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A B S T R A C T

Over half of British Members of Parliament (MPs) were found to have overclaimed on their expenses in the
2009 expenses scandal. We conducted an exploratory analysis of whether the facial appearance of the MPs
(N = 636) is associated with overclaiming, as research has found that facial appearance is correlated with
behavioural outcomes. Participants (N = 4,727) previously unfamiliar with the MPs made trait ratings (phys-
ically attractive, charismatic, criminal, competent, financially greedy, honest, likeable, organised, physically
dominant, and sincere) of each politician’s face. The latent factor structure indicated the traits could be
grouped into the three broad factors identified in previous work: criminality (the traits criminal, financially
greedy, and physically dominant), attractiveness (the traits physically attractive, charismatic, honest, likeable,
and sincere), and competence (competent and organised). We found more attractive MPs tended to overclaim
less, as did more criminal‐looking MPs. But more competent‐appearing politicians tended to overclaim more.
We relate these findings to theories of moral licensing and moral consistency and discuss the limitations and
context‐specific nature of our findings.
Introduction

Faces are a rich source of socially‐relevant information, enabling
observers to make relatively accurate judgments about socially impor-
tant dimensions, such as sex, age, and race (see Bruce & Young, 2012).
It is well known that facial appearance is important for selecting lead-
ers, such as politicians and CEOs (Poutvaara, 2014). But does facial
appearance signal the ability and behaviour of the leaders who are
selected?

Some research suggests that facial appearance predicts leadership
performance (e.g., Haselhuhn & Wong, 2012, Rule & Ambady, 2008,
2009). There are several explanations for such associations. The asso-
ciations may arise from genetically‐determined and evolutionarily‐
desirable physical traits (e.g., higher levels of testosterone) being asso-
ciated with psychological traits that underpin effective leadership in
domains such as business and government (e.g., Bendahan, Zehnder,
Pralong, & Antonakis, 2015; van Vugt, Hogan, & Kaiser, 2008). Alter-
natively, the association between facial appearance and behaviour
could arise from the expectations that observers have of individuals
based on their facial appearance (Haselhuhn, Wong, & Ormiston,
2013). Still another possible explanation is that evaluations of
behaviour made by observers are influenced by facial appearance
(e.g., Berry & Zebrowitz‐McArthur, 1988).

To rule out such effects, some research has focussed on contexts
where objective measures of effective leadership outcomes are avail-
able (e.g. Rule & Ambady, 2008). But, associations between these out-
comes and facial appearance have turned out to be spurious and not
reflective of causal relationships. For instance, while CEOs are better
paid than their counterparts if they have more competent‐looking
faces (Graham, Harvey, & Puri, 2017) and CEOs look different the pop-
ulation at large (Stoker, Garretsen, and Spreeuwers, 2016), there is no
relationship between CEO performance and their facial appearance
when firm performance is measured appropriately (Graham et al.,
2017; Stoker, Garretsen, and Spreeuwers, 2016).

A major issue with the literature on facial appearance and beha-
viour is that most investigations do not employ objective real‐world
behavioural measures of leadership performance, focussing instead
on outcomes that may not be directly related to the performance of
the CEO, which severely limits causal inference. For instance, although
more dominant‐looking individuals in the military are more likely to
be promoted than their counterparts (Mazur et al., 1984; Mueller &
Mazur, 1996, 1997, Loehr & O’Hara, 2013), there is no objective
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evidence that dominant individuals behave more effectively as leaders,
and therefore, are more deserving of promotion. The apparent associ-
ation between facial appearance and behaviour may be driven by the
effect of appearance on the perceivers who make judgements about
leadership performance. In the context of CEOs, we do not know
whether the lack of evidence for an effect of appearance on outcomes
(Graham et al., 2017; Stoker, Garretsen, and Spreeuwers, 2016)
reflects the lack of any relationship between leaders’ facial appearance
and their behaviour, or instead reflects a lack of measurement validity
in capturing leaders’ behaviour. In the present study, we overcome the
limitations of previous research by studying a context in which we
observe an objective measure of behaviour. In particular, we ask
whether the facial appearance of politicians is associated with an
objective measure of unethical behaviour.

Only one previous study has sought to examine the relationship
between politicians’ facial appearance and unethical behaviour (Lin,
Adolphs, & Alvarez, 2018). The research found that the facial appear-
ance of officials convicted of political corruption, and those found to
violate campaign finance laws, was perceived by naïve raters to look
more corruptible, dishonest, selfish, and aggressive, as well as more
competent, ambitious, and masculine. Further, the facial width of
the politicians was positively associated with naïve raters’ evaluations
of how corruptible the officials appeared. As a tentative explanations
for their findings, the researchers proposed that officials with more
corruptible‐looking faces might be approached more often by those
seeking to corrupt public officials, or perhaps facial appearance exerts
its influence on behaviour through self‐fulfilling prophecy effects.
However, it is also possible that the officials’ facial appearance is unre-
lated to their corruptibility; rather, fact finders might be more likely to
find officials guilty if their faces appear more corruptible‐looking, an
explanation that the study could not rule out. The present study
addresses this limitation by analysing overclaiming, a measure of
unethical behaviour that is not influenced by outside observers’ per-
ception of the politician’s appearance.

