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Abstract
Previous work has shown candidate electability is an important consideration to vot‑
ers in deciding who to support. However, we do not know what candidate quali‑
ties voters consider more electable, especially in the absence of polling information. 
While scholarship has documented general election penalties for candidates with 
certain demographic and ideological characteristics, we do not know whether voters 
actually use these factors when judging electability. Using a conjoint experimental 
design, we examine how candidate characteristics influence perceptions of candidate 
electability. We find voters perceive women and minorities as less electable and ide‑
ologically extreme candidates as more electable. However, perceptions of electabil‑
ity vary with voter characteristics. Our results indicate that arguments about electa‑
bility, for many individuals, are based on their own ideological preferences (and to 
a lesser extent, their identity) rather than systematically viewing candidates with 
attributes that provide general election advantages as more electable.
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Electability is like the end of The Sopranos. Everybody talks about it, but nobody 
agrees on what it means.

–Ronald Brownstein, The Atlantic, 2019
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Introduction

Why are some candidates perceived as more electable? While primary voters value 
candidate electability (Abramowitz, 1989; Rickershauser & Aldrich, 2007; Simas, 
2017), how voters evaluate candidate traits when considering candidate electability 
is unstudied. Although scholars have examined the relationship between candidate 
traits and actual general election success (e.g., Hall, 2015; Terkildsen, 1993; Utych, 
2020), whether voters perceive electability in the same way is unclear.

Despite extensive research on how various factors—most notably race (e.g., 
Sigelman et al., 1995; Terkildsen, 1993; Visalvanich, 2017b), gender (e.g., Dolan, 
2004; Hershey, 1980; Sigelman & Sigelman, 1982), and ideology (e.g., Hall, 2015; 
Utych, 2020)—affect candidate vote shares in a general election (i.e. actual electa‑
bility), we know less about what candidate characteristics voters believe make a can‑
didate more electable and how those perceptions might vary across individuals.1

To answer this question, we use observational and experimental evidence. Using 
polling data from 2019 and 2020 about perceptions about the electability of Demo‑
cratic presidential candidates to motivate our work, we find evidence respondents 
view candidates whose ideology aligns with their own as more electable. However, 
observational data from the 2020 Democratic presidential primary field limits our 
ability to isolate the effect of certain candidate characteristics (e.g., ideology, race, 
and gender) on electability from other characteristics (e.g., fundraising or media 
attention).2 This data also limits our ability to examine Republicans behaviors, 
which may also be different (Grossman & Hopkins, 2016).

As such, we use a conjoint survey experiment from a nationally representative 
sample to evaluate the importance of candidate characteristics on perceptions of 
electability. We ask respondents presented with a hypothetical congressional pri‑
mary election match-up to indicate which candidate is more electable.3 By rand‑
omizing candidate characteristics of interest (specifically, candidate race, gender, 
and ideology), we isolate their effects on voters’ perceptions of electability.

We find voters view minority and female candidates as less electable in the gen‑
eral election. The effect of candidate demographics, however, is much smaller than 
other factors such as candidate experience and candidate ideology. We find candi‑
dates who are ideologically extreme are perceived by voters to be more electable, 
a finding which runs counter to conventional wisdom (Masket & Noel, 2012) and 
actual general election success (Hall, 2015; Utych, 2020). However, these effects 
are driven by Republicans. While Republicans perceive candidate electability to 
increase with ideological extremism, Democrats perceive a slight general election 
electability penalty for ideologically extreme candidates.

1  Political elites consider non-white candidates less electable (Doherty et  al., 2019) and misjudge the 
electoral effects of ideology (Broockman et al., 2021).
2  We are interested most in identifying causal relationships because “without first establishing internal 
validity, it remains unclear what process should be explored in the real world” (McDermott, 2011, p. 43).
3  Primaries are where electability concerns are most salient (Mirhosseini, 2015; Simas, 2017).
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However, across both parties, individuals view candidates who have ideologi‑
cal preferences aligned with their own to be more electable. Ideologically extreme 
respondents in both parties are more likely to view more ideologically extreme 
candidates as electable and partisan differences in perceptions of the electability 
of moderate candidates are driven by the presence of more ideologically extreme 
respondents among Republicans.

Similarly, although voters view minority candidates as slightly less electable, 
these effects are driven by white respondents’ perceptions. Minority respondents do 
not perceive differences in electability by candidate race. However, women are just 
as likely as men to perceive electoral penalties for female candidates.

Finally, in our survey experiment we find a strong relationship between voters’ 
perceptions of electability and vote choice. There are, however, some exceptions. 
While Democratic respondents viewed non-white candidates and female candidates 
as less electable than white candidates and male candidates, Democrats preferred 
non-white and female candidates. This result, however, is again driven by respond‑
ent race and gender, with women and minorities and more likely to support candi‑
dates of their own subgroup.

Actual Electability

While partisans want to nominate candidates who will advance their preferences 
in office, policy outcomes depend on their candidate winning office. As such, indi‑
viduals may prefer to nominate candidates who are merely acceptable but who can 
win the general election. When given information about candidates’ general elec‑
tion chances, voters use that information (Abramowitz, 1989; Masket, 2020; Rick‑
ershauser & Aldrich, 2007; Simas, 2017; Stone & Abramowitz, 1983). What is 
less clear, however, is what types of candidates voters perceive as electable absent 
polling.4

Research on actual (rather than perceived) electability has largely focused on can‑
didate ideology. The median voter theorem predicts more ideologically centrist can‑
didates should have greater appeal to the electorate (Downs, 1957). Observational 
research indicates ideologically extreme candidates suffer an electoral penalty in the 
general election (Hall, 2015; Utych, 2020), although the advantage appears muted in 
high-profile election campaigns (Cohen et al., 2016) and has declined in recent years 
in a more polarized environment (Canes-Wrone & Kistner, 2022; Utych, 2020).

