

62.45 

 

75.36 

75.80 

 

20.95 

20.11 

24.59 

24.54 

 

28.19 

22.81 

29.90 

26.27 

 

17.13 

19.01 
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Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Scenario 4: Male, Democrat, Non-Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Scenario 5: Female, Republican, Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Scenario 6: Female, Republican, Non-Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Scenario 7: Female, Democrat, Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

Scenario 8: Female, Democrat, Non-Veteran 

Realism item 1 

Realism item 2 

Realism item 3 

Realism item 4 

72.32 

67.92 

 

72.77 

74.27 

66.04 

67.27 

 

71.16 

74.12 

64.66 

65.33 

 

79.00 

86.40 

73.00 

72.36 

 

76.25 

76.45 

68.91 

73.75 

 

66.72 

66.27 

66.90 

62.36 

17.52 

19.89 

 

16.21 

16.31 

21.36 

17.82 

 

23.56 

23.10 

24.36 

23.95 

 

15.28 

10.09 

26.40 

20.78 

 

21.51 

20.78 

24.33 

19.25 

 

27.79 

27.62 

24.07 

26.39 

   

 Finally, open-ended qualitative data was explored to gain a more nuanced understanding 

of the campaign mailers’ realism, as evaluated by participants and to determine ways in which 

the mailers could be revised for the main study.  

Interpretive Phronetic Iterative Analysis 

Participants’ open-ended responses were analyzed by using an interpretive perspective 

that centered around the unique situated understandings of the mailers by these individuals. 

Specifically, I relied on an interpretive phronetic iterative analysis to identify recurring patterns 
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in their responses that allowed me to derive some conclusions about the realism of each 

hypothetical campaign mailer. The open-ended questions data analysis was not linear, but 

cyclical in its nature (Miles & Huberman, 1994). To conduct the phronetic iterative analysis, I 

read and re-read participants’ qualitative responses several times, following Tracy’s (2019) 

procedures for phronetic iterative analysis (i.e., alternation between considering existing theories 

and research questions as well as emergent qualitative data). Tracy (2019) suggests first 

organizing and labeling the qualitative data, then coding the data [i.e., “distilling empirical 

materials down to manageable conceptual categories” (p. 214)], moving back and forth between 

the codes and the data to make revisions to the existent coding scheme and development of new 

codes, as part of the phronetic qualitative data analysis, followed by writing up findings.  

After familiarizing myself with the data, I proceeded with the analysis by reducing the 

data (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017). This step entailed separating the data pertaining to questions 

about the realism of the political campaign mailers, and other data, which did not inform how the 

realism of the stimuli could be increased. To do so, I began the qualitative data coding to group 

and organize the responses based on codes derived from the data (Creswell, 2014; Tracy, 2019). 

A code, according to Saldaña (2020), is a symbolically assigned, summative, salient, essence-

capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data. Thus, by 

coding the data, I mean actively identifying the qualitative data that belongs to or represents a 

particular phenomenon (Tracy, 2019). For the pilot study, this process of coding aimed to shed 

light onto participants’ unique evaluations of the campaign mailers. Tracy (2019) suggests 

researchers conduct qualitative data coding as part of a phronetic iterative analysis in two steps: 

primary cycle coding (in which I grouped the data by descriptive first-level codes, then moved 

from the data and developed codes, iteratively, either to update the coding scheme or to develop 
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new codes), and secondary-cycle coding [in which I categorized the “first-level codes into larger 

axial or hierarchical codes that serve[d] as conceptual bins for emergent claims” (p. 232)]. 

In particular, I identified primary cycle codes in participants’ responses, and found 

participant quotes that were used as examples and informed these descriptive first-level codes 

(i.e., quotes here served as raw data that helped illustrate codes). Specifically, I moved from the 

data to identified first-level codes iteratively, to revise existent codes and develop new codes, 

where necessary. As part of the coding stage of the analysis, I also identified and specified how 

different codes were interrelated. For example, if two codes identified as part of the coding stage 

of the phronetic iterative analysis were very similar conceptually (i.e., convergent), such codes 

were collapsed into one code. If, upon comparison, the codes diverged from one another, I 

created new codes, and specified conditions under which these new codes arose (Tracy, 2019). 

Consequently, I moved on to secondary-level coding, where I defined and explained the codes by 

developing analytic memos, which provided precise examples, detailed illustrations, and 

exhaustive explanations derived from the qualitative data concerning the codes (Tracy, 2019), 

transitioning to the final stages of the phronetic qualitative data analysis, and the write-up of the 

findings. 

To ensure that the analysis was conducted properly, I read the responses in relation to the 

identified codes several times. Thus, participant quotes were assigned to specific codes upon 

careful analysis and deliberation. Further, some of the identified codes underwent transformation 

– several codes were united into one single code, whereas, in some other cases, the emergent 

codes were partitioned until all qualitative data was analyzed. Finally, to strengthen the 

preliminary claims I made based on the identified codes, following Tracy’s (2019) suggestions, I 

purposefully sought and found responses that contradicted the claims made by participants (i.e., 



 136 

so-called negative case analysis that represents a variety of participants’ voices and 

perspectives). After several rounds of secondary coding, I developed the claims that framed the 

phronetic qualitative data analysis, based on both previously established analytic memos and 

emergent codes that were informed by participants’ responses to each open-ended question 

present in the pilot study.  

Findings 

Recall that participants were not told that the political campaign mailers they were asked 

to evaluate were not real. Some of them seem to have thought that the campaign mailers they 

viewed were genuinely authentic. Other participants noted ways in which the political campaign 

mailers could be improved to increase their realism. Detailed below are the key codes that 

emerged from participants’ responses, upon conducting the analysis iteratively. Key codes that 

will be discussed in-depth below include but are not limited to campaign mailer believability and 

suggested mailer revisions. 

Campaign Mailer Believability  

Believable. The first question asked participants whether they found the political 

campaign mailer believable and asked them to explain why or why not. Participants found the 

mailer somewhat believable. One of the participants stated, “I found it believable because the 

mailer was it [sic] together professionally and the statements are we [sic] ones that a politician 

would say.” Some other examples include the accounts below that talk about particular details in 

the political campaign mailers that made participants evaluate them as realistic: 

I found the mailer believable. Most people probably won't take the time to read the 

details below the two points that matter most: the candidate's name and the office sought. 

The name and desired office are big and bold at the top, so yeah, I find it believable. 

or 
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I did find the ad believable because there were not any outrageous claims being made -- 

everything that the candidate said to represent herself and her values was pretty run-of-

the-mill. She mentioned being an American citizen and native to the state, as well as 

wanting to understand her constituency. To me, there [sic] are pretty typical things to 

hear from any political candidate. 

 

Too Generic. Some participants indicated that the campaign mailer was not too 

believable because the information presented in the mailer was too formal or too generic. They 

also pointed out that the mailer did not contain unique information about the candidate that 

would allow voters to distinguish between different types of candidates. For example, one of the 

participants indicated the following: “I don’t believe a real letter would be quite as long as this 

one. It also sounded super generic.” Another participant claimed the following: “I did, but it was 

a bit of a commonplace story.” Here are some other accounts that identified the mailer as being 

generic as well: 

I [sic] was very generic, which I see a lot in campaign ads and websites. They didn't 

clearly provide any information about their beliefs, and a lot of politicians behave 

similarly, though usually they provide at least something that they plan on doing. 

 

or 

The background and experience was [sic] very credible and could easily be refuted if it 

wasn't true. The mailer was very generic and vanilla overall; will work for all 

constituents, born and raised here, has the experience, believes in service, etc. It's like 

asking nicely for a vote without stating political intentions or goals. It wouldn't impress 

me as a voter. There's nothing compelling about it and it tells me very little information 

about her. 

 

Political Opponents/Reaching Across the Aisle. Other participants raised concerns 

about the amicable language of the political campaign mailer, lack of remarks about political 

opponents, and the changing nature of political mailers in our society. Specifically, they noted 

that many political campaigns in society mention political opponents. However, the campaign 

mailer they were asked to evaluate did not contain this type of information. Thus, mentioning 

political opponents could make the mailers more realistic. Here are a few illustrative examples:   
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I found the campaign as believable to a certain extent. I can imagine a Representative 

deciding to run for another office. The most unbelievable part of the mailer is that there 

are no disparaging remarks about other candidates or other potential candidates. I think 

it's idealistic and too nice of an idea to really be believable. 

 

or 

Yes and No, It [sic] was what I would want in a representative, someone who serves my 

best interest. But that also makes it unbelievable, no polotician [sic] reaches across the 

aisle.  

or 

Yes it comes across as someone who is looking for some grass roots support. While I 

think most mailers would be more polarizing these days, this one seems believable as 

someone who is trying to still collect some moderate votes. 

 

Yet, one of the participants claimed that the lack of political attacks or slander in the mailer they 

read was somewhat appealing and genuine:  

It did [not] have any radical ideas and it didn't attack anyone or anything. It seemed a 

little unbelievable since a lot of politicians nowadays run their campaigns on attacking 

the opposition. This one seemed like a breath of fresh air and was somewhat believable 

for a politician trying to be different to the competition. 

 

Suggested Mailer Revisions 

The second question asked participants what they suggested be added or revised about 

the campaign mailer to make it more realistic. Some participants suggested that this political 

campaign mailer was appropriate just the way it was. For example, the following account 

illustrated this idea: “No it seemed very realistic. I would vote for her.” Another participant 

indicated the following:   

It was fine. It doesn't seem like the mailer was written far enough into the election to 

justify attack mailers or anything, so getting the candidates name out to the public 

without creating a negative buzz seems like a solid early plan. 

 

Candidate Photo. Other participants highlighted that the campaign mailer needed to be 

further personalized to be more appealing to voters. For example, one participant stated, “make it 

more personal or something that would appeal to the people especially for a republican [sic].” 



 139 

Participants suggested several ways for how to personalize the mailers so that voters could 

connect with the candidate better. Several participants suggested including an image of the 

candidate in the mailer: “I'd add a photo of the candidate, and a website showing photos of her 

further impact on her community, with family, in her jobs, etc...”, “It needs to be made in video 

form so people can connect with the candidate more. Nobody can connect with the candidate 

with just a bunch of text.”, and “A more realistic (better?) mailer, in my opinion, would include 

the candidate's photograph and would list some of her accomplishments and/or committee work, 

etc., while serving in the US House.” 

Thus, many participants suggested including a picture of the candidate to make this 

candidate more appealing beyond plain text and a simple indication of the candidate’s status as a 

political candidate, their gender, partisanship, and veteran status. 

Past Record and Experiences. Some other participants wanted to see the hypothetical 

candidate’s past experiences and record (in office) for the mailers to be more realistic. For 

instance, one participant said, “I would like to hear more about the candidate's record and 

experience as a current House Representative.” Other participants mentioned the following ideas: 

“I think that the mailer would be more realistic if it included a few bullet points about the 

candidates [sic] position of [sic] various issues or successes from their previous office”, “I think 

there could be more real-life examples of the female's past and present experiences. I think this 

would make her more human, interesting, and relatable,” and “More concrete facts and details 

about the candidates [sic] life and experiences.” 

Stance on Political Issues. An overwhelming number of respondents claimed that, for 

the mailers to be more realistic, they should mention the candidate’s campaign goals as well as 

their stance on various political issues that are important in today’s society, such as the economy, 
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gun control, or immigration, to paint a better picture of the candidate. Participants emphasized 

the following: “Give us your views on the important issues,” or “I would say that specifying 

specific issues that are important to the candidate would make the mailer more realistic and help 

viewers/readers to understand what they can expect from her,” and “She needs to add more 

details about specific issues she would work on.” Another participant commented the following: 

Despite what I said above, it's also unusual for a political ad to not at least mention hot-

button topics: schools, the economy, ect. [sic] It might seen [sic] a little more believable 

if one of those topics were at least mentioned. 

 

Given all of the above, it appears important to highlight the role that a candidate’s stance on 

various social and political issues plays in voters’ evaluations of the candidates. These issues 

serve as a central piece of information that voters seem to need to determine whether they like 

the candidate or not, and whether they would vote for them or not.  

Information about the Candidate  

The third question asked participants whether they had enough information to be able to 

form an impression about the political candidate depicted in the mailers. Their answers showed 

mixed opinions regarding the presence/absence of information necessary to form an impression 

about the political candidate in the mailer. Some participants, indeed, indicated that the mailer 

they evaluated provided enough information about the candidate. For instance, one person said, 

“Yes I had enough information to see the background and party affiliation which would allow 

me to make a judgement,” and another one said, “Yes, they seemed to want to reach across the 

aisle.”  

Candidate Platform. Other participants emphasized the role that information about the 

candidate’s perspective on political issues, policy positions, and their platform played in how 

these participants evaluated the candidate depicted in the mailers. This code echoes another code 
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that emerged from participants’ responses to the second question, namely, the candidate’s stance 

on political issues. An illustrative example from a respondent indicated, “No, they are just like 

everyone else with the amount of information I gathered. I know nothing of their integrity...they 

could just be another puppet.”  

Participants provided the following accounts that illustrate their stance on whether they 

were given enough information in the mailer to be able to form an impression about the 

candidate: “No, I do not have enough information. I do not know her background in politics and 

what her resume is like,” followed by, “Not really. I am a Democrat, but I would not understand 

her platform from this,” and “They literally didn't tell me anything about them, so no. But that in 

and of itself gives me a negative impression of the candidate.” 

Voting Record. Additionally, several participants mentioned that they were interested in 

the candidate’s (past) voting record in order to form a thorough impression about the candidate. 

For example: “Nope. I don't know her voting record. I don't know where she falls on the political 

spectrum,” or “Both matter more than the Rep/Dem label she chooses,” and “Not really. He 

seems to want to know his constituents, but I have several issues that determine who I vote for. I 

would need to know where he stands on these issues and how he has voted in the past.” 

Additionally, one participant provided a very detailed response that illustrates why the 

voting record is crucial for voters and how it can be used to improve the believability of the 

political campaign mailers: 

I feel that I did not have enough information to form an impression of the candidate-- in 

order to do so, I would like to know more about their voting record and position on 

certain issues. However, I was encouraged by the candidate's willingness to hear from 

constituents of all political affiliations, so I would be motivated to learn more about them. 

 

Thus, participants argued, the party label of the candidate did not always provide sufficient 

information that would allow individuals to make a voting decision. Participants were also 
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interested in candidates’ political stances to determine whether the candidate’s platform aligned 

with their political beliefs.  

Suggestions for Revisions  

The fourth question inquired what participants suggested adding to the campaign mailers 

to ensure others who read them would have sufficient information about the candidate. 

Participants mentioned various suggestions that included and/or echoed some of their previous 

suggestions (i.e., candidate photo stances on political issues) – namely, “Add additional facts on 

candidates experience.” 

Candidate’s Accomplishments. Some participants specified that it was necessary to 

include information about the candidate’s accomplishments in the political campaign ad for them 

to be able to evaluate the candidate. For instance, one participant said that the mailers need to 

include “Examples of what she would try to accomplish if elected.” Some additional examples 

from other participants stated the following: “A bit about their professional career and a small 

preview of the items they would like to accomplish if elected to the position. Their beliefs 

regarding the US constitution would be helpful as well,” or “The candidate should give some 

more specific points about what they are looking to accomplish if they win,” and “Listing their 

accomplishments in previous fields would give people a better understanding of who they are 

voting for.” 

Background. Other participants seemed very vocal about the fact that the political 

campaign mailer they were asked to evaluate lacked specific biographical details about the 

candidate (e.g., marital status, children, education). They suggested to include such information; 

for instance, one of the participants said, “More background of her family and work she has 

already done in politics.” Other participants echoed this response and suggested including the 
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following information in the mailers: “Add proof to their claims. On second thought it might be 

detrimental to add an anecdote, maybe something more biographical,” or “More background, 

more specific views and video in addition to the text of the ad,” and “Educational background, 

work history, political beliefs.” 

Other Recommendations  

The fifth open-ended question asked whether there was anything else the researchers 

could do to improve the political ad. In other words, participants were asked to include any 

relevant information that might help improve the mailer that had not been mentioned before. 

Several participants emphasized past responses, for instance, “add her priorities and make it 

somthinng [sic] that a lot [sic] of people are dealing with and offer a solution” or “As I said more 

background information about the candidate.” 

