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ABSTRACT. Partisan identification is a fundamental force in individual and mass political behavior around the
world. Informed by scholarship on human sociality, coalitional psychology, and group behavior, this research
argues that partisan identification, like many other group-based behaviors, is influenced by forces of evolution. If
correct, then party identifiers should exhibit adaptive behaviors when making group-related political decisions.
The authors test this assertion with citizen assessments of the relative physical formidability of competing
leaders, an important adaptive factor in leader evaluations. Using original and novel data collected during the
contextually different 2008 and 2012 U.S. presidential elections, as well as two distinct measures obtained during
both elections, this article presents evidence that partisans overestimate the physical stature of the presidential
candidate of their own party compared with the stature of the candidate of the opposition party. These findings
suggest that the power of party identification on political behavior may be attributable to the fact that modern
political parties address problems similar to the problems groups faced in human ancestral times.
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P olitical parties and citizens’ identification with
them are fundamental forces in individual- and
mass-level political behavior around the world.

This research asserts that evolved psychological mech-
anisms shape partisan behavior as they do many other
group-based behaviors. In particular, evolved cognitive
mechanisms related to human sociality, coalitional psy-
chology, and group behavior influence partisan citizens
to exhibit intergroup discrimination shaped by in-group
favoritism and out-group derogation. Evidence suggests
that humans have cognitive mechanisms influenced
by evolutionary forces to form into social groups.1,2,3

Once in groups, they engage in adaptively influenced
behaviors,4,5,6 including intergroup discrimination.7,8,9

Hinkle and Brown10 offered two exemplars of inter-
group discrimination in the form of in-group favoritism
and out-group derogation: school rivalries and political
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partisanship. For scholars of political behavior, the
latter comes as no surprise. Partisan categorization is
pervasive, and its use as a heuristic such as ‘‘Wall Street
versus Main Street’’ and ‘‘liberal versus conservative’’ is
difficult to avoid in the 24-hour political landscape.11,12

Despite findings that individuals tend to rank the
importance of partisan identity behind identities relat-
ed to family, vocation, gender, and religion,13 partisan
identity is as stable an identity as ethnicity and religion.14

Evidence suggests that it serves as a perceptual screen15

that influences the way individuals analyze and judge
their environment and those around them.16,17,18 Few
other identities elicit such strong emotional reac-
tions,15,16,19 and some researchers suggest that ‘‘hostile
feelings for the opposing party are ingrained or auto-
matic.’’16

If the assertion is correct that partisan behavior is
shaped by forces related to human evolution, then
partisan citizens should exhibit adaptive preferences
when making group-related political decisions. This
study tests that assertion using individual assessments
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of the relative physical formidability of competing
leaders, which research suggests is an important adap-
tive factor in leader evaluations.20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27

According to some scholars, this preference for phys-
ically formidable leaders is borne out of the need
for physically formidable combat allies in the violent
ancestral environment in which individuals had to
compete for and protect adaptively important resources
such as food, shelter, and mates.23,24

This article begins by offering a review of pertinent
research regarding group-related behavior, including
evolved and partisan behavior. Next it presents an
overview of scholarship connecting political leadership
to physical formidability. Then it details analyses of
original data, including novel data generated from a
drawing task, collected from student samples around
the 2008 and 2012 U.S. presidential elections. The
article goes on to report the results, which are mostly
consistent with the expectations that group identity
in the form of partisanship is associated with the
exaggeration of the relative physical formidability of
in-group versus out-group leaders. Finally, it concludes
with speculation about why partisanship plays such a
powerful role in political behavior.

In-groups, out-groups, and political groups

A number of evolutionary scholars argue that strong
human sociality evolved to facilitate survival and re-
production in the early human environment.1,2,3 That
environment was harsh, and conflict and warfare were
common28,29 as individuals and groups competed for
land, food, and status.30 These scholars suggest that
individuals who joined in coalitions with others were
more likely to achieve the fundamental evolutionary
objectives of surviving (i.e., acquiring critical resources
such as food, shelter, and protection) and reproducing
(i.e., finding mates and rearing children) than individ-
uals who remained unallied.1,2,3 Because human an-
cestors benefited so greatly from group involvement,31

evolutionary scholars have inferred that humans
evolved a form of ‘‘ultrasociality’’ characterized by a
tendency to enter into enduring alliances with other
individuals.1,3,4,32,33

This long-term prevalence of group life shaped a
coalitional psychology to help human ancestors navi-
gate common adaptive problems within groups such as
free riding, distributing group benefits, and establishing
social hierarchies, as well as adaptive problems between
groups such as resource competition.4,5,6 It addresses,

for instance, the common problem of raising a force of
combatants who are willing to jeopardize their survival
for others in the case of war or other forms of group
conflict.34 This suggests there is a biological basis for
the tendency to assist people with whom one is most
interdependent and to be wary of those with whom
one is not. Indeed, evidence suggests humans possess
generalized neural circuitry for categorizing others into
in-groups and out-groups or ‘‘us’’ and ‘‘them.’’35

With this evidence in mind, it is not surprising
that in-group/out-group categorization is found across
cultures, and evidence of social group discrimination
throughout human history is well documented.36,37,38

For instance, the Mundurucu headhunter tribe of Brazil
divides group schemas into two discrete parts of good
and evil.39 A great deal of research suggests individuals
automatically categorize others by age, gender, and
race,40 but other categories of ‘‘us’’ and ‘‘them’’ can
be found in domains such as sports,38 religion,41,42

and vocation.43 Category biases can be created and
manipulated almost instantly. Simple categorization is
sufficient for cognitive and perceptual distortion.44 Blue
eyes, artistic preferences, and merely separating people
arbitrarily into two different groups is enough to create
intergroup discrimination.4,8,45,46,47,48,49

Social identity theory (SIT)8 offers one explanation
for intergroup discrimination. It suggests that in an
effort to understand their environment, individuals (1)
categorize other people and themselves, (2) identify with
the group in which they categorize themselves, and then
(3) compare their group with other groups. Group com-
parison is important — indeed, it is the objective of
social identification processes50 — because individuals
can enhance their own self-esteem when the social sta-
tus of their group increases. Through this process, SIT
suggests that individuals engage in in-group favoritism
and out-group derogation.

