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Abstract

London School of Economics and Political Science

Department of Government

Doctor of Philosophy

by Asli Ceren Cinar

Political scientists have long been invested in studying the role of gender in electoral
politics. However, a large majority of work has focused on gendered verbal cues, with
gendered nonverbal cues often taking a backseat, partially due to the difficulty of study-
ing those signals. This thesis aims to address some of this imbalance and applies recent
methodological advances in analysing visual and voice data to show that gendered non-
verbal cues matter for elite and voter perceptions. Through one observational study, one
visual survey experiment and two field experiments, I revisit candidate-voter interactions
through a gendered lens. First, I relax the assumption that nonverbal cues are secondary
to verbal messages by investigating how U.S. candidates adjust their voice pitch—a phys-
iologically gendered nonverbal signal-—during town hall meetings. Using computational
methods, I find that women and men candidates use different nonverbal communica-
tion styles, aligning with evolutionary psychology’s findings on gender-based behaviour
appeal. Second, through a novel visual conjoint experiment with Al-generated candi-
dates, I show that gendered visual cues—facial femininity and masculinity—influence
voter perceptions, which aligns with evolving gender stereotypes in politics. Lastly, I
move beyond nonverbal cues to analyse the ways in which candidates effectively con-
vey important social identities in campaigns through strategic identity priming. Based
on two field experiments conducted in Germany with women candidates, I find that
priming gender and place-based identities increases candidate name recognition but not
vote choice. This thesis advances our understanding of how gendered cues, both verbal
and nonverbal, influence political behaviour using innovative methods that contribute

to future research on voter decision-making and gender dynamics in politics.
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Introduction

“I don’t have a traditionally female way of speaking... I am quite assertive. If
I didn’t speak the way I do, I wouldn’t have been seen as a leader. But my way
of speaking may have grated on people who were not used to hearing it from a

woman. It was the right way for a leader to speak. It goes against type.”"

— Kim Campbell, 19th Prime Minister of Canada

Compared to their men counterparts, women politicians receive more criticism for more
than just their policies and leadership abilities; their entire demeanour, tone, and appear-
ance are also examined (Van Der Pas and Aaldering, 2020). Hillary Clinton’s experience
in the United States, where she launched two presidential campaigns in 2008 and 2016,
is an illustrative example. During her campaigns, she received criticisms about how
she “talks like a man” (Jones, 2016). Closer examination also focused on her choice of
pantsuits, which critics attacked as an attempt to downplay her femininity. In response
to this criticism, Clinton wrote in her memoir about her strategic choice of clothing,
noting that, “...I also thought it would be good to do what men politicians do and wear
more or less the same thing every day. As a woman running for President, I liked the
visual cue that I was different from the men but also familiar. A uniform was also an
antidistraction technique: since there wasn’t much to say or report on what I wore,
maybe people would focus on what I was saying instead.”? The 2024 U.S. presidential
election is another example of how women candidates receive criticism beyond their poli-
cies. After Vice President Kamala Harris received President Joe Biden’s endorsement
and announcement that he would not run for reelection, she was subject to criticisms for
her gender, race, appearance, and laughter. Criticisms included a website dedicated to

her attire (e.g., WhatKamalaWore.com) and being nicknamed “Laffin’ Kamala Harris,”

!Quoted in Eagly and Carli (2007, p.102) and cited in Jones (2016, p.626).
2“What Happened?” by Hillary Rodham Clinton (2017), quoted from page 63.

1



Introduction 2

referring to her smiling while standing her ground during the 2020 Vice Presidential De-
bate when she got interrupted by Republican opponent Mike Pence (Washington Post
2020).3 After her nomination as presidential candidate, Republican Tim Burchett re-
ferred to Harris as a “DEI vice president” on social media, derisively suggesting she