Design/ Miscellaneous. Some participants included ideas pertaining to the design of the 

campaign mailers, such as how to make the mailer, overall, more appealing to participants. Some 

participants found the mailer to be too long and suggested it be shorter, limiting the word count 

of the text present in the mailer. Other participants found the mailer to be too brief – “Just more 

information – seemed a little short.” Yet, other participants made comments about the color 

scheme (“Many things, but the main things [sic] would be changing of the graphic color scheme 

so that it is not too on the nose”) as well as the graphic images used in the mailer: “Try including 

better graphics (not just a flag, as was shown).”  

Negative Case Analysis. A thorough analysis of the data revealed several negative cases, 

where participants did not suggest any improvements. Participants in these instances suggested 

that the stimuli materials were believable and realistic as they were. 
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Thus, participants suggested many helpful ideas about the mailer and/or message as 

illustrated by the following responses as well: “A minor point, but there was an instance in the 

mailer when the word "representative" probably should not have been capitalized ...,” “Less 

word [sic] and more picture [sic],” as well as “The mailer was a little plain in terms of aesthetics. 

Adding more detail and colors to the mailer might make it look less general and more attention-

grabbing.” 

Discussion 

The aim of the pilot study was to test the experimental materials (i.e., mailers) to assess 

their realism and to identify ways in which these stimuli could be revised for the main study to 

make them more authentic. Participants in the study were randomly assigned to one of the eight 

political campaign mailers and asked to read it and assess it in several ways.  

The first aspect examined based on the collected data was whether the manipulations 

worked, and participants were able to correctly recognize the independent variables in each 

mailer. The results of the cross-tabulation analysis for gender, partisanship, and veteran status 

revealed that gender references in the campaign mailers were recognized by almost all, if not all, 

participants. The same was true for partisanship. Given that the pilot study sample was mostly 

Democrat, it was interesting to see that 100% percent of participants recognized that the mailer 

mentioned the hypothetical candidate was Republican. For veteran status, although the majority 

of the pilot study participants recognized that the background of the political candidate in the 

mailer was veteran, fewer participants noticed that the hypothetical candidate in the mailer was 

non-veteran. This was likely due to the lack of an explicit non-veteran reference (i.e., we did not 

explicitly mention in the campaign mailers’ scenario that the hypothetical candidate was not a 
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veteran). Consequently, the non-veteran condition manipulation, albeit statistically significant, 

was not as successful as the other manipulations and needed to be analyzed further.  

In addition, participants assessed the realism of their assigned hypothetical political 

candidate mailer. On average, the mailers were perceived as moderately realistic. More in-depth 

analyses revealed that participants evaluated the mailer containing descriptions of a female, 

Republican, non-veteran candidate and the one describing a female, Democrat, veteran candidate 

as the most realistic, believable, and credible. One potential explanation for these results is that 

the language used in the initial pilot campaign mailers was neutral, and it aligned the most with 

the communication style used by female politicians; in other words, it was amicable and 

collaborative. Such language employed by female politicians is consistent with communal traits, 

frequently assigned to female politicians, and it aligns with gender norms that define how 

females are expected to act and behave in society (Meeks, 2012). Therefore, it does not create a 

dissonance between female gender identity and the hypothetical politicians’ communication style 

employed in the pilot study campaign mailers. Hence, the two above-mentioned campaign 

mailers may have been viewed by participants as the most realistic. It is important to mention 

that, after conducting the pilot study, the type of language employed in the mailers for the main 

study was not changed; it was kept as gender-neutral as possible. Additionally, participants may 

have evaluated the two above-mentioned scenarios that mentioned female candidates as more 

realistic given the sample was mostly Democrat, and Democrats tend to view female politicians 

who run for Congress more positively than Republicans do (Pew Research Center, 2018). The 

analysis also showed that the mailer depicting a male Republican non-veteran candidate was 

evaluated as the least believable and credible of all mailers. Given the discussion above 

concerning gendered language and communication style, it is possible that the mailer was not 
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deemed as authentic by participants because it did not demonstrate salient agentic language that 

can be typically associated with male political candidates.  

To understand participants’ ratings for the realism of the mailers further, the results of the 

open-ended data phronetic iterative analysis were also examined. Findings revealed that many 

participants sought information related to political candidates’ political stance and their specific 

positions concerning political issues that dominate the U.S. society nowadays, such as the 

economy or healthcare. Upon several rounds of deliberations with experts, namely, Dr. Cionea 

and Dr. Meeks, it was decided to revise the mailers for the main study to include some general 

mentioning of political issues to make the stimuli more realistic. It was decided that the 

described issues to be added would be constant across all eight mailers and would not explicitly 

indicate ideological leanings of the political candidates. For example, one of the additions made 

would be “…one of my priorities is to continue fighting in Congress to bring down inflation, so 

your paycheck goes further each month for you and your family.” This language was meant to 

show that the hypothetical candidate tackled the issue of the economy, recognized it as important 

and salient in U.S. society nowadays, but they did not demonstrate a polarized perspective vis-à-

vis this issue, keeping the information regarding the economy neutral.  

Other comments made by participants indicated that the political campaign mailers also 

needed to be more personalized. Participants mentioned that the mailers needed to include 

aspects such as the hypothetical candidates’ (past) voting record or additional information 

pertaining to the candidates’ background (i.e., where they grew up, their family). Again, upon 

consulting with the above-mentioned experts, the text of the mailers was revised and general 

information that would give participants more clues concerning the hypothetical candidate’s 

background and voting record were added to increase the mailers’ realism. These additions 
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would also be kept across all eight mailers and would include general references to candidates’ 

backgrounds to reduce possible bias. For example, the following text would be added: “I fought 

for and got legislation passed on strengthening the economy, improving K-12 education, and 

decreasing the costs of healthcare while in the Senate” and “As a little boy/girl, my parents 

instilled in me the value of service to our country.” 

A few participants suggested including a photo or a picture of the candidate to make the 

candidate more appealing, and, therefore, make the campaign mailer more realistic. However, 

including a picture of the candidate would introduce additional confounding factors (i.e., 

candidate’s age, race/ethnicity, attractiveness) that are beyond the scope of this experiment and 

that could interfere with the experimental design. Therefore, it was decided not to include any 

pictures in the mailers to maintain the experimental control sought in the initial study research 

design that focused on isolating and testing the effects of the three independent variables 

(gender, partisanship, and veteran status).  

Finally, participants indicated that the design of the mailers could be revised to make 

them more attractive and realistic. I reviewed existent political campaign mailers and consulted 

with an undergraduate political science major who has worked as a political campaign manager 

and who has design expertise to examine whether the design, font, color scheme, and text 

placement could be improved. This person reviewed the mailers, provided feedback about 

possible design improvements, and helped design new candidate campaign logos for each mailer. 

The new logos matched the color scheme of the mailers (white, blue, and red), and added another 

gender reference as they included the first and last names of the hypothetical political candidates.  

Overall, then, based on results from the pilot study and consultations with experts, the 

experimental stimuli were revised for the main study. First, the content of the mailers was 
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updated to highlight the hypothetical candidate’s personal references (i.e., past voting record) 

and to mention more explicitly their stance on some political issues, albeit in a neutral manner. 

Second, the design of the mailers was updated to include a logo. Some of the text formatting in 

the mailer was also adjusted. Finally, stimuli references to “ads” were changed to “mailers,” the 

candidate’s description was changed from “Representative” to “Senator,” and the wording in 

each mailer was revised to ensure it had a roughly equal number of identity references (gender, 

partisanship, and veteran status). 
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CHAPTER 4: MAIN STUDY METHOD AND RESULTS 

The purpose of the main study was to measure how participants evaluated hypothetical 

political candidates based on their gender, partisanship, and veteran status that created candidate 

interactional identities, communicated in the campaign mailers that were revised based on the 

pilot study’s results. The following details the method for the main study as well as its results.  

Participants  

I recruited a convenience sample of U.S. adults (250 men and 250 women) above the age 

of 18 from across the United States via the crowd-sourcing platform Prolific. The eligibility 

criteria for Prolific workers were the same as for the pilot study. Specifically, participants needed 

to (a) self-identify as U.S. nationals, (b) be between 18 and 100 years old, (c) have completed 

over 100 studies on Prolific before, (d) have at least a 99% approval rate for their previous 

Prolific submissions, and (e) were open to participate in deception studies. In addition, 

participants who completed the pilot study were not eligible to sign up for the main study. The 

sample was set up to be balanced by participants’ sex (50% male, 50% female). 

Initially, 524 Prolific participants were recruited and consented to participate in the pilot 

study. Almost all participants consented for their data to be used when debriefed about the study 

involving concealment of the true nature of the mailers (i.e., hypothetical, not real). One person 

declined to consent and their response was eliminated from further analyses. Responses from 

participants who did not complete the study or failed attention verification questions (described 

in the results, data analyses section below) were eliminated (n = 64). An additional 55 cases were 

eliminated during data analyses due to normality concerns, described below in the results, data 

analyses section as well. Thus, the final sample for analyses was 404 participants. 
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Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 76 years (M = 37.63; SD = 12.9). Participants were 

mostly White (n = 289), and primarily resided in California (n = 50), Pennsylvania (n = 30), 

Texas (n = 28), Florida (n = 23), New York (n = 21), and Illinois (n = 18). Participants indicated 

their occupation via an open-ended response. Example occupations include nurse, office 

manager, librarian, writer, customer service representative, graphic designer, assistant manager, 

retired, small business owner, master’s student, accountant, and construction worker. Detailed 

information about additional participant demographics is presented in Table 4 below. 

Table 4 

Sample Characteristics for the Main Study: Prolific Sample (N = 404) 

Measures N (%) 

Sex 

Male 

Female 

Intersex 

Non-binary 

Other  

Prefer not to answer 

 

188 

202 

1 

7 

1 

5 

 

(46.5%) 

(50%) 

(0.2%) 

(1.7%) 

(0.2%) 

(1.2%) 

Race/Ethnicity 

White 

Hispanic, Latino, or Latinx 

Black or African American 

American Indian or Alaska Native 

Asian 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

A combination of these 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

Education 

High school degree or less 

Associate (2 year) degree 

Bachelor (4 year) degree 

Professional degree 

Graduate degree (e.g., MA, PhD) 

 

289 

34 

15 

2 

37 

0 

22 

2 

3 

 

124 

49 

163 

5 

51 

 

(71.5%) 

(8.4%) 

(3.7%) 

(0.5%) 

(9.2%) 

(0%) 

(5.4%) 

(0.5%) 

(0.7%) 

 

(30.7%) 

(12.1%) 

(40.3%) 

(1.2%) 

(12.6%) 
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Other 

Prefer not to answer 

Political Ideology 

Very liberal 

Slightly liberal 

Moderate 

Slightly conservative 

Very conservative 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

Party Identification 

Republican 

Libertarian 

Democrat 

Independent 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

Military Status 

Yes 

No 

Prefer not to answer 

Military affiliation 

Yes 

No 

Other 

Prefer not to answer 

9 

3 

 

120 

117 

80 

59 

23 

3 

2 

 

60 

5 

206 

119 

10 

4 

 

16 

385 

3 

 

69 

329 

1 

5 

(2.2%) 

(0.7%) 

 

(29.7%) 

(29%) 

(19.8%) 

(14.6%) 

(5.7%) 

(0.7%) 

(0.5%) 

 

(14.9%) 

(1.2%) 

(51%) 

(29.5%) 

(2.5%) 

(1%) 

 

(4%) 

(94.8%) 

(0.7%) 

 

(17.1%) 

(81.5%) 

(0.2%) 

(1.2%) 

 

Procedures and Experimental Design 

Similar to the pilot study, participants were recruited from the crowd-sourcing platform 

Prolific. A recruitment message was posted on Prolific, informing participants about the purpose 

of the main study, which was to complete an online survey that would ask them to evaluate 

political candidates after reading a political campaign mailer, answer questions about it, and 

provide information about their voting behaviors as well as their demographic information. 

Interested Prolific workers who met the eligibility criteria for the study (described above) were 
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able to accept the study on Prolific and access the online survey, which was hosted on the 

Qualtrics platform.  

Those participants who opted to participate in the study and clicked on the link from 

Prolific, reviewed an informed consent form first, where they could read additional information 

about the purpose of the study and their rights as a research participant. Participants who gave 

their consent to participate in the study proceeded with the survey; those who declined 

participation were directed to the end of the survey and were unable to access and complete the 

survey. Next, participants were asked questions about their political beliefs and behaviors that 

could potentially inform their voting behaviors: their political participation, trust in the 

government, and sexist attitudes. These three sets of questions appeared in separate blocks (one 

block per scale), which participants viewed in random order. Further, all the questions within 

each block were also displayed in randomized order. Each block of questions included an 

attention verification check that aimed to ensure participants were paying attention to the study. 

Examples of attention verification questions included, “Please select ‘always’ as your answer for 

this question” or “Please select ‘strongly disagree’ as your answer here.”  

Upon completing these scales, participants were randomly assigned to view one of the 

eight experimental campaign mailers (See Appendix B for the main study mailers). Specifically, 

the experimental design for the study was a 2 (gender: male vs. female) x 2 (partisanship: 

Republican vs. Democrat) x 2 (veteran status: veteran vs. non-veteran) between-subjects 

experimental design. Thus, there were eight total experimental conditions, each containing a 

hypothetical political candidate mailer. Similar to the pilot study, participants were asked to read 

the information provided in the political campaign mailer carefully and pay attention to the 

details of the mailer as they would be asked questions about it later. Participants then completed 
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manipulation check questions, which were the same questions as the ones used in the pilot study. 

The order of presentation for the three manipulation check questions was randomized.  

After being exposed to the experimental stimuli, participants were asked to indicate the 

likelihood of voting for the hypothetical candidate depicted in the mailer. These questions were 

included in one block in the survey and also presented in random order. Participants also 

evaluated the candidate’s perceived credibility (i.e., competence, trustworthiness, and goodwill) 

and indicated whether the candidate was likeable. Statements measuring each variable 

(credibility or likability) were included in a separate block and presented to participants in 

random order. The order in which the two blocks were presented was also randomized. 

Finally, participants provided their demographic information and were debriefed about 

the concealment used in the study. Similar to the pilot study, it was not disclosed to participants 

in the beginning of the study that the mailers were hypothetical; therefore, participants were re-

consented at the end of the study, once this information was shared with them. As a reminder, 

only one person did not re-consent and their response was eliminated from further analyses. 

Participants were then redirected to Prolific where they could submit their task to receive 

compensation. The study took, on average, 12.47 minutes (SD = 13.9 minutes), and respondents 

were compensated $3.00 for their participation. The study was approved by the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at the University of Oklahoma prior to any data collection activities.  

Measures 

Political Participation 

Participants’ political participation was measured with 18 items from the political 

participation scale developed by Gopal and Verma (2018). Items measured how frequently 

participants engaged in the behaviors listed, which captured various forms of political 
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involvement. Examples include, “I work for a political party or candidates during elections,” “I 

always vote in elections,” or “I discuss politics with my friends, relatives, and colleagues” (see 

Appendix B for all scale items). Items were measured on a Likert scale from 1 = Never true to 7 

= Always true. Higher scores on this variable indicate more political participation.  

Trust in Government 

Trust in government was measured with three items adapted from standard ANES trust 

(in the national government) scale (Gershtenson & Plane, 2006). The items were meant to 

capture participants’ perception of how trustworthy the U.S. government was. Examples of the 

scale items include, “How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in 

Washington to do what is right?” and “How much of the time do you think you can trust the 

federal government in Washington to do what is best for the country?” (see Appendix B for the 

complete scale). Item were measured on a Likert scale from 1 = Never to 7 = Always. Higher 

scores on this variable indicate more trust in the government. 

Ambivalent Sexist Attitudes 

Participants’ attitudes towards men and women and their roles in society were measured 

with 10 items from the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory by Glick and Fiske (1996). The construct 

consists of two dimensions: benevolent sexism (measured with five items) and hostile sexism 

(also measured with five items). Examples include, “Women, as compared to men, tend to have a 

more refined sense of culture and good taste” (benevolent sexism) and “When women lose to 

men in a fair competition, they typically complain about being discriminated against” (hostile 

sexism; see Appendix B). Items were measured on a Likert scale from 1 = Strongly disagree to 7 

= Strongly agree. Higher scores on this variable indicate more sexist attitudes. 

