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Abstract
There are a number of observed gender differences in the frequency of political discussion, perceived levels
of expertise, and importantly, openness to persuasion. This article explores the consequences of these dif-
ferences for political choices. Given the difficulty in separating influence from homophily with observa-
tional data, this paper relies on a group-based experiment. Results suggest that when selecting between
candidates, women are more likely to accept information from others, even if the information in the sig-
nals is not helpful. Men, on the other hand, often ignore outside signals in favor of sticking with their own
choices even when outside signals would be helpful to their decision-making. A reanalysis of a previously
published experiment on social communication leads to similar gender differences.

Keywords: Voting behavior; experimental research

Social influence varies by context. Whether an individual accepts a message from a friend, family
member, or co-worker is contingent on the strength of the relationship between the individual
and their associate (Kenny, 1998), previously-accepted competing messages (Huckfeldt et al.,
2004), as well as a host of individual traits. When citizens communicate with one another,
these individual-level differences can have profound aggregate effects, as some individuals per-
suade and others are persuaded. For example, Ahn, Huckfeldt and Ryan (2014) write that political
“experts” play an outsized role in electorates not just because experts are influential “opinion lea-
ders,” but also because their opinion is “more committed, less malleable and thus tends to survive
and dominate the democratic conversation” (254).

Gender differences in political discussion can also have profound aggregate effects, where dis-
cussion can actually result in larger biases in aggregate public opinion than would exist if the
same individuals lived in isolation (Ahn et al., 2014). For example, men’s opinions are overrepre-
sented in politics because they are more likely to offer their opinions (Atkeson and Rapoport,
2003) and to talk in mixed company (Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014). On the other end,
women are less likely to be named as key political discussion partners than men are
(Huckfeldt and Sprague, 1995; Djupe and Sokhey, 2014); and, even after controlling for their
actual levels of political expertise, people tend to assume men know more about politics than
women (Mendez and Osborn, 2010).

In this paper, we argue that men’s opinions are overrepresented for another reason: men are
less likely to be socially influenced than women which can benefit or hurt men relative to women
depending on the context. Early studies of political behavior showed that women tended to con-
sider themselves outside of politics as it was a “man’s domain” (Campbell et al., 1960), an attitude
that may still exist today, as many women feel unqualified to run for political office (Kanthak and
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Woon, 2015). Further, while men are typically encouraged to embrace individualism, women are
typically socialized to seek consensus (Eagly and Wood, 2011; Koenig et al., 2011), suggesting that
women pay more attention—and give more credence—to outside opinions.

The benefits and drawbacks of these gender differences depend greatly on context. For
example, men’s tendency to stubbornly stick to their own beliefs prevents them from being misled
by biased messengers (Cialdini, 1984), but also limits opportunities for learning. On the other
hand, women’s likelihood of seeking and building consensus in legislative settings is beneficial.
Yet, consensus is only possible when people are willing to be responsive and thoughtful about
the preferences and needs of other individuals (Barnes, 2016).

Keeping the inherent limitations of previous observational research in mind, we utilize a group-
based experiment in which subjects are asked to choose between two computer-generated candi-
dates. Subjects are randomly assigned discussion partners with the goal of determining which can-
didate offers the larger benefit—without knowing the candidates’ positions. This design allows us to
both observe the process of influence as well as to evaluate the quality of the subjects’ vote decisions.
The design also rules out the possibility that perceived influence is really just selection effects or
differences in how men and women form networks, allowing for stronger causal inference.

In our experimental context, subjects have a candidate they should typically favor in the elec-
tion—like a voter with a partisan preference. Therefore, subjects often know how they should vote
before any social communication. In these situations, women are less likely to vote for the can-
didate who offers a larger benefit because they accept biased social communication. In situations
where prior beliefs are incorrect, however, men are disadvantaged because they often ignore mes-
sages that would have corrected their mistaken priors.

Hence, the efficacy of social communication as an information shortcut depends on the prob-
ability that the individual knows how to vote prior to social communication, conditioned on the
individual’s gender. When an individual is more often right than wrong, like in a partisan elec-
tion in an established democracy (Sniderman, 2000), men’s stubbornness prevents them from
mistakenly changing their mind. On the other hand, when the decision context is complex, as
it is with some ballot initiatives (Milita, 2015), women’s openness to social influence helps
guide them to the correct decision.

1. Gender and receptiveness to socially supplied information
People’s characteristics affect the extent to which they rely on social information. One such char-
acteristic is gender. A large body of work in psychology suggests that women are generally more
persuadable than men, though how much more depends on the conditions in which people
receive new information (Guadagno and Cialdini, 2002; Eagly and Wood, 2013). A key condition
underlying this persuadability is the extent to which a message is perceived as “social”—whether
the messages appear to come from another person or group. Women, this research suggests, are
more persuaded by social messages, while men are likely to dismiss these messages (Guadagno
and Cialdini, 2002).