A substantial body of research supports the behavior
of in-group favoritism. Scholars going back to Darwin
have asserted that in-group favoritism has adaptive
value. Darwin touched on such behavior by explaining
its importance in the emergence of human morality
and altruism, arguing that a tribe with members will-
ing to come to the aid of one another would benefit
through advantaged survival and reproduction through
natural selection.51 More recent research suggests that
in-group favoritism emerges in a variety of circum-
stances from trivial behavior such as play in economic
game experiments4,52 to odious behavior such as racial
discrimination.53 But evidence suggests that out-group
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derogation may also have adaptive value, and therefore
it may play a role in intergroup discrimination.54 This
research shows, for instance, that more conflictual de-
cision problems can induce out-group discrimination55

and, even more germane to this research, that political
partisans are willing to express animosity blatantly
toward out-partisans, with the researchers suggesting
that these reactions are reflexive.16

Bounded generalized reciprocity (BGR) is an alter-
native explanation for intergroup discrimination.56 It
generates similar expectations regarding in-group fa-
voritism but suggests that the psychological mechanism
is different. In BGR, in-group favoritism is the result
of a desire for a positive reputation and increased reci-
procity from exchange partners, many of whom are
more likely to be in an individual’s in-group. In SIT,
in-group favoritism is the result of a desire for a positive
social identity through group membership.57 Because
of the strong perspective in political science that party
identification is a social identity14 and because both
perspectives yield similar expectations, the authors ac-
knowledge the viability of BGR as an explanation for
the expected relationships but take the perspective of
SIT in this research.

Previous research, then, offers significant clues about
why partisan identification so strongly influences po-
litical judgments. Given the human brain’s slow speed
of adaptation,58 a theoretical framework rooted in evo-
lutionary theory should be applicable to modern soci-
ety’s group-based power struggle engaged through party
politics.59 Evolutionary forces flowing through human
sociality, coalitional psychology, and social identifica-
tion shape social cognition in general and, therefore,
certainly can shape political cognition. More specifi-
cally, partisan identification can be viewed as a group-
based attachment15 and even a social identity.14,60,61

Personal identification with a party is formed early in
life through the interaction of environmental and ge-
netic influences, and it tends to remain stable through-
out life.14,15,62 It is used as a heuristic when judging po-
litical leadership,63,64,65,66,67 policy preferences,15,68,69

and fellow citizens.61 For instance, evidence suggests
that political identity is associated with conflicting as-
sessments of the national economy70 and diametrical
changes in support for or opposition to statements con-
cerning African American self-reliance.18

Figure 1 portrays partisan intergroup discrimina-
tion based on mean U.S. presidential approval includ-
ing the last 12 presidents, which dates back to the
early 1950s.71 It shows that for each president, mean

Figure 1. Partisan Intergroup Discrimination, U.S. Pres-
idential Approval (%), 1953–2017.

in-group (or co-partisan; e.g., Democratic participant
assessing a Democratic president) approval is always
well above 50%, while, conversely, mean out-partisan
(out-group) approval is typically well below 50%. In
aggregated terms, overall mean in-group approval is
78%, while mean out-group approval is 32%. Table 1
reports more examples of partisan intergroup discrim-
ination regarding U.S. presidents and assessments of
other partisans.

Partisanship has been shown to exacerbate in-group/
out-group differentiation among political gro-
ups,16,17,60,72 even to the point of partisans rating
other individuals with different candidate preferences
as less physically attractive.73 In fact, it has been argued
that partisanship’s influence on political perception
‘‘has been far more important than the influence of
these [other political] attitudes on party identification
itself.’’15 Even if one believes that the sense of growing
partisan conflict in the country is nothing more than
hype74 or the result of media contention,61 there is
little doubt that the political parties in the United States
represent highly salient groups or, in other terms, tribes
to many citizens.

Stature, status, and politics

Large physical stature has been shown to bene-
fit a broad range of human and nonhuman animal
species.75,76,77,78,79 Humans associate height and social
status in a number of domains, including economic and
political domains.80 Evidence suggests a positive rela-
tionship between height and income,81 military rank,82

and general social status.83 Height estimations can be
manipulated by stimuli related to status,84,85,86 and
status estimations can be manipulated by stimuli related
to height.87 According to Ellis, 64 of 65 studies of
industrial societies found a positive correlation between
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Table 1. Partisan intergroup discrimination.