Candidate traits also affect actual electability, with work indicating minority 
candidates (e.g.,  Sigelman et al., 1995; Terkildsen, 1993; Visalvanich, 2017b) and 
women (e.g.,  Dolan, 2004; Hershey, 1980; Karpowitz et al., Forthcoming; Sigelman 

4  Even in presidential primaries where general election polling is plentiful, there are strong disagree‑
ments about electability (Brownstein, 2019; Masket, 2020).
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& Sigelman, 1982, but see Schwarz and Coppock (2022)) suffer general election 
penalties.5

Voters’ Perceptions of Electability

It is unclear, however, whether these factors also affect voters’ perceptions of candi‑
date electability. Research on voters perceptions of electability has largely focused 
on single candidate traits (Sigelman et al. (1986); Williams (1990), but for an excep‑
tion see Green et al. (2022).6

Furthermore, scholarship has ignored the possibility perceptions of electability 
vary by voter characteristics.7 Focusing on vote choice, voters’ evaluations of candi‑
dates, including evaluations of same party candidates, are linked to their own predis‑
positions and grow over the campaign (Bartels, 1988) and party leaders view their 
own ideological preferences as more electable (Broockman et al., 2021).

In addition, perceptions of electability might vary by party. Republicans care 
more about ideological purity (Grossman & Hopkins, 2016). As such, we might 
expect penalties to perceptions of electability for ideological extremism to be 
smaller among Republicans. Similarly, work on political elites indicates Demo‑
crats are more supportive of minorities and women (Crowder-Meyer & Cooperman, 
2018; Doherty et al., 2019; Hassell & Visalvanich, 2019) suggesting race and gender 
penalties on perceptions of electability could be smaller for Democrats.

Lastly, voter assessments of candidate electability, while influencing vote choice, 
are distinct from vote choice. Voters may compromise if it will increase the likeli‑
hood of success in the general election (Mirhosseini, 2015; Simas, 2017) but, some 
individuals with strong preferences (either ideological or descriptive) may view 
compromise as undesirable even if it reduces the likelihood of winning slightly 
(Bawn et  al., 2019; Blum, 2020; Crowder-Meyer & Cooperman, 2018). As such, 
we also examine whether voters support candidates with attributes perceived as less 
electable.

5  Although some observational work finds no effects of gender and race on vote shares (e.g., ,Black & 
Erickson, 2003; Highton, 2004), women and minorities run in different districts (Branton, 2009) and face 
a more difficult pipeline to the general election (especially for higher offices) result in different com‑
parison groups (Anzia and Berry, 2011; Dynes et al., 2021; Shah, 2014). Likewise, while recent a recent 
meta analysis of experimental evidence shows no electoral penalty for women (Schwarz & Coppock, 
2022), this work focuses on voter responses to candidate sex rather than candidate gender. Work focusing 
on gender finds Republican voters penalize candidates with “feminine” self-presentations regardless of 
the candidate’s sex (Karpowitz et al., Forthcoming).
6  Green et al. (2022) look only at gender and race. While not looking at electability specifically, Sigel‑
man et al., (1986, p. 236) examine gender’s affect on voters’ perceptions of the candidate qualifications, 
competence, and experience.
7  An exception is Green et al. (2022) who look at how support for female and minority candidates varies 
by racial resentment and hostile sexism, but do not consider variation by respondent ideology, race, or 
gender.
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Real World Evidence of Perceptions of Electability

We begin by looking for evidence of relationships between voter characteristics and 
perceptions of candidate electability in real campaign situations. The large and diverse 
2020 Democratic presidential field provides an opportunity to see whether percep‑
tions of electability vary systematically with individual respondent characteristics. In 
2019 and in the early months of 2020, ABC and the Washington Post sponsored four 
nationally representative surveys where they asked Democrats and Democratic leaners 
(n = 1751 for all four surveys) to indicate which of the Democratic candidates for pres‑
ident “has the best chance to defeat Donald Trump in the general election?”8 We use 
those surveys to examine how respondent characteristics affect the likelihood respond‑
ents chose candidates with similar characteristics as the most electable.9

Figure 1 shows the marginal effect of sharing a trait on the likelihood of identify‑
ing a candidate with that trait as the candidate with “the best chance to defeat Don‑
ald Trump in the general election” using a linear probability model. In addition to 
variables for  characteristics respondents shared with candidates (race, gender, and 
ideology), we also control for respondent  income, education, age, and the specific 
survey. Full models are available in online appendix Table A1.

Panel (a) in Fig. 1 shows the relationship between sharing a political ideology and 
identifying a candidate with a similar ideology as the most likely to defeat Donald 
Trump. The first estimate in Panel (a) shows the effect of being moderate (relative to 
identifying as very liberal) on the likelihood of choosing a moderate candidate as the 
most likely to defeat Donald Trump. The second (right hand) point estimate in Panel 
(a) shows the effect of identifying as very liberal (relative to being moderate) on the 
likelihood of selecting a very liberal candidate as the most likely to defeat Donald 
Trump. Respondents were coded as having selected a liberal candidate if they identi‑
fied Bernie Sanders or Elizabeth Warren as the candidate most likely to beat Donald 
Trump and coded as having selected a moderate candidate if they chose Joe Biden, 
Steve Bullock, Pete Buttigieg, or Amy Klobuchar.