We conducted our study in the context of the British parliamentary
expenses scandal of 2009. The scandal involved the unveiling of the
previously secret expense claims of all British parliamentarians, which
revealed both petty corruption and grand larceny. The scandal affords
a unique opportunity to examine whether facial appearance suggests a
‘kernel of truth’ about the parliamentarians’ behaviour. We opera-
tionalise unethical behaviour by using an objective measure of how
much politicians overclaimed. Our aim is to test whether the facial
appearance of the politicians is associated with whether and how
much they overclaimed on their expenses. The sample of politicians
is relatively large, which enabled us to analyse the relationship
between unethical behaviour and several facial appearance factors
that have been previously studied in the literature. Unethical beha-
viour by elected officials is important not only as a matter of morality,
but also because political corruption is an important long‐term deter-
minant of living standards (Aidt, 2009). In the next section, we review
the literature on politicians’ facial appearance, selection, and beha-
viour, and especially highlight research suggesting that there might
be a link between facial appearance and unethical behaviour in gov-
ernment officials (Bendahan et al., 2015. Haselhuhn & Wong, 2012,
Lin, Adolphs, & Alvaraz, 2018; Wang et al., 2019).
Politicians’ facial appearance and selection

In the literature, the effect of facial appearance on outcomes oper-
ates either in terms of selection or behaviour (Antonakis & Eubanks,
2017; Todorov et al., 2015). Loosely, a selection effect is when people
are treated differently by others based on their facial appearance,
whereas a behaviour effect is when people’s facial appearance is
related to their behaviour. Most research on politicians conducted to
date has focused on selection rather than behaviour effects.
2

Selection effects encompass the idea that voters might make
choices based on facial appearance, even if it is uninformative about
behaviour. Olivola and Todorov (2010a) reanalysed previously pub-
lished data from several papers about how voters respond to politi-
cians’ facial appearance, highlighting traits that predict election
outcomes. They found voters’ preferences were accounted for by sev-
eral facial appearance factors, particularly how physically attractive,
likeable, and competent the politicians’ faces appeared to naïve raters.
Competence was found to be a key factor associated with electoral out-
comes, even after controlling for attractiveness (Olivola & Todorov,
2010a‐). Competence assessments were also associated with face‐
based evaluations of trustworthiness, and how organised, dependable
and emotionally stable the politician appeared. Politicians who appear
more competent also tend to be rated as more attractive, more
maturelooking (Olivola & Todorov, 2010a) and more dominant‐
looking (Chiao et al., 2008). There is some evidence, nevertheless, that
baby‐faced politicians are more likely to be elected, perhaps because
the electorate views them as more approachable (Poutvaara,
Jordahl, & Berggren, 2009).

The association between facial appearance and the selection of
politicians may be accounted for by the attractiveness‐halo effect, which
is the notion that people believe ‘what is beautiful is good’ (Dion,
Berscheid, & Walster, 1972; Langlois et al., 2000). Scholars have
invoked this notion to explain why more attractive‐looking politicians
typically win more votes (Banducci, Karp, Thrasher, & Rallings 2008,
Berggren, Jordahl, & Poutvaara, 2010; Berggren, Jordahl, &
Poutvaara, 2017; King & Leigh, 2009; Lawson, Lenz, Baker, & Myers,
2010; Rosar, Klein & Beckers, 2008).

Selection effects occur in a range of other contexts besides politics.
For example, in the realm of dating, success is more likely for men who
appear outgoing and fun, while it is less likely for women who appear
serious and smart (Olivola, Eastwick, Finkel, Ariely, & Todorov, 2011).
In business, facial appearance is related to evaluations of leadership
traits, including charisma (Awamleh & Gardner, 1999; Shea &
Howell, 1999), trustworthiness (Krumhuber, Manstead, Cosker,
Marshall, & Rosin, 2007), and criminality (e.g., Keating, Mazur, &
Segall, 1977). Olivola, Eubanks and Lovelace’s (2014) findings under-
line the importance of context in understanding selection effects. They
found that having a physically attractive face conveying competence is
associated with being a leader in the business domain, but not in a mil-
itary or sports domain.

As several scholars have noted (c.f. Zebrowtiz & Montepare, 2008),
there can also be a darker side to selection effects and face‐based social
attributions. For example, in the criminal justice context, baby‐faced
defendants receive less severe punishments (Berry & Zebrowitz‐
McArthur, 1988), and obtain better outcomes in small‐claims litigation
(Zebrowitz & McDonald, 1991). Individuals with more Afrocentric fea-
tures receive harsher sentences (Blair, Judd, & Chapleau, 2004) and
are more likely to receive the death penalty (Eberhardt, Davies, &
Purdie‐Vaughns, 2006‐). People are more likely to be identified from
criminal lineups if they appear more criminallooking (Flowe &
Humphries, 2011), and women with more masculine faces are more
likely to be perceived as guilty of a crime compared to their counter-
parts (Flowe, Klatt, & Colloff, 2014; Ward, Flowe, & Humphries,
2012).

Taken together, it is well established in politics and other domains
that social outcomes are associated with face‐based appearance judge-
ments. The findings raise the question of whether the facial appear-
ance factors that are associated with the selection of politicians are
also related to politicians’ behaviour after they attain office.

