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Abstract
Voters are only guaranteed to know three things about political candidates: party identification, ballot order, and name. In nonpartisan elections, guaranteed knowledge is restricted to just ballot order and name.
Research exploring the relationships between party identification and ballot ordering on election outcomes is extensive. However, we know very
little about how a candidate’s name aﬀects his or her electability. The
current study provides a novel analysis of the relationship between the
processing fluency of political candidates’ names and their performance
in elections. I test this relationship in two contexts: non-partisan school
board elections and senate elections to see how the relationship varies
in diﬀerent electoral contexts. Results demonstrate that the processing
fluency of political candidates surnames has a significant positive correlation with vote share in non-partisan school board elections and no
discernible eﬀect in senate elections. Race is also a potentially important
factor as findings suggest that Whites benefit more from easily pronounceable names than non-Whites, although the diﬀerence is not statistically
significant.
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Hurrah for Harrison! There’s euphony in that; and you must have euphony
in any popular cry. The very fact that the name ends in on, is of great importance. The popular men have had such names. There was Washington,
Jeﬀerson, Madison and Jackson. Why not Harrison? It is just the right name.
- Editor of the Scioto Gazette, Chillicothe Ohio (Howells 1895, pg. 185-186)
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Introduction

Are voters rational? In early studies of voting behavior, Converse, Campbell,
and others resolutely pronounced that voters are generally uninvolved in politics and have extremely unstable political preferences (Campbell et al. 1980,
Converse 2006). As Converse famously concluded: ”Large portions of [the] electorate do not have meaningful beliefs, even on issues that have formed the basis
for intense political controversy among elites for substantial periods of time.”
A voluminous body of research has built upon these ideas with most scholars
settling in one of two camps. First, many argue that Converse and colleagues
were mistaken in the conclusions derived from their findings. Despite being
woefully ill-informed, the average voter can use information shortcuts to vote as
if they were well-informed (Ansolabehere et al. 2008, Page & Shapiro 2010, Popkin 1994, Sullivan et al. 1978, Lodge et al. 1995). Second, others contend that
voters do not reliably use these information shortcuts and base their decisions
on considerations oblique to the real issues at hand (Achen et al. 2017, Bartels
1996, Lodge et al. 1995). Though, as many of these scholars note, the question of voter rationality deserves more than a simple yes or no answer. While
our understanding of voting preferences has grown tremendously in the past 60
years, this debate will almost certainly remain a central question for political
scientists. How, why, and when voters act (or do not act) irrationally is an
enduring question.
However, one niche within this line of research has documented clear instances of voter irrationality that cannot be easily dismissed by aggregating
results (Ansolabehere et al. 2008, Page & Shapiro 2010, Miller 1986) or critiquing methodological strategies (Sullivan et al. 1978). That is how ostensibly
innocuous cues like physical appearance (Ballew & Todorov 2007, Todorov et al.
2005), exogenous collective misfortune (Gasper & Reeves 2011, Wolfers et al.
2002, Achen & Bartels 2004), the register of a candidates’ voices (Tigue et al.
2012, Banai et al. 2017, Klofstad et al. 2015), and even ballot ordering can aﬀect
election outcomes in a substantively significant manner (Grant 2017, Koppell
& Steen 2004, Miller & Krosnick 1998). The current study is the first to examine yet another one of these cues, the procesing fluency of political candidates
surnames and how it influences election outcomes. Essentially, are candidates
named Jones more electable, all else equal, than candidates named Janczewski?
However, this study should not be reduced to a mere addition of the myriad
ways in which voters can be influenced by apolitical cues. Using processing
fluency (operationalized as pronounceability) as the focal independent variable
yields unique advantages that allow this study to make a significant contribution
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to the broader question of voter rationality. These advantages are as follows:
• There are only three facts that voters are guaranteed to know about political candidates: party identification1 , ballot order, and name. The first
two of these have been examined extensively, but we know very little about
how named aﬀect political outcomes.
• Names are entirely devoid of political information (with the exception of
when they contain racial signals (McDermott 1998)).2 They are arguably
the weakest heuristic within the context of elections.3 Thus, this study
tests the bounds of heuristic misuse by voters. Can a cue so minimal
as a name aﬀect voter preferences, or does this mark a limit to voter
irrationality?
• All candidates have names, and all voters become acquainted with these
names. Thus, the eﬀect of names on elections names has ubiquitous implications for democracies.
• In cases when voters know nothing about the candidates in a particular
race (which is not uncommon) the candidates names may be the most
salient consideration these voters use when casting their votes.
I assess the relationship between processing fluency and election outcomes
in small and large scale elections to show how the eﬀects of processing fluency
vary in diﬀerent electoral contexts. As a proxy for small-scale elections, I use
data from the California Elections Data Archive on non-partisan California
school board elections in 2018. For large-scale elections, I use Adam Bonica’s
DIME dataset Bonica (2018) on all senate elections from 1980-2018. The theory
driving this research is broadly grounded in the notion of cognitive ease and
specifically the hedonic marking hypothesis. The hedonic marking hypothesis
posits that the level of cognitive fluency one experiences when evaluating a
stimuli triggers an emotional reaction (Landwehr & Eckmann 2020, Winkielman
et al. 2006). In the context of elections, this suggests that political candidates
with easily pronounceable names will benefit from a far more pleasant (or at least
less unpleasant) aﬀect in voters than candidates with names that are diﬃcult
to pronounce. These notions are framed within the likability heuristic which
purports that when one lacks substantive knowledge about opposing candidates
they will defer to the candidate that appears more likable (Brady & Sniderman
1985, Lau & Redlawsk 2001, Sniderman et al. 1993, Lodge & Taber 2013). My
findings show that processing fluency has a modest, but significant, positive
1 Many nonpartisan and municipal elections, however, do not include party identification
on ballots.
2 For instance, a candidate with a traditionally Black name may be perceived as being
more democratic based on name only. See Garcia & Abascal (2016) for some evidence of the
importance of racial signals in names.
3 One may argue that ballot order eﬀects are similarly weak. However, the primacy eﬀect
is remarkably robust in elections and numerous other contexts. This counterintuitively suggests that ballot ordering eﬀects are quite a strong heuristic, especially relative to political
candidates names.
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correlation with vote share and the likelihood of winning an election in school
board elections, but I do not detect any significant processing fluency eﬀects in
senate elections. Race is also a potentially important factor as findings suggest
that Whites benefit more from easily pronounceable names than non-Whites,
although the diﬀerence is not statistically significant.
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2.1