Democrats (%) Republicans (%) Source

(R) Trump presidential job approval (May 2017) 7 84 Saad110

U.S. presidential job approval Jones71

(D) Obama (mean, 2009–15) 83 13
(R) G. W. Bush (mean, 2001-09) 23 84
(D) Clinton (mean, 1993–01) 82 26
(R) G. H. W. Bush (mean, 1989–93) 44 82
(R) Reagan (mean, 1981–89) 31 83
(D) Carter (mean, 1977–81) 57 31
(R) Ford (mean, 1974–77) 36 67
(R) Nixon (mean, 1969–74) 34 75
(D) Johnson (mean, 1963–69) 70 40
(D) Kennedy (mean, 1961–63) 84 49
(R) Eisenhower (mean, 1953–61) 49 88

Opposing party is more ____ than other Americans Pew111

Closed-minded 70 52
Dishonest 42 45
Immoral 35 47
Lazy 18 46

My party is more ____ than other Americans Pew111

Open-minded 67 32
Honest 37 39
Moral 38 51
Hardworking 37 59

height and social status.77 Cross-cultural studies have
brought attention to the effect that relative height has on
people’s ability to reach higher social and economic sta-
tus in developed nations.88,89,90 In Sweden, taller males
are more likely to be selected for higher education,88

while in the United States, they are more likely to
be hired, receive higher wages, and be promoted.91,92

Further, a study of college undergraduates showed that
taller women have an advantage in the workplace over
their shorter male counterparts.90

Studies of leadership in the political arena have
found a similar relationship between height and status.
Research suggests that followers may attribute proto-
typical leadership traits to potential leaders based on the
leader’s physical characteristics.93 When considering
group leaders, anthropological evidence documents the
use of the term ‘‘big man’’ throughout history and
across cultures. ‘‘Big man’’ did not refer to physical
stature alone but was given to the leaders of tribes
and social hierarchies.94 For example, the people of
Conambo in the Ecuadorian Amazon refer to men of
prominence as hundri, meaning ‘‘big man.’’34 Focusing
on contemporary times, a study found that when asked
to guess the height of politicians in Canada before and
after an election, the perceived height of the winning

candidates increased significantly.85 One study found a
positive relationship between the heights of presidential
election winners and historians’ estimates of economic,
social, and political threat in years of the elections.22

Not only are presidents on average 4% taller than the
average American male during their tenure,95 but also
a positive relationship exists between historians’ ratings
of presidential greatness and presidents’ heights.22

Indeed, a number of studies have indicated that citizens
prefer taller and more physically formidable national
leaders.23,24,26,27

Evolutionary theory and neuroscientific evidence35

suggest that modern human brains are still ‘‘wired’’ to
solve the small-group adaptive problems that human
ancestors faced thousands of years ago.29 The envi-
ronment was difficult and violent28,29 as individuals
and groups competed for land, food, and status.30 Ar-
chaeologists have also argued that ‘‘[m]uch of today’s
warfare reads just like the warfare of tens of thousands
of years ago — the same causes, the same tactics, and
the same attitudes.’’96 For purposes of security, then,
a tribe looked for leader attributes beyond intelligence
and social skills. The size of a leader had a direct rela-
tionship to the leader’s fighting ability and, therefore, to
the leader’s ability to coordinate frequent activities such
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as heading up group hunts, ending intragroup fights,
and directing group raids against other groups.97 Indi-
viduals also often faced challenges for vital resources.
Having allies with greater physical formidability, which
signals strength and fighting prowess,98 was an impor-
tant resource.34

The preference for leaders with greater physical
stature may therefore be a remnant of a trait that was
at one time beneficial for survival but is mismatched
to or even maladaptive in modern society.97,99 That is,
the modern desire for a national leader who seemingly
can physically conquer the national leader of another
country may be similar to the modern desire for food
that currently is associated with chronic diseases but in
the nutritionally sparse evolutionary environment aided
survival.99,100

An alternative explanation for the ‘‘irrational’’ pref-
erence for individuals with greater physical stature in
modern times often invokes the widely recognized link
between early malnutrition and stunted growth in a
range of species, including humans.101 Some scholars
hypothesize that the bias toward taller individuals is
actually a bias toward individuals with greater socioeco-
nomic status who have access to nutritionally sufficient
diets.102,103,104 Contrary to this argument, genetics ac-
count for 80% to 90% of a person’s height, and height
preference is also pervasive in postindustrial societies,
where malnutrition is rare.77

Hypothesis

If evolved forces are at play in partisan behavior,
then political partisans should demonstrate preferences
motivated by human evolution when making group-
related decisions. That is, intergroup discriminatory be-
havior and the evolved preference for more physically
formidable leaders may stimulate partisan citizens to
distort the physical stature of their leader compared
with the opposition’s leader. Given the slow speed of hu-
man evolution, the ancestral mind perceives that phys-
ically formidable allies, through their greater strength
and fighting prowess, will help protect vital resources
from threats. Following this argument, this research
suggests the following:

H1: Individuals will tend to overestimate the phys-
ical stature of candidates from their own party
relative to the physical stature of candidates
from the opposition party.

Data and methods

To test this hypothesis, the lead author administered
questionnaires in 2008 and 2012 around the U.S. pres-
idential elections that included assessments of the phys-
ical characteristics of the candidates. Although these
elections shared a historic candidate, the first African
American major party candidate and later U.S. pres-
ident, the political contexts varied substantially. The
2008 presidential election featured an open-seat con-
test conducted in the midst of an economic recession
that included a 2 percentage point increase in unem-
ployment from the previous year (from 4.7% to 6.8%
and climbing). The 2012 election, on the other hand,
featured a race with an incumbent conducted in the
midst of an economic recovery that included an al-
most 1 percentage point decline in unemployment from
the previous year (from 8.6% to 7.7% and generally
falling).105

Each year questionnaires were administered approx-
imately two weeks before and two weeks after the gen-
eral election. The study uses a convenience sample of
undergraduate students taking a required introductory
political science class at a large public university in a
predominantly conservative region in the southwestern
United States. This research was approved by the in-
stitution’s institutional review board. All students at
public universities in this state must take or get credit for
this class to graduate, so the participants reflect a broad
spectrum of majors. Using a paper-and-pencil instru-
ment, these participants completed a series of 2-minute
drawing tasks and then answered several questions re-
garding their candidate drawings, the candidates, their
political views, and themselves. This yielded 190 com-
pleted questionnaires in 2008 and 476 in 2012. See
Appendix A for more details on the drawing task and
questionnaire.