advanced due to diversity policies (quoted in CNN, 2024).*

The above examples and quotes illustrate three key points. Firstly, they demonstrate
that politicians understand how they act, sound and look, complementing their spo-
ken words in their self-presentation. Secondly, the assessment of their self-presentation
goes through a gendered lens. Compared to men candidates, women candidates face
disproportionate scrutiny for their expression, including their words, delivery, and phys-
ical appearance. Whether Hillary Clinton wears pantsuits or Kim Campbell speaks in
a non-traditional way, women candidates may strategically tailor their presentation to
appear more suited for the office. Thirdly, the gendered exposure to candidates’ nonver-
bal cues can impact voter perceptions. For instance, research shows that depictions of
Hillary Clinton as more masculine are linked to lower levels of voter support (Conroy,
Joesten Martin, and Nalder, 2020). This thesis addresses these issues and asks: “How
are candidate preferences and elite behaviour shaped by gendered verbal and nonverbal

cues?”

This is a crucial question as the rapid increase in visual campaigning -especially on social
media- is changing the exposure of candidates to voters. With 51% of the world’s popula-
tion having access to the internet and 79% having access to TV, the visual side of politics
is more important than ever in this age of information overload (Veneti, Jackson, and
Lilleker, 2019). On the one hand, this increased visual exposure gives candidates more
agency over how they present themselves to the public, facilitates the personification
of hard-to-reach politicians, and allows voters direct engagement with politicians (Lenz
and Lawson, 2011; Campbell and Cowley, 2018; Vecchiato and Munger, 2022; Boussalis,
Coan, and Holman, 2022; Bernhard, 2023). On the other hand, this amplifies the visi-
bility of cues that politicians convey to voters (Lépez Ortega and Radojevic, 2024). For
example, American voters in 1960 had different views about who won the first televised
debate between John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon. People who listened to the debate
on the radio thought Nixon won, while people who watched it on TV thought Kennedy
won (Boussalis and Coan, 2021, p.76). This difference demonstrates how TV images
can affect voter perceptions by conveying additional cues, such as physical appearance
and presentation. The following quote explains why viewers of the TV debate might

have favoured Kennedy over Nixon: “Kennedy was bronzed beautifully... Nixon looked

Shttps://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/10/08/harris-wont-stop-her-smirk-nor-
should-she-its-black-womens-superpower/. Accessed on July 26th, 2024.

“https://edition.cnn.com/2024/07/23/politics/kamala-harris-burchett-dei-hire-
backlash/index.html. Accessed on July 26th, 2024.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/10/08/harris-wont-stop-her-smirk-nor-should-she-its-black-womens-superpower/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/10/08/harris-wont-stop-her-smirk-nor-should-she-its-black-womens-superpower/
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/07/23/politics/kamala-harris-burchett-dei-hire-backlash/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/07/23/politics/kamala-harris-burchett-dei-hire-backlash/index.html
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like death” (quoted in Druckman (2003, p.563)). Apart from influencing perceptions,
a voter’s decision-making process is made easier with the use of cues, which are easily
accessible signs or indicators that act as heuristic information or cognitive shortcuts
(Mondak, 1993; Lau and Redlawsk, 2001). Cues can be verbal, meaning they convey a
signal through spoken language and the written word, or nonverbal, meaning they con-
vey any message without using words, including the voice pitch (Seiter and Weger Jr.,
2020). Both verbal and nonverbal cues, e.g., party affiliation labels, demographic traits,
social identities, appearance, and facial and vocal characteristics, can allow voters to
link candidates with easily accessible stereotypes (Foos and Rooij, 2017). For instance,
visible demographic cues can influence voters who lean towards liberal ideology to sup-
port women or Black candidates (Mcdermott, 1998; van Oosten, Miigge, and van der
Pas, 2024). This is because voters think these candidates can advocate for progressive
policies or bring new ideas and experiences to the political scene. Moreover, the fact
that out of 56 Black congresswomen in U.S. House history, just one has been a Re-
publican and 55 have been Democrats (CAWP, 2023) may lead voters to assume that
African American women candidates would likely be Democrats.® In addition, cues’
informational value stems from conveying candidate traits, including competence, trust-
worthiness, and leadership potential (Klofstad, Anderson, and Peters, 2012; Todorov
et al., 2005), which can eventually influence voter preferences and perceptions without

requiring a lot of cognitive processing (Olivola and Todorov, 2010; Brusattin, 2012).