Literature Review
Heuristics and Voting Behavior

For better or worse, cognitive heuristics play an essential role in forming voting
preferences. To most American citizens, political issues are obscure and remote
(Gilens & Murakawa 2002). The prohibitively high cost of seeking out political
information compared to the relatively minuscule impact of one’s vote discourages voters from becoming more informed (Downs et al. 1957, Lupia 1994, Lupia
et al. 1998, Popkin 1994, Sniderman et al. 1993). As Delli Carpini and Keeter
Delli Carpini & Keeter (1996) demonstrate, even basic facts critical for understanding relevant political issues such as the contents of the constitution and
the names of political representatives are unknown to over half of the electorate.
Despite lacking utilitarian incentives to inform their preferences, voters are still
motivated to cast correct or at least avoid casting incorrect votes. This motivation compels voters who lack the basic substantive knowledge required for
judging an issue to rely on cognitive heuristics to inform their preferences. Indeed, within the framework of bounded rationality (Simon 1997) even the most
sophisticated voters must rely on heuristics to inform their preferences since it
is impossible to exhaustively evaluate all of the relevant information for a given
political candidate or issue.
While the widespread of use cognitive heuristics has been largely accepted
as conventional wisdom among political scientists (Carmines & D’Amico 2015,
Lau & Redlawsk 2001, Lupia 1994, Lupia et al. 1998, Popkin 1994), the eﬃcacy
of heuristics as substitutes for a paucity of political knowledge has received
considerable scrutiny. This scrutiny has arisen from the apparent paradox that
”democracy seems to be working pretty well” despite the dearth of information
voters have at their disposal (Lau & Redlawsk 2001). Such a contradiction
implies that heuristics must be of some use to voters otherwise democracies
would be unable to function 4 etc. for further reading). This view was largely
supported by a flurry of research on heuristics and political decision-making in
the 1990s (Lupia 1994, Lupia et al. 1998, Mondak 1993, Sniderman et al. 1993).
Generally, these studies held to the notion that the use of heuristics allows
poorly informed voters to act as if they were well informed. An important
update to these findings has shown that one’s political sophistication is strongly
4 There are two schools of thought on this issue. The heuristic approach explained above
and the individual versus aggregate diﬀerences in public opinion. The latter argues that the
paucity of knowledge common among voters is ultimately inconsequential. This is because
individual opinions (that seem irrational when examined independently) become remarkably
stable in the aggregate (see (Ansolabehere et al. 2008, Page & Shapiro 2010)
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correlated with their ability to use heuristics properly Lau & Redlawsk (2001).
In general, the politically sophisticated use heuristics to their benefit, but the
politically unsophisticated are further hampered by heuristics in their eﬀorts to
cast a ”correct” vote.
Despite the necessary service that heuristics perform in minimizing the overwhelmingly large burden of political knowledge available to voters, some scholars
have asserted that the use of heuristics has troubling implications for democratic
eﬃcacy. Bartels (1996) oﬀers a critical rebuttal of the utility of heuristics finding
through an experiment that party and incumbency heuristics lead to a particularly large disparity between what a fully informed decision should have been
and what was actually given. Heuristics have also been shown to have troubling
eﬀects when their use is incited by motivated reasoning Flynn et al. (2017),
Lodge & Taber (2013) such as providing evidence in favor of ones confirmation
bias. Even the politically sophisticated who ostensibly benefit the most from
heuristic use Lau & Redlawsk (2001) are vulnerable, even more so than unsophisticated voters, to misusing heuristics when elected oﬃcials deviate from
their partys ideology Dancey & Sheagley (2013). These critiques of heuristics
are based on nuanced approaches that seek to draw an elusive line between the
adequately informed voter and the inadequately informed voter the rational
versus the irrational. However, an equally important, and arguably more disturbing, form of heuristics employed by voters is that which bases candidate
evaluations oﬀ of cues that have little or no political relevance.
Many of these studies on this issue argue that voters use the likability heuristic to determine which candidate they should vote for (Brady & Sniderman 1985,
Lau & Redlawsk 2001, Sniderman et al. 1993, Lodge & Taber 2013). Rather than
depending on surface-level political cues like party aﬃliation and endorsements
(which in-and-of themselves are imperfect replacements for political knowledge),
the likability heuristic substitutes relevant political knowledge for a perception
of which candidate seems most likable. This, of course, is problematic since it
assumes that if a candidate is likable, that candidate has the same preferences
as the voter. Luskin (2002) stated, the trick behind the likability heuristic,
simply put, is to infer that the groups you don’t like take positions you don’t
agree with. In one of the more famous studies on the electoral eﬀects of misusing the likability heuristic, Todorov et al. (2005) demonstrated that facial
competency comparisons of political candidates correctly predicted 68.8% of
U.S. Senate races and 67.7% of U.S. House races in 2004. Subsequent studies
confirmed these results and came to similar conclusions for gubernatorial and
senate elections in later years (Banducci et al. 2008, Ballew & Todorov 2007,
Olivola & Todorov 2010). Other studies of candidate appearance have shown
that other measures of appearance and attractiveness are positively related to
electoral success (Banducci et al. 2008, Berggren et al. 2017, Lenz & Lawson
2011, Rosenberg et al. 1991). The depth of male candidates voices is also positively correlated with higher vote share (Tigue et al. 2012, Banai et al. 2017,
Klofstad et al. 2015, Laustsen et al. 2015), Finally, gender, racial, and group differences also play into voters evaluations of candidates via the likability heuristic
(Brady & Sniderman 1985, Bauer 2017).
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Finally, there are other cases of apolitical cues that do not necessarily fit
within the likability heuristic but still have significant electoral implications.
For example, exogenous collective misfortunes can bias the electorate against
incumbents for incidents that the incumbents have no control over like natural
disasters (Gasper & Reeves 2011, Wolfers et al. 2002, Achen & Bartels 2004).
The ordering of names on a ballot has been shown in numerous studies to significantly disadvantage candidates lower on the list (Edwards 2015, Grant 2017, Ho
& Imai 2008, Koppell & Steen 2004, Lutz 2010, Miller & Krosnick 1998). Even
the location where one votes can sway election outcomes as voting in schools has
been shown to significantly increase voter support for school funding programs
(Berger, Meredith and Wheeler 2008). With this evidence in hand, it is clear
that ”cognitive heuristics are not a panacea for the ills of popular democracy”
(Lau & Redlawsk 2001). While heuristics certainly provide much-needed shortcuts for voters in an overwhelmingly information-rich political environment, the
potential for misuse should not be understated.
Importantly, however, not all heuristics are readily available or even relevant to voters. Even in the case of a fairly ubiquitous likability heuristic such
as appearance, there is no guarantee that voters will ever see the candidates
before casting their ballots. The likelihood of voters lacking even the most minimal context upon which to evaluate voters increases in local, low-information
elections. Voters are, however, guaranteed to know the names of the candidates
they vote for making names one of the only cues accessible to all voters in all
elections. As the following section demonstrates, a robust body of social science
research shows that names matter in many social contexts. Given the ubiquity of names as heuristic cues in elections and the significant eﬀects of names
across a broad swath of social outcomes, understanding how candidates names
aﬀect their performance in elections should be of great to concern to political
scientists.