Psychological research attributes these gender differences to an underlying theory of social
norms and roles often called “social role theory.” Developed in large part by Alice Eagly, the the-
ory suggests that gender differences in behavior are a function of “contrasting distributions of
men and women into social roles” (Eagly et al., 2000, 125), which subconsciously affect individual
behaviors. Women’s greater persuadability, then, may come from their overall higher likelihood
of being sorted into social roles that emphasize interpersonal interactions and communal behav-
ior. Men, on the other hand, are often more likely to be sorted into roles that emphasize inde-
pendence (Tannen, 1990; Eagly and Wood, 2011). Indeed, it is this type of sorting that may
underlie the gender differences in social network behavior (Djupe et al., 2016), and importantly
in our case, in responses to social information: men often deliberately attempt to differentiate
themselves and assert their independence, while women strive for greater consensus (Tannen,
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1990). Again, these psychological theories point to a dual set of implications: the same forces
that make women more persuadable also lead women to seek cooperation and consensus in
groups.

Although previous work has shown that under many contexts women are more likely to be
influenced by social information, it is unclear how these patterns directly translate to politics.
It is possible that the social influence gender gap is not as deleterious as it seems in many psy-
chological experiments, as people enter actual political discussions with preferences and biases
(Lodge and Taber, 2013), encouraging women—as well as men—to cling to their prior beliefs.
Furthermore, the nature of political preferences may lead women to ignore signals from discus-
sion partners with different preferences (Lupia and McCubbins, 1998), also helping to shrink this
social influence gender gap.

However, if in this context women still remain more persuadable than men, it is important to
consider how this will affect the quality of their vote decisions. Does women’s willingness to
accept new information increase the probability that they will vote for the candidate who offers
the larger benefit (Lau and Redlawsk, 1997)? And does men’s reluctance to incorporate social
information into their judgments harm their decision making? As we explain in the next section,
the benefits of openness to persuasion are conditional.

2. The risks and rewards of taking a shortcut
In evaluating the consequences of gender differences in openness to persuasion, we must consider
how often discussion will lead to political decisions that can be considered “better.” The quality of
a political decision is an elusive concept. Indeed, the political decisions of largely uninformed
people may be considered to be of high quality, so long as the individuals believe they have
made good decisions (Lau et al., 2008). Nonetheless, with full acknowledgment that a “correct”
political choice is a difficult construct, scholars have suggested ways of addressing whether a pol-
itical choice aligns with the political interests of a given individual or fails to do so. Specifically,
Lau and Redlawsk (1997) propose a concept termed “correct voting.” This approach suggests that
voters vote “correctly” when they choose the candidate that matches their subjective preferences.
This could mean, for example, that voting for a candidate who pledges to raise the voter’s taxes
can actually be “correct”—as long as that is what the citizen desires.

Keeping this definition of correct voting in mind, we can begin to examine how political dis-
cussion can be helpful in increasing the likelihood of voting correctly. First, political discussion
can be a useful shortcut, clarifying a candidate’s positions and characteristics for those less atten-
tive to politics. Those who find politics interesting for its own sake can subsidize information
costs for people who lack the time, ability, or interest to follow politics (Downs, 1957). This dis-
cussion shortcut is not equally valuable to all people in all contexts (Sokhey and McClurg, 2012).
If an individual has no information about how to vote, then discussion can be quite helpful
(Ryan, 2011)—but, on the other hand, if an individual already has correct prior beliefs, additional
information can either make no difference or harm the quality of the decision (Lupia and
McCubbins, 1998). Of particular concern is the possibility that people will wrongly follow the
advice of their discussion partner and “incorrectly” vote for the candidate the discussion partner
prefers. For this reason, Cialdini (1984) describes social influence as a shortcut that leaves people
“vulnerable to the attacks of profiteers who lie in wait along its path” (117).

Aware of this risk, Downs (1957), and many others since (e.g., Crawford and Sobel, 1982;
Lupia and McCubbins, 1998), argue that people should only believe information from peers with
similar political preferences. For example, one should only trust a Republican’s recommendation
when they advocate voting for a Democratic candidate, as this is against their typical preferences
(Calvert, 1985). This signal is only useful, however, to non-Democrats because Democrats would
have chosen their party’s candidate anyway. Still, while many will ignore a self-serving recom-
mendation, some boundedly-rational voters will mistakenly follow a discussion partner’s advice
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and choose the “wrong” candidate (Crawford, 2003; Ryan, 2013). If women are more open to per-
suasion, then, it is possible that they are also more open to making this voting error.