As shown in Panel (a) in Fig.  1, very liberal (moderate) voters were 17.6% 
(14.5%) points more likely to view one of the liberal (moderate) candidates as 
the most likely candidate to beat Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election. 
Results for individual candidates are available in the online appendix in Table A2. 
In separating the results by candidate, we find the effect of support for a moderate 
candidate is driven by moderate voters’ perceptions of Joe Biden.10 However, both 
Warren and Sanders were viewed as more electable by very liberal respondents.

8  The surveys were conducted by Langer Research Associates. The first survey was conducted June 28–
July 2, 2019, the second September 2–5, 2019, the third January 20–23, 2020, and the fourth February 
14–17, 2020.
9  YouGov asked respondents to identify how likely an individual candidate was to defeat President 
Trump in the general election. This alternative measure might produce more nuance in how candi‑
date characteristics (and campaign dynamics) affect perceptions of electability. Unfortunately, detailed 
respondent level data for these surveys is not publicly available (see Sides et al. (2022) for topline analy‑
sis).
10  Only 39 individuals, 43 individuals, and one individual in the four surveys choose Amy Klobuchar, 
Pete Buttigieg, or Steve Bullock, respectively, as the candidate most likely to defeat Donald Trump.
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Panel (b) shows the relationship between respondent race and selecting a candi‑
date of a similar race as most likely to defeat Trump. Respondents were coded as 
having selected a Black candidate if they selected Cory Booker or Kamala Harris. 
Respondents selecting Julian Castro were classified as having chosen a Latino candi‑
date. Respondents selecting any of those three candidates as the most likely to defeat 
Trump in the general election were identified as having selected a minority candi‑
date.11 Because all minority candidates had withdrawn from the race by the third 
poll, this analysis only includes the first two polls taken in 2019 (n = 897).

Latino respondents were 1.3 percentage points more likely to indicate the Latino 
candidate, Julian Castro, was the candidate with the best chance of defeating Donald 
Trump in the general election compared to non-Latino respondents (p < 0.1, two-
tailed test).12 We do not, however, find any evidence Black respondents were more 
likely to indicate one of the African-American candidates was the most electable, or 
minority respondents in general were more likely to select a minority candidate as 
the most likely to defeat the incumbent president. Moreover, as shown in the appen‑
dix, Black respondents were much more likely to view Joe Biden as the most elect‑
able, likely because of his role as the Vice President to Barack Obama. This empha‑
sizes the difficulty in identifying causal relationships between individual candidate 
characteristics in a dynamic campaign environment and when candidate characteris‑
tics are not randomized.

Panel (c) shows the relationship between respondent gender and selecting a 
female candidate (Tulsi Gabbard, Kamala Harris, Amy Klobuchar, Elizabeth War‑
ren, Kirsten Gillibrand, or Marianne Williamson) as the most electable candidate. 
We find no evidence female candidates were more likely to be viewed as the most 
electable candidate in the 2020 Democratic primary field by female respondents.13

We note, however, that these effects do not capture how the dynamics of the 
campaign affect perceptions of electability. While we focus here on the association 
between individual characteristics and the propensity to identify similar candidates 
as the most electable candidate, these propensities are shaped by the nature of the 
campaign (Bartels, 1988). Indeed, we should note the overall perceptions of electa‑
bility for candidates of different types change over the course of the campaign. For 
example, the perception of a liberal (moderate) candidate as most electable ranges 
from 21 to 27% (29–47%) and perceptions of minority or female candidates as the 

11  We do not include Andrew Yang as a minority candidate because of the small number of Asian 
respon- dents (n = 43 when his name is included on the survey) and because perceptions of Asian candi‑
dates among non-Asians is fundamentally different than perceptions of other minority candidates (Visal‑
vanich, 2017a).
12  We are also likely underpowered given the small number of Latino respondents in the data (n = 109).
13  We have small sample problems when disaggregating by candidate as Gillibrand (0), Gabbard (5), 
Klobuchar (39), and Williamson (1) all had under 40 respondents indicate they were the most likely can‑
didate to defeat Donald Trump. The effects for Harris (57 respondents) and Warren (143 respondents), 
while both not significant, go in opposite directions with women more likely (less likely) to select War‑
ren (Harris) as the most electable candidate suggesting the importance of the intersectionality of race and 
gender. We are hesitant to read too much into this because of the small sample of individuals who viewed 
Harris as most likely to defeat Trump.
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most electable range from 2 to 12% and 8 to 24% respectively depending on the 
survey.14

In short, it is impossible to draw definitive conclusions about how shared charac‑
teristics affect perceptions of electability using this data because candidate charac‑
teristics are strongly related to other characteristics that may also influence percep‑
tions of electability (e.g., candidate characteristics affect support from party leaders 
(Doherty et  al., 2019; Butler & Preece, 2016), fundraising dynamics (Crowder-
Meyer & Cooperman, 2018), and media coverage (Kahn, 1994)). Moreover, can‑
didates recognize their strengths and weaknesses and design campaigns to mitigate 
weaknesses and emphasize strengths. While these results suggest the possibility 
perceptions of electability may vary systematically by respondent characteristics, it 
lacks the internal validity necessary to permit clear identification of relationships 
between candidate characteristics and voters’ perceptions of electability.
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Fig. 1   In-group perceptions of ‘most electable’ 2020 democratic candidate effect of in-group respondent 
(relative to outgroup candidate) identifying in-group candidate as the candidate most likely to defeat the 
Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election. Full results including controls are available in online 
appendix Table A1