2.2

Previous Studies of Naming Eﬀects

There is little room for doubt in the scholarly literature that names have a substantive eﬀect on social outcomes. Early research demonstrated that schoolchildren with common names were more popular than their peers with uncommon
names (Busse & Seraydarian 1978). An experiment that manipulated only the
children’s names found that essays written by 2nd-6th graders with common
names received higher scores than those written by students with uncommon
names (Harari & McDavid 1973). Mehrabian & Piercy (1993) observed that, all
else equal, those with common names are viewed as more successful, moral, popular, warm, and cheerful compared to those with less common names. Having a
common name also increases the likelihood of being hired relative to those with
uncommon names (Cotton et al. 2008). Rather than name commonality, some
scholars have used name desirability as the key independent variable.5 This re5 While common names are rated as more desirable, caution should be taken to eschew
conflating the two (Busse & Seraydarian 1978, Mehrabian 1992)
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search shows that having a desirable or likable name is correlated with increased
perceptions of attractiveness, pleasantness, and dominance (Mehrabian 1992).
Building upon the aforementioned research, Laham et al. (2012) theorized
that a more salient explanation of naming eﬀects than commonality or desirability is the ease of pronunciation or processing fluency. In a series of experiments, Laham and colleagues convincingly demonstrate a robust name pronunciation eﬀect that persists even after accounting for name commonality and
orthographic regularity. In experimental and observational analyses, significant
biases toward those with easily pronounceable names are shown in several different contexts including general likability, corporate success, and artificial election scenarios. Additional experimental evidence suggests that the ease of name
pronunciation is positively correlated with perceptions of truthfulness (Newman
et al. 2014).6
Overall, the commonality, likability, and pronounceability of names all have
significant social implications. However, the theory behind commonality being
the driving force behind these studies is sparse. The limited theory that attempts to justify name commonality points back to the cognitive fluency with
which the names are processed. The same is true of likability which is not a
construct in and of itself, but (at least in part) is a by-product of the ease with
which people process the name. Thus, the most theoretically cogent analytical
approach for the current study is to examine naming eﬀects through the lens
of what scholars have referred to as processing fluency (Alter & Oppenheimer
2009). 7 In a meta-analysis of extant research on processing fluency, Alter &
Oppenheimer (2009) noted the pervasive influence of this concept: ”Because
every cognition falls along a continuum from eﬀortless to demanding and generates a corresponding fluency experience, the authors argue that fluency is a
ubiquitous metacognitive cue in reasoning and social judgment.”