The effect of party identification on relative per-
ceived height was estimated with two dependent vari-
ables and participant party identification while control-
ling for political interest, debate watching, known dif-
ferences in heights, and pre- or post-election question-
naire administration. Participant age, sex, and race/eth-
nicity were not controlled for because of the lack of
a theoretical basis for including them as well as the
desire to preserve statistical power. The first dependent
variable is the articulated relative height ratio of the
Democratic candidate to the Republican candidate.
That is, participants were asked to estimate each can-
didate’s height with an open-ended question: ‘‘How

64 mçäáíáÅë ~åÇ íÜÉ iáÑÉ pÅáÉåÅÉë • c~ää OMNT • îçäK PSI åçK O

https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2017.22 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2017.22


Perceptions of political leaders

tall do you believe [CANDIDATE] to be?’’ The 2008
ratios report these estimates, calculated in inches, for
presidential candidates Barack Obama (Democrat, D)
to John McCain (Republican, R) and vice presidential
candidates Joe Biden (D) to Sarah Palin (R). The 2012
ratio reports the estimate, calculated in inches, for
Obama (D) to Mitt Romney (R). Vice presidential data
were not collected in 2012 because of resource con-
straints. A ratio greater than 1 indicates the participant
estimated that the Democratic candidate was taller than
the Republican candidate, while a ratio less than 1
indicates the opposite.

The second dependent variable is the drawn relative
height of the Democratic and Republican candidates as
indicated by the participant drawing of the candidates
meeting. More specifically, each questionnaire included
8.5- × 11-inch blank pages upon which participants
first were asked to draw each candidate standing alone,
after which they were asked to write down any words
that came to mind when they thought of the candidate
in question. After this was done for each candidate
individually, the participants were asked to draw the
two adversaries meeting. Drawing studies have been
used to explain the desire for formidable leaders.24 The
participants were asked to draw the candidates based on
the instructions shown in Appendix A. Each candidate
in each drawing was measured twice to the hundredth
millimeter using a digital ruler, and the questionnaire
responses and drawings were entered separately in the
dataset to avoid biasing the measurer regarding the
participant’s party identification. The measure was then
coded trichotomously, where −1 = Democrat drawn
taller, 0 = depictions within one millimeter of each
other, and 1 = Republican drawn taller.

The independent variable, participant party identifi-
cation, serves as a proxy for a participant’s connection
to her or his group. Feeling connected to one’s in-group
is a prerequisite for in-group favoritism and out-group
derogation to emerge.10 Party identification was mea-
sured using the standard American National Election
Studies coding and specified in the models as two indi-
cator variables coded 1/0 for strong/weak Republicans
and Independents (including leaners), with strong/weak
Democrats serving as the comparison group. To pre-
serve cases and retain statistical power, the model also
includes indicator variables for participants noting that
they are apolitical (N , 2008 = 14; N , 2012 = 27) or not
answering the party identification question (N , 2008 =
4; N , 2012 = 6).

In terms of the control variables, political interest
was measured on a four-point scale by asking how often
the participant tuned into political events, ranging from
1 = ‘‘hardly at all’’ to 4 = ‘‘most of the time.’’ Because
watching one of the debates could offer an actual
demonstration of the relative height of the candidates,
the models include an indicator variable coded 1 or 0
for whether the participant did or did not watch at least
one of the debates. In addition, because Google Search
Trends indicate that questions about the height of
candidates are popular searches regarding candidates,
the models include an indicator variable coded 1/0
for knowing the actual difference in height or not.
Finally, because of the effect of winning and losing
on the perceptions of candidates,85 the model includes
an indicator variable coded 1/0 for participants who
completed the questionnaire after or before the election.

Results

In the 2008 election, 24% of participants identified
as Democratic, 6% as Independent, and 62% as Repub-
lican. Fifty-two percent were female, and the mean age
was 19.3 (SD = 1.9) years. Seventy-seven percent were
white, 14% Hispanic, and 5% black. The typical par-
ticipant followed government and public affairs ‘‘only
now and then’’ (31%) or ‘‘some of the time’’ (31%).
Sixty-eight percent reported watching a presidential de-
bate, 5% had been informed of the candidates’ heights,
and 50% completed the instrument after the election. In
terms of the dependent variables, in 2008, the mean ar-
ticulated presidential Democratic-to-Republican height
ratio was 1.06 (SD = 0.07), meaning that, on aver-
age, participants estimated Obama to be 6% taller than
McCain, while 54% in the drawing task drew Obama
taller and 39% drew McCain taller. In 2008, the mean
vice presidential height ratio was 1.05 (SD = 0.07),
meaning that, on average, participants estimated Biden
to be 5% taller than Palin, while 40% drew Biden taller
and 52% drew Palin taller.

Table 2 shows publicly reported heights of the candi-
dates alongwith the resultingDemocratic-to-Republican
height ratio for each pair of competing candidates.
In 2008, both Democratic candidates were taller than
both Republican candidates. In 2012, the Republican
candidate was taller than the Democratic candidate.