Vote Choice Intent 
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Participants’ intent to vote for the hypothetical candidate in their assigned mailer was 

measured with seven items that I developed for this dissertation in consultation with Dr. Cionea. 

Examples of the scale items include, “How likely are you to vote for this candidate in the 

upcoming election?” and “How strong is your preference for this political candidate?” (see 

Appendix B for the full scale). Items were measured on a Likert scale from 1 = Extremely 

unlikely to 7 = Extremely likely. Higher scores on this variable indicate higher vote choice intent 

for the candidate. 

Likability 

The perceived likability of the hypothetical candidate was measured with a 9-item Likert 

scale adapted from Reysen (2005) for this dissertation. Examples include, “The political 

candidate is friendly,” and “This political candidate is knowledgeable” (all scale items can be 

found in the Appendix B). Items were measured on a Likert scale from 1 = Strongly disagree to 

7 = Strongly agree. Higher scores on this variable indicate more candidate likability. 

Perceived Credibility  

The perceived credibility of the hypothetical mailer candidate was measured with an 18-

items semantic-differential 7-point scale from Teven and McCroskey (1997). The scale captures 

three sub-dimensions: competence (measured with six items), goodwill (measured with six items 

as well), and trustworthiness (also measured with six items). Participants were asked to identify 

how well each pair of adjectives provided for each of the items corresponded with their 

impressions of the candidate. Examples of items include: “Intelligent-Unintelligent” 

(competence), “Has my interests at heart – Doesn’t have my interests at heart” (goodwill), and 

“Honest-Dishonest” (trustworthiness; see all scale items in Appendix B). Higher scores on this 
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variable indicate higher perceived credibility (i.e., higher perceived competence, higher 

perceived goodwill, and higher perceived trustworthiness). 

Manipulation Checks  

Similar to the pilot study, after being exposed to the randomly assigned political mailers, 

participants completed three manipulation check questions. The multiple-choice questions were: 

“What was the gender of the Congressional candidate in the mailer?”, “What was the political 

party affiliation of the Congressional candidate?”, and “What was the background of the 

Congressional candidate?”. The answer choices for the gender condition were as follows: “The 

mailer mentioned the candidate was male”, “The mailer mentioned the candidate was female”, 

“Do not remember”, and “Other (Please specify)”. The answer choices for the partisanship and 

veteran status conditions were worded in a similar manner.  

Attention Verification Questions  

To ensure that participants paid attention to the study, six attention verification questions 

were included in the survey, interspersed with each scale items, and presented in randomized 

order. Participants were asked to provide a specific answer, such as, “Please select ‘Very 

uninterested’ as your answer for this statement.” Responses from those who answered these 

attention verification questions incorrectly were eliminated from data analyses.  

Demographic Information  

Participants were also asked to indicate demographic information that was believed to be 

relevant for the main study. Similar to the pilot study, participants were asked to indicate their 

age (open-ended question), sex (multiple-choice question), racial/ethnic background (multiple-

choice question), education (multiple-choice question), occupation (open-ended question), state 

of residence (multiple-choice question), political ideology (multiple-choice question), political 
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party identification (multiple-choice question), military status (multiple-choice question), and 

any military affiliation (multiple-choice question). The list of all demographic questions for the 

main study can be found in Appendix B.  

Data Analyses 

Data Cleaning 

As mentioned above, 524 Prolific participants were initially recruited to participate in the 

main study. One participant did not re-consent after the study concealment was revealed, and, 

thus, their response was eliminated from the study. Next, 64 other responses were eliminated: 16 

participants did not complete the study and returned their submission (these responses were 

eliminated from data analyses), 48 responses were rejected due to failed attention verification 

questions, and seven responses timed-out (i.e., participants did not complete and submit the 

study in the allotted time). If any of the participants who did not finish the study completed more 

than 50% of the survey (four participants), they received compensation, but their responses were 

not used in data analyses. Thus, 459 valid responses were retained from the initial number of 

participants.  

An additional 55 cases were eliminated due to concerns regarding the normality of their 

scores’ distribution. An initial examination of participants’ responses indicated that the data was 

not normally distributed. The data was examined for both univariate and multivariate outliers by 

(a) converting continuous variables into Z-scores (standardized scores) and then sorting these 

scores by both ascending and descending values (Polit & Beck, 2010), and (b) examining the 

Mahalanobis distance statistic. Responses that were either above 3.29 or below -3.29 were 

treated as outliers, and, according to Tabachnick et al. (2018), were eliminated from the sample. 

This procedure significantly improved the normality of the data’s distribution. Finally, there 
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were several cases that contained missing data. Upon closer examination, it was determined that 

the data were missing completely at random (Kline, 2013). Therefore, the missing values were 

imputed with the series mean (Tabachnick et al., 2018). Thus, the final sample for analyses 

following these procedures consisted of 404 responses that did not contain any missing data, nor 

any significant outliers, and were distributed approximately normally in terms of skewness and 

kurtosis. 

Results 

Cross-Tabulation and Frequencies Analyses  

To analyze whether or not the manipulation of each independent variable (i.e., gender, 

party affiliation, and veteran status) worked, cross-tabulations analyses were conducted. Similar 

to the pilot study, each of the three independent variables manipulated was matched with the 

respective manipulation check question asking about that independent variable. Cross-tabulation 

chi-square statistics as well as row and column percentages were then examined.  

For the gender condition, [2 (3) = 365.132, p < .001], 99.4% percent of the participants 

who were assigned to a mailer depicting a male candidate recognized that the mailer mentioned 

the candidate was male. Next, for the mailer portraying a female candidate, 100% percent of 

participants recognized it as such. For the partisanship condition, [2 (3) = 397.600, p < .001], 

100% percent of participants who were assigned to a mailer describing a Republican candidate 

recognized that the mailer mentioned that the hypothetical candidate was Republican. Of those 

participants who were assigned to a mailer representing a Democrat candidate, 100% percent of 

participants recognized that the mailer stated that the hypothetical candidate was Democrat as 

well. Finally, for the veteran status condition, [2 (3) = 314.969, p < .001], 92.3% percent of the 

participants who were assigned to a mailer depicting a military veteran candidate indicated that 
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the mailer mentioned the candidate was a veteran, and 97.9% percent of participants who were 

assigned to a mailer that depicted a non-veteran candidate stated correctly that the mailer did not 

mention the hypothetical candidate was a military veteran. In sum, participants were able to 

recognize correctly the candidate characteristics manipulated in almost all cases. Notably, for the   

non-veteran condition the percentage showed a significant improvement, compared to the pilot 

study, where participants recognized the non-veteran candidate for only 74.4%. Similar to the 

pilot study, participants who failed to recognize/recall the independent variable manipulated in 

their assigned mailer were retained in the study given this was a small number of responses and 

given that retaining them would ensure more data representativeness.  

Confirmatory Factor Analyses  

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were conducted for each scale in the MPlus 

software version 8.8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2022). The cleaned and raw data with imputed missing 

values was exported to a .csv format file, then used by the MPlus software to generate a 

covariance matrix for analyses. Maximum likelihood estimation was used for all analyses. The 

metric assumption was implemented by the software with the first item in each scale set as the 

marker indicator. The initial model fit for each scale was assessed according to the guidelines 

proposed by Hu and Bentler (1999): RMSEA ≤ .06, CFI ≥ .95, and SRMR ≤ .08. However, some 

researchers recognize that the standards recommended by Hu and Bentler (1999) may be too 

stringent. Thus, although it is preferable that a model meets these fit guidelines, it is still 

appropriate for models with fit indices’ values that are “close to” (Brown, 2015, p. 74) Hu and 

Bentler’s (1999) standards to be deemed suitable.  

The initial model fit indices did not meet Hu and Bentler’s (1999) standards for most of 

the scales, except vote choice intent and trustworthiness, which fit acceptably (see fit statistics in 
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Table 5 below). Therefore, for each scale, I examined the factor loadings and residuals to 

identify potential localized areas of strain that affected model fit (Brown, 2015). Several items 

had low path coefficients connecting the latent factor and these respective items, which can 

worsen model fit, especially the CFI. Therefore, items whose standardized path coefficients were 

< .50 (Hair et al., 2020, 2021) were dropped, iteratively. Next, also for each scale, I reviewed the 

modification indices to establish whether the model fit could be improved by allowing some of 

the errors of indicators to covary. Error covariances were permitted when items were 

theoretically justifiable because they were worded in a similar manner (Brown, 2015). The 

procedures described above significantly improved model fit for each of the scale—the values of 

the goodness of fit statistics for each scale were consistent with or close to the standards put forth 

by Hu and Bentler (1999). Revised model fit indices after these modifications were implemented 

are presented in Table 5 below, for each scale.
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Table 5 

CFA Model Fit Results 

Notes: 
a Items 10, 14, 3, 4, 16, 15, 1, 6, 9, 18, and 17 dropped. Covariances permitted between the errors of items 8 and 13, items 2 and 7, items 2 and 5.  
b No items were dropped. Covariances permitted between the errors of items 5 and 7 6 and 7, 5 and 6, 7 and 8, 5 and 8, and 6 and 8.  
cNo items were dropped. Covariances permitted between the errors of items 1 and 6.  
dCovariances permitted between the errors of items 5 and 6. 

Model χ2 df p-value RMSEA [90% CI] CFI SRMR 

Initial model Political Participation 1,118.46 135 < .001 .13 [.127; .142] .68 .10 

Revised model Political Participationa  49.59 12 < .001 .09 [.063; .144] .97 .02 

Initial model Sexism (Hostile and 

Benevolent factors separately, covarying) 

1,067.84 35 < .001 .27 [.256; .284] .61 .18 

Revised model Sexism (Hostile and 

Benevolent factors separately, covarying) 

436.33 34 < .001 .17 [.157; .186] .85 .08 

Initial model Vote Choice Intent 47.43 14 < .001 .07 [.054; .102] .99 .01 

Initial model Likability 291.39 27 < .001 .15 [.140; .172] .90 .04 

Revised model Likabilityb 50.42 21 < .001 .05 [ .038; .080] .99 .02 

Initial model Competence 78.34 9 < .001 .13 [.111; .167] .95 .03 

Revised model Competencec 37.08 8 < .001 .09 [.066; .127] .98 .02 

Initial model Goodwill 72.56 9 < .001 .13 [.105; .161] .96 .03 

Revised model Goodwilld 28.41 8 < .001 .07 [.049; .112] .98 .02 

Initial model Trustworthiness  345.979 130 < .001 .06 [.056; .072] .96 .03 
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Cronbach Alpha Reliability  

Next, I created composite variables for each scale by computing the mathematical 

average of all retained items for each scale in SPSS. I also calculated the reliability of each scale, 

which revealed that all scale had good reliability (see Table 6 below which contains descriptive 

statistics calculated based only on the retained items after CFAs).  

Table 6 

 

Mean, Standard Deviation, and Reliability Scores for Study Variables 

 

 

Covariate Analyses  

Further, I conducted a preliminary multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) in SPSS 

to examine whether or not participants’ demographic characteristics (i.e., sex, race/ethnicity, 

education, state, income, religion, political ideology, party identification, military status, military 

affiliation) yielded differences on the main study variables. The main study variables (likability, 

competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and vote choice intent) were entered as dependent 

variables, and participants’ demographics were entered as the independent variables. The 

multivariate tests were not significant for any of the demographics: sex, Wilks’ Lambda = .96, 

F(5, 342) = 1.50, p = .13, η2p = .02; race/ethnicity, Wilks’ Lambda = .95, F(5, 344) = 0.86, p = 

.64, η2p = .01; education, Wilks’ Lambda = .96, F(5, 344) = 0.63, p = .89, η2p = .01; state, 

Scale Cronbach’s α M SD  

Political Participation .88 6.31 0.77 

Trust in Government .96 3.18 1.16 

Benevolent Sexism  .84 3.63 1.27 

Hostile Sexism  .92 2.45 1.24 

Vote Choice Intent .99 4.05 1.72 

Likability .93 4.57 1.04 

Competence .92 5.42 0.96 

Goodwill .92 4.66 1.15 

Trustworthiness .95 4.94 1.18 
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Wilks’ Lambda = .99, F(5, 343) = .20, p = 1.00, η2p = .00; religion, Wilks’ Lambda = .93, F(5, 

344) = 1.31, p = .16, η2p = .02; political ideology, Wilks’ Lambda = .96, F(5, 343) = 1.01, p = 

.45, η2p = .02; party identification, Wilks’ Lambda = .95, F(5, 343) = 1.26, p = .22, η2p = .02; 

military status, Wilks’ Lambda = .97, F(5, 341) = 2.02, p = .08, η2p = .03;  and military 

affiliation, Wilks’ Lambda = .97, F(5, 342) = .98, p = .463, η2p = .01. I also conducted additional 

post-hoc multiple comparisons with Tukey’s honest significant difference test enabled to 

examine further any possible differences between groups. These analyses revealed no significant 

information, meaning that none of the demographics produced any meaningful differences for 

the main variables of interest. Therefore, demographics were not included in any subsequent 

analyses as covariates. 

In addition, I conducted a second multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) in SPSS 

to examine whether or not participants’ communicative behaviors and attitudes (i.e., political 

participation, trust in government, benevolent sexism, and hostile sexism) differed based on the 

above-mentioned participant demographic variables (sex, race/ethnicity, education, state, 

income, religion, political ideology, party identification, military status, military affiliation). 

Participants’ demographics were entered as independent variables and participants’ 

communicative behaviors and attitudes were entered as dependent variables. The multivariate 

tests were significant for race, Wilks’ Lambda = .91, F(4, 345) = 2.07, p = .01, η2p = .02; 

education, Wilks’ Lambda = .92, F(4, 345) = 1.82, p = .02, η2p = .02;  and political ideology, 

Wilks’ Lambda = .89, F(4, 344) = 3.43, p = < .001, η2p = .04. Tables 8-10 below contain the 

results of the univariate tests for each significant multivariate test, detailing the mean difference 

comparisons and their significance (conducted based on the Bonferroni option). I also correlated 

these communicative behaviors and attitudes with the main variables of interest in the study 
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(likability, competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and vote choice intent) to examine the 

magnitude of their associations. Several moderate correlations were identified (See details in 

Table 7 below).  