2.3

Racial Cues and Naming Eﬀects

Given that racial cues are often embedded in names, a discussion of naming
eﬀects is incomplete without considering the role that these racial cues play.
Some notable studies have shown how the simple manipulation of a name from
White-sounding to Black-sounding can lead to significant diﬀerences in employment outcomes (Bertrand & Mullainathan 2004, Pager et al. 2009). In a
large-scale field experiment, Bertrand & Mullainathan (2004) sent almost 5000
fictitious resumes to over 1300 employers in Boston and Chicago. By experimentally manipulating the names to sound ”White” or ”Black,” the authors
found that fictitious candidates with White-sounding names were significantly
6 Despite the vast body of research cited above, publication bias is a particularly noteworthy
concern for scholarship on naming eﬀects (Franco et al. 2014). Null findings of naming eﬀects
are considerably less compelling than findings that detect statistical significance. Thus, the
seemingly explicit eﬀect of names on various outcomes may in reality be more ambiguous if
other finding null results has not been published.
7 Refer to Alter and Oppenheimer (Alter & Oppenheimer 2009) for a rich meta-analysis on
existing research on processing fluency.
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more likely to get a ”callback” from the employer. This eminent study highlights a consistent trend in scholarship that the racial cues embedded in names
have important implications.
Racial signals in names have relevance in other contexts as well. For instance, Figlio (2005) found that teachers use children’s names as an indication
of unobserved parental conditions. This aligns with other research that argues
Black names contain socioeconomic cues (Fryer Jr & Levitt 2004). Essentially,
Figlio argues that students with names that ”sound like” they were given by
uneducated parents receive diﬀerential treatment from teachers. Importantly
the names perceived to be given by parents with limited education are most frequently associated with Blacks. The study found that students with such names
received diﬀerential treatment from teachers and had demonstrably lower test
scores.
Finally, race and ethnicity cues in names also have important political implications. In the absence of party identification and incumbency McDermott
(1998) finds that race and gender play an influential role in shaping voters’
preferences. They further contend that voters ideologically stereotype candidates based on the racial signals in their names by expecting candidates with
Black-sounding names to be more concerned with minority rights than Whites.
Ethnicity cues can be important as well. For instance, in a case study of lowvisibility local elections in Miami-Dade County, one study found that voters
used gender and ethnicity to stereotype candidates they knew little about into
an ideological construction. In particular, males with Hispanic-sounding names
performed significantly better compared to males with non-Hispanic-sounding
names (Matson & Fine 2006). Furthermore, in am empirical study of local
British elections, Thrasher et al. (2017) observed that candidates with Britishsounding surnames performed better than candidates with European and nonEuropean-sounding surnames. Overall, the racial signals in names are influential
in many diﬀerent social contexts. In elections, they are most prominent when
voters have extremely limited knowledge about the candidates and thus use the
race inferred from the candidates’ names to place candidates into a neat, albeit
likely incorrect, ideological construct. The study of how processing fluency affects election outcomes is severely limited without an accounting of how race
factors into the relationship.

2.4

Cognitive Ease and the Hedonic Marking Hypothesis

The theory undergirding this research is simple but profound: all things equal,
people tend to hold more positive feelings toward stimuli that require little to no
cognitive strain than those that require significant cognitive eﬀort (Winkielman
& Cacioppo 2001, Winkielman et al. 2006, Kahneman 2011). This phenomenon
is explained by the hedonic marking hypothesis which argues that fluency triggers an emotional reaction that is that directly linked to preference formation.
Fluency, the key component of the hedonic marking hypothesis, is defined as
the subjective experience of ease with which people process information (Alter
& Oppenheimer 2009, 219) and the conscious experience of processing ease,
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low eﬀort, high speed (Winkielman et al. 2006, 193). Winkielman et al. (2006)
postulate three mechanisms through which hedonic marking operates:8 .
1. Fluency is accompanied by a feeling of familiarity, a feeling that humans
cherish.
2. Fluency indicates progress toward a successful cognitive operation which
generates positive feelings
3. Fluency signals to the individual that the present situation can be mastered and does not present a challenge, which, again, generates a positive
aﬀect.
Hedonic marking is most likely to influence ones aﬀective state, and therefore
ones judgements, when the judgements are formed intuitively, or without deliberate consideration. This situation fits nicely with how a voter may intuitively
form an aﬀective impression of a candidate based on the candidates name since
voters are unlikely to actively deliberate about a candidates name. Moreover,
the fluency signal is formed almost immediately making it one of the first evaluative markers available for making a judgement about a stimulus (Winkielman
et al. 2006). This is significant because the primacy of fluency in the evaluative
process makes it far more likely to be an actual cognitive mechanism driving
opinion formation about political candidates.9
The potency of processing fluency on opinion formation has been demonstrated in many diﬀerent contexts. In a pathbreaking laboratory experiment,
participants viewed a battery of neutral everyday images. The control group
saw the unaltered, clear versions of the images while the treatment group saw
the same images but with random noise introduced to make it more diﬃcult
to cognitively process. The images that were easy to process elicited brain activity indicating significantly greater levels of positivity. These findings were
supplemented by self-reports from the subjects of greater positivity for the images that had high processing fluency (Winkielman & Cacioppo 2001). Social
science research is replete with similar studies in a variety of contexts. For
instance, companies with easily pronounceable stock symbols tend to perform
better than companies with less pronounceable stock symbols (Alter and Oppenheimer 2006). Repeated exposure to neutral stimuli creates a mere exposure
eﬀect that leads to higher favorability relative to other neutral stimuli (Monahan et al. 2000, Zajonc 1968, Zajonc & Rajecki 1969). Information that is
easier to process (such as in a clear font) receives more favorable impressions
than information that requires more cognitive eﬀort to process (Shah & Oppenheimer 2007). Consumers are heavily biased by information that is prototypical
8 I borrow from Landwehr and Eckman’s (Landwehr & Eckmann 2020) summary of these
three mechanisms proposed by Winkielman (Winkielman et al. 2006)
9 An important characteristic of the hedonic marking hypothesis is that it is conjoined with
emotion. Thus, instances where fluency aﬀects opinion formation through a mechanism other
than an individuals aﬀective state do not fall with the hedonic marking framework. For those
who broadly define aﬀect this may be a mere semantic quibble. However, if fluency for a given
stimulus triggers only liking or disliking and not an emotive response the suitability of the
hedonic marking hypothesis should be questioned.
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in nature or easy to process (Lee & Labroo 2004, Novemsky et al. 2007, Winkielman et al. 2006). Not to mention, I have previously referenced a large body of
research that demonstrates that the qualities of commonality, desirability, and
pronounceability in names are positively correlated with many desirable social
outcomes (Busse & Seraydarian 1978, Laham et al. 2012, Cotton et al. 2008,
Newman et al. 2014). In sum, the fluency of a stimuli is quite a serious matter
that has implications for how individuals decide what to invest in, who to trust,
what to buy, and possibly even who to vote for.
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Hypotheses