14  The wide range in perceptions of moderate candidate electability is primarily due to widespread 
agreement of Joe Biden being the most electable in the first three surveys, but that number dropping in 
February after losing the Iowa Caucus and the New Hampshire Primary (but before finishing second in 
the Nevada Caucus and winning the South Carolina Primary), showing the impact of campaign events on 
primary electability.
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Experimental Data

Given our primary interest in identifying these relationships and the limitations 
of our real world observational data outlined above, we turn to a survey experi‑
ment implemented as part of a nationally representative survey (n = 2051) col‑
lected through Lucid Marketplace in August of 2020.1516 After completing demo‑
graphic questions, including questions related to a respondent’s racial and ethnic 
identity, age, household income, partisan identification, and political ideology (see 
Table 1),17 respondents completed a series of forced choice experiments asking them 
to evaluate two candidates in a hypothetical primary.18 Respondents were shown a 
primary matchup between two candidates  corresponding to their partisan identi‑
fication (leaners included) and individuals identifying as pure independents were 
randomly assigned to partisan treatments.19 Upon viewing the profiles, respondents 
were asked which candidate would be more likely to win in a general election and 
which candidate they would vote for in the primary. Respondents evaluated eight 
candidate pairings resulting in 16,408 choice tasks.20

Table  2 shows the universe of candidate attributes with the baseline category 
in parentheses.21 Our primary interest is candidate race, gender, and ideology.22 
For ideology, we vary treatments by party. For Democratic candidates, ideologi‑
cal values include ‘Moderate,’ ‘Liberal,’ and ‘Extremely Liberal.’ For Republican 
candidates, ideological values include ‘Moderate,’ ‘Conservative,’ and ‘Extremely 
Conservative.’23

15  For more information on Lucid and checks for data quality see the Online Appendix.
16  This experiment was deemed exempt by the IRB at Florida State University (00001397).
17  Due to survey error, there was no option for respondents to indicate their race and ethnicity as His‑
panic or Latino. While unfortunate, it likely does not affect our conclusions. The inclusion of these 
Latino respondents within the White/Caucasian demographic likely minimizes differences between 
minorities and whites seen here, meaning the sizes we find here are likely larger.
18  We use primary elections because this is the electoral context where concerns about electability play 
into vote choice. We use congressional primaries because it is more realistic voters would have no gen‑
eral election polling information to cue electability and also because we were interested in how differ‑
ences in district demographics and competitiveness affect perceptions of electability (addressed else‑
where).
19  Excluding partisan leaners or independents does not change the results.
20  Researchers can assign dozens (many more than eight) of choice tasks without declines in response 
quality (Bansak et al., 2018).
21  We also varied district demographics (either 55 or 95% white) and competitiveness (the retiring same-
party incumbent winning 51 or 68% of the vote the previous election). Consistent with other work sug‑
gesting perceptions of electability do not change as district characteristics change (Broockman et  al., 
2021; Hassell and Visalvanich, 2019), we do not find any differences in perceptions of electability across 
these variables. As such, we do not separate out the (lack of) heterogeneous effects along these dimen‑
sions.
22  In our treatment, we signal race and gender explicitly rather than through names because of concerns 
with the nature of names also signaling other attributes (Crabtree et al., 2022).
23  We intentionally chose to represent candidate ideology through labels rather than through issue 
positions because we are interested in the relationship between respondent and candidate characteris‑
tics. Using ideological labels allows respondents to place themselves and candidates on that same scale 
by allowing respondents to label their own ideological identity and to project that onto candidates. We 
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Finally, we also include a number of other candidate characteristics to provide a 
more rounded perspective of the potential candidates. This additional information 
“should reduce social desirability biases by providing alternative justifications for 
sensitive choices” (Hainmueller et al., 2014, p. 19). We provided information about 
two aspects of candidate charisma—candidate speaking ability and the persona‑
bleness of the candidate—and information about age and previous office-holding 
experience.24

Conjoint Experiment Results

We estimate average marginal component effects (AMCEs) using a linear model 
(Hainmueller et  al., 2014), clustering standard errors by respondent. The AMCE 
estimates the average extent to which a particular set of characteristics affects the 
probability a respondent will select a particular candidate. We rely on advice from 
Bansak et al. (2022) and treat AMCEs as the effect of changing an attribute from its 
baseline level on the probability of viewing that candidate as more electable.25

Overall Perceptions of Electability

Before looking at whether perceptions of electability vary systematically by 
respondent characteristics, we first examine overall trends. Figure  2 presents the 
effects of candidate characteristics on perceptions of candidate electability for all 
respondents and for Democratic and Republican respondents separately. We focus 
on race, gender, and ideology but we also include the effects of candidate experience 
because it is an easily and clearly quantifiable characteristic previous work has high‑
lighted as affecting actual general election success (Jacobson & Kernell, 1981, but 
see Porter & Treul, 2018), thus providing a reasonable gauge of the effects. We do 
note, however, the effects of speaking ability and personableness are larger than the 
effects we discuss here. Full models with all variables and models for only individu‑
als who voted in the primary are in the online appendix.

Because preferences can diverge in the baseline level across groups, we exercise 
some caution in interpreting differences-in-AMCEs across party as differences in 
preferences because AMCE differences could be affected by each party’s underlying 
preferences (Leeper et al., 2020). As such, differences in AMCEs do not necessarily 
represent overall preference differences across Republicans and Democrats.

24  We include these valence attributes to reduce desirability biases by providing plausible alternative jus‑
tifications for choices and voters value candidate traits beyond party, ideology, or policy positions (Heix‑
weg, 1979).
25  See also work from Abramson et al. (2022) for an ongoing discussion of how to interpret AMCEs.

assume, however, most respondents know moderate is closer to the ideological center (regardless of what 
that center actually is).