In the 2012 election, 26% of participants identified
as Democratic, 12% as independent, and 55% as Re-
publican. Fifty-two percent were female, and the mean
age was 19.4 (SD = 2.7) years. Sixty-eight percent were
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Table 2. Candidates’ actual heights and resulting height ratios.

Year Office Democrat Height Republican Height Ratio (D:R)

2008 President Obama 73 McCain 69 1.06
2008 Vice President Biden 72 Palin 65 1.11
2012 President Obama 73 Romney 74 0.99

Note: Heights reported in inches; converted to centimeters: Biden = 183; McCain = 175; Obama = 185; Palin = 165; Romney = 188.

Table 3. Summary results of multivariate analyses, perceived relative height, Republicans compared with Democrats.

Candidate Pairs OLS Coefficient (two-tailed) Dem Predicted Ratio (95% CI) Rep Predicted Ratio (95% CI)

Obama: McCain (2008) −0.024 (p < 0.03) 1.076 1.052
(1.060–1.093) (1.039–1.065)

Biden: Palin (2008) −0.013 (NS) 1.060 1.047
(1.035–1.084) (1.035–1.060)

Obama: Romney (2012) −0.015 (p < 0.04) 1.028 1.014
(1.021–1.036) (1.002–1.025)

white, 19%Hispanic, and 6% black. Thirty-six percent
of participants, the modal category, followed govern-
ment and public affairs ‘‘some of the time.’’ Sixty-eight
percent reported watching a presidential debate, 4%
had been informed of the candidates’ heights, and 59%
completed the instrument after the election. In terms of
the dependent variables, in 2012, the mean articulated
presidential Democratic-to-Republican height ratio was
1.02 (SD = 0.08), meaning that, on average, partici-
pants estimated Obama to be 2% taller than Romney,
while 42% drew Obama taller and 39% drew Romney
taller.

Ratio of articulated heights

The left column of Table 3 reports ordinary least
squares (OLS) estimates with robust standard errors
of the articulated height ratio of Obama-to-McCain
(2008 presidential), Biden-to-Palin (2008 vice presiden-
tial), and Obama-to-Romney (2012 presidential) as a
function of party identification and the control vari-
ables. The full models appear in Appendix B. The results
indicate that the Democratic and Republican partici-
pants estimated statistically different ratios in the two
presidential contests but not the one vice presidential
contest. More importantly, Table 3 also displays the
predicted ratios estimated by the models. The hypothe-
sis suggests that Democratic participants should predict
a ratio greater than 1, indicating that the Democratic
candidate is taller than the Republican candidate, and

Republican participants should predict a ratio less than
1, indicating that the Republican candidate is taller than
the Democratic candidate.

As expected, the Democratic participants perceived
their candidates to be statistically taller than the Re-
publican candidates in each election (95% confidence
intervals do not include 1.0). Contrary to expectations,
though, Republican participants did not estimate their
candidates to be taller in even a single election, and in
this case, they even appear to have statistically favored
the out-partisan candidate in each election. While these
results are consistent with the actual relative heights for
the 2008 presidential and vice presidential candidate
pairings — Obama and Biden are indeed taller than
McCain and Palin— the results do not reflect the actual
relative heights of Obama and Romney in 2012 —
Romney is taller than Obama. This result calls for fur-
ther investigation, but it may indicate an incumbency or
‘‘big man’’ advantage that Obama held over Romney.85

Mechanism check

Social identity theory asserts that group members
both favor their in-group and derogate the out-group. In
the context of this research, this suggests that partisans
will overstate the height of their leader relative to
the opposition group’s leader. The ratio measure used
in this research (Democratic-to-Republican candidate
estimated height) cannot discern whether a participant
overstated the height of his or her candidate (in-group
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Table 4. Effects of co- and out-partisanship on individual candidates’ estimated height.

2008 President 2008 Vice President 2008 President

Obama (D) McCain (R) Biden (D) Palin (R) Obama (D) Romney (R)

Co-partisan 0.879 0.351 −0.923 0.614 0.641 0.855*
Out-partisan −0.296 −0.175 −0.791 −0.582 −0.236 0.384

Notes: OLS coefficients only; standard errors and other details reported with the full models in Appendix C.
*p < 0.05 (two-tailed).

Figure 2. Predicted Probabilities for which 2008 Presi-
dential Candidate is Drawn Taller, by Participant Party
Identification (95% CIs).

favoritism), understated the height of the opposing
candidate (out-group derogation), or did a bit of both.
But the height estimates for each individual candidate
(i.e., the measures used to calculate the height ratios)
can offer some evidence. Table 4 reports OLS estimates
with robust standard errors of the estimated height
(in inches) of each individual candidate as a function
of participant party identification and the control vari-
ables. The full models appear in Appendix C.

The statistical results indicate that partisans neither
favored their own party’s leader nor derogated the op-
posing party’s leader. Co-partisans statistically favor-
ited their candidate in only one case, Republicans for
Romney in 2012 (coefficient = 0.855, SE = 0.390,
p < 0.05 two-tailed), as indicated by the asterisk, and
out-partisans never statistically derogated the opposing
candidate. On the other hand, the positive coefficients
on five of the six candidates indicate that co-partisans
at least substantively favored their leader (the excep-
tion being Democratic vice presidential candidate Biden
in 2008, as indicated in italics), and the negative co-
efficients on five of the six candidates indicate that
out-partisans at least substantively derogated the op-
posing leader (the exception being Republican presiden-
tial candidate Romney in 2012, as indicated in italics).
Overall, in 10 of 12 tests, participants substantively

behaved as expected from social identity theory, but
only one test of height was statistically significant. This
quick check of the theoretical mechanism hints at but
does not confirm the expected behavior. Given the mag-
nitude of the coefficients, which represent candidate
height in inches, a larger sample with greater statistical
power may confirm the expected effect.