Politicians’ facial appearance and behaviour

Research on politicians' facial appearance and behaviour is scarce
compared to research on selection effects. As stated above, only one
study has investigated facial appearance and behaviour in the political
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realm (Lin, Adolphs, & Alvarez, 2018). As noted by the study’s authors,
the causal mechanisms underpinning the associations they found are
unclear. For example, the facial appearance of the officials might dif-
ferentially attract opportunities to engage in corruption (e.g., other
people’s willingness to bribe the official), or affect the likelihood that
officials are charged and convicted. Given the limited knowledge
about facial appearance and the behaviour of politicians, we review
face‐based social attribution research that has been conducted in other
settings. According to this research, how might the facial appearance
of politicians be associated with their behaviour while in office?

Recent research shows that men who look less trustworthy are less
likely to be sexually faithful (Foo, Loncarevic, Simmons, Sutherland, &
Rhodes, 2019), and in experiments, those with objectively wider faces
are more likely to cheat in a negotiation game (Haselhuhn, & Wong,
2012). Further, endogenous levels of testosterone are associated with
corruption, which is not mediated by individual differences in honesty
(Bendahan et al, 2015). Facial appearance has been associated with
socially desirable behaviours as well. Rule and Ambady (2008) argued
that naïve trait ratings of CEOs’ faces predict financial success in terms
of company profits; but, they did not control for the firms’ prior finan-
cial success or scale profits by firm size (Graham, Harvey, & Puri,
2017). Wong, Ormiston and Haselhuhn (2011) found that the facial
structure of male CEOs is related to financial performance: those with
wider faces were more successful. By controlling for the firms’ previ-
ous performance in their statistical analyses, Wong et al. (2011) argue
this rules out selection effects, or the possibility that more successful
firms simply appoint CEOs with certain facial characteristics.

However, the interpretation of these findings has been called into
question by Graham et al. (2017), who more carefully controlled for
prior performance. They found that although facial appearance affected
CEO selection and compensation, there was no evidence of facial
appearance predicting financial success. Similarly, Stoker, Garretsen,
and Spreeuwers (2016) show that, while CEOs might look different
from other citizens and professors, when comparing top performing
CEOs to other CEOs, facial appearance is not associated with success.

Crucially, questions about the internal validity of the studies chal-
lenge the conclusion that facial appearance is a valid indicator of beha-
viour. Various studies show that even though people might feel
confident in making facial appearance‐based judgments, the accuracy
of these judgments is limited (Hassin & Trope, 2000; Olivola &
Todorov, 2010b). According to Olivola and Todorov (2010b), people
tend to put too much emphasis on facial appearances when making
social judgments about others; knowledge about base‐rate frequencies
of social categories are underutilized but would be more informative.
Perhaps facial appearance is drawn upon because people rely on the
representativeness heuristic (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973) to make
social inferences. Further, as discussed by Todorov and colleagues
(2015), stimulus selection effects also compromise the internal validity
of the findings. They point out that although some studies have found
that high width‐to‐height ratio predicts aggressive behaviour (Carré &
McCormick, 2008, Carré, McCormick & Mondloch, 2009), this has not
been consistently replicated, perhaps owing to differences in the stim-
uli used in the studies. Thus, the question about whether facial
appearance‐based behavioural inferences are valid is yet to be resolved
within the literature.

At the very least, it seems that if facial appearance affects beha-
viour, the mechanism underpinning the association is likely to be far
more complicated than might be first assumed (e.g., Rule & Ambady,
2008; Wong et al., 2011). The potential complexity of the underlying
relationships between facial appearance, personality, and behaviour
becomes obvious when we consider them as a function of the effects
of perceived facial appearance on an individual’s own behaviour,
and on that of observers’ judgements and behaviour towards individ-
uals who possess a given facial appearance. For example, Zebrowitz
and co‐authors (Zebrowitz, 2018; Zebrowitz et al., 1998; Zebrowitz,
Voinescu, & Collins, 1996) show that there is not only a correlation
3

between early facial appearance and later personality, but also
between both early personality and later facial appearance. For exam-
ple, Zebrowitz et al. (1998) show that men who were more attractive
in adolescence were more likely in their 50's to have higher levels of
sociability and lower hostility. However, Zebrowitz et al. (1998) also
find evidence of compensation effects: adolescents who were baby‐
faced as boys exhibited less babyish behaviour on average, as if com-
pensating for early societal expectations. More recently, patients rated
as appearing more trustworthy and distressed by independent judges
were found to be triaged sooner by emergency healthcare providers
(Bagnis et al., 2020). Examples like these of such dynamic interdepen-
dence makes it possible to see there are several ways in which the will-
ingness of politicians to engage in unethical behaviour might be
related to their facial appearance.

In summary, the association between facial appearance and beha-
viour is weak and equivocal, especially in the context of politics, where
there has been little research on this topic. Whilst it seems quite clear
that politicians’ facial appearance influences voting behaviour (e.g.,
Olivola & Todorov, 2010a; Todorov et al., 2005), very little is known
about whether the facial appearance of politicians is related to their
behaviour in office, and the limited research on this topic has not used
independent and objective measures of behaviour. The literature taken
as a whole suggests that associations between facial appearance and
behaviour are complex and are likely bidirectional. Therefore, in the
present study, we take an explorative approach, and do not make
specific predictions about facial appearance and behaviour in politi-
cians. In particular, we focus on unethical behaviour in a sample of Bri-
tish politicians.