Footnote 23 (continued)
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Race and Gender

As shown in Fig. 2, compared to white candidates, we find Black and Hispanic 
candidates were 6% less likely to be viewed as electable and we find similar effect 
sizes for both Democrats and Republicans. While effect sizes would be classi‑
fied as small using Cohen’s (1969) rule of thumb and recent standards outlined 
by Hartman and Hidalgo (2018) using equivalence testing, they are, at the same 
time, similar in substance to the effect of candidate experience (Jacobson & Ker‑
nell, 1981).

Table 1   Sample demographics

n = 2051. Individuals selecting multiple races coded as Other. An 
option for Hispanic/Latino was accidentally omitted. See footnote 17 
for details

Characteristics Percentage 
of sample

Party identification
 Democrat 43.0%
 Republican 42.7%
 Independent 14.3%

Political ideology
 Very liberal 11.5%
 Liberal 13.1%
 Somewhat liberal 8.9%
 Moderate 26.1%
 Somewhat conservative 8.3%
 Conservative 11.3%
 Very conservative 13.2%
 Don’t know 7.53%

Gender
 Female 52.5%

Race
 White 74.2%
 Black/African–American 11.7%
 Asian 5.1%
 Other 9.0%

Education
 High school or less 28.0%
 Any college 55.2%
 Advanced degree 16.9%

Income
 Less than $40 k 40.8%
 Between $40 k and $100 k 39.7%
 More than $100 k 19.5%
 Average age 45.3
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Similarly, the results in Fig. 2 show voters view female candidates as less elect‑
able. Women are about 3% less likely to be viewed as electable compared to men 
and these effects are similar for both Democrats and Republicans. On the whole, 
these findings confirm previously conjectures perceptions of electability are at least 
influenced by candidate race and gender (Green et al., 2022; Masket & Noel, 2019).

Ideology

We do not, however, find a positive relationship between candidate ideological mod‑
eration and perceptions of electability among the full sample. Candidates described 

Table 2   Treatments (baseline in brackets)

Characteristics Variable Possibilities

Immutable Race (White), Black, Latino
Gender (Male), Female
Age (51), 34, 68

Political Candidate Quality (No prior office), state legislator
Ideology (Moderate), conservative/liberal, very conservative/very liberal

Valence Personableness (Not personable), somewhat personable, very personable
Speaking ability (Not a good speaker), good speaker, dynamic speaker

Race
(Baseline = White)

Black

Hispanic

Gender
(Baseline = Male)

Female

Ideology
(Baseline = Ideological)

Moderate

Very Ideological

Candidate Experience 
(Baseline = No Experience)

State Legislator

-.1 0 .1 -.1 0 .1 -.1 0 .1

All Democrats Republicans

Fig. 2   Perceptions of candidate electability. Effect of candidate characteristics on the likelihood a 
respondent chose candidate as most electable. Bars are 95% confidence intervals. Full results are avail‑
able in online appendix Table A3 and Fig. A1
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as moderate were 3% less likely to be viewed as electable relative to ideological can‑
didates (conservative for Republicans and liberal for Democrats). There is also no 
perceived electability penalty for more ideologically extreme candidates. Candidates 
described as very liberal (very conservative) were just as likely be viewed as elect‑
able relative to candidates who were described as liberal (conservative) and roughly 
3% more likely to be viewed as electable relative to moderate candidates. While not 
large effects, they are in the opposite direction of  effects of ideological moderation 
on actual vote share (Hall, 2015; Utych, 2020).

This is one area where there are distinct differences by party. For Republicans, as 
shown in Fig. 2, moderate candidates are viewed as less electable. There is, however, 
no similar penalty for moderate candidates (relative to more ideologically extreme 
candidates) among Democrats, and candidates classified as very liberal were viewed 
by Democratic respondents as slightly less electable (p < 0.10).

Individual Attributes Affect Electability Perceptions

We move now to the question of whether perceptions of electability vary system‑
atically with respondent characteristics. We test for this possibility by re-estimating 
the AMCEs while interacting respondent characteristics (specifically race, gender, 
and ideology) with candidate characteristics. We present the full set of coefficients 
from the models in the online appendix in Fig. A3 and Table A4. Below we focus 
specifically on how respondent race, gender, and ideology affect evaluations of the 
electability of candidates with similar and dissimilar characteristics. Before continu‑
ing, we first want to make a note about statistical power. Because each respondent 
completed eight tasks (evaluating 16 candidates), we have almost 8,000 observa‑
tions from minority respondents who make up roughly a quarter of the sample, pro‑
viding us sufficient power to detect effects as small as 3%.26

Race and Gender

While overall Black and Hispanic candidates are less likely to be considered elect‑
able, Fig. 3 indicates these effects are driven by white voters. Figure 3 plots the dif‑
ferences in the likelihood of choosing a minority candidate as more electable by the 
minority status of the respondent. While white respondents consistently view minor‑
ity candidates as less electable than white candidates, non-white voters do not, an 
effect consistent across parties (see online appendix Fig. A3).27

26  We are more limited if we focus only on minority Republicans (almost 2000 observations) or if we 
focus only on Black respondents regardless of party (just over 2000 respondents) but this still provides 
power to detect effects as small as 4.5%.
27  We pool non-white respondents together because the literature on multi-ethnic voting has generally 
found minority voters to be more favorable to minority candidates (Baretto, 2010). These effects are also 
similar if we look only at black respondents (see Table A5). Because of our survey error, we are not able 
to look at Hispanic respondents’ evaluations of Hispanic (or Black) candidates.
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We do not, however, see any differences in how male and female respondents 
evaluate female candidates (consistent with the observational results presented pre‑
viously). Instead, both men and women view women as less electable (see online 
appendix Fig. A5).