Who’s taller? A drawing task

Appendix D reports the full models of ordered pro-
bit estimates of which candidate is drawn taller as a
function of participant party identification and the con-
trol variables. The relative heights of the three pairs of
candidates were ascertained from participant drawings
of a fictitious meeting between each pair of candidates
(see Appendix E for examples of the drawings). For
transparency, the authors note that the raw data with
the measures of the drawings were lost during a number
of author relocations. Since the data are not available
for verification, some readers may choose to discount
this part of the study.

Table 2 indicates that Democrat Obama is 4 inches
taller than Republican McCain and 1 inch shorter
than Republican Romney. It also shows that Democrat
Biden, a male, is 7 inches taller than Republican Palin,
a female. The results in Appendix D indicate, as ex-
pected, that party identification meaningfully predicts
which candidate participants drew as taller in each
election. Republicans were more likely to depict their
candidates as taller than the Democratic candidates, and
Democrats were more likely to depict their candidates
as taller than the Republican candidates.

Figures 2–4 display the predicted probabilities that
a candidate is drawn taller by participant party as
estimated from the models. Figure 2 shows that in
2008, Democratic participants were more likely to
draw Obama as taller (predicted probability: 0.69,
SE = 0.06, p < 0.001 two-tailed) than Republicans
were (0.49, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001 two-tailed), while
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Figure 3. Predicted Probabilities for which 2008 Vice
Presidential Candidate is Drawn Taller, by Participant
Party Identification (95% CIs).

Republicans were more likely to draw McCain as taller
(0.43, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001 two-tailed) than Democrats
were (0.25, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001 two-tailed). Figure 3
shows that in 2008, Democratic participants were more
likely to draw vice presidential candidate Biden as taller
(0.52, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001 two-tailed) than Republi-
cans were (0.35, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001 two-tailed), while
Republicans were more likely to draw vice presidential
candidate Palin as taller (0.58, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001
two-tailed) than Democrats were (0.40, SE = 0.07, p <

0.001 two-tailed).
Figure 4 shows that in 2012, Democratic partici-

pants were more likely to draw Obama as taller (0.48,
SE = 0.04, p < 0.001 two-tailed) than Republicans
were (0.36, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001 two-tailed), while
Republicans were more likely to draw Romney as taller
(0.44, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001 two-tailed) than Democrats
were (0.33, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001 two-tailed). Put oth-
erwise, participants from each party were more likely to
draw their party’s candidate as taller. In each case, then,
participants attributed greater relative physical stature
to their party’s candidate than they did to the opposing
party’s candidate. These results support the hypothesis.

Discussion

Political partisanship is a fundamental force in polit-
ical behavior. Evidence suggests it is influenced by the
forces of human evolution via human sociality, coali-
tional psychology, and group dynamics as are many
other group-related behaviors. If this assertion is cor-
rect, then partisan citizens should demonstrate adap-
tively influenced behaviors when making group-related
political decisions. In such a case, in- and out-group dis-
crimination may affect individuals’ perceptions of can-
didate heights, which are used as a proxy for the rela-
tive formidability of their group’s and opposing groups’

Figure 4. Predicted Probabilities for which 2012 Presi-
dential Candidate is Drawn Taller, by Participant Party
Identification (95% CIs).

leaders. With original data collected during two contex-
tually different U.S. presidential elections and with two
distinct measures of perception of leaders, this research
tests this argument using assessments by citizens of the
relative physical formidability of competing leaders, an
important adaptively influenced factor in leader evalu-
ations.

The results offer mixed support for the hypothesis.
More specifically, for the ratio measures reported in
Table 3, Democrats statistically estimated their candi-
date to be taller than the Republican candidate (i.e.,
they favored the in-group candidate) in each election,
but the Republicans did, too (i.e., they favored but did
not derogate the out-group candidate). These results are
consistent with the candidates’ actual heights in 2008,
but the opposite should have been true in 2012, when
the Republican candidate was indeed taller. Further,
the results of the mechanism check suggest but do not
statistically confirm that the participants were indeed
favoring their in-group candidate and derogating the
out-group candidate. That is, in 10 of 12 tests, partici-
pants substantively behaved as expected, but the effect
was only statistically significant in one of those tests.
Finally, the results of all three tests using participants’
drawings of the competing candidates support the hy-
pothesis. Said more directly, partisans are more likely
to estimate their candidate is taller than the opposing
candidate. In evolutionary terms, they are more likely to
believe their leader is more physically formidable than
the opposing group’s leader.

The results of the drawing task are particularly strik-
ing regarding Joe Biden and Sarah Palin. Most humans
regularly experience sexual dimorphism, or differences
in size between females and males. Today, the typical
female in the United States is 63.8 inches tall and the
typical male is 69.3 inches tall; that is, males on aver-
age are 5.5 inches or 9% taller than females.106 The
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results indicating that 58% of Republicans were more
likely to perceive Palin, their candidate, as taller than
Biden suggest that party identification may be overrid-
ing expectations shaped by frequent daily experiences
of sexual dimorphism.