We next consider which is more common: discussion helping or harming decision making.
Established democracies, with stable political parties and predictably-timed elections, provide
individuals who have some information—even a little—with the means of making sensible
vote choices (Sniderman, 2000). This means that most of the time people can use established
information—like party cues—to make correct decisions without any information particular to
the current election. For this reason, previous research has found little aggregate benefit from
social communication (Jackman and Sniderman, 2006; Ahn and Ryan, 2015)—while some people
may profit from it, others are instead hurt by it. And, in general, most people do not even need it
to make a correct decision.

There are situations, however, when one should not support the candidate who they would
typically back. For example, while a candidate may match an individual’s issue positions, if the
candidate is involved in corruption, they may actually be a poor choice. And, when it is the
case that the candidate one typically supports is a poor choice, men’s unwillingness to use social
communication will hurt their ability to make correct decisions. If women in the same situation,
on the other hand, are able to receive social information from sources with similar preferences,
they will instead benefit from social communication.

In this discussion our focus is on individual choice, without making the assumption that every
individual who selects between two candidates will ultimately take a costly vote (Krupnikov and
Ryan, 2017). Certainly, the process that leads an individual to make a choice is likely linked to the
process that may ultimately lead them to either pay the costs of voting or abstain entirely. The
extent to which people are persuadable can influence not only how they come to make a choice,
but how they perceive the effectiveness of that choice and ultimately, whether they are confident
enough in the choice to pay the costs of voting. Nonetheless, although social information may
have these downstream consequences for turnout as an act in itself, the costs of the vote serve
as a backdrop: our key interest is in adjudicating the role social information can play in an indi-
vidual’s decision making process.

3. Experimental design
To examine how gender affects social communication and voting, we utilize an incentivized
experimental framework as used in previous studies (Ahn et al., 2014; Kanthak and Woon,
2015). This design is advantageous for the types of questions we are asking, because it allows
us to know the information voters possess prior to social communication, observe the signals
voters send to each other, and evaluate the quality of the final choice in light of the information
they have received.1

Another advantage of this experiment is that discussion partners are randomly assigned over-
coming two key issues in studies of social influence. First, in observational studies of influence it
is difficult to separate out influence from homophily (Achen and Shively, 1995). If two friends
agree, it could be that one convinced the other or it could be that they are friends because
they agree. Second, men and women form their interpersonal networks differently because of
the gender dynamics present in larger society (Huckfeldt and Sprague, 1995). Random assign-
ment of discussion partners overcomes both of these problems.

The limitation of these types of experiments is that they do not allow subjects to change their
opinions regarding their ideological placements—the subjects’ preferences are chosen for them
and remain fixed throughout the experiment. In contrast, elections outside the lab allow for social
communication to persuade individuals that they were wrongheaded in their previous beliefs, but

1While there are other conditions that may affect choice, here we control for these conditions to focus on establishing
whether gender differences exist.
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this particular experiment cannot account for that. The assumption of fixed preferences is neces-
sary, however, because, as Ryan (2011) points out, “Without this assumption, it is impossible to
tell when a voter was duped into voting in favor of someone else’s interests instead of her own and
when she rationally updated her opinions” (756).

3.1. Subjects

Subjects are 63 students at a German university and 35 students at a US university.2 Subjects
received their earnings from the experiment as well as a € 5 or $10 show up fee. In all analyses,
we include a dummy variable coded 1 if the subject is from Germany and 0 if the subject is from
the United States.

Exactly half of all the subjects were women (53 percent of the German subjects and 46 percent of
the American subjects). All the interactions were anonymous, allowing us to isolate whether men
and women respond differently to social signals regardless of the gender of the person sending
the signal. Note that we also ask subjects for their gender after the experiment reducing the prob-
ability that we observe gender differences because of “stereotype threat” (Spencer et al., 1999).

Subjects participate in the experiment in groups of seven and are voters deciding between two
computer-generated candidates. Voters and “candidates” are placed on the same seven-point
preference scale, which is abstract and lacks any issue content. In each period, voters are paid
based on their proximity to the winning candidate.

3.2. The voters

Each of the seven subjects has a unique integer position on a seven-point policy scale. The policy
scale is completely abstract and has no actual issue content, allowing us to randomly assign sub-
jects to any point on the scale.3 Voter positions remain fixed throughout the experiment, and all
subjects know their own position, the position of anyone with whom they are communicating,
and the fact that there is one subject at each point of the scale.

Voters are randomly assigned to either be uninformed or informed. Informed voters have
more information about the candidate’s positions on the scale. They send signals about how
to vote to uninformed voters. We will explain this in greater detail in a later section.