Table 7 

Correlations for Likability, Competence, Trustworthiness, Goodwill, and Vote Choice Intent 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1.Political Participation         

2.Trust in 

Government 
-.070        

3.Benevolent Sexism .076 .005       

4.Hostile Sexism .248*** -.157** .328***      

5.Likability .004 .280*** .161*** -.022     

6.Competence .096 .161*** .113* -.074 .702**    

7.Goodwill .028 .231*** .076 -.041 .766*** .691***   

8.Trustworthiness .072 .234*** .113* .032 .745*** .732*** .839***  

9.Vote Choice Intent -.018 .136** .129** .011 .704*** .619*** .625*** .634*** 
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 

Based on all these results, political participation, trust in government, and both sexism 

sub-dimensions were included as covariates in subsequent analyses to control for voters’ 

characteristics that could affect the hypothesized relationships.  
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Table 8 

Mean Differences for Trust in Government Based on Race 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable  Race M SE Mean Diff p 

Trust in Government 

 

 

White 

 

 

 

Hispanic 

 

 

Black 

 

Asian 

White 

Hispanic 

Black 

Asian 

Other 

Black 

Asian 

Other 

Asian 

Other 

Other 

3.28 

2.92 

2.73 

3.59 

2.32 

2.73 

3.59 

2.32 

3.59 

2.32 

2.32 

0.07 

0.22 

0.32 

0.21 

0.25 

0.37 

0.29 

0.32 

0.37 

0.39 

0.31 

 

0.36 

0.55 

-0.31 

0.96 

0.19 

-0.67 

0.60 

-0.86 

0.41 

1.27 

 

.45 

.29 

.24 

<.001 

.95 

.05 

.46 

.04 

.97 

<.001 
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Table 9 

Mean Differences for Trust in Government and Benevolent Sexism Based on Education  

Variable       Education M SE Mean Diff     p 

Trust in 

Government 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benevolent 

Sexism 

 

 

 

High School 

 

 

 

Associate 

 

 

Bachelor 

 

Graduate 

 

 

High School 

 

 

 

Associate 

 

 

Bachelor 

 

Graduate 

High School  

Associate 

Bachelor 

Graduate 

Other 

Bachelor 

Graduate 

Other 

Graduate 

Other 

Other 

 

High School  

Associate 

Bachelor 

Graduate 

Other 

Bachelor 

Graduate 

Other 

Graduate 

Other 

Other 

2.95 

3.53 

3.17 

3.48 

3.31 

3.17 

3.48 

3.31 

3.48 

3.31 

3.31 

 

3.93 

3.68 

3.58 

3.17 

3.23 

3.58 

3.17 

3.23 

3.17 

3.23 

3.23 

0.11 

0.20 

0.14 

0.19 

0.34 

0.19 

0.23 

0.37 

0.19 

0.34 

0.36 

 

0.12 

0.21 

0.15 

0.21 

0.37 

0.20 

0.25 

0.39 

0.20 

0.36 

0.39 

 

-0.58 

-0.22 

-0.53 

-0.36 

0.36 

0.01 

0.22 

-0.31 

-0.14 

0.15 

 

 

0.25 

0.35 

0.76 

0.70 

0.10 

0.51 

0.45 

0.41 

0.35 

-0.06 

 

.03 

.46 

.03 

.75 

.39 

1.00 

.99 

.39 

.98 

.99 

 

 

.64 

.20 

<.001 

.29 

1.00 

.36 

.81 

.23 

.82 

1.00 
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Table 10 

Mean Differences for Political Participation, Benevolent Sexism, and Hostile Sexism Based on Political Ideology  

Variable Ideology     M  SE MD           p 

Political Participation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benevolent Sexism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hostile Sexism 

 

Liberal 

 

 

Moderate 

 

Conservative 

 

 

 

 

Liberal 

 

 

Moderate 

 

Conservative 

 

 

 

 

Liberal 

 

 

Moderate 

 

Conservative 

Liberal  

Moderate 

Conservative 

Other 

Conservative 

Other 

Other 

 

 

 

Liberal 

Moderate 

Conservative 

Other 

Conservative 

Other 

Other 

 

 

 

Liberal 

Moderate 

Conservative 

Other 

Conservative 

Other 

Other 

6.14 

6.54 

6.56 

6.14 

6.56 

6.14 

6.14 

 

 

 

3.38 

3.84 

4.20 

2.67 

4.20 

2.67 

2.67 

 

 

 

1.99 

2.91 

3.35 

2.47 

3.35 

2.47 

2.47 

0.06 

0.10 

0.10 

0.44 

0.12 

0.44 

0.44 

 

 

 

0.08 

-0.46 

-0.82 

0.71 

-0.36 

1.17 

1.53 

 

 

 

0.07 

0.15 

0.14 

0.63 

0.18 

0.64 

0.64 

 

-0.42 

-0.45 

-0.03 

-0.03 

0.40 

0.43 

 

 

 

 

0.16 

0.16 

0.70 

0.20 

0.72 

0.72 

 

 

 

 

-0.92 

-1.36 

-0.48 

-0.44 

0.44 

0.88 

 

<.001 

<.001 

1.00 

.96 

.81 

.77 

 

 

 

 

0.29 

<.001 

.74 

.19 

.36 

.13 

 

 

 

 

<.001 

<.001 

.86 

.05 

.93 

.55 
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Tests for Hypotheses and Research Questions 

Main Effect of Gender  

H1 predicted that male candidates would be evaluated by voters as (H1a) more 

competent, (H1b) more trustworthy, (H1c) having more goodwill, and (H1d) being more likable 

than female candidates, while controlling for voters’ characteristics. The hypothesis was tested 

by using a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA), with gender of the candidate as the 

independent variable (along with partisanship and veteran status, detailed below), and 

competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability as dependent variables, while voters’ 

political participation, trust in government, and sexist attitudes as covariates. Box’s M test was 

not significant, F(70, 21,0241.46) = 1.18, p = .14. The multivariate test was significant, Wilks’ 

Lambda = .96, F(4, 389) = 3.66, p = .01, η2p = .04. Univariate tests revealed a significant main 

effect of gender on candidate’s competence, F(1, 392) = 3.91, p = .05, η2p = .01. Post-hoc 

multiple comparisons of means conducted with the Bonferroni adjustment revealed that 

participants evaluated female candidates (M = 5.52, SE = 0.07) as more competent than male 

candidates (M = 5.34, SE = 0.07). Thus, H1a was not supported as initially formulated; albeit 

significant, the difference in competence based on gender was in the opposite direction than 

predicted.  

There was also a significant effect of gender on trustworthiness, F(1, 392) = 11.09, p < 

.001, η2p = .03. Participants also evaluated female candidates (M = 5.13, SE = 0.08) as more 

trustworthy than male candidates (M = 4.76, SE = 0.08). Thus, H1b was also not supported as 

initially formulated as results indicated a significant difference in trustworthiness based on 

gender but in the opposite direction than predicted.  
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Additionally, the main effect of gender on likability was also significant, F(1, 392) = 

4.11, p = .04, η2p = .01. Female candidates (M = 4.68, SE = 0.07) were evaluated as more likable 

than male candidates (M = 4.48, SE = 0.07). Thus, the same pattern of results in which a 

significant difference existed but in the opposite direction than predicted occurred for H1d.  

Finally, H1c was not supported. The difference in goodwill between male candidates (M 

= 4.57, SE = 0.08) and female candidates (M = 4.76, SE = 0.08) was not significant at p < .05, 

albeit marginally significant (p = .09), suggesting no main effect of gender on goodwill, F(1, 

392) = 2.90, p = .09, η2p = .01. 

Main Effect of Partisanship  

H2 predicted that Republican candidates would be evaluated by voters as (H2a) more 

competent, (H2b) more trustworthy, (H2c) having more goodwill, and (H2d) being more likable 

than Democrat candidates, while controlling for voters’ characteristics. The hypothesis was 

tested by using the same MANCOVA described above for H1. The multivariate test was 

significant, Wilks’ Lambda = .92, F(4, 389) = 8.29, p < .001, η2p = .08. Further, results of the 

univariate tests indicated there was a significant main effect of partisanship on the candidate’s 

competence, F(1, 392) = 20.81, p < .001, η2p = .05. Democratic candidates (M = 5.64, SE = 0.07) 

were perceived by participants as more competent than Republican candidates (M = 5.22, SD = 

0.07), meaning that H2a was not supported as initially proposed as findings were in the opposite 

direction than predicted.  

There was also a significant main effect of partisanship on the candidate’s 

trustworthiness, too, F(1, 392) = 25.07, p < .001, η2p = .06. Democratic candidates (M = 5.22, SE 

= 0.08) were perceived by participants as more trustworthy than Republican candidates (M = 

4.66, SE = .078), meaning that H2b was also not supported as initially phrased.  
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There was also a significant main effect of partisanship on the candidate’s goodwill, with 

Democrats (M = 4.90, SE = 0.08) being perceived as showing more goodwill than Republicans 

(M = 4.44, SE = 0.08), F(1, 392) = 16.98, p < .001, η2p = .04. These results, albeit significant, 

were contrary to what was hypothesized in H2c.  

Finally, there was also a main effect of partisanship on candidate likability, with 

Democratic candidates (M = 4.84, SE = 0.07) being perceived as more likable than Republican 

candidates (M = 4.32, SE = 0.07), F(1, 392) = 28.90, p < .001, η2p = .07. These findings were 

also in the opposite direction from what was predicted. In other words, H2a, H2b, H2c, and H2d 

were all not supported as initially proposed. A significant effect of partisanship on how 

participants evaluated Republican and Democrat candidates was found, but with the Democratic 

candidates in the stimuli being rated higher on competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and 

likability than the Republican candidates. 

Main Effect of Veteran Status  

H3 predicted that veteran candidates would be evaluated by voters as (H3a) more 

competent, (H3b) more trustworthy, (H3c) having more goodwill, and (H3d) being more likable 

than non-veteran (i.e., civilian) candidates, while controlling for voters’ characteristics. The 

hypothesis was tested with the same MANCOVA as for H1 and H2. The multivariate test was 

significant, Wilks’ Lambda = .96, F(4, 389) = 3.82, p = .01, η2p = .04. The univariate tests, 

however, were not significant. In other words, there was no significant effect of veteran status on 

the candidate’s competence [veteran: M = 5.46, SE = 0.06, non-veteran: M = 5.39, SE = 0.07; 

F(1, 392) = 0.58, p = .45, η2p = .00]; trustworthiness [veteran: M = 5.00, SE = 0.08, non-veteran: 

M = 4.88, SE = 0.08; F(1, 392) = 1.35, p = .25 , η2p = .00]; goodwill [veteran: M = 4.61, SE = 

0.08, non-veteran: M = 4.72, SE = 0.08; F(1, 392) = 0.90, p = .35 , η2p = .00); and likability 
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[veteran: M = 4.54, SE = 0.07, non-veteran: M = 4.62, SE = 0.07; F(1, 392) = 0.72, p = .40, η2p = 

.00]. Thus, H3 was not supported.  

Gender, Partisanship, and Veteran Status Interactions  

RQ1 asked whether or not there was an interaction effect between a candidate’s gender, 

partisanship, and veteran status on their (RQ1a) competence, (RQ1b) trustworthiness, (RQ1c) 

goodwill, and (RQ1d) likability while controlling for voters’ characteristics. The research 

question was explored by using the same MANCOVA as for H1-H3. The multivariate tests were 

not significant for any of the interactions (two-way or three-way). There was not a significant 

interaction effect between the candidate’s gender and partisanship [Wilks’ Lambda = .99, F(4, 

389) = 0.96, p = .43, η2p = .01]; the candidate’s gender and veteran status [Wilks’ Lambda = 

1.00, F(4, 389) = 0.46, p = .76, η2p = .01]; the candidate’s partisanship and veteran status [Wilks’ 

Lambda = 1.00, F(4, 389) = 0.41, p = .80, η2p = .00]; and the candidate’s gender, partisanship, 

and veteran status [Wilks’ Lambda = .99, F(4, 389) = 0.61, p = .66, η2p = .01]. Thus, the 

multivariate analysis revealed that there was no significant interaction effects between a 

candidate’s gender, partisanship, and veteran status on their competence, trustworthiness, 

goodwill, and likability while controlling for voters’ communicative behaviors and attitudes.  

Effects of Gender on Vote Choice Intent  

H4 predicted that vote choice intent would differ based on the candidate’s gender, so that, 

controlling for voters’ characteristics, voters will be more likely to vote for male candidates than 

for female candidates. A hierarchical linear regression analysis was conducted in SPSS to test 

this hypothesis, with vote choice intent entered as the dependent variable, political participation, 

trust in government, and sexist attitudes as covariates in the first block, and the candidate’s 

gender entered as the independent variable in the second block. The overall regression model for 
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the first block (covariates) was significant. The addition of gender did not significantly change 

the model nor did gender significantly predict vote choice intent (See Table 11 below for all 

regression results). Thus, H4 was not supported.
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Table 11 

Hierarchical Linear Regression Results for Gender on Vote Choice Intent 

Variable  Model 1   Model 2  

 B SE β B SE β 

Political Participation -0.04 0.11  -.17 -0.04        0.11  -.02 

Trust in Government         0.20** 0.07 .13**      0.20**        0.07       .14** 

Benevolent Sexism         0.18** 0.07 .13**      0.18**        0.07       .14** 

Hostile Sexism -0.01 0.08  -.01 -0.02        0.08  -.01 

Gender     0.24         0.17    .07 

Adjusted R2     .03 

    .04** 

      3.67*** 

                                       .03 

                                       .01 

                                     3.35** 

R2 Change 

F-test value 
Note: **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001. 
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Effects of Partisanship and Veteran Status on Vote Choice Intent 

The proposed RQ2 asked whether vote choice intent would differ based on (RQ2a) a 

candidate’s partisanship and (RQ2b) a candidate’s veteran status, while controlling for voters’ 

characteristics. Two similar hierarchical regression analyses as for H4 were conducted in SPSS 

to explore this research question. For RQ2a, vote choice intent was entered as the dependent 

variable, political participation, trust in government, and sexist attitudes were entered as 

covariates in the first block, and partisanship was entered as an independent variable in the 

second block. The addition of partisanship in the covariates regression model led to a significant 

change in the percentage of explained variance in vote choice intent (See Table 12 below for all 

regression results). Thus, in response to RQ2a, vote choice intent for a candidate did, indeed, 

differ based on the candidate’s partisanship, with respondents being significantly more likely to 

vote for Democratic candidates than for Republican ones.  

For RQ2b, vote choice intent was entered as the dependent variable, political 

participation, trust in government, and sexist attitudes were entered as covariates in the first 

block and veteran status was entered as an independent variable in the second block of the 

regression analysis. The overall regression model for the first block (covariates) was significant. 

The addition of veteran status, however, did not significantly change the model nor did veteran 

status significantly predict vote choice intent (See Table 13 below for all regression results).  
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Table 12 

Hierarchical Linear Regression Results for Partisanship on Vote Choice Intent 

Variable  Model 1   Model 2  

 B SE β B SE β 

Political Participation -0.04 0.11 -.02 0.02 0.10 .01 

Trust in Government 0.20** 0.07 .13** 0.12 0.07 .08 

Benevolent Sexism 0.18** 0.07 .13**  0.20** 0.06 .15** 

Hostile Sexism -0.01 0.08 -.01  0.01 0.07 .01 

Partisanship    1.47*** 0.16 .43*** 

Adjusted R2 .03 

.04** 

 3.67** 

 .20  

R2 Change  .18***  

F-test value  21.66***  
 Note: **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001. 

 

Table 13 

Hierarchical Linear Regression Results for Veteran Status on Vote Choice Intent 

Variable  Model 1   Model 2  

        B SE β B SE β 

Political Participation      -0.04 0.11 -.02 -0.04 0.11 -.02 

Trust in Government 0.20** 0.07 .13** 0.20** 0.07  .13** 

Benevolent Sexism 0.18** 0.07 .13** 0.18** 0.07  .13** 

Hostile Sexism      -0.01 0.08 -.01 -0.01 0.08 -.01 

Veteran Status    0.02 0.17 .01 

Adjusted R2  .03   .02  

R2 Change  .04**          .00  

F-test value  3.67**   2.93*  

 Note: **p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001 



 176 

Mediation Analyses  

Scholars argue that there are several approaches to identifying whether mediation has 

occurred (i.e., Barron & Kenny, 1986; Judd & Kenny, 1981; James & Brett, 1984; Kenny, 2008). 

According to Kenny (2008), scholars need to ensure that that a relationship exists between the 

independent and dependent variables; that the independent variable is also correlated with the 

mediator; further, that the mediator has an effect on dependent variable; and, finally, that the 

addition of the mediator suppresses the relationship between dependent and independent 

variables completely (i.e., the path coefficient is reduced to zero). However, Hayes (2018) 

approaches the requirements for mediation differently: he suggests any mediation, even a partial 

one, should count as mediation (in other words, the mediation does not have to be full to be 

considered mediation). Upon analyzing different approaches to mediation described above, it 

was deemed reasonable to view mediation as present in this dissertation when any mediation, 

even a partial one, was encountered, following Hayes’s (2018) suggestions. During analyses, the 

indirect effects were deemed statistically significant when the 95% confidence interval for a test 

did not include zero in it, which would imply that the indirect effects are statistically different 

from zero (Hayes, 2018). 

Mediation Between Gender and Vote Choice Intent. H5 predicted that (H5a) 

competence, (H5b) trustworthiness, (H5c) goodwill, and (H5d) likability would each mediate the 

relationships between a candidate’s gender and vote choice intent, while controlling for voters’ 

characteristics. H5 was tested in the PROCESS v4.2 software (Hayes, 2023). The pre-set Model 

4 was used, with 10,000 bootstrapping and 95% accelerated confidence intervals. The gender of 

the candidate was entered as the independent variable, likability, competence, trustworthiness, 

and goodwill were entered as mediators, and vote choice intent was entered as the dependent 
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variable. Political participation, trust in government, and sexist attitudes were entered as 

covariate variables. Table 14 below contains the values of all path coefficients, significance 

levels, and confidence intervals for this analysis.  