Work in political science has shown that partisan
identification, much like ethnicity and religion, acts as
a self-sustaining emotional attachment that not only
reflects belief systems but also drives them. The question
is why. The answer and some of the evidence presented
here suggest that the power of party identification on
political behavior may stem from the fact that party
identification today, at its core, solves problems that
were much like the problems groups faced in ancestral
times: how to distribute scarce resources among group
members. Ancestral intragroup concerns regarding free
riding, distributing group benefits, and establishing so-
cial hierarchies as well as intergroup concerns regarding
resource competition and violent conflict are very sim-
ilar to the issues modern governments are called upon
to help resolve today. Governments impose taxes and
regulations to ensure that all citizens have access to
public goods such as national defense and a habitable
environment. They also distribute social resources such
as wireless spectrum access and Social Security benefits
and establish citizen versus noncitizen rights and priv-
ileges. Of course, the national government also man-
ages the county’s relationships, including violent con-
flict, with other countries. Even though not of the same
scale, these problems are of the same type faced by hu-
man ancestors. Nonetheless, these and similar problems
are often at the center of political conflict in modern
society, and the protagonists often organize by political
partisanship.

The randomness and glacial speed fromwhich evolu-
tion derives its power107 can make evolution a compli-
cated predictor of human behavior. That said, evolution
has far more to offer as a launching point from which to
understand some seemingly irrational phenomena (such
as the findings in this article regarding leadership and
physical stature) than a tabula rasa argument grounded
in the standard social scientific model can offer.

This research warrants further refinement. Beyond
the often-needed more representative sample,108 a sim-
ilar study that captures the multidimensional stature of
actual candidates such as body mass index (BMI) or the
volume of a candidate depiction or written expressions
of formidability might yield added insight to whether
physical stature is driving perceptions or whether height
is simply a cue for other factors such as a preference for

leaders with greater socioeconomic status.103 A larger
sample would allow for more statistical power when
considering analyses of facial cues (e.g., drawn frowns
versus smiles), subjugation through anthropomorphism
(e.g., Romney was drawn as a snake three times), and
dehumanization in general (e.g., candidates depicted as
bodily waste). All three areas offer opportunities for
further analysis. Finally, similar cross-cultural findings,
which provide some control for the effect of context,
would support the suggestion that evolutionary forces
can be considered a possible causal mechanism for the
effects reported here.109

To return to a classic concept in political science,
‘‘the influence of party identification on perceptions of
political objects is so great that only rarely will the
individual develop a set of attitude forces that conflicts
with this allegiance.’’15 The argument and findings
presented in this research offer a potential explanation
for this powerful effect.
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Appendix A

Instructions to participants and pertinent
questionnaire items

Instrument

Thank you for taking this survey. If at any time you feel
the need to stop answering questions, or would rather
not answer specific questions, please feel free to do so.
Participation is voluntary, and you can quit at any time.

DESCRIPTION 1: VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS (rotate
McCain/Romney and Obama)
Please turn to the first page. You haveONEMINUTE to
complete this task. I will provide a countdown to help
you keep track of time. Please read the directions and
begin this description.

DRAWING COMPONENTS OF THE
INSTRUMENT ATTACHED

PICTURE 1: VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS
Please stop. Turn to the back of this page. You have
TWO MINUTES to complete this task. I will provide a
countdown to help you keep track of time.
This is your first drawing. Artistic ability does not mat-
ter. Stick figures are fine if you run short of time and/or
artistic ability. Please read the directions and begin.

DESCRIPTION 2: VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS
Please stop. Turn to the next page. You have ONE
MINUTE to complete this task. I will provide a count-
down to help you keep track of time. Please read the
directions and begin this description.

PICTURE 2: VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS
Please stop. Turn to the back of this page. You have
TWO MINUTES to complete this task. I will provide a
countdown to help you keep track of time.

Remember, artistic ability does not matter. Stick figures
are fine if you run short of time and/or artistic ability.
Please read the directions and begin.

DESCRIPTION 3 (MEETING): VERBAL INSTRUC-
TIONS
Please stop. Turn to the next page. You have ONE
MINUTE to complete this task. I will provide a count-
down to help you keep track of time. Please read the
directions and begin this description.

PICTURE 3 (MEETING): VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS
Please stop. Turn to the back of this page. You have
TWO MINUTES to complete this task. I will provide a
countdown to help you keep track of time.
Remember, artistic ability does not matter. Stick figures
are fine if you run short of time and/or artistic ability.
Read the directions and begin.
Now, please go back to your DRAWING of the meeting.
Make sure you’ve clearly labeled each candidate.

DESCRIPTION4 (VPMEETING): VERBAL INSTRUC-
TIONS
Please stop. Turn to the next page. You have ONE
MINUTE to complete this task. I will provide a count-
down to help you keep track of time. Please read the
directions and begin this description.

PICTURE 4 (VP MEETING): VERBAL INSTRUC-
TIONS
Please stop. Turn to the back of this page. You have
TWO MINUTES to complete this task. I will provide a
countdown to help you keep track of time.
Remember, artistic ability does not matter. Stick figures
are fine if you run short of time and/or artistic ability.
Read the directions and begin.
Now, please go back to your DRAWING of the meeting.
Make sure you’ve clearly labeled each candidate.
Now we need to ask a few questions about you. Please
complete the following questions.