Given the extant literature on naming eﬀects and the propensity of voters to
rely on the likability heuristic due to being ill-informed, I propose the following
hypotheses:
• H1: The processing fluency of candidates’ surnames is positively correlated with vote share.
• H2: The correlation between processing fluency and vote share is stronger
in low-context (municipal, non-partisan) than high-context (U.S. Senate,
partisan) elections.
• H3: Those with non-White sounding names will be penalized more for
having names that are diﬃcult to pronounce compared to those with
White-sounding names that are diﬃcult to pronounce.

4

Data and Methods

I draw upon two observational data sources and name rating data obtained
from Mechanical Turk to test these hypotheses. The first observational dataset
contains election returns for each candidate in all 2018 California school board
elections (N = 2,552). The second observational dataset is drawn from Adam
Bonica’s Database on Ideology, Money in Politics, and Elections (DIME) and
contains candidate-level vote shares in primary (N = 1,796) and general (N =
1,198) U.S. senate elections for all Republican and Democratic candidates from
1980-2018 (Bonica 2018). These two data sources are well-suited to this study
because senate elections provide a more rigorous test for the eﬀect of processing
fluency on elections where voters are likely to have at least some knowledge
of the candidates and have partisan cues to base their votes on. California
school board elections, on the other hand, are non-partisan and multiple seats
are often open in a single contest. These characteristics, coupled with the fact
that voters tend to know very little about municipal election candidates10 make
school board elections a more likely source of detecting bias based solely on the
candidates’ names.
10 An important caveat to this claim is that those who turnout to vote in local elections
tend to be more informed and politically active than the rest of the electorate

10

To construct the processing fluency variable, I used the stringr package in
R to parse out the candidates surnames in each dataset. This list was reviewed
by hand to ensure candidates with multiple middles names or last names were
coded properly. For instance, corrections were made when middle names were
improperly coded as surnames. Next, I created a list of all the distinct surnames
from both datasets.11 Because there is standardized method for computing the
pronounceability of a name beyond descriptive measures like the number of
syllables it contains, I recruited Mechanical Turk workers in the United States
to rate each name on pronounceability. Respondents were paid 40 cents each for
their participation in the survey. The average completion time for the survey
was about 6 minutes and 30 seconds. Each respondent was presented with
the following question for a random subset of 50 of the 5,002 names: How
easy/diﬃcult is it to pronounce are the following surnames? 1 = extremely
diﬃcult, 7 = extremely easy.
Each surname was rated by at least three independent Mechanical Turk
workers. After the initial wave of ratings, a subset of approximately 1500 of the
surnames were sent out in a follow-up wave to gain additional ratings because
the standard deviation was greater than two or the range was greater than
four. The processing fluency independent variable was calculated by taking the
mean pronounceability score for each surname. As shown in Table 1, processing
fluency ratings were heavily skewed toward names being easily pronounceable.
There is also a fair amount of variation between the ratings for each name with
the average standard deviation for each name at 1.29 and the average range
between the highest and lowest rating at 2.78 in school board elections. The
mean number of ratings per name is just below 4.5 for school board and senate
elections. Names from senate elections were rated as more pronounceable and
had less variance in those ratings.
Table 1: Summary statistics for processing fluency ratings, school board candidates
Statistic
Perceptual fluency score
Standard deviations
Range
Total # of ratings

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Pctl(25)

Pctl(75)

Max

2531
2517
2531
2531

5.591
1.299
2.776
4.386

1.187
0.880
1.916
1.585

1.000
0.000
0.000
1.000

4.800
0.577
1.000
3.000

6.500
2.000
4.000
5.000

7.000
4.243
6.000
17.000

*Waiting on final round of ratings to add more ratings to the few names with less than 3 ratings
11 I

elected to use surnames rather than first names or full names for several reasons. First,
it is the same approach used in other studies that analyze names as predictors or correlates of
social outcomes (Laham et al. 2012). Second, surnames tend to be more salient in the mind
of the public than first names for political candidates. I am unaware of any specific research
that proves this point, but plenty of anecdotal evidence supports this claim. Finally, using full
names would threaten the internal validity of the study since coders would have been subject
to bias when rating the full name of a popular former or current senator.
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Table 2: Summary statistics for processing fluency ratings, senate candidates
Statistic
Perceptual fluency score
Standard deviations
Range
Total # of ratings