3.3. The candidates

In the experiment, subjects are placed on the same scale as two computer-generated candidates:
Candidate A and Candidate B, who have randomly chosen positions. Candidate A’s position is
somewhere between 1 and 5 while Candidate B’s position is somewhere between 3 and
7. Thus, on average, voters with positions less than 4 should prefer A; voters with positions
greater than 4 should prefer B; voters at position 4 should be indifferent. This is public knowledge
to all voters.4 Candidate positions are randomly redrawn at the beginning of each period.

3.4. Payoffs

Subjects’ payoffs for a period are based on the absolute distance between their position and the
position of the winning candidate (note: how the winning candidate is chosen will be discussed

2We recruited the German subjects using the HRoot recruitment system (Bock et al., 2014)while the ORSEE recruitment
system was used at the American university (Greiner, 2004). The experiment is programmed using zTree—software for run-
ning economic experiments (Fischbacher, 2007). On both campuses, the experiment was conducted in English. See Appendix
1, for instructions. We note that the subjects recruited in Germany knew the study would be in English (see Appendix 8).

3The mean absolute distance from the median position of 4 was 1.73 for women and 1.69 for men.
4The process by which candidates are drawn and the probabilities associated with the candidates is included in Appendix 1
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below). Subjects are paid in tokens with 200 tokens equaling € 1 or $2. Subjects are paid for two
randomly chosen periods, and they are unaware of which periods are chosen until the end of the
experiment.

If the subject and the winning candidate hold the same position, the subject earns 400 tokens
(€ 2 or $4). For every unit difference between the subject and the winner, the subject earns 50
tokens less. The smallest payoff a subject can receive is when the subject is at one extreme and
the winner is at the other. In this case, the subject and winner are six units apart and the subject
earns 100 tokens (400-6*50).

3.5. Signals from candidates

At the beginning of each period, the computer makes an independently random choice regarding
the clarity of the signal each candidate sends. Figure 1 shows each of the three possible config-
urations: (A) both candidates are precise; (B) one candidate is precise and one candidate is
ambiguous; (C) both candidates are ambiguous.

If the candidates’ positions are precise, then informed subjects are told what the candidate’s
position is. If the candidates are ambiguous, then informed subjects are shown a range of
three positions and told that the candidate’s position is equally likely to be any of those positions.
This is shown in Figure 1B where Candidate A’s position is precisely known and Candidate B’s
position is ambiguous.

3.6. Voter information

At the beginning of each period, subjects are randomly assigned to be either informed or unin-
formed. “Informed voters” see the signals shown in Figure 1. In each period, either 3 or 4 subjects
are assigned to be informed.

The other subjects, the “uninformed voters,” are simply reminded of the ex-ante probabilities
of candidate positions. Although we use the term “uninformed” for ease of writing, these indivi-
duals do have the type of information that is similar to a voter who is informed only of a candi-
date’s partisan position. Note that at the beginning of each period, subjects are again randomly
assigned, and so subject information levels may change between periods.

Each uninformed voter (the message receiver) is randomly assigned an advisor (the message
sender) from among the informed subjects.5 Senders and receivers know each other’s positions.

Informed senders then recommend one of the two candidates to the uninformed receiver.
They also state how confident they are in that recommendation. This is the only signal that unin-
formed voters will receive regarding the positions of the candidates—the receivers are not
informed about the clarity of the candidates’ signals that the sender observed. Hence, they do
not know how certain the sender should be about which candidate they each should support.

It is important to note that because information levels and senders are reassigned each period,
there is little possibility for senders to build a reputation for being either truthful or misleading.
And, as we stated previously, all interactions are anonymous.

3.7. The election

All subjects choose which candidate they prefer. After making that choice, they can pay 25 tokens to
vote. We distinguish between the choice and the vote as in an election outside the lab it is costless to
decide between two candidates, but it is more costly to cast a vote (Krupnikov and Ryan, 2017). The
winner of the election is the candidate that receives themost votes cast, and if the election ends in a tie

5In periods with more uninformed subjects than informed subjects, one sender is randomly assigned to two receivers. The
sender can send different signals to each receiver.
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Figure 1. Signals from candidates for different levels of ambiguity. (a) Both candidates precise. (b) One candidate ambigu-
ous. (c) Both candidates ambiguous.
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thewinner is chosen randomly. Further, whether or not they voted, all subjects are paid based on the
position of the winning candidate, with the reward increasing as proximity increases.

3.8. Stages of the experiment

Subjects participate in 15 periods. At the start of each period, candidate positions, clarity levels,
voter information levels, and senders are randomly chosen. Each period proceeds as follows.