Ideology

Figure 4 shows even larger differences in evaluations of electability of moderate and 
ideologically extreme candidates by the ideology of the respondent. Ideologically 
extreme (moderate) respondents are roughly 11 (7) percentage points more likely to 
believe ideologically extreme (moderate) candidates are more electable than moder‑
ates (extremists), effects comparable to or larger than those of candidate experience.

However, we do not find, as shown in Fig. 5, any substantive differences in the 
patterns across parties. Both Republican and Democratic respondents view candi‑
dates with similar ideologies to their own as more electable (although the penalty 
for moderates among extremist respondents for Republicans is marginally larger). 
Overall partisan differences in perceptions of electability of ideologues (see Fig. 2) 
seem to be driven by the ideological makeup of the parties (with there being more 
(fewer) ideologically extreme Republicans (Democrats) and fewer (more) moderate 
Republicans (Democrats)).28

Differences in Vote Choice and Electability

Lastly, we examine differences between perceptions of electability and vote choice 
to understand where individual preferences and perceptions of electability deviate 
sufficiently to where voters are willing to support less electable candidates. How‑
ever, this test of the differences between who voters perceive as electable and who 
they support is a hard test. Respondent vote choice was asked immediately after the 
question about candidate electability. Thus, electability concerns would be foremost 
in respondents’ minds. We would expect differences between perceptions about 
electability and vote choice to be stronger if respondents were not primed about 
electability first.

Figure 6 shows effects of candidate characteristics on respondents’ vote prefer‑
ences. As before, we present the results for race, gender, and ideology along with 
candidate experience (full results are available in online appendix Fig. A6 and 
Table A6).29 Comparing Fig. 6 to Fig. 2, in most cases respondents’ vote choices are 
similar to perceptions of electability. There are, however, some differences which we 
explore below.

28  The pattern for ideologues (liberals/conservatives rather than moderates or very liberal/very conserva‑
tive) is consistent with the trend line of moderates, but not as steep.
29  We also ran models (available in the online appendix) only including respondents who had voted the 
primary election. They are similar to results presented here.
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Race

One difference between perceptions of electability and vote choice is the area of 
race. As noted in Fig. 2, minority candidates are perceived as less electable by about 
6 percentage points for both Democrats and Republicans. In contrast, as shown in 
Fig. 6, among all voters, changing the racial identity of the candidate from white to 
Black had no effect on the likelihood a respondent would indicate they would vote 
for that candidate. We do find the penalty for changing the candidate’s race from 
white to Hispanic was still negative and significant (3%).

However, these effects again mask differences in two important ways. First, there 
are significant heterogeneities by respondent characteristics. Although minority 
respondents view white and minority candidates roughly as equally electable (as 
shown previously in Fig. 3), Fig. 7 shows minority respondents are more likely to 
indicate they would vote for a minority candidate than for a white candidate.

These racial differences partially help explain the second heterogeneity: differ‑
ences by party, as noted Fig. 6. Minorities make up almost 36% of Democrats in the 
sample compared to only 15% of Republicans in the sample. Although white Demo‑
crats are also slightly more likely to support minority candidates, minority respond‑
ents are much more likely to indicate they would vote for a minority candidate.30 
While both Democrats and Republicans view minority candidates as less electable, 
their willingness to vote for these candidates is fundamentally different. Whereas 
Democrats perceive Blacks and Hispanics as slightly less electable, they are, at the 
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Fig. 3   Candidate electability by candidate and respondent race. Effect of candidate race on the likelihood 
a respondent chose candidate as most electable by respondent race. Bars are 95% confidence intervals. 
Predicted likelihood derived from the results from online appendix Table A4

30  Running the models on only white Democrats shows candidate race has a positive effect on vote choice, 
although its effect size is reduced (3 percentage points instead of 6) and only approaches statistical signifi‑
cance (p < 0.06 level for Blacks and p < 0.14 for Hispanics rather than the p < 0.01 level shown in the text).
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same time, actually more likely to vote for Black and Hispanic candidates. In con‑
trast, while Republicans also perceive Black and Hispanic candidates as slightly less 
electable they are less likely to vote for those candidates prefer black and Hispanic 
candidates.

Previous work has shown perceptions of electability affect vote choice (Simas, 
2017). Using our data we can examine the mediating effect of electability on vote 
choice and specifically whether voters would exhibit even stronger first-order pref‑
erences for racial minorities absent concerns about their electability following the 
procedures used by Green et al. (2022). In the online appendix, we use the Media‑
tion package in Stata (Hicks & Tingley, 2011) which implements the procedures 
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Fig. 4   Candidate electability by candidate and respondent ideology. Effect of candidate ideology on the 
likelihood a respondent chose candidate as most electable by respondent ideology. Bars are 95% confi‑
dence intervals. Predicted likelihood derived from the results from online appendix Table A4
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Fig. 5   Candidate electability by candidate and respondent ideology by party. Effect of candidate ideol‑
ogy on the likelihood a respondent chose a candidate as most electable by respondent ideology by party. 
Bars are 95% confidence intervals. Predicted likelihood derived from the results from online appendix 
Table A4
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Fig. 6   Effect of candidate characteristics on vote preference. Effect of candidate characteristics on the 
likelihood a respondent indicated the candidate would be preferred vote choice. Bars are 95% confidence 
intervals. Predicted likelihood derived from the results from online appendix Table A7
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Fig. 7   Vote preference by respondent race. Effect of candidate race on the likelihood a respondent indi‑
cated the candidate would be preferred vote choice by respondent race. Bars are 95% confidence inter‑
vals. Predicted likelihood derived from the results from online appendix Table A6
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described by Imai et al. (2010) and Imai et al. (2011). In this case, we look at both 
the direct relationship between candidate race and vote choice and the indirect rela‑
tionship between those two variable through perceptions of electability. Previous 
work has looked at this relationship but only for Democrats (Green et al., 2022).31