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Pctl(25)

Pctl(75)

Max

4943
4912
4943
4943

5.708
1.208
2.574
4.451

1.157
0.851
1.861
1.846

1.250
0.000
0.000
1.000

5.000
0.548
1.000
3.000

6.667
1.826
4.000
5.000

7.000
4.243
6.000
17.000

*Waiting on final round of ratings to add more ratings to the few names with less than 3 ratings
Ultimately, 607 Mechanical Turk workers responded to the survey. A total
of 504 responses were used in the final dataset after filtering out respondents
that missed the attention check questions or completed the survey suspiciously
fast. These 504 respondents mirrored basic American demographics reasonably
well. 73% were White. The mean age was 40 years old. 73% had a bachelors or
a graduate degree and 54% were male.

4.1

Dependent Variables

Four diﬀerent dependent variables are analyzed. In the California school board
election models the dependent variables are the percent vote share received by
each candidate and a binary variable equal to 1 if the candidate won the election
and 0 if they lost. The same practice is followed for the senate election data.

4.2

Control Variables

A unique analytical advantage to studying the eﬀect of names is that they are
largely exogenous to variables that are commonly confounders in other models.
In other words, the internal validity threat from omitted variable bias is fairly
minimal after controlling for a few basic factors. Due to electoral and data
diﬀerences, the composition of control variables is slightly diﬀerent between
the school board data and the Senate data. The school board election models
control for race, sex, incumbency, district size (measured by the total number of
votes in the election), competitiveness (measured by the ratio of open seats to
competitors), and an identification number for each unique race as the random
eﬀects estimator. The senate election models control for race, sex, incumbency,
party, the number of primary opponents (in the primary election analyses), time
fixed eﬀects, and an identification number for each unique race as the random
eﬀects estimator. The coding protocol for each of these variables is provided in
the Appendix.

4.3

Analytical Strategy

To assess the relationship between surname perceptual fluency and electoral
success, I employ linear mixed eﬀects generalized mixed eﬀects models using
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the lmer and glmer functions of the lmerTest library in R (?Kuznetsova et al.
2017). These models are necessary because the unit of analysis in the regression
models are individual candidates meaning that all observations and their error
terms are not independent from one another since some candidates are in the
same elections. A unique identifier for each race in the school board and senate
elections is used to account for this issue. Additionally, time fixed eﬀects are
also used in the senate analyses to control for unobservable diﬀerences across
time.12

5

Results

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for all model variables. In California
school board elections, the average processing fluency rating is skewed toward
high pronounceability ratings with a mean value of 5.59. 35.4% of candidates
are incumbents. 47% had a high likelihood of being white and were thus coded
as such.13 The mean number of votes cast per county is 33,000, and the typical
election had about two candidates for every open seat. Primary senate election
candidates have a slightly higher processing fluency score at 5.67. Only 14%
are incumbents with the vast majority (59.9%) being competitors. 11.6% are
female, 43.8% have a high probability of being White14 , and there is a slight
skew toward Republicans with 56.6% of candidates being Republican. Senate
elections generally mirror primary senate elections with the exceptions of a
greater proportion of incumbents and an even balance between Republicans
and Democrats.

12 Multicollinearity was examined using variance inflation factor (VIF) scores. Excluding the
interaction terms the VIF for each model variable was less than two suggesting no problems
with multicollinearity for any of the models.
13 Because race data was not available for school board or senate candidates, I used the wru
package in R (Khanna et al. 2017) to impute the likelihood of each candidate being White
based on their first and last name, a range of possible birth years, and their county (county
only used for school board election data). It is possible to impute the probability of other
races in the wru package, however, the number of candidates with a high enough probability
to confidently code as a race other than White was low so I elected to use just a summary
variable for White. A candidate was coded as being White when their imputed probability
was 85% or greater.
14 While senate elections are almost certainly less racially diverse than school board elections,
the imputed White value is slightly lower for senate elections because I could not use county as
an additional parameter for predicting the race of senate candidates like I could with California
school board candidates.
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Perceptual fluency score
Incumbent
Competitor
Open seat
Female
White (imputed)
Republican
Democrat

Senate general elections

Perceptual fluency score
Incumbent
Competitor
Open seat
Female
White (imputed)
Republican
Democrat

Senate primary elections

Perceptual fluency score
Incumbent
Female
White (imputed)
Total votes in election/1000
Open seats/competitors

School board elections

Statistic

1795
1796
1796
1796
1796
1796
1796
1796

1198
1198
1198
1198
1198
1198
1198
1198

2531
2552
2552
2552
2552
2552

N

5.671
0.144
0.599
0.258
0.116
0.438
0.566
0.434

5.716
0.381
0.445
0.174
0.144
0.447
0.499
0.501

5.591
0.354
0.474
0.442
33.267
0.506

Mean

1.162
0.351
0.490
0.438
0.321
0.496
0.496
0.496

1.133
0.486
0.497
0.379
0.352
0.497
0.500
0.500

1.187
0.478
0.499
0.497
83.001
0.149

St. Dev.