• Stage 1. Informed voters are shown the candidate signals. Uninformed voters are reminded
of the ex-ante probabilities of candidate positions. All voters are asked, “At this point, which
candidate do you prefer?” and they must choose between A and B. They are also asked,
“How confident are you in this choice?” Voters can say, “Very confident,” “Confident,”
“Somewhat confident,” or “Not at all confident.”6

• Stage 2. Informed voters are told they are to provide information to an uninformed voter.
They are told of that voter’s position. They provide a vote recommendation (A or B) and
also say how confident they are in that recommendation with the same options as before.

• Stage 3. Uninformed voters receive the vote recommendation from the informed voter and
they are told how confident the informed voter said they were in that recommendation.
They are also told the informed voter’s position. All voters are asked, “if you pay to vote,
for which candidate do you vote?” and must choose Candidate A or Candidate B.

• Stage 4. All voters are asked if they wish to pay 25 tokens to vote for the candidate they
chose in Stage 3.

• Stage 5.The candidate that receives themajority of votes actually cast wins the election. If there
is a tie, a winning candidate is randomly chosen. Subjects then learn payoffs for the round.

Subject positions do not change between periods, but candidate positions, information levels, and
senders are all randomly reassigned at the beginning of each period. Following 15 periods, sub-
jects participate in a short survey before they are paid their earnings.7

Prior to the experiment described above, subjects participate in ten periods in which they are
all informed and there is no information sharing between subjects. The goal is for subjects to
understand the incentives central to the main experiment. In these periods, men and women
made the “correct” candidate choice—i.e. chose the candidate most closely aligned with their
assigned positions—with exactly the same likelihood (87.96 percent). Thus, we have no reason
to believe that any differences in the main experiment are the result of men and women having
different levels of understanding or ability.

3.9. Hypotheses

The design has an underlying theoretical framework, but the goal of this experiment is not to test
whether subjects behave rationally. In the language of Smith (1982), this is a “heuristic” experi-
ment examining the consequences of unexplored experimental treatments. We will use the under-
lying theoretical framework in explicating our hypotheses about how subjects will behave.

• H1. Women receivers are more likely to use social information than male receivers.

In the theoretical discussion, we note the literature suggesting women are more open to influence
due to socialization, but there are other possible mechanisms. For one, women may accept more

6Among informed subjects, men say they are “very confident” 62 percent of the time while women say the same 58 percent
of the time. Among uninformed subjects, the percentages are 43 percent for men and 36 percent for women.

7Appendix 2 has information on how long each period took on average.
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social information because women are significantly less likely to believe they are political experts
and more likely to overreport the political expertise of others in their network (Djupe and Sokhey,
2014). Also, it is possible that women accept social information because they are more trusting, as
they are more likely than men to trust discussion and information sharing partners (Maddux and
Brewer, 2005).

• H2a. When the likelihood that sender and receiver support different candidates is low, then
women are more likely to vote correctly than men.

• H2b. When the likelihood that sender and receiver support different candidates is high, then
men are more likely to vote correctly than women.

Without any social information, receivers should be able to vote correctly 87 percent of the time
based solely on the distribution of possible candidate positions.8 This means that in most
situations the receiver’s prior candidate choice will be the correct one. Social information can
aid a receiver if it correctly informs him or her that the candidate he or she typically should
support offers a lower benefit. Social information can harm a voter if it suggests a receiver should
change his or her vote when the initial belief is correct.

We assume that some senders will choose to send signals that are self-serving—that is, the
sender will suggest the receiver vote for the candidate that will provide the sender with a larger
benefit regardless of whether that is the candidate who will provide the larger benefit to the
receiver. When the probability that sender and receiver support different candidates is low—a
variable we will call Ex-Ante Conflict—the signal should more frequently recommend the correct
vote since even a purely self-interested sender will want the receiver to vote correctly. When the
probability that sender and receiver support different candidates is high, then a self-interested
sender will often want the receiver to vote incorrectly. Hence, they might send a misleading signal
to the receiver.9

This implies that when a sender tells a receiver that their initial beliefs are incorrect, then this
is more likely to be true if the likelihood the sender and receiver support different candidates is
low. Hence, when the sender and receiver probably do not support different candidates, then
women can use social information to update incorrect beliefs. However, when sender and receiver
likely do support different candidates, then men’s tendency to ignore social information protects
them from making a mistake by believing misleading information.

Note that we use the terms “correct” and “incorrect” vote as shorthand for selecting a candi-
date that best aligns with a participant’s assigned preferences of that round, following Lau and
Redlawsk (1997). The goal is to ease the discussion of our results, rather than offer a stringent
classification of votes.