Failure to trust politicians is a common and longstanding source of
antipathy and voter discontent in the UK (e.g., Henn & Foard, 2012;
Norris, 2011; Farrell, McCallister, Studlar, 1998). In 2016, only 16%
of the British public responded that they trusted politicians to tell
the truth (Ipsos Mori, 2016). Given these results, it is unsurprising that
67.5% of a sample of British voters stated that they would prefer their
MPs to be honest than hard‐working (Allen & Birch, 2011). In fact,
honesty, along with competence, is the attribute most highly prized
by the voting public (Besley, 2005). Given the importance of the issue
to the electorate, we studied whether the facial appearance of politi-
cians corresponds with unethical behaviour while in office, drawing
on data from the British Parliamentary Expenses scandal, which led
to public outrage over widespread unethical behaviour among politi-
cians in the UK.

The British Parliamentary Expenses Scandal

The British Parliamentary Expenses Scandal provides us with a use-
ful opportunity to explore the relationship between facial appearance
and unethical behaviour. It provides a context in which trait ratings of
facial images can be compared to an objective measure. After the
media disclosed the full details of claims made by MPs, an independent
auditor found that over half of MPs were guilty of overclaiming; the
average MP had overclaimed £1,500 (Pattie & Johnston, 2012)
between 2004 and 2008. One individual overclaimed by £63,250,
and another claimed expenses to clean a moat on their country estate
(Legg Report, 2010). The majority of these other claims were associ-
ated with the second‐home allowance, particularly, improper mort-
gage interest or rent claims, and the costs of cleaners and gardeners
(Legg Report, 2010). The BPES remains a significant event, which
exacerbated longstanding antipathy and voter discontent in the UK
(e.g., Norris, 2011, also see Ipsos‐Mori, 2016). Thus, it provides an
important context for our exploration of politicians’ facial appearance
and unethical behaviour.

We explore this question by measuring MPs’ facial traits and use
overclaiming as an objective measure of behaviour. We had partici-
pants, who were previously unfamiliar with these politicians, make
trait evaluations (e.g., honest, competent, physically attractive) based



4 Some repayments were changed following appeal. Given that the choice to appeal is
not random, and may be correlated with the trait measures, we preferred to use the initial
judgments as the measure.

5 A full description may be found in the Legg Report itself: https://publications.par-
liament.uk/pa/cm200910/cmselect/cmmemest/348/app1.pdfThe Green Book is available
at: https://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-finance-office/greenbook.pdf

6 As well as all claims being public, the high level of attention the BPES received meant
that Legg, the auditor, was under considerable scrutiny. As such, there are good reasons to
believe the investigation was as careful as possible. MPs had the right to make their case,
provide additional evidence, and dispute interim findings of the auditor. These
judgements were made on the basis of explicit criteria as to what constituted overclaiming.
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solely on the physical appearance of the politicians’ faces. Given little
is known about the relationship between politician appearance and
behaviour, participants evaluated a broad range of traits studied in
previous studies on appearance and political selection and facial
appearance and behaviour in other domains. These include dominance
and other agentic traits (Eagly et al., 2019) which are both important
for political selection (Berinsky, Chatfield & Lenz, 2019) as well there
being some evidence that having a criminal facial appearance is asso-
ciated with criminality (Valla, Ceci, & Williams, 2011). Likewise, given
the well‐documented importance of attractiveness, broadly conceived,
for political selection, we collected data on several traits capturing dif-
ferent aspects of attractiveness, identified by Olivola & Todorov
(2010) and other researchers, such as likeability, sincerity, honesty,
and so forth. Finally, we collected data on whether an MP appeared
organised or competent given previous findings that these traits are
important for political selection in the US (Ballew & Todorov, 2007)
and in the UK (Mattes & Milazzo, 2014).

Method

Participants

4,727 people (51% female, 56% 18–29 years [range: 18–91 years],
54% from the United States, 20% from India and 26% from other
countries) were recruited using Amazon Mechanical Turk. They were
paid $0.50 for their participation.

Materials

The photographs of all the 636 MPs serving in 2009, who had been
in office since at least 2005, were provided by Dods Parliamentary
Communications Ltd.1 These head and shoulder photographs were high
quality and relatively uniform in terms of lighting conditions, focal dis-
tance, and professional manner of dress and facial appearance. We chose
to work with the entire population of MPs rather than choosing a sub‐
sample based on an a priori power analysis. However, we computed
the minimum sample size using the meta‐analytic average effect size
for published social‐personality psychology studies (Richard, Bond, &
Stokes‐Zoota, 2003), which is r ≈ 0.20, assuming 5 covariates, a desired
power level of 0.95 and a two‐tailed probability level of 0.05. This was
105, so we may be confident that our analysis has sufficient power. Note
that the fixed number of MPs precludes a conventional power analysis.