Online appendix Table  A11 shows the direct and indirect effects of candidate 
race on vote choice mediated by electability. The average direct effects of the candi‑
date being Black (or Hispanic) is 2.4 (1.2) percentage points, indicating that, absent 
electability concerns, voters would prefer minority candidates by that margin. How‑
ever, the average causal mediation effect is − 2.9 (− 3.2) percentage points, meaning 
electability concerns reduced overall support for Black candidates and were a net 
liability for Hispanic candidates.

Moreover, Tables A12 and A13 show these effects are not uniform by party. 
Whereas the average direct effect for Democrats is positive and significant (7.3 per‑
centage points and 5.0 percentage points for Blacks and Hispanics, respectively), 
it is negative and significant for Republicans (− 2.6 and − 3.0 percentage points for 
Black and Hispanic candidates, respectively). The average causal mediation effect, 
however is negative for both.

Gender

Similarly, whereas women were perceived as less electable overall, we see respond‑
ents are slightly more likely to indicate they would vote for a female candidates 
overall. While not a large effect, changing the gender of a candidate from a man to 
a woman increases the likelihood of that candidate being chosen as the respondent’s 
vote choice preference by about 2%. As with race, however, these overall effects 
mask important heterogeneities by gender and party.

In Fig. 6, we find the effect of changing a candidate’s gender from male to female 
on the likelihood of being selected as a respondents’ primary vote choice to be posi‑
tive for Democrats (5% increase), but negative (but not significant) for Republicans 
(1% decrease). Whereas both Democrats and Republicans view female candidates 
as slightly less electable, Democrats are slightly more likely to vote for a female 
candidate in the primary while for Republicans there is not statistically discernable 
differences in vote choice by candidate gender.32

31  We note, however, these causal direct and indirect relationships should be evaluated with great caution 
because the assumptions needed to identify causal mechanisms through this procedure are strong and 
often implausible in situations where both the treatment and the mediator are not randomized (Bullock 
et al., 2010) (which is the case in this design, and in the design of Green et al. (2022) referenced above, 
as perceptions of electability are not randomized). Alternatively Acharya et al. (2018) detail a design bet‑
ter identifying mediating factors in conjoint experiments by examining the effects of randomly including 
or excluding attributes on the causal effects of the other attributes (in our case, randomly providing or not 
providing explicit information about electability), however, our experiment was not designed with this 
intent in mind and as such does not randomize explicit information about electability.
32  These partisan differences may help explain why Democratic women are advantaged in primaries rel‑
ative to Republican women (Hassell & Visalvanich, 2019; Thomsen, 2020).
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The differences by party in the choice to support female candidates despite con‑
cerns about electabilty is driven both by the demographics of the parties and by dif‑
ferent patterns of preferences across parties. As shown in Fig. 8, women are slightly 
more likely to indicate they will vote for a female candidate (and women are slightly 
more likely to be Democrats). However, in online appendix Fig. A9, we show the 
relative preference for female candidates is stronger among female Democrats than 
for female Republicans.

Lastly, we can also look at the direct and indirect effects of candidate gender 
using the mediation analysis outlined above to look at how gender shaped concerns 
about electability affect candidate support. Online appendix Table  A9 shows the 
overall direct and indirect relationships between candidate gender and vote choice 
through electability and Table A10 breaks out the result by party. Consistent with 
what we have presented previously (and with previous work (Green et al., 2022) who 
examine this relationship only among Democrats), we find both a direct (and posi‑
tive) effect of candidate gender on vote choice and also an indirect (and negative) 
effect of those candidate characteristics on on vote choice mediated by electability. 
Combining these positive and negative effects, results in a small positive effect over‑
all on vote choice. These effects, however, are not uniform across parties. As shown 
in online appendix Table A10, Democrats exhibit patterns consistent with what we 
describe above, albeit with larger direct effects. Republicans, however, show no sig‑
nificant positive direct effects, and small negative mediating effects for an overall 
effect that is negative (but not statistically significant).

Ideology

Lastly, previously we found moderate candidates were perceived as less electable, 
but that these differences were driven by more ideological voters regardless of party 
(see Figs. 4 and 5). In contrast to our findings for race and gender, we do not find any 
differences between the relationship between ideology and electability and ideology 
and vote choice, nor do we find any differences in the patterns across Democrats and 
Republicans (see Fig. A8 in the online appendix). While overall Democrats perceive 
very ideological candidates as less electable and are marginally less likely to vote 
for them and Republicans perceive very ideological candidates more electable and 
are more likely to vote for them, these effects are driven entirely by the percentage 
of Democrats and Republicans who identify as extreme ideologues. The underly‑
ing relationships between respondent ideological characteristics and their support 
for candidates of a particular ideological typology are not fundamentally different 
across parties (as shown in online appendix Fig. A8). Differences across parties are 
entirely due to differences in the numbers of very ideological voters within each 
party.