1.250
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1.000
0
0
0
0.002
0.143

Min

5.000
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

5
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

4.800
0
0
0
3.450
0.421

Pctl(25)

Table 3: Descriptive statistics for model variables

6.600
0
1
1
0
1
1
1

6.7
1
1
0
0
1
1
1

6.500
1
1
1
31.830
0.600

Pctl(75)

7.000
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

7
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

7.000
1
1
1
817.380
0.833

Max

5.1

Impact of processing fluency on California school board
elections

In Table 3, the regression results of the eﬀect of processing fluency on vote
share in California school board elections are presented. Models 1 and 3 display
the bivariate relationship between processing fluency and vote share in a linear
mixed eﬀects model and a generalized mixed eﬀects model respectively. These
both show a significant positive correlation between processing fluency and vote
share. After controlling for all relevant factors, these results are almost entirely
unchanged in Models 2 and 4. In line with Hypothesis 1, processing fluency
remains a strong correlate of vote share for school board candidates. Moreover,
while the coeﬃcient for processing fluency in models 2 and 4 is only marginally
significant it has significant electoral implications nonetheless. For instance,
model 2 predicts that for every one-point increase in processing fluency the vote
share a candidate receives will increase by 0.5 percent. Thus, a candidate with
a name that is extremely easy to pronounce (scored as a 7) would be expected
to receive 1.5 percent more of the vote share relative to a candidate with a name
that is neither easy nor diﬃcult to pronounce (scored as a 4) (see Figure 1).
An identical move from 4 to 7 on the processing fluency scale also predicts an
approximate five percent increase in the probability of winning the election as
shown in Figure 2.
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16
0.317∗∗∗
(0.291,0.343)
2531
1290.084
-2572.168
-2548.823

0.005∗
(-0.001,0.010)
0.007
(-0.042,0.056)
0.036∗∗∗
(0.026,0.046)
0.047∗∗∗
(0.036,0.057)
−0.0004∗∗∗
(-0.001,-0.0003)
−0.110∗∗∗
(-0.184,-0.036)
0.0002
(-0.008,0.009)
0.352∗∗∗
(0.302,0.402)
2531
1338.816
-2657.632
-2599.269

0.005∗∗
(0.001,0.010)

0.427∗∗∗
(0.333,0.521)
2531
-1843.253
3694.507
3717.852

0.013
(-0.003,0.030)

Model 3

0.019∗
(-0.001,0.039)
0.088
(-0.090,0.266)
0.097∗∗∗
(0.061,0.133)
0.211∗∗∗
(0.172,0.251)
−0.00002
(-0.0002,0.0002)
0.823∗∗∗
(0.694,0.951)
−0.014
(-0.045,0.017)
−0.145∗∗
(-0.276,-0.014)
2531
-1676.274
3372.549
3430.912

Model 4

Won Election

∗∗∗

p < .01; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗ p < .1
Models 1 and 2 are based on a linear mixed eﬀects model, and Models 3 and 4 are based on a generalized mixed eﬀects model

N
Log Likelihood
AIC
BIC

Constant

Ease of pronounciation X White

Seats/competitors ratio

Total election votes/1000

White

Female

Incumbent

Ease of pronunciation

Model 2

Model 1

Percent Vote Share

Table 4: Eﬀect of name pronounceability in CA school board elections

5.2

Impact of Processing Fluency on on U.S. Senate Elections

In Table 4, the regression results for the eﬀect of processing fluency on vote
share in senate elections is presented.15 Unlike school board elections, processing fluency is not associated with a significance increase in vote share or the
likelihood of winning elections. This is true in both primary and general elections. These results contradict Hypothesis 1 as I expected processing fluency to
have at least some influence on senate election outcomes, but they also support
Hypothesis 2 demonstrating that the eﬀect of processing fluency is diminished,
in this case entirely, in high information elections.
An important note regarding the findings for school board and senate elections is the lack of variation in the relationship between processing fluency and
election results after including control variables is telling (bivariate results not
shown for the senate for presentation purposes but they are similarly unchanged
by introducing controls into the models). This suggests that processing fluency
is largely exogenous to the typical confounders that often plague observational
data analysis. This is a unique analytical advantage that means the omnipresent
concern of omitted variable bias is very minimal in this study. Another strength
of this design is that reciprocal causation is not a concern since it is illogical
for election results to aﬀect the processing fluency of the candidates surnames.
Overall, despite the analysis being limited to observational data, the case for
causal inference in the relationship between processing fluency and election outcomes is uniquely robust.

15 Similar to the school board election analyses, the bivariate and multivariate coeﬃcients
for processing fluency are almost identical so bivariate models are omitted from this table.
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Figure 1: CED Marginal eﬀect

Figure 2: CED Binary Marginal eﬀect
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∗∗∗

p < .01;

∗∗

N
Log Likelihood
AIC
BIC

Constant

p < .05; ∗ p < .1

Ease of pronuciation X White

Num. prim. opponents

Year

Republican

Open seat

Incumbent

Female

White

Ease of pronunciation

−0.004
(-0.012,0.004)
−0.011
(-0.088,0.065)
−0.018∗
(-0.039,0.003)
0.136∗∗∗
(0.115,0.157)
−0.109∗∗∗
(-0.129,-0.088)
0.005
(-0.010,0.020)
−0.0004
(-0.001,0.0003)

−0.021∗∗
(-0.043,-0.0001)
−0.237∗∗
(-0.424,-0.049)
0.128∗∗∗
(0.071,0.186)
0.572∗∗∗
(0.507,0.637)
−0.040∗
(-0.084,0.004)
−0.016
(-0.054,0.022)
−0.003∗∗
(-0.007,-0.0001)
−0.025∗∗∗
(-0.030,-0.020)
0.041∗∗
(0.008,0.074)
7.288∗∗
(0.824,13.752)
1795
-925.468
1874.936
1940.849