Procedure

Each participant evaluated 55 randomly selected MPs, who were
presented in a random order, all on the same trait, which was ran-
domly selected for each participant out of a possible 10.2 The traits
they could be assigned to evaluate included: physically attractive,
charismatic, criminal, competent, financially greedy, honest, likeable,
organised, physically dominant, and sincere. The traits (written in
American‐English) were measured using a 7‐point Likert‐type scale,
anchored at 1, ‘not at all’, and 7, ‘very much’. Each face remained onsc-
reen until the participant completed their evaluation.3

Measures

Each politician was rated on every trait, with each trait rated by at
least 30 participants, a sample size chosen based on the findings of the
1 We exclude MPs who died or stepped‐down mid‐parliament as well as their
replacements. We also exclude Tony Blair and Boris Johnson given as Prime Minister
and Mayor of London respectively, they may be internationally well known.

2 An earlier version of this paper reported results of a similar previous study in which
participants rated each MP on multiple traits, potentially biasing ratings and thus the
correlation structure. The results of this study are presented in Appendix C.

3 A screenshot of the raters’ task is provided in Appendix A.
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previous literature (e.g., Willis & Todorov, 2006), which suggests
around 25 participants per trait per politician gives reliable measures.
Around 1% of respondents recognized that the faces were of British
politicians and these respondents were excluded. Computing Cron-
bach’s alpha using random effects regression suggested the ratings
were reliable (all α’s > 0.76). We compute the reliabilities in this
way because each participant only assessed a subset of the pho-
tographs. Moreover, because, as described below, our interest is in
the overall characteristics of politicians’ faces and thus with latent fac-
tors, it is not possible to directly treat the photographs as a random fac-
tor, as described by Judd, Westfall, and Kenny (2012) and as used in a
similar context by Banchefsky, Westfall, Park, and Judd (2016) in our
regression analyses. Given the ordinal nature of our data, and the
heterogeneous rating scales of respondents, each politician’s score on
each trait was obtained via a one parameter item response model with
respondent specific effects (Agresti, 2010; Bürkner & Vuorre, 2019).
See Appendix B for details.

Our measures of unethical behaviour were derived directly from
the Legg report, a lengthy report documenting the amount MPs were
judged to have overclaimed (www.data.parliament.uk), and included
whether the MP was found to have overclaimed, and howmuch money
the MP was required to repay.4 We used the initial amount recom-
mended to be repaid by the Legg report as our measure of overclaimed
expenses. Legg defined overclaiming as claims that were beyond the lim-
its permitted in the so‐called Green Book, contrary to the broader rules
governing Standards in Public Life, or otherwise unjustifiable – for exam-
ple, claiming for expenses not actually incurred.5 Fig. A1 in Appendix A
presents histograms showing the distribution of these data.6 When the
BPES broke, all Members of Parliament (MPs) received salaries of
£64,766, except government ministers, the Speaker, and chairs of select
committees, who receive additional supplements.7 Crucially for this
study, MPs could claim a range of other expenses. They were eligible
to claim up to £70,000 in staff costs and £20,000 for the costs of main-
taining an office. MPs who did not represent inner London constituen-
cies were also able to claim up to £20,000 a year towards the costs of
maintaining a second home, as well as travel costs, and other inciden-
tals. Thus, an MP could claim an amount substantially in excess of
£100,000 towards their costs, including travel to and from their con-
stituency, travel for their staff, and the costs of an additional home.

There are a range of other facial appearance and career dimensions
along which MPs vary that likely correlate with both raters' percep-
tions of faces and the other variables that we measured. For each
MP, we coded their age, ethnicity, and gender. Further, whilst the pho-
tos are homogenous head‐collar shots, they did vary with regard to
whether and how the politician was smiling in the photograph. Since
there is evidence that this may affect how faces are perceived (Trichas
& Schyns, 2012), we coded whether the MP was displaying a reward
smile or an affiliative smile, or had a neutral expression
These and the reasoning for them were detailed in his report. Thus, while there may be
unconscious bias, it is reasonable to believe the report provides face valid data that is as
reliable and as objective as possible.

7 Such an income placed MPs in the upper decile of earners. However, this is not as
large as the salaries earned by other senior public servants or public sector employees. MPs
were also eligible for a comparatively generous final salary pension scheme. As well as
additional income, government ministers are also eligible, depending on seniority and
department, for a range of other benefits such as chauffeur‐driven cars and free
accommodation.

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200910/cmselect/cmmemest/348/app1.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200910/cmselect/cmmemest/348/app1.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-finance-office/greenbook.pdf
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(Rychlowska, et al., 2017).8 To do so, we drew from the Duchenne
smile literature to identify the smile types, which are based on the main
facial muscle differences in the eyes and mouth (see Frank, Ekman, &
Friesen, 1993).

We captured the career of the MPs on several dimensions, including
party affiliation, and tenure (i.e., number of years in office). We
defined separate binary variables for each group of MPs with the same
tenure length in our data. Allowing tenure to enter in our model in
such a flexible way means that we are allowing both for systematic dif-
ferences across entering cohorts as well as potentially non‐linear rela-
tionships between the amount of overclaiming and time served in
parliament. For example, the different incentives of MPs approaching
retirement, and the well‐documented process of MPs learning (and
being taught) how to claim their expenses to maximize their own
financial gain as part of the process through which new MPs are socia-
lised (Rush & Giddings, 2011). Controlling for binary variables for
each party means we will capture differences in the social network
of parliamentarians and thus differences in the socialization process.
It also means we will capture differences across parties in class, wealth,
and background (Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2015).

