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In January 2015, Representative Paul Ryan of Wisconsin sported a new beard as he announced he would not
seek the GOP presidential nomination for 2016. Commentators rightly connected the announcement to the
new beard, because it has been more than a century since the presidency of William Howard Taft, the last
White House incumbent with facial hair. In fact, ever since the mustachioed Taft completed his term in 1913,
just a few years before American women won the right to vote, few U.S. politicians with facial hair have run for
or served in national elected offices. Currently, fewer than five percent of the members of the U.S. Congress
have beards or mustaches, according to recent estimates.

Although there has been little research about politicians’ facial hair, analysts have learned that voters make
inferences about candidates based on appearance. Skin color, facial structure, and smiles all matter, because
voters are ever on the lookout for short cuts, for easy clues to candidates’ issue positions and personal traits.
Assessments of appearance are one way voters make guesses about candidates, so it is reasonable to assume
that beards and mustaches could influence voter perceptions. Along with two colleagues, Jeanette Morehouse
Mendez and Ben Pryor, I have done experiments showing that facial hair does indeed matter for politicians.

Past and Current Stereotypes of Candidates with Facial Hair

Men grow facial hair as they reach puberty and, in evolutionary terms, facial hair may well have signaled male
strength and dominance. In modern democracies as well, politicians seeking election signal masculine traits
when they decide to grow facial hair rather than shave it off. In the course of U.S. history, politicians with facial
hair were in vogue during and after the Civil War, but became less prevalent as women gained voting rights
and the double edge safety razor became available.

Today, research and theory suggest that voters may stereotype men with facial hair. Perceptions of men with
facial hair as especially competent, composed, aggressive, powerful, or bold can obviously have upsides for
candidates. But there are also downsides, because voters may stereotype politicians with facial hair as likely to
hold issue positions inimical to feminists, such as opposition to reproductive choice for women. Voters may
also see men with beards and mustaches as more supportive of gun rights, military spending, and the
deployment of force.

To test these ideas, my research collaborators and I conducted an experiment using college students as
subjects. Students were given photos of male members of the 110th Congress of 2007 and 2008. All members
with facial hair were matched to similar looking members who did not have facial hair, with pairs defined in
terms of age, race, baldness, party affiliation, and general facial structure. We also made sure that the
backgrounds in the photos were similar, such as having the politicians seated near a U.S. flag. In our
experiment, subjects were shown photos of the members of Congress and asked to evaluate their masculinity
and issue positions and say how likely they would be to vote for the candidates in the pictures. We also asked
the student subjects questions about their own political views and personal traits.

Masculinity, Perceived Issue Positions, and Electability

Experimental results confirm most theoretical expectations and the lessons of U.S. political history. Pictured
members of Congress with facial hair were perceived by our student subjects as more masculine, and less
supportive of feminist issue positions, although not more willing to support deployment of force. The pivotal
assessment was about masculinity – in that facial hair led to presumptions about greater masculinity, which in
turn influenced assumptions about issue positions. That is, male members of Congress with facial hair were
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seen as more masculine, and thus were presumed to be less feminist.

These stereotypes, in turn, may affect the electability of politicians with beards or mustaches. Our
experimental results did not show that men with facial hair were less electable overall than men without
beards or mustaches. But women and self-identified feminists among our experimental subjects said they
were less likely to vote for the politicians with facial hair. Specifically, perceptions of heightened masculinity
for these men with facial hair contributed to the hesitation that women and feminists exhibited about voting
for them.

Perceptions versus Reality

Our research results documented likely voter perceptions about candidates with facial hair – as less open to
the use of force and less feminist than otherwise similar-looking members of Congress. But did the actual
voting records of members of the 110th Congress back up such perceptions? We examined roll call votes and
found no evidence that legislators with facial hair voted any differently from those without facial hair. On
women’s issues and legislation pertaining to the use of force, there were no significant differences between the
voting records of Congressmen with and without facial hair. We do not know, however, why some Congressmen
choose to sport beards and mustaches – whether they were trying to signal or hide issue positions, or were
merely making choices about facial hair for esthetic or comfort reasons.

Given the dearth of presidential or other candidates with facial hair it is easy to assume that facial hair is a
detriment to modern-day candidates. However, our research suggests men with facial hair can be elected,
although some voters, particularly women and feminists, may be less likely to vote for candidates with facial
hair. Given that possibility, however subtle, male politicians may need to think strategically before they put
away their razors, especially if they are concerned about attracting women voters. Our experiments certainly
suggest that such voters are likely to stereotype bearded or mustachioed candidates as more masculine and
less supportive of feminist policies, but less inclined to deploy force.

Members of Congress may not, in fact, vote in-line with public stereotypes about the meaning of facial hair in
today’s U.S. political arena – but it is still the case that voters can make inferences and use short-cut clues
grounded in facial appearance. In short, if Representative Ryan had decided to run for the presidency in 2016,
he would have been wise to shave off that beard!

Read more in Rebekah Herrick, Jeanette Morehouse Mendez, and Ben Pryor, “Razors Edge: The Politics
of Facial Hair.” Social Science Quarterly (forthcoming).
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