4 The social signals
Before evaluating the hypotheses, we first examine an assumption central to the argument: sen-
ders will send more accurate social signals when they typically support the same candidate as the
receiver. The key variable, therefore, is Ex-Ante Conflict—the probability the sender and receiver
support different candidates.10 Across all sender–receiver pairs, receivers would vote for the can-
didate offering the larger benefit 67.6 percent of the time if they followed the sender’s signal.11 If

8In US presidential elections, voters could vote correctly based on party alone 85 percent of the time (Lau et al., 2008).
9A sophisticated receiver should ignore signals that appear self-serving (Lupia and McCubbins, 1998). Not all receivers are

sophisticated; some will accept information they should not believe and some will ignore information they should believe
(Crawford, 2003). Hence, a sender could convince an unsophisticated receiver to believe a misleading signal.

10When either the sender or receiver is indifferent between the candidates’ realized payoffs in a period, then the sender and
receiver are not in conflict. Values of Ex-Ante Conflict for all possible sender–receiver pairs are in Appendix 3.

11Gender differences in the probability of truthful signals are in Appendix 4.
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the sender and receiver support the same candidate a majority of the time, then the sender’s sig-
nal is correct 81.6 percent of the time. If they support different candidates a majority of the time,
the probability of an accurate signal drops to 58.4 percent. Importantly, this means that a sender’s
signal is accurate the majority of the time even when the sender would prefer the receiver votes
for a different candidate.

However, this makes social information appear more valuable than it actually is. Remember, in
expectation, receivers can vote correctly 87 percent of the time if they only consider the distribu-
tion of candidate positions. Subjects do a good job of using the distribution to come to decisions.
Receivers initial belief’s about which candidate to support are correct 84 percent of the time.
Hence, if social information is correct only 67.6 percent of the time, then that means subjects
are typically better off ignoring the social information.

Social information is going to be most useful when it corrects a subject’s initial beliefs. For this
reason, Figure 2 analyzes four possible scenarios: (1) both initial belief and social signal are cor-
rect; (2) the initial belief is correct, but the social signal is incorrect; (3) the initial belief is incor-
rect, but the social signal is correct; (4) both the initial belief and the social signal are incorrect. In
scenarios 1 and 4, the social signal neither benefits nor harms the decision making of the receiver.
In scenario 2, the receiver is worse off using social information, while in scenario 3 the social
signal is helpful to the receiver.

Figure 2 provides support for the key assumption. As Ex-Ante Conflict increases, the probabil-
ity that the signal is potentially harmful increases and the probability that it is helpful decreases.
Receivers are three times more likely to be in scenario 2, in which they would be worse off if they
followed the social information, when Ex-Ante Conflict is greater than 0.5. They are least likely to
be in scenario 3, when they should follow the social information, if Ex-Ante Conflict is greater
than 0.5.12

Another finding from Figure 2 is that, when Ex-Ante Conflict is low, the social signals are more
accurate, but they do not necessarily help the receiver figure out which candidate offers the larger
benefit. When Ex-Ante Conflict is low, the signal typically tells the receiver that their initial belief
is correct.

If the social signal differs from the initial belief, then the social signal and initial belief are
equally likely to be correct if Ex-Ante Conflict is less than 0.5. If Ex-Ante Conflict is greater
than 0.5, then the social signal is five times more likely than the initial belief to be wrong.
Hence, a receiver who decides to always ignore social signals will be better off than a receiver
who always decides to follow social signals. A sophisticated receiver might only follow social sig-
nals when Ex-Ante Conflict is low (Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Ahn et al., 2010), but that heur-
istic will not result in a more accurate decision than the heuristic of always ignoring the signals in
this experiment.

5. Vote choices
In H1, we state: receivers who are women are more likely to use social information than recei-
vers who are men. We test this hypothesis with the first model in Table 1. The dependent variable
is coded 1 if the subject chose the sender’s recommended candidate and 0 if the subject chose the
other candidate. The key independent variables are Woman Receiver (a dummy variable coded 1
if the subject is a woman and 0 if the subject is a man), Ex-Ante Conflict, Same Signal (a dummy
variable coded 1 if the signal suggests the same candidate as the subject’s initial beliefs and 0 if the
signal suggests a different candidate). We also control for whether the subject was in Germany to
account for possible differences between the German and American subjects and the period of
the experiment in which the decision took place.

12Though, the difference is not statistically significant with the lowest level of Ex-Ante Conflict since the probability that the
signal will ever be useful is so low.
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The results in Model 1 confirm H1. Holding all other variables at their means, the model pre-
dicts women will vote for the candidate suggested by the social signal 86 percent of the time while
men will vote for the candidate suggested by the social signal 74 percent of the time.