We also coded three further sources of variation that capture differ-
ences in MPs’ careers. The first, seniority, captures the reality that some
MPs are much more prominent in the public’s attention than others,
and that they may also have more to lose. Equally, they are powerful
and thus may take more risks (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006). To mea-
sure seniority we extracted data on the complete parliamentary career
histories of MPs from data.parliament.uk. We then calculate seniority
as the sum of time spent in each position weighted by the seniority
of that position. Details are in Appendix A. The second is the size of
each MP’s majority,measured as the winning margin of the MP (in per-
cent of votes cast). This captures the intuition of the rational choice
approach that MPs who are confident of being re‐elected face different
incentives than those whose chances are lower. On one hand, if they
expect to be comfortably re‐elected then they may feel they can afford
to take more risks than those in marginal constituencies. On the other,
it suggests those who believe they are likely to be voted out of office
anyway, have a lower cost of being caught (Besley & Case, 1995;
Smart & Sturm, 2013). Finally, Besley and Larcinese (2011) analysed
patterns in legitimate claims made by MPs in the three years prior to
2004 and showed that claims are higher for those who visit parliament
more, as would be expected, and those that represent constituencies
that are further from Westminster. Therefore, thirdly, we coded
whether an MP represented an inner London constituency, and was
ineligible to claim the costs of a second home, thus limiting their
opportunity to overclaim.
9 This sequential procedure means that unlike Principal Components Analysis the TT is
sensitive to variables being reverse coded. Here variables are coded as they were collected.
In Appendix D we show that we obtain the same factor structure with conventional and
sparse‐PCA estimators as well as using exploratory factor analysis. All results also support
the use of three factors.
10 We performed a Confirmatory Factor Analysis to assess how well the factors identified
by the TT matched the data. The CFI criterion was 0.84 below the conventional criteria of
0.9 this suggested that there were differences between the raw data and the results of the
TT. The same inference was reached based using the Likelihood Ratio test instead (χ2(32),
p<0.05). This is perhaps to be expected given our emphasis on sparse interpretable
factors. We performed a modification index analysis, and this suggested that the largest
improvements could be obtained by including physical attractiveness and physical
dominance on the other two traits. All results are included in our replication package.
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Results

The latent factor structure of politicians’ facial appearance

We were interested in identifying the relationship between the
overall characteristics of politicians’ faces and their behaviour. There-
fore, we began our analyses by identifying the latent factors that
describe the variation in the facial appearance of politicians’ faces.
We used the Treelet Transform (TT) to obtain the latent factor struc-
ture of the 10 traits. A recent innovation from the machine learning lit-
erature (Lee, Nadler, & Wasserman, 2008; Gorst‐Rasmussen et al.,
2011), the TT has several key advantages that make it preferable to
traditional approaches, such as principal components analysis. First,
it provides a straightforward means to visualize the structure of a data-
set. Second, it provides a relatively sparse set of loadings such that
each factor has a limited number of variables with nonzero weights,
facilitating interpretation. The optimal number of factors and the max-
8 We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for making this suggestion.
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imum number of traits per factor are recovered using a cross‐
validation approach. Moreover, bootstrapping provides a natural
means with which to test quantitatively the stability of the factor load-
ings. Fig. 1 is a dendrogram, which shows in an intuitive manner the
factor structure of the rating data resulting from the TT analysis. Mov-
ing upwards along the y‐axis, each join represents the collapsing of the
two most highly correlated variables into a common factor via princi-
pal components analysis. In our data, honest and likeable have the high-
est pairwise correlation, followed by their principal component with
sincere, and then that principal component with charismatic. Next, fi-
nancially greedy and criminal have the highest correlation, and so on.9

Inspection of the scree plot of variances of each factor (in Appendix
A) shows, following Gorst‐Rasmussen and colleagues (2011), that
there are three significant latent factors with a variance greater than
one. Looking at the final join, we can see which variables are loaded
on to these factors. These can be readily seen to align with the three
factors identified by Todorov et al. (2015) and Sutherland et al.
(2013), as well as those of Eagly et al. (2019). The first comprises
charismatic, physically attractive, likeable, sincere, and honest. The second
comprises criminal, financially greedy, and physically dominant. Our
third, contains organised and competent. Fig. 2 describes the loadings
of these three factors. (Numerical results are reported in Appendix
A). Following Todorov et al. (2015) we label the first TT component
Attractiveness, the second as Criminality and the third as Competence.
That is, Criminality is the weighted sum of criminal, financially greedy,
and physical dominance, and Attractiveness the weighted sum of charis-
matic, physically attractive, likeable, honest, and sincere, and Compe-
tent is the weighted sum of organised and competent where in each
case the weights are the TT factor loadings. The factors are reliable
(Attractiveness α= 0.88; Criminality α= 0.80, Competence α= 0.73).10