−0.007
(-0.020,0.007)
−0.112∗
(-0.232,0.008)
0.080∗∗∗
(0.043,0.117)
0.424∗∗∗
(0.377,0.471)
−0.086∗∗∗
(-0.122,-0.050)
−0.004
(-0.035,0.027)
−0.0001
(-0.003,0.002)
−0.032∗∗∗
(-0.037,-0.027)
0.022∗∗
(0.001,0.043)
0.858
(-4.412,6.128)
1795
-145.819
315.638
381.551
0.003
(-0.010,0.016)
1.296∗
(-0.131,2.722)
1198
736.756
-1451.512
-1395.539

Percent Vote Share
General

Won Election
Primary

Percent Vote Share
Primary

Table 5: Eﬀect of name pronounceability in Senate elections, 1980-2018

0.013
(-0.026,0.051)
−3.753∗
(-7.977,0.470)
1198
-533.690
1089.379
1145.352

0.003
(-0.020,0.026)
−0.047
(-0.270,0.175)
−0.026
(-0.086,0.035)
0.416∗∗∗
(0.354,0.477)
−0.313∗∗∗
(-0.373,-0.252)
0.008
(-0.035,0.052)
0.002∗
(-0.00003,0.004)

Won Election
General

Despite this advantage, however, the measurement power of the processing fluency variable is hindered by ceiling eﬀects. As Figure 1A demonstrates
(see appendix), the distribution of the processing fluency scores for all three
electoral units are extremely right-skewed. This may represent a limitation of
operationalizing processing fluency as pronounceability since processing fluency
is ideally measured as a multifaceted concept (?), but it may simply be that
candidates for political oﬃce tend to have names with high levels of processing
fluency. Either way, this limits the interpretability of the measure since only a
small number of candidates have low processing fluency scores. In other words,
it is outside of the bounds of the data to conclude that processing fluency has
a fully linear relationship from with election outcomes from the lowest to the
highest levels of processing fluency because so few candidates have low processing fluency ratings. In fact, only 10% school board candidates had names rated
below a 4 on the processing fluency scale. Even more limited is the 2.5% of
school board candidates who received a processing fluency score of less than 3
(see Appendix Figure 1A for plotted distributions). Having so many candidates
clustered at the top of the distribution does not negate the observed relationship between processing fluency and elections results, but it does warrant further
investigation. To address this concern, I also ran the same models with two different independent variables: the number of syllables in a candidates name and
the number of characters in a candidates name.
The results of this analysis are presented in Table 5. More syllables, more
characters, and less commonality for surnames is associated with lower vote
share in school board elections, although only the number of characters is statistically significant. The results for senate elections paint a more ambiguous
picture. No significant relationships are detected for senate primary contests,
but commonality has a significant negative correlation with vote share in general
senate races. Generally speaking, these findings lend further confidence in the
results presented in Tables 3 and 4. Even despite the concerning limitation of
ceiling eﬀects in the processing fluency independent variable it appears the candidates name do have a modest, though notable eﬀect in California school board
elections (and likely other municipal elections, though not in senate elections).
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Figure 3: Senate Primaries Marginal eﬀect

Figure 4: Senate Primaries Marginal eﬀect
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6

Discussion

The current study brings attention to the relationship between candidates names
and electability, which, despite the ubiquity of names as heuristic cues, has
received very little scholarly attention. This research also contributes to the
enduring question that political scientists continually grapple with: are voters
rational? My findings on this front are relatively encouraging. Candidates in
local non-partisan elections with high processing fluency surnames gain a slight
advantage in vote share compared to candidates with names that have lower
processing fluency levels. For senate candidates, however, I fail to detect any
evidence that processing fluency is associated with electoral success.
Additionally, I analyze the relationship between processing fluency and vote
share in multiple diﬀerent contexts such as high and low information environments and partisan and nonpartisan elections. As expected, local nonpartisan
elections are more heavily influenced by candidates’ names. In senate races, I
did not detect any significant eﬀects in the nonpartisan primaries or the partisan
general elections. A dimension of this worth further exploration is the extent to
which the eﬀect of processing fluency is stronger in local nonpartisan elections
because they lack partisan cues or because voters go in knowing less about the
candidates. For instance, do partisan elections, even if they are at the local
level and voters know little about candidates, do enough in providing the party
heuristic to wash out the eﬀects of processing fluency? The mechanisms driving
the eﬀect of processing fluency on election outcomes also deserves attention.
For example, does processing fluency only aﬀect those at the polls who make a
split-second decision between two candidates they know nothing about or does
it have a more lasting influence by aﬀecting voters on-line tallies of candidates
(Lodge et al. 1995)?
In addition to these findings, I also present how the eﬀects of processing
fluency vary by race (I will add more here after gathering more data).
Finally, a notable limitation to my analyses is the issue of selection bias. Put
simply, the significance of my findings may be so limited (or nonexistent) because
there are unobservable barriers into the political arena that keep individuals with
names that are diﬃcult to pronounce out of politics at a higher level than those
with names that are easy to pronounce. It may be that processing fluency has
little influence on elections because its influence is distributed throughout the
process of one gaining the notoriety to build a coalition and run for oﬃce in the
first place. As Figure 4 demonstrates, there is considerable empirical support
for this claim. Members of Congress have much more common names relative
the name commonality of the general public.
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Figure 5: Name commonality of members of Congress versus the general public
*Another concluding paragraph or so to go here
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