Analysing the processes by which verbal and nonverbal cues function can help us bet-
ter understand their ability to transmit information. Candidates can learn a lot about
voters using demographic and social identity cues. Subsequently, they can improve the
effectiveness of their messages and campaign strategies by observing certain traits in
voters (Holman, Schneider, and Pondel, 2015; Michelson, 2006). For example, when
Hillary Clinton launched her 2016 presidential campaign, she connected with parents by
discussing her experiences as a daughter and parent (Greenlee et al., 2020). In addition,
candidates can adjust their nonverbal cues when considering perceived identity or demo-
graphic alignment with voters. Kamala Harris wearing sneakers on her campaign trail
is an example of this. The shoes become a symbol of her younger age compared to her
opponent in 2024, sending a nonverbal cue that she is more energetic and has a mod-
ern attitude (The Guardian 2024).5 Individuals may trust a candidate with personal
experience to represent them and their best interests when they share demographics,
traits, and identities (Pitkin, 1967; Campbell, Childs, and Lovenduski, 2010; Camp-
bell and Heath, 2017; Montoya et al., 2022). Similarly, voters often associate specific

“https://cawp.rutgers.edu/black-women-elective-office. Accessed on August 13th, 2024.
Shttps://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2020/sep/03/kamala-harris-what-her-sneakers-
mean. Accessed on July 30th, 2024.
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demographic and social identity cues with particular characteristics (e.g., a man candi-
date being a strong leader) (Huddy and Terkildsen, 1993a; Mcdermott, 1997). For this
reason, politicians can increase their campaign’s appeal and effectiveness by employing

voter-resonant verbal and nonverbal cues.

Understanding the role of nonverbal and verbal cues in both elite behaviour and candi-
date preferences is also critical due to their implications for gender and politics. Gen-
dered aspects of these cues matter because societal norms and biases influence how men
and women are perceived, especially in leadership roles (Eagly and Karau, 2002). Re-
search shows that gender bias can filter how verbal and nonverbal cues are perceived
for women politicians, causing different interpretations (Carpinella et al., 2016). For
instance, voter preferences can be influenced by the perception that assertive behaviour,
which is highly regarded by men politicians, is aggressive or unfeminine when exhibited
by women politicians (Everitt, Best, and Gaudet, 2016; Neumann, Fowler, and Ridout,
2022). Media portrayals also amplify these prejudices, influencing voter perceptions
and candidate evaluations. In addition, women politicians are attentive to the vari-
ous ways that the public perceives them. Women politicians like Hillary Clinton and
Margaret Thatcher have strategically tailored their self-presentation to navigate these
biases. Clinton’s choice of pantsuits and Thatcher’s voice coaching to lower her pitch
to sound more dominant and masculine’ demonstrate attempts to align with gendered
expectations in politics through nonverbal signals. These examples can also highlight
how gendered perceptions of verbal and nonverbal cues can create a double bind, where
women carefully calibrate their self-presentation to avoid backlash (Eagly and Carli,
2007; Bauer and Santia, 2022; Barnes et al., 2022).

While substantial attention has been devoted to dissecting the verbal messages of politi-
cians and political parties, this thesis addresses a significant gap that persists in un-
derstanding the intricate influence of nonverbal cues on voter preferences and elite be-
haviour. Specifically, nonverbal cues are often overlooked in analysing how elite be-
haviour and voter preferences are shaped due to methodological challenges in their
analysis and under the assumption that verbal messages and policy positions are the
primary components of political discourse. For example, studies that focus simply on
the content of political speeches may overlook how a candidate’s body language, facial
expressions, or vocal tone affect voter perceptions. These factors impact how voters
perceive candidates’ leadership abilities and how well they can overcome prejudice and
stereotyping, affecting elite behaviour and voter attitudes. Therefore, this thesis builds
on research that develops methodological tools to overcome the challenges associated
with the analysis of nonverbal cues and views political communication as encompassing

both verbal and nonverbal elements (Bucy and Stewart, 2018; Schonhardt-Bailey, 2017;