Fig. A5 in the Appendix presents scatterplots of the unconditional
relationship between each of the latent factors and the dependent vari-
ables. Broadly speaking, these suggest that there is no clear uncondi-
tional relationship. In the analyses that follow, we correct our
standard errors for arbitrary heteroskedasticity. We standardise each
of our main effect variables Attractiveness, Criminality, Competence as
well as seniority and majority to have mean 0 and standard deviation
1 for ease of interpretation. Tables 1 and Tables 2a and 2b provide
summary statistics and correlation matrices respectively.
Facial appearance and overclaiming

To control for confounding factors, we regressed log overclaiming
on our control variables, male, age, white, reward smile, affiliative smile,
and binary variables for each political party and for each length of
tenure. We work with the logarithm because it facilitates inference,
and ensures our results are not driven by those who overclaimed a
great deal.11 We work with the absolute amount overclaimed, rather
than as a percentage of total claims, since the actual amount claimed will
reflect a range of confounding factors, such as the location of MPs’ con-
stituencies and the amount of time they spend in London. The first three
In Figures E1 and E2 of the appendix we show that outliers are likely to be a problem
working with the untransformed data. Results using robust‐regression techniques are
similar and are reported in columns 1–3 of Table E2.



Fig. 1. Dendrogram showing the factor structure of the trait ratings. As
shown, there are three latent factors, which align with the Attractiveness,
Criminality, and Competence factors. See text for further details.

Fig. 2. Bar Chart showing the loadings of each trait on the three latent factors:
Attractiveness, Criminality, and Competence.
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controls are included to capture possible differences in how people per-
ceive the facial appearance of men and women, the facial appearance of
older people, and perceptions of ethnicity.

As a first‐step, Column (1) of Table 3 reports results including only
the control variables capturing differences in demographics and facial
appearance only. The results show that of the six control variables,
only age and being an inner London MP significantly correlated with
overclaiming, age (b = 0.032, SE = 0.16, p = 0.04, rpartial = 0.082,
CI.95 = [0.004,0.16]). The R2 of the regression is 3%, confirming that
these observable characteristics have little explanatory power.12 Col-
umn (2) now includes our full set of controls, including seniority (b =
0.41,SE = 0.12,p = 0.001, rpartial = 0.14, CI.95 = [0.06,0.22]) and ma-
jority (b = −0.18,SE = 0.17,p = 0.28, rpartial = −0.05, CI.95 = [−0.
13,0.04]), as well as the party and tenure fixed‐effects. The latter have
some explanatory power, as the R2 of the model increases to 0.15, con-
sistent with both increased opportunities for MPs with longer tenure as
well as a process of socialisation. Next, we consider, one‐by‐one in the
order identified by the TT, the explanatory power of the three main fac-
tors identified above. Column (3) includes Attractiveness, which shows
no significant relationship with overclaiming (b = −0.07,SE = 0.19,p
= 0.71, rpartial = −0.015, CI.95 = [−0.1,0.07]). Column (4) includes
12 One possibility is that there may have been regional differences in the scope for
overclaiming. Columns 4 &5 of Table E2 in the Appendix report results for the
specification reported in column 6 but additionally including either government office
region or county fixed‐effects. The results are unaffected.
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Criminality, which is significant and negative (b = −0.44,SE = 0.19,p
= 0.023, rpartial = −0.09, CI.95 = [−0.18,−0.01]). The R2 of the
model is improved by 0.01. Given our log‐linear specification and that
we have standardised our main effect variables, we can interpret the
coefficient on Criminality of an MP’s facial appearance as implying that
a one standard deviation increase in Criminality is associated with a
reduction in overclaiming by 44%. While this is a quantitatively large
effect, the impact on the overall fit of the model is relatively small, with
an increase in R2 of around one percentage point. Column (5) reports the
results including Competence, which is not significant, albeit with a rea-
sonably large coefficient, and does not improve the fit of the model
(b = 0.21, SE = 0.16,p = 0.18, rpartial = 0.06, CI.95 = [−0.03,0.14]).
In sum, the results thus far indicate that politicians who look less criminal
overclaim more, but that attractiveness and competence are not significantly
related to overclaiming.

Of course, as discussed by Todorov, Loehr, & Oosterhof (2010),
Todorov et al. (2015), and Sutherland et al. (2013), voters will assess
a face’s features jointly. Thus, in column (6) we report results of a
model including all three factors together. Attractiveness (b = −0.36,
SE = 0.21, p = 0.09, rpartial = −0.07, CI.95 = [−0.15,0.01]) is signifi-
cant at the 10% level, while Competence (b = 0.43,SE = 0.18, p < 0.02,
rpartial = 0.10, CI.95 = [0.02,0.18]), and Criminality (b = −0.54,
SE = 0.2, p < 0.01, rpartial = −0.11, CI.95 = [−0.19,−0.03]) were sig-
nificant at the 1% and 5% levels respectively. This suggests that holding
all else constant, including the facial appearance of Criminality and
Competence, that Attractiveness is now associated with overclaiming
less. Similarly, holding Attractiveness and Criminality constant, Compe-
tence is associated with overclaiming more. Again, the R2 of the model
improves only marginally. This suggests that, conditional on other fac-
tors, that there is insufficient variation in facial‐appearance to explain
much of the variation in overclaiming. Given that the factors we use
are measured with error, one concern is that this may be biasing our
results. To allow for this possibility we also estimated a structural
equation model in which we treated the three factors as latent vari-
ables. The results, contained in our replication package, are very sim-
ilar, consistent with our results not being biased due to measurement
error.