Analysis of the output revealed that the model capturing the direct effects of gender on 

vote choice intent (while controlling for voters’ characteristics) was significant, F(5, 398) = 3.35, 

p = .01, R2 = .04. However, the gender of the candidate did not significant predict vote choice 

intent for the candidate. The models with gender as the predictor and communicative behaviors 

and attitudes as covariates were significant when predicting competence, [F(5, 398) = 6.10, p = 

.00, R2 = .07],  trustworthiness [F(5, 398) = 8.66, p = .00, R2 = .10], goodwill [F(5, 398) = 5.88, 

p = .00, R2 = .07], and likability [F(5, 398) = 10.26, p = .00, R2 = .11]. Thus, gender significantly 

predicted all mediators but goodwill, which was marginally significant, as p = .09. Next, the 

overall model (containing all independent variables, mediators, and covariates) predicting vote 

choice intent was also significant, F(9, 394) = 52.47, p = .00, R2 = .55. Further investigation of 

the output showed that competence and likability significantly predicted vote choice intent, but 

trustworthiness and goodwill did not. Finally, the investigation of the indirect effects of gender 

on vote choice intent revealed that gender had a significant indirect effect, through competence 

and likability, on vote choice intent. Thus, H5a and H5d were supported, whereas H5b and H5c 

were not.
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Table 14 

Direct and Indirect Effects of Gender on Vote Choice Intent through Competence, Trustworthiness, Goodwill, and Likability 

 Notes:  
aValue with more decimals was -0.0034. 
bValue with more decimals was 0.0005. 
cValue with more decimals was -0.0029. 
dValue with more decimals was 0.0033. 

Path Effect b t p SE 95% CI 

Gender→Competence  0.18 1.97 .05 0.09 0.00 0.37 

Gender→Trustworthiness  0.37 3.25 .00 0.11 0.15 0.59 

Gender→Goodwill  0.19 1.68 .09 0.11 -0.03 0.41 

Gender→Likability  0.20 2.00 .05 0.10 0.00 0.39 

Gender→Vote Choice Intent  -0.06 -0.46 .64 0.12 -0.29 0.18 

Competence→Vote Choice Intent  0.33 3.38 .00 0.10 0.14 0.52 

Trustworthiness→Vote Choice Intent  0.20 1.93 .05 0.10 -0.00a 0.40 

Goodwill→Vote Choice Intent  0.09 0.87 .38 0.10 -0.11 0.29 

Likability→Vote Choice Intent  0.74 7.50 .00 0.10  0.54 0.93 

Gender→Competence→Vote Choice Intent 0.06    0.04   0.00b 0.14 

Gender→Trustworthiness→Vote Choice Intent 0.07    0.05  -0.00c 0.19 

Gender→Goodwill→Vote Choice Intent 0.02    0.02  -0.02 0.07 

Gender→Likability→Vote Choice Intent 0.15    0.07   0.00d 0.30 
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Mediation Between Partisanship and Vote Choice Intent. H6 predicted that (H6a) 

competence, (H6b) trustworthiness, (H6c) goodwill, and (H6d) likability would each mediate the 

relationships between a candidate’s partisanship and vote choice intent for that candidate, while 

controlling for voters’ characteristics. H6 was tested in the same manner as H5 above, but 

replacing the independent variable with partisanship. Table 15 below contains the values of all 

path coefficients, significance levels, and confidence intervals for this analysis.  

The model capturing the direct effect of partisanship on vote choice intent (while 

controlling for voters’ characteristics) was significant, F(5, 398) = 21.66, p < .001, R2 = .46. 

Partisanship of the candidate significantly predicted vote choice intent for that candidate, too. 

Furthermore, the models with partisanship as the predictor and communicative behaviors and 

attitudes as covariates were significant when predicting competence [F(5, 398) = 9.62, p = .00, 

R2 = .11], trustworthiness [F(5, 398) = 11.61, p = .00, R2 = .13], goodwill [F(5, 398) = 8.91, p = 

.00, R2 = .10], and likability [F(5, 398) = 15.79, p =.00, R2 = .17]. Partisanship significantly 

predicted all four mediators, competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability. Finally, the 

overall model (containing all independent variables, mediators, and covariates) predicting vote 

choice intent was also significant, F(9, 394) = 66.40, p = .00, R2 = .60. Further investigation of 

the output showed that competence and likability significantly predicted vote choice intent. 

Investigation of the indirect effects of partisanship on vote choice intent revealed that 

partisanship had a significant indirect effect on vote choice intent, through competence and 

likability. Thus, H6a and H6d were supported, whereas H6b and H6b were not.  
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Table 15 

 Direct and Indirect Effects of Partisanship on Vote Choice Intent through Competence, Trustworthiness, Goodwill, and Likability

Path Effect b t p SE 95% CI 

Partisanship→Competence  0.42 4.52 .00 0.09  0.24 0.60 

Partisanship→Trustworthiness  0.55 4.92 .00 0.11  0.33 0.77 

Partisanship→Goodwill  0.46 4.13 .00 0.11  0.24 0.68 

Partisanship→Likability  0.52 5.36 .00 0.10  0.33 0.71 

Partisanship→Vote Choice Intent  0.87 7.57 .00 0.12  0.64 1.10 

Competence→Vote Choice Intent  0.31 3.38 .00 0.09  0.13 0.49 

Trustworthiness→Vote Choice Intent  0.14 1.45 .15 0.10 -0.05 0.33 

Goodwill→Vote Choice Intent  0.13 1.35 .18 0.10 -0.06 0.32 

Likability→Vote Choice Intent  0.65 7.05 .00 0.09  0.47 0.83 

Partisanship→Competence→Vote Choice Intent 0.13    0.05  0.04 0.24 

Partisanship→Trustworthiness→Vote Choice Intent 0.08    0.06 -0.03 0.22 

Partisanship→Goodwill→Vote Choice Intent 0.06    0.05 -0.03 0.16 

Partisanship→Likability→Vote Choice Intent 0.34    0.08  0.19 0.50 



 

 181 

Mediation Between Veteran Status and Vote Choice Intent. Finally, H7 predicted that 

(H7a) competence, (H7b) trustworthiness, (H7c) goodwill, and (H7d) likability would each 

mediate the relationships between a candidate’s veteran status and vote choice intent for that 

candidate, while controlling for voters’ characteristics. The same PROCESS model analyses as 

described above were used to test this hypothesis too, using veteran status as the independent 

variable. Table 16 below contains the values of all path coefficients, significance levels, and 

confidence intervals for this analysis. 

The results revealed that the model capturing the direct effect of veteran status on vote 

choice intent (while controlling for voters’ characteristics) was significant, F(5, 398) = 2.93, p 

=.01, R2 = .04. However, veteran status of the candidate did not significantly predict vote choice 

intent. The models with veteran status as the independent variable and communicative behaviors 

and attitudes as covariates were significant when predicting competence [F(5, 398) = 5.38, p = 

.00, R2 = .06], trustworthiness [F(5, 398) = 6.64, p = .00, R2 = .08], goodwill [F(5, 398) = 5.47, p 

= .00, R2 = .06], and likability [F(5, 398) = 9.53, p =.00, R2 = .11]. However, veteran status did 

not significantly predict any of the four mediators (competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and 

likability). Next, the overall model (containing all independent variables, mediators, and 

covariates) predicting vote choice intent was significant, F(9, 394) = 52.42, p = .00, R2 = .55. 

Further investigation of the output showed that competence and likability significantly predicted 

vote choice intent for the candidate. Finally, investigation of the indirect effects of veteran status 

on vote choice intent revealed none of the indirect effects were significant. Thus, H7 was not 

supported.  
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Table 16 

Direct and Indirect Effects of Veteran Status on Vote Choice Intent through Competence, Trustworthiness, Goodwill, and Likability 

 

 

 
 

Path Effect b t p SE 95% CI 

Veteran Status→Competence  -0.07 -0.71 .48 0.09 -0.25 0.12 

Veteran Status→Trustworthiness  -0.13 -1.10 .27 0.11 -0.35 0.10 

Veteran Status→Goodwill  0.11 0.96 .34 0.11 -0.11 0.33 

Veteran Status→Likability  0.09 0.86 .39 0.10 -0.11 0.28 

Veteran Status→Vote Choice Intent  0.00 -0.03 .98 0.12 -0.24 0.23 

Competence→Vote Choice Intent  0.33 3.38 .00 0.10 0.14 0.52 

Trustworthiness→Vote Choice Intent  0.19 1.86 .06 0.10 -0.01 0.39 

Goodwill→Vote Choice Intent  0.09 0.91 .36 0.10    -0.11 0.30 

Likability→Vote Choice Intent  0.73 7.47 .00 0.10 0.54 0.93 

Veteran Status→Competence→Vote Choice Intent -0.02    0.03 -0.09 0.04 

Veteran Status→Trustworthiness→Vote Choice 

Intent 

-0.02    0.03 -0.10 0.02 

Veteran Status→Goodwill→Vote Choice Intent 0.01    0.02 -0.02 0.06 

Veteran Status→Likability→Vote Choice Intent 0.06    0.07 -0.08 0.21 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

This dissertation focused on evaluations of interactional identity traits (gender, 

partisanship, and veteran status) and their effects on voting behaviors in U.S. congressional 

elections. The importance of congressional elections can sometimes be dwarfed by the 

mainstream media compared with elections that involve presidential and/or vice-presidential 

appointments. Nevertheless, the House of Representatives and the Senate serve one of the key 

roles in the political system—to ensure that the political process in the country is democratic, 

meaning that the system of checks and balances is in place to prevent the abuse and the unequal 

distribution of power in the government (U.S. Government, 2022).  

Political candidates who participate in U.S. races have become more diverse, as they 

embrace and communicate not only their gender identity or their party label, but also information 

related to their race/ethnicity, religious beliefs, political ideology, as well as their background, 

among other traits and characteristics, which signals a change of the current political landscape 

in the United States (Bejarano et al., 2021). For example, veteran political candidates illustrate 

how U.S. politics has become more diverse nowadays. In 2022, many former servicemembers 

decided to resume their service to the country by participating in U.S. congressional races, which 

showcases a noteworthy increase in the number of veteran candidates who took part in U.S. 

elections since 2012 (Shane III, 2022). As voters become more diverse as well, they tend to seek 

and support political candidates that resemble them both identity-wise (i.e., share similar gender, 

ethnic or racial background, political ideology) as well as candidates that share voters’ 

perspectives on how key salient political issues should be handled in the U.S., which include but 

are not limited to politicians’ stances on the economy, taxes, foreign politics, health, education, 

women’s rights, and so on. 
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Some of these above-mentioned identity traits and characteristics do not simply appear as 

an array of separate factors that may decide the outcome of a political race, but tend to morph, 

blend, fuse, and cluster together, creating new and complex forms of overlapping social identities 

that are difficult to separate from one another, resulting in interactional identities. Therefore, one 

of the main aims of this dissertation was to examine how political candidates with such 

interactional identities (gender, partisanship, and veteran status) are evaluated by voters in 

respect to their competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability, and, in turn, how these 

evaluations affect the intent to vote for such candidates.  

To accomplish these goals, the dissertation relied on a 2 (gender: male vs. female) x 2 

(partisanship: Republican vs. Democrat) x 2 (veteran status: veteran vs. non-veteran) between-

subjects experimental design in which participants were exposed to one of eight hypothetical 

political candidate mailers and were asked to evaluate the depicted candidate. Mailers were 

selected as they are a well-known and frequently used form of advertisements in political 

campaigns. They are also effective at transmitting information about a political candidate to 

voters.  

 In what follows, this chapter will first summarize and explain the main findings of the 

dissertation in relation to gender, partisanship, and veteran status and their effects on voter 

evaluations (i.e., candidates’ competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability), as well as on 

voting behaviors (i.e., vote choice intent for the candidate). Next, this chapter will then address 

theoretical, methodological, and practical implications of the above-mentioned findings. Finally, 

the chapter will discuss the limitations of the study conducted and propose several lines of future 

research directions that have emerged based on this dissertation. 
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The Effects of Gender on Candidate Evaluations 

Based on previous literature (e.g., Pradel, 2021), it was proposed that the gender of 

candidates would reveal differences in how voters evaluated political candidates. Specifically, it 

was hypothesized that male candidates would be evaluated by voters as more competent, more 

trustworthy, having more goodwill, and being more likeable than female candidates while 

controlling voters’ characteristics. Nevertheless, the opposite was found as participants in this 

study rated female candidates significantly more positively than their male counterparts on 

competence, trustworthiness, and likability, which challenges but at the same time supports some 

previous findings in political communication research as described in the next few paragraphs 

below. Several previous studies have found female candidates were evaluated lower than male 

candidates by voters (e.g., Ditonto, 2017, Dolan, 2004; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Sigelman et 

al., 1995, etc.). Specifically, studies have reported that female candidates were typically rated 

lower than male candidates on competence (e.g., Ditonto, 2017, Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; 

Sigelman et al., 1987) due to the fact that female candidates are typically viewed through a lens 

of gendered stereotypes (e.g., Dolan, 2004; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993). Scholars have also 

argued that communal characteristics that are ascribed to female political candidates make them 

be perceived as being able to handle “feminine” political issues or issues that involve 

“compassion”—healthcare, education, childcare (e.g., Alexander & Andersen, 1993) better than 

men.  

The current dissertation study also aligned with some other studies that have found that 

female candidates were perceived by voters as more competent than male candidates on unique 

occasions and in specific contexts (e.g., Bauer et al., 2022; Dolan, 2018; Funk, 2007; Kahn, 

1996; Mattes et al., 2021; Piazza & Diaz, 2020; Schwenk, 2022, etc.). For example, Piazza and 
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Diaz (2020) found that female politicians were evaluated as more competent in the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, since this issue is primarily linked to healthcare, and, thus, can be referred 

to as a “feminine” issue. These results from previous studies help to explain the results I have 

found in this study based on the relationships between a candidate’s gender identity and voter 

evaluations of the candidate’s traits and characteristics (i.e., competence, trustworthiness, 

goodwill, and likability), based on voter interpretations of candidates’ abilities to handle political 

issues (e.g., Bauer et al., 2022; Dolan, 2018, etc.). 

However, it is also important to mention that, when gender identity cues are present but 

any other information about the candidates except for information about their competence is 

lacking, voters may evaluate both female and male political candidates as equally competent. To 

illustrate this example, Ditonto (2014, 2017) conducted an experimental study in which 

participants needed to evaluate female and male candidates on competence. The experimental 

conditions for male and female candidates included competent and incompetent information. 

Ditonto (2014) found that, when participants were assigned to a condition in which female 

candidates were ascribed competent information, participants evaluated female candidates on par 

with male candidates on competence. My dissertation findings can supplement Ditonto’s study 

(2014), in that both female and male voters in my study were depicted as equally competent at 

handling various political issues. This may be why female candidates were evaluated not only on 

par with male candidates, but, actually more positively than male candidates. 

In addition, findings from my dissertation study showed that female candidates were 

evaluated as more trustworthy and honest compared with male candidates, which supports most 

of the political communication literature that has shown a similar trend (Dolan, 2014; Funk, 

2007; Kahn, 1996; Mattes et al., 2021; Piazza & Diaz, 2020; Schwenk, 2022). Specifically, 
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political communication scholars argue that perceived trustworthiness is directly related to a 

candidate’s identity (Brambilla et al., 2012), and, more specifically, a candidate’s gender (e.g., 

Meng & Davidson, 2020). Trustworthiness of the candidate communicates to voters ideas about 

the candidate’s integrity (Chen et al., 2014; van ‘t Wout & Sanfey, 2008), which, then, can be 

directly linked to voter positive evaluations of the candidates. Overall, it also translates to an 

increase in voter support (Chen et al., 2014). In other words, for the most part, female politicians 

are evaluated as more honest and trustworthy, a body of knowledge to which this dissertation’s 

findings contribute, reinforcing this idea.  