Online appendix Table A14 shows the direct and indirect effects of candidate ide‑
ology on vote choice mediated by electability and Tables A16 and A15 break those 
results out by party. Table A14 shows overall there is neither direct effects of can‑
didate ideology (the average direct effect is − 0.7 percentage points) nor mediation 
effects (the average causal mediation effect is − 0.4 percentage points). However, as 
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might be expected, these effects mask strong heterogeneities by respondent ideology 
with moderate respondents imposing both direct and indirect penalties and extreme 
respondents boosting their support of ideologically extreme candidates both directly 
and through electability.

Discussion and Conclusion

Previous work has provided an incomplete picture of how voters use candidate traits 
in evaluating electability and how those perceptions vary across individuals. Using 
data from real world campaigns and from a survey experiment, we find what voters 
perceive to be electable characteristics depends on those voters’ political preferences 
and characteristics.

Overall, we find individuals’ identity and preferences influence how they evaluate 
candidate electability. Using data from the 2020 Democratic presidential primary, 
we find evidence that moderate (liberal) Democratic respondents are more likely to 
identify a moderate (liberal) candidates as the most electable. However, identifying 
the nature of these effects is difficult because of our inability to decouple individual 
candidate characteristics from other characteristics (e.g., fundraising) that may also 
influence perceptions of electability or to control for campaign actions.

However, our primary purpose in this work is to identify clear causal relation‑
ships between candidate characteristics, something the messy nature of real cam‑
paigns makes difficult to do. As Rose McDerrmott notes, scholars knowing “the 
conclusions result from the manipulations imposed [can next try] to extrapolate 
those findings to other contexts” (McDermott, 2011, p. 43). To provide for better 
internal validity we rely on a conjoint survey experiment.

First, the conjoint experiment results provide no evidence voters systematically 
associate ideological moderation with electability. Instead, as with the real world 
data, we find evidence voters’ perceptions of the relationship between ideology and 
electability align closely with their own ideological preference.

We do find significant partisan differences in the relationship between candi‑
date ideology and perceptions of electability, with Republican respondents seem‑
ingly finding more ideologically extreme candidates more electable and Democratic 
respondents finding more moderate candidates as more electable. While differences 
could be a function of the 2020 electoral environment where Republicans were re-
nominating a president viewed as ideologically extreme (Hopkins & Noel, 2022), 
our results suggest these findings are a function of differences in the ideological 
composition of the parties (Grossman & Hopkins, 2016). Both Republicans and 
Democrats view candidates with ideological identities aligning with their own stated 
ideological preferences as more electable. Because there are more moderate Demo‑
crats in the Democratic Party than there are moderate Republicans in the Republi‑
can Party, Democrats are more disposed to view moderates as more electable while 
Republicans are more likely to perceive more extreme candidates as more electable.

Second, respondents, on the whole, perceived women and minority candidates to 
be less electable when compared to male and white candidates. We also do not find 
differences by party on the effect of race and gender on perceptions of electability. 
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However, there are differences by race in perceptions of the electability of minori‑
ties, with minority respondents perceiving minority candidates as just as electable as 
white candidates while white respondents view minority candidates as less electable.

Finally, while the traits respondents found electable closely matched traits they 
favored when choosing to vote for a candidate, there were two notable exceptions. 
Democratic respondents saw non-white candidates and women candidates as less 
electable than white male candidates, but indicated they would support these candi‑
dates anyways. This finding aligns with recent research that has found a liberaliza‑
tion in racial attitudes among Democratic partisans who have come to value descrip‑
tive representation of minorities and women, a contributing to a trend of increased 
representation for these groups in the party in elected office (Crowder-Meyer & 
Cooperman, 2018; Hassell & Visalvanich, 2019) and align with discussions within 
the Democratic party that were ongoing during the 2020 election (Masket, 2020). 
However, these patterns are also a product of minorities and women (who are more 
likely to identify as Democrats) being more willing to vote for candidates like them‑
selves despite electability concerns.

Despite the importance of our results which show the impact that candidate race, 
gender, and ideology have on perceptions of electability, it is important to note that 
our study does not exhaust the number of potential factors that might contribute to 
those perceptions. There are an endless multitude of candidate traits and campaign 
tactics (or interactions between traits and tactics) that likely have an influence on 
perceptions of candidate electability. While this study has focused on candidate 
qualities and their effect on electability, it is also true that how candidates appeal 
to different parts of their political coalitions (Grossman & Hopkins, 2016; Masket, 
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Fig. 8   Vote preference by respondent gender. Effect of candidate gender on the likelihood a respondent 
indicated the candidate would be preferred vote choice by respondent gender. Bars are 95% confidence 
intervals. Predicted likelihood derived from the results from online appendix Table A7
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2020) and how those appeals interact with candidate characteristics (Karpowitz 
et al., 2020) could also factor into their broader appeal. Thus, while our efforts here 
have greatly expanded our understanding of electability, there remains much to be 
studied about primary elections and voters’ perceptions of electability.

In addition, while the results from our survey experiment that follow provide 
clear internal validity of the relationship between individual characteristics and 
voters’ perceptions of electability, the real world results also highlight the need for 
future work to better understand how campaign actions (and the actions of other 
political actors) extenuate or mitigate these relationships.

On the whole, however, our findings present a clearer picture of perceptions of 
how candidate electability is shaped by candidate race, gender, and ideology and the 
interaction of those characteristics with the characteristics of the individuals making 
those evaluations. Although years of scholarly research has provided clear evidence 
of the relationship between many candidate characteristics and actual electability, 
our findings show voters’ perceptions of how those components affect a candi‑
date’s electability are connected to an individual’s own ideological preferences and 
identity.
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