"“The Path to Power” by Margaret Thatcher (1995)
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Dietrich, Hayes, and O’Brien, 2019; Dietrich, Enos, and Sen, 2019; Boussalis et al., 2021).
It extends this understanding to assert that the nonverbal components of candidates’
self-presentation impact voter perceptions (Klofstad, Anderson, and Peters, 2012; Lenz
and Lawson, 2011; Carpinella and Johnson, 2016; Laustsen and Petersen, 2018; Bern-
hard, 2023; Lépez Ortega and Radojevic, 2024). This thesis is structured into three
interconnected papers that study three different dimensions of political communication,
the first two of which focus on nonverbal cues: (i) vocal, ii) visual, and iii) verbal. I
contribute to our understanding of political behaviour by testing out innovative method-
ologies that provide a basis for studying the political impact of differences in nonverbal
cues in political decision-making through a visual survey experiment and an observa-
tional study. Through the survey experiment, I show that visual signals, such as facial
femininity and masculinity levels, can influence vote choice (Paper 2). In addition, I
show that candidates, unlike in their verbal expressions, alter their vocal pitch in direct

encounters with voters based on the voter’s visible demographics (Paper 1).

The second main contribution of this thesis relates to gender’s role in our understanding
of verbal and nonverbal cues. Research shows that attitudes towards gender equality
in politics have evolved (Lawless, 2015) and voter biases are playing a minor role in
women’s underrepresentation (Campbell and Cowley, 2014; Dolan and Lynch, 2014).
Recent studies show that voters slightly favour women for leadership roles (Schwarz and
Coppock, 2022; Clayton et al., 2020; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth, 2018). However,
as novel technologies and methodologies emerge, it is now possible to analyse the role
of nonverbal cues in addition to verbal ones. As a result, it is important to continue
investigating biases and mechanisms that impact the role of nonverbal cues in political
communication and behaviour via a gendered lens. Existing research shows gendered
nonverbal cues affect voter evaluations moving beyond the binary gender (Klofstad,
Anderson, and Nowicki, 2015; Hehman et al., 2014; Everitt, Best, and Gaudet, 2016;
Carpinella and Johnson, 2013) and candidates’ verbal and nonverbal behaviour change
based on gender role expectations (Carpinella and Bauer, 2021; Hargrave and Blumenau,
2022; Boussalis, Coan, and Holman, 2022). Yet, we know little about how these cues
intersect with other visually perceivable demographic traits and social identities to in-
fluence voter perceptions and candidate strategies. This thesis examines how candidates
use gendered nonverbal cues in face-to-face campaigns, how these cues, especially unad-
justable visual ones, affect voter evaluations, and how candidates strategically modify
their verbal behaviour to align with perceived shared social identities with the voters.
Bridging the literature on nonverbal political communication, gender norms, gender role
expectations, and intersectionality, I demonstrate that candidates’ vocal communica-
tion, particularly voice pitch, varies based on the perceived gender of the voters they

interact with (Paper 1). In Paper 2, I show that gendered nonverbal cues, such as facial
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masculinity and femininity, significantly shape voter preferences, regardless of the can-
didate’s gender or race. Lastly, moving beyond nonverbal cues, through two persuasion
field experiments, I demonstrate that women candidates can increase name recognition,
but not necessarily favourability and vote share, by emphasising their gender, locality,

and motherhood identities, compared to not emphasising these identities (Paper 3).