Political communication literature posits that candidates’ competence, goodwill, and 

trustworthiness are strongly linked to a candidate’s likability (Teven, 2008). Therefore, I 

expected that participants would evaluate political candidates on competence, goodwill, 

trustworthiness, and likability in a similar manner. More specifically, it was hypothesized that 

participants would rate male candidates higher on likability than female candidates. However, 

the opposite was found in that participants rated male candidates on likability significantly lower 

than female candidates. One of the possible explanations for this finding is that political 

communication literature has sometimes connected the concepts of likability and trustworthiness, 

in that both likability and trustworthiness can be associated with a notion of warmth (Meng & 

Davidson, 2020). In other words, the likability of a candidate can be viewed by voters through a 

lens of gendered stereotypes and linked to ideas of warmth and trustworthiness that signal 

feminine traits and characteristics. Furthermore, a candidate’s traits and characteristics are not 

neutral concepts, they are value-laden, and can communicate information about femininity and 

masculinity to the extent that a candidate who is viewed as warm, trustworthy, and likable can be 
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viewed through a prism of femininity, regardless of their gender (i.e., it applies to both female 

and male candidates). 

Overall, then, in respect to the effects of gender, most of the proposed relationships in the 

first hypothesis were not supported as originally posited. One of the possible explanations as to 

why participants rated male candidates more negatively on competence, trustworthiness, and 

likability compared to female candidates, may be due to the fact that these traits inadvertently 

communicate feminine traits (i.e., signal a female gender identity – see more above in the 

previous paragraph). In other words, the traits and characteristics candidates were evaluated on 

have embedded values that may elicit associations with a specific gender identity – masculine or 

feminine. Because of that, participants may develop an implicit bias towards the candidates 

depicted in the mailers, based on these identity traits and characteristics that are linked to 

evaluations. Thus, when participants were asked to evaluate male candidates on such feminine 

traits and characteristics, they did, indeed, rate male candidates lower compared to female 

candidates due to incongruent perceptions. Female candidates may have been considered gender-

congruent with feminine traits and characteristics, whereas male candidates were viewed 

negatively because of their gender being incongruent with such traits and characteristics. More 

specifically, female candidates may have been evaluated as more competent in this scenario due 

to the unique context of the stimuli. For instance, both female and male candidates in the mailer 

explicitly communicated about the political issues they fought for in Congress, which included 

the economy, healthcare, and education. Two of these three political issues often elicit 

associations with the feminine identity (see conversation about the relationships between a 

candidate’s gender and ability to handle specific types of political issues), which could have 

potentially outweighed the conversation about the economy.  
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Further, as mentioned above, politics is becoming more diverse, with more female 

politicians who win high-stake races and stand against tough and unique challenges (e.g., Krook 

& O’Brien, 2012). More specifically, Aldrich and Lotito (2020) corroborate the idea that female 

political leaders have handled healthcare and public conversations about the COVID-19 

pandemic better. Aldrich and Lotito (2020) note that female politicians had a better approach at 

navigating the crisis caused by the pandemic, compared to male politicians who have shown 

ineffective responses related to this political issue. Thus, female candidates may have been 

evaluated as more competent and trustworthy due to the political issues described in the 

experimental stimuli.  

The Effects of Partisanship on Candidate Evaluations 

Based on current scholarly literature (e.g., King & Matland, 2003), it was proposed that 

Republican candidates would be evaluated by voters as more competent, more trustworthy, as 

having more goodwill, and as being more likeable than Democratic candidates, while controlling 

for voters’ characteristics. Nevertheless, participants in this study evaluated Democratic 

candidates higher than Republican candidates on all these characteristics. One possible 

explanation for these results is that, according to Green and Gerber (2010), voters may hold 

political candidates’ competence up to different standards, based on the partisanship of the 

voters. However, given than participants’ own party label and political ideology did not yield any 

significant differences in the preliminary MANOVA, another possible explanation is needed.  

Understanding of what voters consider to be competence for Democrats and Republicans 

may differ significantly; in some instances, perhaps, it may reflect some of the implicit values 

and beliefs that are attached to each party. For example, participants may view Republican 

candidates as more competent when it comes to their ability to handle political issues that are 
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frequently associated with the Republican party (e.g., the economy, crime, foreign relations). By 

the same token, participants may view Democrats as more competent when it comes to their 

ability to handle political issues that are traditionally associated with the Democratic party, such 

as education, healthcare, and women’s issues. Gerber et al. (2013) argue that the ratings of 

political candidates’ competence may be different when their competence explicitly mentions 

specific political issues, such as the economy (i.e., economic competence). Given that the stimuli 

materials explicitly mentioned candidates’ concern with the economy, healthcare, and K-12 

education, this could have led participants to evaluate Republican candidates lower on 

competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability, compared to Democratic candidates.  

Another reason why participants may have rated Democratic political candidates higher 

on competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability, could be due to the fact that, currently, 

the leader of the country, Joe Biden, is a Democrat. Therefore, participants evaluated 

hypothetical candidates through the prism of the current composition of the U.S. government. In 

other words, Biden, as a political leader and a Democrat, significantly influenced how people 

perceived hypothetical Democratic candidates when it comes to competence, trustworthiness, 

goodwill, and likability. Consistent with Huddy (2013), Biden, as a Democrat, could be viewed 

by participants as the prototypical group leader who communicates values and beliefs of the 

Democratic party to voters. Biden regularly addresses the nation, and although his overall 

approval ratings have decreased in the last year, the public, nevertheless, has lauded his efforts to 

combat the effects of the pandemic and maintain the White House administration’s 

communication channels open and transparent (Pew Research Center, 2022). In other words, 

Biden’s approach aligns with the Democratic party’s values and beliefs and shows success in the 

area of healthcare (i.e., competence) as well as the ability to set up and upkeep candid 
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communication between U.S. administration and U.S. citizens (i.e., honesty, trustworthiness). 

This can be interpreted by the audience as congruent with the approach traditionally adopted by 

the Democrats and could be read as being likable and caring. Therefore, Biden’s positive efforts 

and achievements may be ascribed to other members of the Democratic party as well—that is, 

voters may be “influenced” by the weight of the prototypical party leaders (Huddy, 2013). 

Therefore, they may view the rest of the Democratic candidates (i.e., Democratic party identity 

label) positively as well. 

Alternatively, according to the political communication literature, Democrats and 

Republicans are perceived in different ways by the electorate, with the Republican party being 

typically associated with the masculine gender and conservative ideology and the Democratic 

party being viewed as embracing liberal values and beliefs that strongly connect with the female 

(or feminine) gender identity (e.g., Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; 

Lim & Lee, 2016; Petrocik, 1996). In addition, as explained above, people associate competence, 

trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability with feminine traits—warmth, empathy, and compassion 

that could signal to participants feminine traits and a feminine gender identity. So, participants 

may identify congruence or incongruence between the partisan identity of the candidate and the 

traits that I was asking them to evaluate about participants. Therefore, participants could have 

linked competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability with the Democratic party as 

feminine-congruent (i.e., both feminine). Thus, they rated Democrats higher on these traits 

compared to Republicans, who would not be viewed as congruent with feminine traits.  

However, it is important to note that participants may also like the idea of Democrats 

embracing feminine traits, regardless of the candidate’s gender identity, which could explain 

why participants rated Democrats higher than Republicans. Although this line of reasoning could 
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lead to a conclusion that there would be interaction effects between a candidate’s party and 

gender, no significant interaction effects were found. However, although participants rated the 

hypothetical female candidates higher than the hypothetical male candidates on competence, 

trustworthiness, and likability, these high evaluations do not always translate to results in actual 

elections. In other words, individuals may appreciate the idea of supporting a candidate with a 

feminine identity, but, perhaps, only when those traits are embodied by a male candidate. For 

example, Cooper (2009) brings up the example of Barack Obama and how his identity as a 

Democratic candidate encompassed not only masculine, but also feminine traits and 

communication style. Perhaps, similar effects also translate to evaluations of Joe Biden and 

hypothetical Democratic candidates from my dissertation stimuli materials. What is more, this 

explanation could be further bolstered by the significant findings of both benevolent and hostile 

sexism projected by participants towards the candidates according to the study’s findings. In 

other words, the study supports some of the political communication scholarship that emphasizes 

the role of sexist attitudes and the impact these attitudes may have on voting behaviors and 

candidate evaluations. 

Overall, then, a candidate’s partisanship affected the evaluations of this hypothetical 

person, albeit in the opposite direction than predicted initially. Additionally, it is important to 

note that the partisanship condition had the largest effect size compared to the effect of the 

gender and veteran status conditions, which highlights the importance of partisanship in voters’ 

evaluations. This finding is also consistent with the current literature that argues political 

candidates’ partisanship plays a central role in shaping voting behaviors and evaluations of a 

political candidate. 
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The Effects of Veteran Status on Candidate Evaluations 

 Based on the literature on veteran evaluations (e.g., Endicott, 2022; Hardy et al., 2019; 

Leal & Teigen, 2018), I hypothesized that participants would rate veteran candidates higher on 

competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability compared to non-veteran candidates, while 

controlling for voters’ characteristics. The results showed that none of the evaluations differed 

significantly between veteran and non-veteran candidates. One of the possible explanations for 

these findings is that the observed power for the MANOVA univariate results for veteran status 

was very low, ranging from .12 to .21, which suggest a severely underpowered analysis. Thus, 

the analysis did not appear to have had a sufficiently large sample size to test this hypothesis, 

meaning these findings are inconclusive. Different results may be found in a future study. 

Nevertheless, this result may be bolstering previous findings and political communication 

scholarship that suggest society is polarized along party lines more so than across any other 

candidate identity traits or characteristics. Therefore, veteran status may have been 

overshadowed by a candidate’s partisanship, which significantly impacts voter evaluations and 

the way people support one candidate over another based on their party label.  

Interaction Effects of Gender, Partisanship, and Veteran Status on Candidate Evaluations 

The dissertation also inquired into whether gender, partisanship, and veteran status would 

affect how voters evaluated candidates’ competence, trustworthiness, goodwill, and likability, 

while controlling for voters’ characteristics. The analysis revealed that there was not a significant 

interaction between any of these three identity traits. One of the potential reasons for no 

interaction effects being detected between these three variables is that there was not enough 

power to detect any such effects—for all interactions, observed power ranged from .05 to .40. 

Another potential explanation for these results is that partisanship and partisan identity 



 

 194 

frequently outweigh other potential factors in political communication research (Campbell et al., 

1954; Clifford, 2020; Greene, 2004; Iyengar et al., 2012), potentially minimizing the effects of 

other variables. In other words, partisanship may have suppressed any potential other effects that 

gender and veteran status could have brought to the forefront when participants evaluated 

hypothetical candidates.  

What Predicts Intent to Vote for A Candidate?  

In addition to the main effects of the three identity characteristics selected (gender, 

partisanship, and veteran status), the dissertation also inquired whether these characteristics 

would predict participants’ vote choice intent. I predicted that this vote choice intent would differ 

based on a candidate’s gender so that, controlling for voters’ characteristics, voters would be 

more likely to vote for male candidates than for female candidates. In addition, given the scarcity 

of literature on this topic, I asked whether participants’ vote choice intent would differ based on 

a candidate’s partisanship or their veteran status, while controlling for voters’ characteristics.  

Results indicated that gender did not significant predict vote choice intent, which may be 

due to the overwhelming effect that partisanship had, as partisanship significantly predicted vote 

choice intent, with a substantial path coefficient (standardized 𝛽= .43); partisanship also 

explained roughly 18% of the variance in vote choice intent, which is a notable finding that 

aligns with the current literature (Campbell et al., 1954; Clifford, 2020; Greene, 2004; Iyengar et 

al., 2012).  

Similarly, veteran status did not predict vote choice intent for a candidate. Once again, 

perhaps, partisanship carries overwhelming effects in individuals’ decisions about whom they 

will vote for, that obscure other characteristics, such as a candidate’s military background.  

Another potential explanation may be the fact that the U.S. has been actively involved in many 
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armed conflicts, such as Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, and other geographic areas in the world, 

which could affect how participants evaluated veteran candidates. Participants in this study had 

an average age of 36-37 years old; thus, these are individuals who have lived with armed 

conflicts around the globe in which the United States has been involved for at least thirty years, 

since 1991. Therefore, they may be familiar with military veterans as individuals who engaged in 

a special type of service, compared to previous generations for whom military service was 

mandatory. In current times, veterans may have become a normal part of U.S. society and daily 

conversations, without necessarily standing out as an identity as salient as one’s political party. 

Veterans are also often overlooked, and the general public does not usually fully understand the 

veteran experience. In other words, civilians may be too indifferent to veteran status in everyday 

life, which translates into politics, where this lack of awareness means they do not recognize the 

leadership potential of veteran political candidates that was once the distinctive trait of military 

service.  

The Mediating Effects of Candidate Evaluations on Vote Choice Intent for a Candidate 

 Following another line of thinking, I examined whether competence, trustworthiness, 

goodwill, and likability may mediate the relationships between candidates’ gender, partisanship, 

and veteran status and the vote choice intent for that candidate, while accounting for voters’ 

characteristics. Results from several mediation models revealed that some candidate evaluations 

(i.e., competence and likability) mediated the relationship between gender and vote choice intent, 

and between partisanship and vote choice intent. Such results suggest that how individuals wish 

to vote depends, at least in part, on how they evaluate the candidate in regard to their competence 

and likability.  
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It may also be possible that the language used to describe these abstract hypothetical 

candidates in the experimental stimuli prompted unique associations of competence or likability 

attached to the partisan identity of each candidate, which then significantly influenced the 

likelihood to cast the ballot for such a candidate. To specify, the stimuli mentioned hypothetical 

candidates’ past voting record and their achievements when it comes to several political issues 

that included, but were not limited to the economy, which is currently ranked as one of the top 

policies that concern the general public in the Unites States (Gallup, 2023). Conversations about 

a candidate’s competence regarding the economy (i.e., a candidate’s ability to handle the 

economy in light of current challenges, such as economic recession) may have been linked to 

struggles that the average U.S. citizen experiences, as well as explicit references that could be 

linked to one’s family. The phrasing used in the mailers may have suggested that the 

hypothetical candidates were “caring” and “empathetic” not only towards constituents and their 

families, but also transparent about being “competent” and successful in handling tough political 

issues. Given that these hypothetical candidates were perceived as “caring” and “empathetic,” 

they could also have been rated high on competence and likability. 

Likability and competence may also be related to implicit evaluations of the candidates 

based on their specific identity traits, such as gender. Or, to speculate, perhaps the idea of casting 

the ballot for a particular candidate is intrinsically linked to concepts of likability and 

competence as two universal measuring sticks that apply to all political candidates, by default, by 

voters, regardless of their gender, partisanship, or veteran status. Voters care about descriptive 

representation, but they are also concerned with a candidate’s fit for office—their ability to 

handle specific political issues and how pleasant these candidates must be. Perhaps, the next 

logical question would be what comes first: the chicken or the egg? Researchers need to identify 



 

 197 

the primacy of the factors that determine vote choice intent—that is, whether the effects of social 

identity (i.e., partisanship) override voters’ expectations about a candidate’s competence and 

likability, or, perhaps, that these two act in conjunction when it comes to voter evaluations.  

Positive evaluations of candidates play a crucial role in how voters cast their ballot, so 

that candidates deemed unlikable or incompetent will likely gain less voter support. In other 

words, candidates who explicitly make a case for their office fit are evaluated as more competent 

by voters, leading to higher voter support and vote choice intent for this candidate. Candidates 

who make explicit claims in their campaign materials are perceived as more likable. This helps 

them make a solid case for their candidacy to be evaluated positively, have a better chance of 

getting substantial voter support, which translates into a stronger intent to vote for such 

candidates compared to their counterparts. 

Communicative Behaviors and Attitudes and their Effects on Voter Evaluations  

 The study also revealed that participants’ demographic characteristics did not influence 

the main variables of interest in the study. Although the political communication literature 

acknowledges the role that voters’ gender, racial/ethnic background, income, religion, and 

veteran status, among other identity traits, play in predicting voting behaviors, these 

considerations did not affect candidate evaluations and vote choice intent in this study. What 

mattered, however, were other factors—participants’ self-reported political participation, trust in 

government, and sexist attitudes. These variables were controlled for in all main study analyses. 

These communicative behaviors and attitudes demonstrate voters’ degree of political awareness 

and sophistication (Abramson & Aldrich, 1982; Lau et al., 2020; Plutzer, 2002). If voters 

maintain low political sophistication and are not involved in politics to a great extent, they may 

make an uninformed decision about a candidate. Disengaged voters who score low on political 
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participation and trust in government may not even be concerned with politics or elections. 