END VERBAL DIRECTIONS, BEGIN QUESTION-
NAIRE
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Perceptions of political leaders

Appendix B

OLS models predicting articulated height ratios

2008 Pres p 2008 VP p 2012 Pres p
Party ID

Republican −0.024 0.026 −0.013 0.368 −0.015 0.039
0.011 0.014 0.007

Independent −0.029 0.047 0.014 0.466 −0.003 0.655
0.015 0.019 0.006

Apolitical −0.017 0.271 0.004 0.893 −0.018 0.051
0.015 0.027 0.009

Missing 0.014 0.729 −0.023 0.241 0.013 0.422
0.040 0.020 0.016

Interest −0.006 0.307 0.013 0.043 −0.004 0.182
0.006 0.006 0.003

Watched debate

No −0.014 0.248 −0.003 0.834 0.014 0.029
0.012 0.006 0.006

Post-election −0.012 0.251 0.033 0.003 −0.004 0.622
0.010 0.011 0.007

Know difference

Yes 0.038 0.014 −0.007 0.671 0.014 0.330
0.015 0.017 0.015

Missing 0.152 <0.001 0.090 <0.001 — —
0.013 0.014

Constant 1.111 <0.001 0.979 <0.001 1.010 <0.001
0.026 0.030 0.017

N 227 190 483
LR (8) 15.854 0.045 18.974 0.008 11.158 0.193
Adjusted R2 0.029 0.050 0.006

Note: Uses robust standard errors; p-values are two-tailed. For party identification, Democrat is the comparison group. Pres = presidential
candidate; VP = vice presidential candidate.
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Schmitz and Murray

Appendix C

OLS models predicting candidates’ estimated heights

2008 (D-Pres) p 2008 (R-Pres) p 2008 (D-VP) p 2012 (R-VP) p
Party ID

Democrat 0.879 0.358 −0.175 0.871 −0.923 0.480 −0.582 0.412
0.954 1.078 1.305 0.707

Republican −0.296 0.741 0.351 0.730 −0.791 0.517 0.614 0.354
0.894 1.017 1.217 0.661

Apolitical 0.578 0.615 0.546 0.688 −0.426 0.793 0.025 0.976
1.148 1.358 1.619 0.849

Missing 0.288 0.875 −1.472 0.467 −2.562 0.550 0.168 0.912
1.829 2.021 4.278 1.514

Interest −0.173 0.480 0.248 0.356 0.941 0.006 −0.045 0.806
0.244 0.268 0.337 0.184

Watched Debate

No −0.509 0.322 0.517 0.359 −1.014 0.183 −0.622 0.109
0.512 0.563 0.759 0.387

Post-election 0.643 0.140 1.281 0.008 2.484 0.000 0.068 0.835
0.434 0.476 0.603 0.325

Know difference

Yes 2.090 0.035 −0.524 0.625 0.271 0.851 0.521 0.475
0.984 1.071 1.445 0.729

Missing 3.314 0.322 −0.643 0.800 −4.033 0.343 −9.187 0.000
3.335 2.532 4.244 2.464

Constant 71.389 0.000 65.291 0.000 64.667 0.000 66.210 0.000
1.219 1.350 1.679 0.912

N 233 230 192 226
F 1.520 0.143 1.280 0.248 4.140 0.000 3.210 0.001
R2 0.020 0.011 0.129 0.081

Note: p-values are two-tailed. For party identification, independent is the comparison group. Pres= presidential candidate; VP= vice presidential
candidate.
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Perceptions of political leaders

Appendix C (cont.)

2012 (D-Pres) p 2012 (R-Pres) p
Party ID

Democrat 0.641 0.185 0.384 0.433
0.483 0.490

Republican −0.236 0.612 0.855 0.029
0.464 0.390

Apolitical −0.691 0.158 0.438 0.448
0.489 0.577

Missing −0.451 0.406 −1.526 0.032
0.543 0.710

Interest 0.066 0.700 0.390 0.014
0.170 0.158

Watched debate

No −1.071 0.025 0.118 0.754
0.478 0.375

Post-election −0.152 0.767 −0.347 0.431
0.512 0.441

Know difference

Yes 0.373 0.470 1.358 0.067
0.516 0.739

Missing — —

Constant 73.254 0.000 69.963 0.000
0.668 0.565

N 486 389
F 1.110 0.356 3.440 0.001
R2 0.014 0.023

Note: p-values are two-tailed. For party identification, independent is the comparison group. Pres = presidential candidate.
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Schmitz and Murray

Appendix D

Ordered probit models predicting which candidate is drawn taller

2008 Pres p 2008 VP p 2012 Pres p
Party ID

Republican 0.528 0.011 0.457 0.030 0.303 0.017
0.207 0.210 0.127

Independent 0.648 0.088 0.425 0.276 0.006 0.975
0.379 0.391 0.186

Apolitical 0.455 0.195 0.252 0.477 0.035 0.896
0.351 0.354 0.268

Missing 0.285 0.622 −0.579 0.400 −0.410 0.469
0.652 0.689 0.565

Interest 0.079 0.420 −0.155 0.117 −0.029 0.680
0.098 0.099 0.070

Debate

No 0.428 0.041 0.211 0.309 −0.179 0.152
0.209 0.207 0.125

Post-election −0.001 0.996 0.057 0.744 −0.060 0.580
0.172 0.174 0.109

Know difference

Yes −0.529 0.202 −0.210 0.619 −0.241 0.357
0.415 0.422 0.261

Missing −5.175 0.982 −0.400 0.662
229.391 0.914

Cut 1 0.783 −0.178 −0.629
0.431 0.427 0.395

Cut 2 0.987 0.020 −0.130
0.432 0.427 0.394

N 225 216 476
LR 16.78 0.052 14.32 0.111 12.46 0.132
Pseudo R2 0.042 0.037 0.013

Note: p-values are two-tailed. For party identification, Democrat is the comparison group.
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Appendix E

Sample drawings
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