Methodologically and empirically, this thesis broadens our knowledge of gendered as-
pects of nonverbal and verbal cues for voter preferences and elite behaviour in Western
democracies. First, the literature has extensively explored the implications of voters’
reactions to men and women candidates, as well as potential differences in their po-
litical rhetoric. For example, we know gender and gender role expectations shape how
politicians communicate (Everitt, Best, and Gaudet, 2016; Dietrich, Hayes, and O’Brien,
2019; Boussalis et al., 2021; Hargrave and Blumenau, 2022), and it is often the case that
women and men politicians adopt different styles (Hargrave and Langengen, 2021). Sec-
ond, research moving beyond binary gender cues frequently examines how candidates
alter their masculine or feminine self-presentation and how voters respond by focusing
on their words or campaign issues, treating these traits as easily manipulable (Bauer
and Santia, 2022; Karpowitz et al., 2024; Bernhard, 2022). However, implicit gendered
role expectations, which are more challenging to observe solely through rhetoric and
physiological, i.e., endogenous, nonverbal cues like voice pitch or facial masculinity, can
also impact voter preferences and candidate communication. To address this, I develop
a novel visual survey experiment to simulate voters’ exposure to candidates on social
media or their campaign websites. In addition, I collect a unique video dataset focusing
on real-election campaign interactions between candidates and voters in the U.S. I ar-
gue that with methodological advancements allowing us to investigate multidimensional
information sources such as photos and videos, visual exposure to candidates reveals
voters’ preferences of gendered facial features. I use a novel visual survey experiment
to test the impact of gendered visual cues, such as facial femininity and masculinity, on
voter preferences (Paper 2). In the United States, I explore this idea with hypothetical
candidates using an Al tool for detailed facial feature customisation, creating realis-
tic experimental interventions to simulate the visual aspects of political campaigns. 1
demonstrate that voters prefer both women and men candidates with less facial masculin-
ity through visual signals of perceived attractiveness. In Paper 1, I use computational
methods to analyse town hall videos from the Democratic Party primaries for the 2020
U.S. Presidential Election. I show that women candidates speak in a higher voice pitch
and men candidates talk in a lower voice pitch when interacting with a voter of the
opposite gender. This behavioural response to perceived gender mismatch in opposite
directions is moderated by attractiveness perception, and it is more difficult to quantify

and observe when analysing the words they use alone.
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This thesis, overall, explores how gendered verbal and nonverbal cues activate implicit
preconceptions and compliance with gender expectations, expanding our understanding
of these processes and their consequences. Through three primary themes, the subse-
quent sections introduce the major bodies of literature that underpin the three papers
in this thesis. First, the theme of nonverbal communication in politics sets the foun-
dation by examining how candidates’ nonverbal cues, specifically visual and vocal cues,
influence perceptions and behaviour. Second, the discussion on reevaluating gender in
politics builds on this by delving into the specific ways these nonverbal cues, in addition
to the verbal ones, intersect with gender norms and expectations, and shared traits,
shaping both voter evaluations and candidates’ behaviour. Finally, the theme of polit-
ical campaigns highlights how these environments provide a rich context for observing

the interaction between gendered verbal and nonverbal cues.

1.1 Nonverbal Communication in Politics

In this thesis, I define nonverbal communication as any message conveyed without the
use of words, following Seiter and Weger Jr. (2020). According to this definition, every
aspect of a message, not only its words but also its delivery, is valid. This includes
facial expressions, eye contact, kinesics, vocalics, artefacts, and any visible cues. In
addition, nonverbal communication can impact how information is processed, as well as
how much of a bias viewers bring to their evaluation of messages (Seiter and Weger Jr.,
2020). For example, attorneys use nonverbal cues like yawning and fist slamming to
distract jurors from counsel’s message, potentially diminishing the persuasiveness of
their arguments (Ubel, 2008). Even though communication includes both verbal and
nonverbal components, political science literature has traditionally focused on the verbal
component. Nevertheless, one must acknowledge the substantial function of nonverbal
communication because of its capacity to transmit politically pertinent information.
This is due to the fact that nonverbal cues have the power to amplify or diminish the
impact of spoken words. The role of this phenomenon is therefore relevant to politics,
especially in contexts where political discourse is interactive (Bucy and Stewart, 2018;
Wasike, 2019). For example, if a candidate stands tall and makes direct eye contact,
voters might perceive them as competent and trustworthy. Conversely, if a candidate’s
body language is inconsistent, it can create an impression of hesitancy or suggest that

they are trying to hide something (Winship, 2015).