Further, such disconnected voters may form their judgements and evaluations about candidates 

based on easily available information about the candidates, such as their demographics, and not 

go beyond these surface clues to conduct additional research about a candidate’s stances, past 

voting record, and their achievements (Lau et al., 2020). Further, participants who score low on 

political participation and trust in government may theoretically endorse elections and support 

diverse candidates due to social desirability but may not cast a vote in elections at all.  

 Further, the analyses revealed the significant impacts of sexist attitudes on voter 

evaluations of the candidates, which I also controlled for during analyses. Both benevolent and 

hostile sexism had several significant effects in the regression and mediation analyses conducted. 

These effects reflect patronizing, condescending, and dismissive attitudes that are rooted in and 

related to candidates’ gender identity. Because of these sexist attitudes, some voters may exhibit 

preferences for candidates of a certain gender and may evaluate some candidates as not entirely 

fit for office based on their identity. Thus, although female politicians were evaluated high on 

these traits and characteristics in this study, these evaluations may not directly translate to 

candidate vote choice in everyday elections where sexist attitudes may overtake other 

considerations.  

Theoretical Implications 

 This study used the theoretical framework of social identity theory, drawing on the 

concepts of identity, interactional identity, and the role of politicians’ identity characteristics in 

voter evaluations. This theoretical approach has been used previously in intercultural and 

intergroup communication as well as political communication. Implementing the concept of 

interactional identities to study complex issues associated with diverse candidate and voter 
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identities in U.S. elections provides a novel approach to understanding this phenomenon. 

Therefore, one of the study’s theoretical implications pertains to expanding the idea of 

interactional identities. Expansion to a new context speaks not only to the heuristic value of this 

theoretical concept, but also may shed light onto the strengths of partisan identity in shaping 

voter evaluations and voters’ vote choice, in comparison with gender and veteran identity. More 

specifically, this study adds value to political communication research as it emphasizes the role 

that underlying ideals and beliefs tied to partisan identity carry in shaping voting behaviors. This 

approach reveals that voters tend to exhibit greater attachment to a social identity such as 

partisanship that explicitly communicates social values and beliefs, versus gender and veteran 

group identity, that have not divided and polarized society to the same extent, due to the lack of 

these implicit values and beliefs embedded. In other words, gender identity and veteran status are 

not as salient as partisan identity for voters. Partisanship can lead to a more affective approach to 

candidate evaluations and voting behaviors (Peacock et al., 2021).  

 This dissertation also built on and expanded some of the current literature on the gender 

identity of political candidates, more specifically evaluations of gendered traits and 

characteristics in political communication literature. The study showed that, in some instances, 

voters may rate female candidates higher on competence, trustworthiness, and likability 

compared to male political candidates. These results may be a sign of changing social norms—

the majority of political communication studies that were conducted in the 20th century found 

that male politicians were evaluated higher than female politicians. Since then, many diverse and 

minority candidates have begun to participate in high-level races and to even outbid traditional 

male candidates in U.S. elections. Perhaps, then, American politics is drifting away from being a 

“boys only club” or a “male domain,” which was previously synonymous to the male gender.   
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 Further, another theoretical implication for political communication pertains to the form 

of the message used to convey identity in the campaign materials. Specifically, the stimuli 

developed for the study suggest that gender- and party-congruent messaging is, indeed, crucial 

for political candidates with interactional identities as such messaging is linked to positive 

evaluations of the candidates. The stimuli were written in a neutral, non-belligerent tone that, 

perhaps, evoked feminine-like impressions. Thus, message congruence is valuable when it comes 

to candidates with interactional identities, and it may significantly impact how voters perceive 

and support such candidates. 

 Results of this study also suggest some implications for measurement and the theoretical 

underpinnings of scale development. Political participation, one of the covariates in the 

dissertation study, was measured with a classic scale (Gopal & Verma, 2018) that has been used 

frequently in political communication research. Nevertheless, when subjected to a confirmatory 

factor analysis, the scale performed poorly, with multiple items displaying low standardized path 

coefficients. I dropped 11 items out of the total 18 items, and the scale still had some room for 

improvement in terms of the CFA model fit. Several items did not appear to be capturing the 

same conceptual domain as other items in the scale. These issues suggest there may be problems 

with the measurement of the concept of political participation. On the one hand, these results 

may be a fluke due to sample characteristics. However, none of the other scales in the study 

showed such severe problems during the CFA. On the other hand, the political participation scale 

may be a poor measure of the concept it intends to capture and may need to be revised for better 

psychometric properties. The scale may not reflect the plethora of online behaviors and digital 

communication patterns pertaining to online political participation (e.g., reposting and liking 

messages, creating digital content, or other forms of online activism). Therefore, it would be 
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beneficial to, perhaps, revise the scale to include more modern-day political participation 

behaviors. 

Next, vote choice (sometimes referred to as intent to vote) has been traditionally captured 

in the political communication literature either as a dichotomous “yes” or “no” option or by 

utilizing two-three items and asking participants to pinpoint, retroactively, the candidate they 

chose to support. Such a measure is limited in its ability to capture individuals’ intentions and 

nuanced decision-making processes related to voting for a candidate. Furthermore, such a 

measure can be problematic in more complex analyses given the small number of items it 

contains. Another contribution of this study is the development of a continuous measure that 

assesses individuals’ vote choice intent via seven items, which has shown great promise in the 

initial scale assessment tests conducted in this dissertation. The scale could be further validated 

in subsequent studies. This new scale could become a useful tool for scholars not only in the 

field of communication, but also political science, international relations, and any other 

interdisciplinary specialists that would be interested in measuring the people’s intent to vote for a 

political candidate. 

Practical Implications 

 One of the practical implications of this study pertains to the lessons that can be learned 

regarding political candidates in modern times and how candidates can manage their campaigns 

and navigate future elections in the United States. Findings from this dissertation could prove 

beneficial for determining how to negotiate political identities over the course of congressional 

campaigns. More specifically, some of the dissertation’s findings could support female 

candidates who are running for U.S. congressional elections as well as political consultants who 

work as aides to political candidates and design campaigns messages, such as political mailers. 
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Results from this study could help empower female politicians and help them learn how to 

construct their image in political campaigns more effectively to elicit positive responses from the 

electorate. Specifically, one of the recommendations to female candidates based on this 

dissertation’s findings would be to highlight and not downplay their achievements to appear 

more competent, trustworthy, and likable to voters. It could be beneficial for female candidates 

to lean into their gender identity, while employing a non-belligerent communication style in their 

written campaign materials (i.e., mailers). Female candidates could embrace a feminine-like 

communication style that does not openly call out their political opponents, but rather 

acknowledges differences in party labels and political ideologies as an attempt to “reach across 

the aisle.” A gender identity that is congruent with the feminine communication style could aid 

female candidates gain support from voters compared to a masculine communication style that 

could be interpreted by voters not as competitiveness, but rather as emotional instability.  

Further, to appear more competent, trustworthy, and likable to voters, female candidates 

need to establish their competence in political issues that are typically perceived by voters as 

traditionally feminine—education, healthcare, human rights, childcare, and so on. Trying to step 

up onto a different playground and showcase their expertise and achievements in relation to 

clearly masculine issues, for instance, the economy, foreign relationships, and crime may be 

interpreted by voters through a lens of bias. Specifically, the political communication literature 

bolsters this point: if the gender identity of a candidate is incongruent with the type of political 

issue the candidate is communicating about, then the candidate’s claims can be interpreted by 

voters as not genuine or inauthentic. In other words, female candidates would benefit from either 

highlighting their experience and past record in relation to feminine political issues or expressing 

a neutral stance on masculine political issues in written political campaign messaging. In the 
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stimuli used for this study, both female and male candidates commented on “strengthening the 

economy, improving K-12 education, and decreasing the costs of healthcare” as well as “fighting 

in Congress to bring down inflation.” The examination of message congruence with the 

candidate’s gender- and partisan-identity congruence is another way to explain why sometimes 

female candidates are evaluated lower by voters than male candidates (see above). More so, this 

approach may also explain how candidates can craft successful messages for their political 

campaigns to overcome these barriers and be able to bridge the gender gap not only in low-stake 

elections (i.e., local, district, clerical, elections) but also for high-level races (i.e., House of 

Representatives, Senate). Practical implications concerning partisanship also indicate that female 

candidates need to embrace an amicable approach to political opponents as well as opposite party 

voters to gain more positive evaluations, even if it means lack of confrontation or evoking 

negative evaluations towards political opponents based on their partisanship. 

In contrast, male candidates would benefit from explicitly using a male communication 

style and emphasizing competence related to clearly masculine issues—the economy, foreign 

relationships, and crime. Using neutral language and a vague stance on the economy for male 

political candidates in this study did not work well. So, a more masculine communication style in 

regard to their stance on political issues could benefit male political candidates. Another practical 

implication related to male politicians and partisanship, perhaps, is to embrace ambition and 

directly confront political opponents in their campaign as a communication strategy. 

To summarize this subsection, the practical implications of this dissertation study lie 

within the area of gender and partisan identity evaluations and how they are related to voter 

evaluations and voter support. Additionally, some of the findings regarding gender, identity, and 

leadership can be further applied not only in politics but in other industries as well, including the 
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corporate world, private businesses, and STEM, where women could also learn how to appear 

more competent, trustworthy, as having more goodwill, and being more likable to others, and, 

thus, advance their careers or secure their desired positions.  

Limitations 

One of the main limitations related to this study is its sample. Prolific samples typically 

tend to have more female than male participants, and also more liberal than conservative 

participants (Palan & Schitter, 2018), which was the case in this study’s sample as well in respect 

to political ideology. Both the pilot study and the main study were balanced so that a roughly 

equal number of men and women were selected given that this feature is an option offered to 

researchers by Prolific. However, there were no additional criteria that could be imposed to 

balance the study based on political partisanship and veteran status at the same time. Balancing 

partisanship may have been possible by creating multiple postings and having the study open for 

longer. However, veteran status would not have been feasible to balance. Veterans are a minority 

to begin with in the broader U.S. demographics (6.4% of the U.S. population according to the 

U.S. Census, 2020). There is a very small sample of veterans available on Prolific; thus, having 

the study open until a balanced veteran-non-veteran sample would have been gathered was not 

feasible also due to time constraints for the completion of this dissertation. As a result, the 

sample gathered was not a representative one, nor does it have an equal number of participants 

for each of the two variables of interest (partisanship, veteran status).  

Another limitation of this study was the design of the stimuli materials. Some of the 

participants in the pilot study reported that they would have liked to see photo and video 

portrayals of the candidates in the mailers to determine whether or not they would like to support 

these candidates. Although the decision not to include such portrayals was due to the 
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experimental design and the desire to reduce possible confounding variables, this choice may 

have affected how participants perceived the mailers, and, subsequently, the candidates depicted 

in them. In addition, the message of the mailers and the information contained in the mailers was 

written in a neutral language that was perceived by some participants in the pilot study as “not 

genuine.” This language choice may have affected how participants evaluated the candidates, 

especially in respect to the congruency between language and style of communication, gender, 

and partisanship.  

Finally, one of the drawbacks of an experimental design is that it is conducted in a 

controlled environment, where scholars cannot account for all extraneous various factors that are 

present outside the research setting. Therefore, applying the results to actual political campaigns 

may have unforeseen effects. For example, there are myriad of factors scholars cannot control for 

in case of political campaigns and elections such as participants’ demographics, voters’ biases 

and attitudes that will generate partial evaluations of the candidates. Further, I did not account in 

this dissertation study for the role that political opponents’ campaign materials and media would 

play in depicting these candidates in the case of everyday elections. For example, political 

opponents may design negative political campaigns aimed at tainting a candidate or present them 

in an unfavorable light. What is more, American society is divided across party lines, and this 

translates to media outlets that support specific candidates that share the views and beliefs of the 

media source (i.e., that align in partisan identity with the media outlet). Finally, more and more 

individuals now have access to social media and are free to express their opinions about 

candidates on the Internet. These candidate evaluations could go viral, which could either 

significantly bolster the chances of a candidate winning the race or could completely destroy 

their image. Therefore, it is important to acknowledge the drawbacks of the experimental design 
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used, and keep in mind additional factors that may influence how voters evaluate political 

candidates based on their gender, partisanship, veteran status, and beyond. 

Directions for Future Research 

This dissertation study illuminated several interesting aspects about the ways in which 

gender and partisanship influence voting behaviors, opening the door for further research on 

several of these topics. One of the potential lines of research suggested by the discussions above 

would include experimental message design that explicitly communicates gender-congruence or 

gender-incongruence as related to a candidate’s identity, including but not being limited to 

candidates’ gender and partisanship. Such an experimental study would evaluate candidates 

based on the language used in the stimuli materials that pertains to specific stances on political 

issues that the U.S. society considers significant nowadays.  

Further, another line of the research could center on the veteran status of the candidate, 

since the study I conducted in this dissertation was severely underpowered in respect to veteran 

status. Recruiting more veterans and replicating the study with a balanced sample – 50% 

veterans, 50% non-veterans may yield different and interesting findings. Specifically, the 

communication literature shows that veterans and non-veterans not only differ based on culture, 

but they also differ when it comes to partisanship and political ideology. Therefore, it is 

important to examine how veteran candidates evaluate political candidates based on their gender, 

partisanship, and veteran status compared to non-veterans, and how these evaluations may 

translate into vote choice intent for the candidate. In other words, this line of the research would 

allow me to learn more about veterans as a social group that is marginalized in the U.S. society 

and would also help predict voting trends for this unique voter population.  
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Next, another line of research could further investigate the effects of the interactional 

identity of political candidates given that the current study found no interaction effects between a 

candidate’s gender, partisanship, and veteran status identity. One of the approaches to test 

whether these interactional identity factors do, indeed, interact, would be to design a study that 

accounts for a representative sample. Another option would be to conduct further qualitative 

research and ask participants whether and how interactionality occurs in their evaluations of 

political candidates. 

Another direction for future research would be to include other dependent variables such 

as ones that would be clearly associated with the masculine gender (e.g., competitiveness) to 

examine how evaluations of candidates would differ (if they did) in such instances. Along the 

same lines, future studies could also include other independent variables that go beyond 

interactional identities related to gender, partisanship, and veteran status. For instance, campaign 

mailers could include specific stances on political issues that can be clearly associated either with 

the male or female gender. Alternatively, the type of election the candidates are running for 

could also be manipulated since type of election has also been shown to affect how voters 

evaluate candidates (e.g., Meeks, 2020). Another noteworthy independent variable to include in 

future research would be a candidate’s incumbency, as it has proven to be a strong predictor of 

voter preference and support (e.g., Shair-Rosenfield & Hinojosa, 2014). In other words, adding 

these new dependent and independent variables would allow researchers to make better 

predictions about the trends in U.S. elections and how such variables may shape voting 

behaviors. These new studies would also help political candidates and their campaign aides to 

adopt specific strategies that would allow these candidates to improve their electoral outcomes 

and also avoid some common pitfalls related to campaign messaging.  
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Furthermore, future research could examine the role that the interactional identity of 

political candidates has on voting behaviors for specific groups of voters—for example, ethnic 

groups, such as the main four ones in the U.S. (White, Hispanic/Latino, Black, and Asian voters). 

The main reason why this type of research is important is because different groups of voters may 

exhibit different voting patterns that could help predict effective campaign messages to target 

specific ethnic/racial groups of voters.  

For example, the Hispanic/Latino population is the fastest-growing U.S. ethnic/racial 

community and a serious political force that may have a deciding vote in the upcoming elections. 

However, it is crucial to note that the Hispanic/ Latino population is not homogenous, and it is 

represented by diverse ethnic and racial groups that vary by language, culture, origin, religion, 

background, and other identity traits. Therefore, it is essential for politicians to differentiate 

between various Hispanic/Latino social groups. Knowing these cultural and ethnic differences 

might aid political candidates in developing persuasive political messages to appeal best to this 

population. More specifically, political candidates may need to learn how to better understand 

the concerns and priorities of Hispanic/Latino population, which may differ depending on the 

intersecting identity traits in order to gain more voter support and improve the chances of 

winning the election. Thus, some of the future directions that this dissertation may take involve 

studying the voting behaviors of the Hispanic/Latino voter and the role intersectionality plays for 

vote choice intent in the election. 