While this confirms H1, it does not take into account factors that might condition the differ-
ence between men and women. When the sender’s signal confirms the receiver’s initial belief, we
would not expect anyone to change their vote choice, meaning gender should not matter. As
Ex-Ante Conflict increases, we would expect that everyone would be less likely to vote as the social
signal suggests, but the slope might be different for men and women. Hence, the difference
between men and women would probably be greatest when Ex-Ante Conflict is high and the sen-
der’s signal is different from the receiver’s initial belief.

For this reason, we include a three-way interaction among our three key independent variables
in Model 2. We plot the marginal effect of the receiver’s gender in Figure 3.13 The results confirm
that the difference between men and women is significant only when the signal differs from the
receiver’s initial belief and if Ex-Ante Conflict is at least 0.3.

When we say women are more likely to use social information, this implies women are more
likely to change their votes following social information. Men choose a different candidate follow-
ing social information 13 percent of the time while women change their votes following social
information 24 percent of the time.14 In the next section, we determine to what extent this dif-
ference affects the probability that women choose the candidate that offers them the larger
benefit.

6. “Correct” choices
Hypotheses H2a and H2b suggest that the relationship between gender and the likelihood of cast-
ing a “correct” vote is conditioned by the ex-ante preferences of the sender–receiver pair. H2a
states that if Ex Ante Conflict is low, then we would expect women to vote correctly more

Figure 2. Comparing initial choices and social signals by level of ex-ante conflict. Error bars represent 95 percent confi-
dence intervals.

13While the three-way interaction term is not statistically significant, the lower AIC value indicates Model 2 fits the data
better than Model 1. This could mean that a conditional relationship exists in regards to the predicted probabilities even with
an interaction term that is not significant (Berry et al., 2010). For this reason, it is imperative that we plot the marginal effects
to interpret the model’s results.

14P-value = p = 0.02 in an adjusted Wald test.
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frequently then men. On the other hand, H2b states that the relationship reverses when Ex Ante
Conflict is high. Because of this conditional relationship, the logit model includes an interaction
between Ex Ante Conflict and Woman Receiver.

The dependent variable is coded 1 if the receiver chose a candidate who offers a benefit as large
or larger than the other candidate and 0 if the receiver chose a candidate who offers a smaller
benefit. This definition of a “correct” vote in this case means the decision the receiver would
have made with all possible information (Lau and Redlawsk, 1997). It does not mean, however,
that the receiver necessarily made correct decisions from a game theoretic standpoint. For
example, because of the uncertainty in the candidate positions and the crudeness of the signals,
it is possible that a receiver believes a sender with similar preferences who attempted to send a
correct signal and the receiver still votes for the candidate that offers a smaller payoff; we will
consider this possibility in the next section.

We include the full model estimate in Appendix 5, but given our hypothesis we examine the
marginal effect of Woman Receiver (Figure 4). We see some support for H2a as women vote cor-
rectly with greater frequency when Ex-Ante Conflict is 0 (p = 0.097). At the other end of Ex-Ante
Conflict, we see stronger support for H2b. Women are 20 percentage points less likely than men
to vote correctly when Ex-Ante Conflict is at its largest possible value (p = 0.001). This decrease is
mostly the result of the decline in the probability a woman votes correctly as Ex Ante Conflict
increases. When Ex-Ante Conflict is at 0, the model predicts women will vote correctly 89 percent
of the time. When Ex-Ante Conflict is at 0.854, then the model predicts women will vote correctly
only 67 percent of the time.

This is not the result of differences in the initial beliefs of men and women. The initial beliefs
of men and women are almost identical (85 percent correct for men and 83 percent for women).
The difference between men and women is the result of differences in the willingness of men and
women to believe senders.

7. Additional considerations
We consider two additional perspectives. First, we stated earlier that the goal of this paper was not
to determine whether subjects behave rationally. For this reason, we only looked at whether the
receivers’ candidate choices led to larger payoffs which could happen even if they made decisions
that were different from the decisions made by someone who “solved” the game. We do not
expect our subjects to actually figure out the game because there are too many moving parts

Table 1. Differences between how men and women use social information to choose which candidate to support

Model 1 Model 2

Coef. Z-Value Coef. Z-Value

Woman receiver 0.781 2.60 0.537 0.78
Ex-ante conflict − 1.731 − 3.99 − 2.874 − 3.81
Same signal 3.660 8.14 2.531 2.90
Woman × conflict ——– 1.124 1.08
Woman × same signal ——– 0.396 0.26
Conflict × same signal ——– 3.560 2.72
Woman × conflict X same signal ——– − 3.572 − 1.54
Germany 0.138 0.49 0.210 0.72
Period 0.022 0.85 0.021 0.79
Constant − 0.325 − 0.87 0.010 0.02
N (subjects) 740 (98) 740 (98)
AIC 572.37 566.24

Logit models with standard errors adjusted to account for clustering on subjects. Dependent variable coded 1 if subject chose the sender’s
recommended candidate and 0 if subject chose the other candidate.
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to derive an analytical solution (Austen-Smith and Feddersen, 2009). We can, however, follow
Ahn et al. (2014) and compare subjects’ decisions to decisions made using heuristics derived
from simple cheap-talk communication models as well as pre-social communication benchmarks,
taking into account that subjects do not have to pay to vote.