Candidates use various visual and interactive platforms to communicate with voters
(Lépez Ortega and Radojevic, 2024). Through these visual means, many voters ob-

tain information about a candidate’s public persona, including visible demographic
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traits, gestures, and body language. Given that visual platforms emphasise nonverbal
behaviour and appearances, images can sometimes be given greater importance than
arguments (Jamieson and Birdsell, 1990). Research shows that, particularly in low-
information scenarios, these nonverbal cues can convey substantial political information
and influence political decision-making (Dumitrescu, 2016). For instance, photographs
of candidates on ballots in numerous countries can prime voters to focus on visible so-
cial categories when making electoral choices (Moehler and Conroy-Krutz, 2016). As a
result, voters might selectively use information (Hobolt, Tilley, and Wittrock, 2013) and
prioritise visible traits such as binary gender, race, and age over other types of infor-
mation (Abrajano, Elmendorf, and Quinn, 2018; Lépez Ortega and Radojevic, 2024).
This can occur through cognitive accessibility (Valentino, Hutchings, and White, 2002).
In other words, concepts and factors that have been recently or frequently activated
are more likely to be employed in subsequent decision-making (Taylor and Fiske, 1978).
Thus, due to the frequent exposure to nonverbal cues and their efficacy in conveying
candidate information (Bucy and Grabe, 2007), nonverbal cues from non-textual sources

can influence voter preferences.

Drawing on research in verbal communication, I argue that candidates and voters alike
use heuristic information about each other’s nonverbal cues to inform their preferences
and self-presentation during the election process. Nonverbal communication involves
various components. Because each of these factors has a significant impact on message
interpretation -including vocal characteristics, facial expressions, and gestures- it is es-
sential to distinguish them. For example, facial expressions can communicate emotions
(Masch and Gabriel, 2020; Boussalis et al., 2021); gestures can boost political viabil-
ity (Bucy and Stewart, 2018); and vocal characteristics can suggest confidence (Guyer,
Fabrigar, and Vaughan-Johnston, 2019; Klofstad, 2017). Specifically, I am focusing on
visual and vocal channels of nonverbal communication. In terms of the visual channel, I
contribute by investigating how endogenous visual cues like facial masculinity and femi-
ninity interact with visible demographic traits, such as gender and race, in shaping voter
preferences. Additionally, as part of my contribution to the vocal channel, I develop a
mechanism for how candidates interpret the visible demographic cue -their perception

of the gender of the voter they are interacting with- by altering their voice pitch.

1.1.1 Visual channel in nonverbal communication

Visual communication, a significant aspect of nonverbal communication, wields a pow-
erful influence on how the public perceives political candidates. This understanding un-
derscores its importance in shaping public opinion. Images such as videos, photos, and

campaign logos all play a role in shaping the public’s perception of a candidate. Visual
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cues are an efficient way to learn about a candidate’s character, beliefs, and objectives.
Numerous studies have shown that visuals convey a wealth of political information such
as competence, trustworthiness and other leadership skills (Schill, 2012; Brusattin, 2012;
Carpinella et al., 2016; Klofstad, 2017; Schonhardt-Bailey, 2017). This information is
conveyed through both the content and style of representation (see Dumitrescu (2016)
for a review). A common result among research demonstrating the information value of
visuals is that the inclusion of visuals in campaign messages predicts the behaviour of
leaders, both now and in the future. For example, photos of a candidate interacting with
members of other ethnic groups might demonstrate their inclusivity and approachabil-
ity. Similarly, a video of an energetic candidate’s speech at a rally can showcase their
dedication and leadership qualities. Therefore, visual communication is vital for voters

to form impressions.