Another key category of voters that could be studied further to understand the effects of 

certain identity characteristics is military veterans. As discussed in the literature review section, 

military veterans are a small but mighty group of U.S. voters that exhibits unique voting 

behaviors. Military veterans, as a social group, are often overlooked and understudied, so 
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conducting additional research with this group would help expand current communication 

literature on veterans from the perspective of political, intercultural, and military communication.  

Finally, as discussed above, additional research could include further scale development 

and validation studies for the new scale created to measure vote choice intent. This new scale 

could supplement or replace the original vote choice scale currently used widely in political 

communication research. Several additional studies would be needed to test the factor structure 

and validity of this new scale, though, but results from this study show great promise for the 

scale.  

Conclusion 

To summarize, the results of this dissertation study demonstrate support to a certain 

degree for existing literature, while, at the same, challenge the way scholars approach gender 

evaluations in political communication research. Specifically, the dissertation found that voters 

evaluated female candidates and Democrats higher on competence, trustworthiness, and 

likability compared to males and Republicans, which supports some previous research but also 

challenges other findings from the literature. The likability of a candidate may have been viewed 

by voters through a lens of gender-related stereotypes and linked to ideas of warmth and 

trustworthiness that signal feminine traits and characteristics. 

Consistent with the current political communication literature, partisan identity 

significantly influenced perceptions about a candidate’s competence, trustworthiness, and 

likability. Participants in the study may have evaluated hypothetical candidates through the prism 

of the current composition of the U.S. government. The former and latter evaluations, in turn, 

had a significant impact on participants’ vote choice intent for the candidate they evaluated. 

Unfortunately, no significant differences emerged in respect to the role of veteran status or any 
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interactions between gender, partisanship, and veteran status on candidate evaluations and their 

effects on vote choice intent for such candidates.    

The study also revealed that voters’ demographics do not always influence the 

evaluations of candidates, nor do the demographics of voters always impacts voting behaviors. 

Political communication scholarship recognizes the role of participants’ gender, racial/ethnic 

background, income, religion, and veteran status (among other identity traits) in predicting 

voting behaviors and electoral outcomes. However, there may be other more influential factors 

that significantly impact the relationship between a candidate’s identity traits and voter’s intent 

to vote for that candidate. In particular, the study found that political participation, trust in 

government, and sexist attitudes may have important influences on candidate evaluations, more 

so than participants’ demographics. 

The study expands scholarship regarding evaluations of political candidates based on 

their social identities, namely, gender, partisanship, and veteran status. The study also offers 

theoretical implications concerning the role of social identity in political communication research 

as well as some practical implications to political candidates and political campaign advisors for 

how to construe political campaign messaging to gain positive evaluations and voter support. 
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Appendix A 

Pilot Study Survey  

[Consent information] 

 

[Random assignment to experimental conditions] 

 

Description  
On the next page, you will be presented with an ad from a political candidate that is running for 

office in the upcoming U.S. Congressional elections. 

 

Please read all the information in the ad very carefully, pay attention to all the details, and study 

the ad, overall.  

 

You will be asked to complete a series of questions about this ad afterwards.  
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Condition 1: Male, Republican, Veteran 
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Condition 2: Male, Republican, Non-Veteran 
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Condition 3: Male, Democrat, Veteran 
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Condition 4: Male, Democrat, Non-Veteran 
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Condition 5: Female, Republican, Veteran 
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Condition 6: Female, Republican, Non-Veteran 
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Condition 7: Female, Democrat, Veteran 
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Condition 8: Female, Democrat, Non-Veteran 
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Manipulation Checks 

What was the gender of the Congressional candidate in the ad? 

The ad mentioned the candidate was male 

The ad mentioned the candidate was female 

Do not remember 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

 

What was the political party affiliation of the Congressional candidate? 

The ad mentioned the candidate was a Republican 

The ad mentioned the candidate was a Democrat  

Do not remember 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

 

What was the background of the Congressional candidate? 

The ad mentioned the candidate was a military veteran  

The ad did not mention the candidate was a military veteran  

Do not remember 

Other (please specify)__________________________________________________ 

 

Political Ad Realism  
Now please think about the political campaign ad you have just read. 

Slide the cursor to a number that best fits your level of agreement with each statement.  

 

The campaign ad... 

 None at 

all 
A little A 

moderate 

amount 

A lot A great 

deal 

 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

is believable.  

 

is realistic.  

 

is credible.  

 

resembles real-life political campaign ads.  
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Continue to think critically about the campaign ad you have just read. 

Answer the following questions in as much detail as possible.  

 

Did you find the campaign ad believable? Why or why not? Please explain.  

 

What would you suggest be added or revised about the campaign ad to make it more realistic? 

Please explain.  

 

Did you have enough information to be able to form an impression about the political candidate 

depicted? Please explain.  

 

What would you suggest adding to the campaign ad to ensure others who read it have sufficient 

information about the candidate? Please explain.  

 

Is there anything else that we could do to improve this political ad? Please explain.  

Attention Check  

What color is the sky? Please mark green as the correct answer for this question. 

Blue  

Red   

Purple   

Green   

 

Finally, please answer the following information about yourself that we can report, in 

aggregate form, to describe our sample for this study.  

 

What is your age, in years? Please enter a number.  

 

What is your biological sex? 

Male   

Female   

Intersex   

Non-binary   

Other (please specify)  __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer  

 

What ethnic or racial group do you most identify with?  

White    

Hispanic, Latino, or LatinX   
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Black or African American  

American Indian or Alaska Native 

Asian 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  

A combination of these   

Other (please specify) _________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer  

 
What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed?  

 

Note: If you are currently enrolled in school, please indicate the highest degree you have 

received up to this point. 

High school degree or less   

Associate (2 year) degree    

Bachelor (4 year) degree   

Professional degree   

Graduate degree (e.g., MA, PhD)   

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer   

 

What is your current occupation? 

 

In which state do you live? (Please select from the drop-down menu) 

▼ Alabama ... Prefer not to answer 

How would you describe your political views? 

Very Liberal    

Slightly Liberal   

Moderate  

Slightly Conservative  

Very Conservative   

Other (please specify)  __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer  
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What political party do you identify with the most? 

Republican   

Libertarian 

Democrat 

Independent 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer  

 

Mark not paying attention as the answer for this question. 

Paying full attention to this survey 

Not paying attention  

Paying some attention to this survey  

 
Are you current or former U.S. military member? 

Yes 

No 

Prefer not to answer 

 

Is anyone in your household current or former U.S. military member? 

Yes  

No 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer  

 
[Debriefing Statement]  
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Appendix B 

Main Study Survey 

 

[Consent information] 

 

For the next questions, we would like to learn more about your political opinions and behaviors.  

Please answer these questions honestly.  

 

Political Participation 

 

How would you describe the level of your political involvement? Please read each question 

carefully and select the answer that best fits your opinion about the statement. 
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Never 

true 

Rarely 

true 

Occasionally 

true 

Sometimes 

true 

Frequently 

true 

Usually 

true 

Always 

true 

I work for a 

political party 

or candidates 

during 

elections.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I attend 

political 

meetings.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I am/was a 

member of a 

political party.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I always vote 

in elections. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I attend 

political 

rallies. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I discuss 

politics with 

my friends, 

relatives and 

colleagues.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I participate 

actively to 

solve 

community 

problems.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I take part in 

strikes to 

influence the 

government. 
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I file petitions 

against the 

government. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I refuse to pay 

government 

rent and taxes 

to influence 

government 
decisions. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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I take part in 

protests to 

influence the 

government.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I take part in 

demonstrations 

to influence 

the 

government. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I take part in 

boycotts to 

influence the 

government. 
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I use electronic 

media 

(TV/Radio) to 

know about 

politics. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I search the 

internet about 

politics. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I read about 

politics in print 

media 

(newspapers/ 

magazines, 

etc.) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I try to 

influence my 

friends, 

relatives and 
colleagues 

regarding the 

formation of 

their political 

opinion. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I try to 

convince my 

friends, 

relatives and 

colleagues to 

vote. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Please select 

rarely true as 

your answer 

for this 

question.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

Trust in Government  

 

We would like to know a little more about your opinions about the U.S. government.  

 

Please read each statement carefully. Select the answer that best describes your opinions about 

the statement. 

 Never Rarely Occasionally Sometimes Frequently Usually Always 

How much of 

the time do you 

think you can 

trust the 

government in 

Washington to 

do what is 

right?  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

How much of 

the time do you 

think you can 

trust the federal 

government in 

Washington to 

make decisions 

in a fair way? 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

How much of 

the time do you 

think you can 

trust the federal 

government in 

Washington to 

do what is best 

for the 

country? 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Please select 

always as your 

answer for this 

question. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Ambivalent Sexist Attitudes 

Below are a series of statements concerning men and women and their relationships in 

contemporary society. 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with each statement. 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Many women 

have a quality 

of purity that 

few men 

possess.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Women should 

be cherished 

and protected 

by men.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Every man 

ought to have a 

woman whom 

he adores. 
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Women, 

compared to 

men, tend to 

have a superior 

moral 

sensibility. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Women, as 

compared to 

men, tend to 

have a more 

refined sense 

of culture and 

good taste. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Women are too 

easily 

offended.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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[Random assignment to experimental conditions] 

 

Description 

 

On the next page, you will be presented with a piece of mail (i.e., a mailer) coming from a 

political candidate addressed to constituents. 

  

Please read all the information in the mailer very carefully and pay attention to all the details in 

the mailer.  

 

You will be asked to complete a series of questions about this mailer afterwards for which you 

need to remember these details.  

 

Women seek to 

gain power by 

getting control 

over men. 
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Women 

exaggerate 

problems they 

have at work.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Once a woman 

gets a man to 

commit to her, 

she usually 

tries to put him 

on a tight 

leash.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

When women 

lose to men in 

a fair 

competition, 

they typically 

complain about 

being 

discriminated 

against. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Please select 

strongly 

disagree as 

your answer 

here. 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Condition 1: Male, Republican, Veteran 
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Condition 2: Male, Republican, Non-Veteran 
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Condition 3: Male, Democrat, Veteran 
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Condition 4: Male, Democrat, Non-Veteran 
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Condition 5: Female, Republican, Veteran 
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Condition 6: Female, Republican, Non-Veteran 
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Condition 7: Female, Democrat, Veteran 
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Condition 8: Female, Democrat, Non-Veteran  
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Manipulation Checks 

 

What was the gender of the Congressional candidate in the mailer? 

The mailer mentioned the candidate was male  

The mailer mentioned the candidate was female 

Do not remember 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

 

 

What was the political party affiliation of the Congressional candidate in the mailer? 

The mailer mentioned the candidate was a Republican  

The mailer mentioned the candidate was a Democrat 

Do not remember 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

 

 

What was the background of the Congressional candidate in the mailer? 

The mailer mentioned the candidate was a military veteran  

The mailer did not mention the candidate was a military veteran 

Do not remember  

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

 

Vote Choice Intent 

 

For the following questions, please think about the political candidate in the mailer.   

  

How likely are you to vote for this candidate in the upcoming election? 

Extremely unlikely  

Very unlikely 

Somewhat unlikely 

Neither likely or unlikely  

Somewhat likely 

Very likely  

Extremely likely 
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How strong is your preference for this political candidate? 

Extremely weak  

Very weak 

Somewhat weak  

Neither weak nor strong  

Somewhat strong  

Very strong 

Extremely strong  

 

How likely are you to vote for this political candidate in the upcoming election? 

Extremely unlikely  

Very unlikely 

Somewhat unlikely  

Neither likely nor unlikely  

Somewhat likely  

Very likely  

Extremely likely  

 

How probable is it that you would vote for this political candidate in the upcoming election? 

Extremely improbable  

Very Improbable  

Somewhat improbable 

Neither probable nor improbable 

Somewhat probable  

Very probable 

Extremely probable 

 

How strongly would you consider voting for this political candidate in the upcoming election? 

Extremely weakly  

Very weakly 

Somewhat weakly  

Neither weakly nor strongly 

Somewhat strongly  

Very strongly 
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Extremely strongly 

 

How interested would you be in voting for this political candidate in the upcoming election? 

Extremely uninterested 

Very uninterested 

Somewhat uninterested 

Neither interested nor uninterested 

Somewhat interested 

Very interested 

Extremely interested  

 

How strongly do you intend to vote for this candidate? 

Extremely weakly 

Very weakly  

Somewhat weakly 

Neither weakly nor strongly 

Somewhat strongly 

Very strongly 

Extremely strongly 

 

Attention Check 

 

Please select "Very uninterested" as your answer for this statement.  

Extremely uninterested  

Very uninterested 

Somewhat uninterested 

Neither interested nor uninterested 

Somewhat interested 

Very interested 

Extremely interested 

 
Likability 

 

For the following questions, please think about the political candidate in the mailer. 

 

Please indicate how strongly you agree with each statement presented below about this 

candidate.  
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Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

This political 

candidate is 

friendly.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
This political 

candidate is 

likeable.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
This political 

candidate is 

warm. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
This political 

candidate is 

approachable. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I would ask 

this political 

candidate for 

advice.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I would like 

this political 

candidate as a 

coworker.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I would like to 

be friends with 

this political 

candidate.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

This political 

candidate is 

similar to me. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
This political 

candidate is 

knowledgeable. o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Click on 

"Strongly 

Disagree". o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
 
Perceived Credibility 

 

For the following questions, please think about the political candidate in the mailer.   

The following are a series of adjectives that ask about your impressions about this candidate.  
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Think about each adjective and to what extent you believe the candidate in the mailer is like that. 

Choose the bubble that corresponds to your assessment. 

 

Here is the first set of adjectives. 

Competence 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Intelligent o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Unintelligent 

Untrained o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Trained 

Inexpert o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Expert 

Informed o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Uninformed 

Incompetent o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Competent 

Bright o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Stupid 

 
Here is another set of adjectives.  
 

Goodwill 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Cares about 

me o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Doesn't care 

about me 

Has my 

interests at 

heart o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Doesn't have 

my interests at 

heart 

Self-centered o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Not self-

centered 

Concerned 

with me o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Unconcerned 

with me 

Insensitive o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Sensitive 

Not 

understanding o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Understanding 
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Here is the final set of adjectives. 

 

Trustworthiness 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Honest o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Dishonest 

Untrustworthy o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Trustworthy 

Honorable o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Dishonorable 

Moral o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Immoral 

Unethical o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Ethical 

Phoney o  o  o  o  o  o  o  Genuine 

 
 
Demographic Questions 

 

Finally, please answer the following information about yourself that we can report, in aggregate 

form, to describe our sample for this study.  

 

What is your age, in years? Please enter a number.  

 

What is your biological sex? 

Male  

Female  

Intersex  

Non-binary 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer 
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What ethnic or racial group do you most identify with?  

White 

Hispanic, Latino, or LatinX 

Black or African American 

American Indian or Alaska Native  

Asian 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

A combination of these 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer 

 

What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed?  

 

Note: If you are currently enrolled in school, please indicate the highest degree you have 

received up to this point. 

High school degree or less  

Associate (2 year) degree  

Bachelor (4 year) degree 

Professional degree  

Graduate degree (e.g., MA,PhD)  

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer  

 

What is your current occupation? 

 

In which state do you live? (Please select from the drop-down menu) 

▼ Alabama  ... Prefer not to answer   
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What is your religious affiliation, if any? 

Protestant 

Roman Catholic  

Mormon  

Greek Orthodox  

Russian Orthodox  

Jewish 

Muslim  

Buddhist  

Hindu 

Atheist 

Agnostic 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer 

 

How would you describe your political views? 

Very Liberal 

Slightly Liberal 

Moderate 

Slightly Conservative 

Very Conservative 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer 

 

What political party do you identify with the most? 

Republican 

Libertarian 

Democrat 

Independent 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer 
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Attention Check 

 

Mark not paying attention as the answer for this question. 

Paying full attention to this survey 

Not paying attention 

Paying some attention to this survey 

 
Are you current or former U.S. military member? 

Yes 

No 

Prefer not to answer 

 

Is anyone in your household current or former U.S. military member? 

Yes 

No 

Other (please specify) __________________________________________________ 

Prefer not to answer 

 

[Debriefing Statement]  

 
 