These analyses are in Appendix 6; we find that models that account for the “credible messen-
ger” heuristic (Ahn et al., 2014) (p. 104) lead to outcomes that are similar to those we observe
with the “correct voting” measure. We find the same result if we consider what would happen
if subjects ignored all social signals. Hence, gender affects the efficacy of social communication
as an aid for uninformed voters in our experiment.

Second, there is a possible alternative explanation for women’s incorrect choices: women recei-
vers may follow their sender’s signals more frequently because women are more pro-social (for a
review, see Croson and Gneezy, 2009). In Appendix 7 we explore whether women behaved more
pro-socially by looking at the decisions women make when they are informed. We find that
women are not engaging in altruistic decision-making.

8. Discussion
In Appendix 9, we re-analyze Ryan (2011) which concludes, “within-subjects results cast doubt
on the efficacy of political discussion…. Informed subjects…were hurt by social information”
(p. 762-763), to consider gender differences. Among men, there is almost no difference between
the likelihood of a correct vote with or without social communication. Among women, there is a
13 percentage point drop in the likelihood of a correct vote following social communication.

Hence, this paper’s original experiment and a reanalysis of an already-published study lead to
two conclusions regarding how gender conditions the efficacy of discussion as an information
shortcut. First, women tend to incorporate information from social communication more

Figure 3. Are women more likely to use social information? Error bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. Estimates
taken from Model 2 in Table 1.
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frequently than men. Second, in many cases, this reliance on social information causes women to
be more likely than men to vote for candidates who are less beneficial to them. We also, though,
have weaker evidence that there are situations in which the behavior of women is beneficial. With
a different design in which individuals needed social information to improve their decision mak-
ing, the aggregate results may have reversed such that men would be less likely to vote correctly
than women. One potential implication of this is that the strategy typically employed by men is
beneficial in national elections in established democracies (Sniderman, 2000), but women’s
behavior is preferable in new democracies or very low information elections—e.g., local elections
(Boudreau et al., 2015).

Like all studies, we reach these conclusions after making a series of implicit assumptions. The
most important assumption is that individuals have fixed positions. As we note, this assumption
is necessary to both determine what is a correct vote and to understand when senders and recei-
vers hold similar preferences (Baldassarri and Bearman, 2007). Even if the assumption is neces-
sary, though, it is important to consider whether or not the assumption is reasonable. It is
certainly not reasonable if we are arguing that an individual’s preferences are fixed on any par-
ticular issue, as scholars would characterize individuals’ preferences on particular issues as
ambivalent and unstable (Zaller and Feldman, 1992). People do have, however, underlying
core principles and partisan preferences which remain fairly stable even if voters will not
admit to themselves what that partisan attachment is (Klar and Krupnikov, 2016). In fact, one

Figure 4. The conditional effect of gender on the probability of correct choices. Error bars represent 95 percent confidence
intervals.
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reason that individuals are ambivalent on particular issues is because some issues can put a core
principle in conflict with other core principles or their partisanship (Lavine et al., 2012). Our
model of social communication with fixed preferences is more about underlying principles
and partisanship than preferences on any particular issue.

Both experiments also assume that individuals can identify the political preferences of the
people with whom they are speaking. The existing survey research suggests this assumption is
warranted, but not ironclad. For example, individuals will incorrectly identify their spouse’s
preference for president, perceiving disagreement when there is none (Mendez and Osborn,
2011). People also have an easier time determining the preferences of both strong partisans
(Huckfeldt et al., 1998) and individuals with whom they talk about politics frequently
(Eveland and Hutchens, 2013).

Further, our results speak most directly to situations in which a person is considering how to
cast his or her vote. In election contexts, when party heuristics and media coverage provide
information to voters, men’s stubborn refusal to listen to others may serve them well in selecting
a candidate who best aligns with their interests. Political contexts that include more deliberation—
for example, legislative debates—are often much more ambiguous. In these contexts, the
discussants may agree on broad goals and outcomes, but disagree on the means with which to
achieve these outcomes. In these more ambiguous contexts, women’s greater responsiveness
to social information may prove highly beneficial—both in terms of matching their preferences
to a decision and reaching compromise. Indeed, the same forces that lead women to be more
influenced by social information also lead women to seek consensus during group debate and
rely on more communal techniques when part of a group (Tannen, 1990).

Supplementary Material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.26
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