When citizens have limited access to other information about candidates or issues, visual
cues can help voters reduce the cost of information gathering through heuristic process-
ing. Moreover, research shows that the brain processes visual information faster and
remembers it better when verbal and visual signals are provided at the same time (Bucy
and Grabe, 2007; Bauer and Carpinella, 2018; Todorov, 2017). In support of this, studies,
where subjects choose a candidate following brief exposure to their photographs with-
out other information, provide further evidence linking visual cues with vote decisions.
Specifically, many of these studies find a strong association between voters’ perceptions
of a candidate’s facial features and their likelihood of being elected (Laustsen and Pe-
tersen, 2016; Lawson et al., 2010; Mattes and Milazzo, 2014; Praino and Stockemer,
2019; Stockemer and Praino, 2015). For example, Laustsen and Petersen (2016) find
that conservative men politicians benefit from facial dominance, and in times of conflict,
viewers of all genders tend to choose leaders with commanding faces. Everitt, Best, and
Gaudet (2016) show that women candidates who exhibit dominant characteristics, such
as masculine attributes, tend to perform worse in elections compared to those who do
not. Additionally, women candidates are more likely to lose favour from voters if they
use agentic hand gestures, such as choppy, expressive, or aggressive movements, unlike
their men counterparts (Everitt, Best, and Gaudet, 2016). Visual signals, including the
way candidates look and their visible nonverbal behaviours, have the potential to impact

how voters perceive them and the outcome of elections.

Paper 2 in this thesis builds on the research that argues that voters use visual signals
as heuristics to evaluate politicians, especially in low information contexts. This is par-
ticularly true in light of the prominence of visual platforms like social media, which
provide clear benefits over more conventional visual media like television. Though both
social media and television are visual media, their constant flow of visual information

and interaction actually distinguishes social media. Because of the real-time engagement
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and consistent updates made available by social media platforms, candidates are able
to continuously change their public persona in response to instantaneous voter input.
Television’s stationary character and lack of two-way engagement constrain candidates’
control over the time and context of their visual presentation. Moreover, voters can
actively shape a narrative about politicians through social media’s participatory char-
acter, fostering a more personalised and engaging experience. In this context, the visual
channel is essential since it can emotionally connect with viewers right away and last
longer. According to Paper 2, which simulates voter exposure to candidates on social
media or candidate websites, even in the absence of verbal cues, visual signals convey

information about leadership skills and can significantly influence voter preferences.

1.1.2 Voice pitch in nonverbal communication

Within nonverbal communication, the vocal channel refers explicitly to the facets of vo-
cal expression that transmit meaning beyond the words spoken. The majority of studies
exploring nonverbal political communication have addressed its visual aspects. However,
the literature continues to develop, examining the data inherent in the vocal commu-
nication route. This channel incorporates a wide range of vocal traits, such as tone,
pitch, and volume. Among these vocal traits, voice pitch stands out due to its unique
physiological properties. Research on the vocal pitch and methodological advancements
in its analysis has been a step forward in understanding the vocal channel of nonverbal
communication. Voice pitch serves as an essential physiological indicator of emotional
arousal (Mauss and Robinson, 2009; Schwartz and Gouzoules, 2019). It is also a physio-
logically gendered attribute (Titze, 2000), with testosterone and oestrogen affecting the
width of the vocal cords. Despite these insights, the extent to which a candidate’s phys-
iologically gendered voice pitch can serve as a nonverbal cue for responding to voters’
shared visible demographics remains unclear. In Paper 1 of my thesis, I contribute to the
literature on gendered role expectations and political communication by demonstrating
that a candidate’s voice pitch acts as a behavioural response to perceived demographic

misalignment with the voter.

Understanding the gendered aspect of voice pitch is important because of its implications
for voter perception formation. In political contexts, where perceptions of masculinity
can signal leadership abilities, voice pitch can influence voter behaviour since deeper
voices, which men are physiologically more likely to have, are often perceived as more
competent and dominant compared to higher pitches (Klofstad, Anderson, and Nowicki,
2015; Laustsen, Petersen, and Klofstad, 2015). Further illustrating this point, research
on the use of men and women voice actors in American political advertisements shows

that commercials aimed at “women’s issues” (such as education and health care), as well
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as those with a predominantly women demographic, are more likely to use women voice-
overs than men (Strach et al., 2015). Voice pitch can ultimately affect voter perceptions
and preferences (Klofstad, Anderson, and Peters, 2012; Klofstad, 2017; Tigue et al.,
2012; Banai et al., 2018).

Voice pitch has additional informational value apart from sending signals about person-
alities. Due to its physiologically continuous nature, voice pitch can change in response
to external factors. For example, when a parent speaks to their frightened child, they
tend to lower their voice pitch to a soothing tone to help calm the child down. In
political contexts, this physiological response mechanism can help us understand how
political elites behave when they are in certain contexts or interacting with specific in-
dividuals. Building on methodological developments in the field, studies have examined
elites’ voice pitch changes when they are among other elites and sought to understand
their relation with judicial voting patterns (Dietrich, Enos, and Sen, 2019), commit-
ment to gender-congruent issues (Dietrich, Hayes, and O’Brien, 2019; Rittmann, 2024),
and gender-based overall emotional displays in political debates (Boussalis et al., 2021).
However, these studies primarily focus on the context in which elite players interact
with each other. We know little about how political elites behave when they interact
directly with voters. In Paper 1, I contribute to the gendered nonverbal communica-
tion literature by studying candidates’ use of voice pitch adjustment at town hall events
in the United States, where there is extensive opportunity for candidates to interact
directly with voters. To my knowledge, I am the first to use direct interactions from
real-election campaigns to explore elite behaviour in response to aligned /unaligned de-
mographic traits with the voters. The study uses computational methods to examine
these changes and finds patterns that show how men and women candidates alter their
voice pitch conditional on the perceived gender of the audience member with whom they
are interacting. I show that women candidates heighten their voice pitch, i.e., sound-
ing more feminine than their average, when they are interacting with a man voter. In
contrast, men candidates lower their voice pitch, i.e., sounding more masculine than
their average, when they are interacting with a woman voter. I also demonstrate that
observing this gendered response pattern becomes challenging when solely concentrating
on politicians’ verbal communication. Therefore, I show that nonverbal communication
channels can shed light on gendered communication patterns that, unlike words, are
overlooked. I address the relevance of gendered features of nonverbal cues, which are
essential to examine in order to set the stage for future studies that aim to understand
voter preferences and elite behaviour. So, in the following section, I go into greater detail
regarding the significance of reassessing the role of gender in the ways that nonverbal

cues, in addition to verbal ones, impact perceptions and preferences.
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1.2 Reevaluating Gender in Politics

Gender, a critical political category, can influence both voter preferences and candidate
campaign strategies. Prejudiced judgements about a candidate’s abilities and person-
ality type could arise when cultural narratives and social conventions associate specific
traits, actions, and duties with a candidate’s gender. According to gendered political
socialisation theory (Bos et al., 2022), sex disparities in adult voting behaviour arise
because children learn that politics is male-dominated and masculine (Lay et al., 2021).
However, recent studies show that voters now have a more accurate representation of
women politicians and that representation is increasingly in line with the leadership po-
sitions (Lawless, 2015; Van Der Pas, Aaldering, and Bos, 2023; Schwarz and Coppock,
2022). Moreover, a wealth of research also documents that voters play very little to no
role in the gender gap in representation (Campbell and Cowley, 2014; Campbell and
Heath, 2017; Dolan and Lynch, 2014; Dolan, 2014; Schwarz and Coppock, 2022). The
number of women in political leadership positions has increased over the past decade.
Yet, there are still fewer women representatives compared to men in many Western

democracies (Klar and Schmitt, 2021).

The voter side explanations need to be reevaluated considering evolving media structures
and methodological advancements in the field to study visual exposure to candidates.
Research shows that going beyond binary gender in explaining voter stereotypes, a
candidate’s marital status, the alignment of elections with conventional gender norms,
the candidate’s race in interaction with her gender, and other factors such as nonverbal
cues can influence voter perceptions (Anzia and Bernhard, 2022; Clayton, Crabtree, and
Horiuchi, 2023; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth, 2018; Lemi and Brown, 2020; Mosier and
Pietri, 2021). Building on this research, my thesis contributes to the gender and politics
literature by identifying verbal and nonverbal cues exposed in political communication
from a gendered perspective. In terms of mechanisms, my focus is on multiple identity
priming, shared identities, and physiologically gendered traits, which extend beyond

evaluating a candidate’s binary gender (Paper 2 and Paper 3).

1.2.1 Gender-Based Pre