Additional results

To further investigate the combined impact of the three factors
Table 4 Columns (1) to (4) presents a series of models that first allow
for the pairwise interactions of traits separately, and then all the inter-
actions together. That is, we allow for Criminality to be moderated by
Attractiveness or Competence, and so on. We find no evidence of any
pairwise interactions or for the triple interaction. We also find no evi-
dence of an interaction between either seniority or majority and Crimi-
nality, suggesting that while more senior politicians overclaimed more,
this effect was not significantly moderated by their facial appearance.
Column (7) presents results in which the effect of each factor is mod-
erated by age. The results suggest that MPs who were both young and
attractive may overclaim more than average, while MPs who were
older and attractive overclaimed less. Similarly, it suggests that the
negative relationship between Criminality and overclaiming is more
pronounced in older MPs, ceteris paribus.

Sensitivity analyses

We undertook a number of additional analyses to check the robust-
ness of our results, including using an alternative measure and models
of overclaiming, as well as conducting analyses that restricted the sam-
ple to White male politicians.

Alternative overclaiming measures. We estimated a logistic regression
model with a binary dependent variable taking value 1 if an MP over-
claimed a positive amount. The results are qualitatively and quantita-
tively similar to how much MPs overclaimed and these estimates are



Table 1
Summary statistics.

Table 2a
Cross-correlation matrix: traits.
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reported in panel (b) of Table 5.13 Panel (c) in Table 5 reports results
using the percentage of an MP’s annual salary (£64,766) that was over-
claimed instead of the log‐transform of the amount overclaimed. This
alternative dependent variable takes values between 0 and 0.98, and
coefficients now describe the increase in percentage points associated
with a standard deviation increase in a factor, rather than a percentage
13 An alternative to the Logit is to estimate a Linear Probability Model which allows for
all cases to be retained and for heteroskedastic standard errors. We report these results in
columns 6–9 of Table E2 in the Appendix.
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increase. The coefficients are again similar, although now only Compe-
tence is significant. A natural explanation is that this reflects the greater
sensitivity of this specification to extreme observations. One advantage
of the log specification is that it is less sensitive to outliers as the relative
distance of those who overclaimed the most from the mean is lower.

Alternative models of overclaiming. An implicit assumption in our
previous analysis is that we should observe the amount of overclaim-
ing varying continuously with facial appearance. But, 340 MPs did
not overclaim at all. We approach this issue in two ways. One possibil-
ity implied by the rational‐choice perspective is that, were it possible,



Table 2b
Cross-correlation matrix dependent and independent variables.
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some MPs would have chosen to underclaim. To allow for this possibil-
ity we re‐estimate the specifications reported in Table 3, but now using
a Tobit model in which we allow for censoring from below at £100
(the minimum overclaim Legg considered). These results are presented
in Panel (a) of Table 5. We again see that Attractiveness (b = −0.04,
SE = 0.01), Criminality (b = −0.34, SE = 0.01), and Competence
(b = 0.19, SE = 0.01) are now significant by themselves as well as
when all three factors are included together.

An alternative view is that the key choice faced by politicians is
between overclaiming or not. This would suggest that while how much
individuals overclaimed, given they overclaimed, was determined by
other factors; the decision to overclaim or not was in part determined
by facial appearance. To consider this possibility, Panel (b) in Table 5
reports the results of a logit model with a binary variable OC capturing
whether or not an MP overclaimed at all. The results are broadly sim-
ilar, although slightly less precise and Attractiveness (b = −0.19,
SE = 0.13) is not significant, as shown in Panel (b) column (4). The
logit analysis provides an alternative way in which to interpret the
estimated magnitude of the effects of facial‐appearance on behaviour.
Computing predictive margins suggests that an increase in one stan-
dard deviation increase in Criminality is associated with an 9 pp
(M = −0.090, SE = 0.029) decrease in the chance of having over-
claimed. Likewise a one standard deviation increase in Competence is
associated with an 6 pp (M = 0.056, SE = 0.027) increase. Thus,
again, while the estimated effect sizes are small in the statistical sense,
they are substantively important.

A further alternative is to treat those who overclaimed as different
from those who did not and estimate a hurdle model which estimates
separately a) the traits correlated with overclaiming at all and b) the
traits that predict overclaiming more. The results of this model, and
two close alternatives (zero‐inflated Poisson and negative‐binomial
models) are reported in Table E1 in the Appendix. The results suggest
that the appearance factors that predict whether an MP overclaimed
do not predict the extent of overclaiming conditional on having over-
claimed. This is consistent with the similarity of our logit and OLS
estimates.

Analyses restricted to White males. Given that the effects of race and
gender may interact with facial appearance in ways not captured by
our specification in column (6) of Table 3, we conducted an additional
analysis where we restricted our attention to white male MPs which is
displayed in column (7) of Table 3. The sample size is now smaller, but
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the performance of the model is higher with an R2 of 0.37 compared to
0.17 in column (6). The magnitude of the coefficient estimates for
Attractiveness Competence, and Criminality are larger and more precisely
estimated. Column (5) of each panel in Table 5 suggest the same pat-
tern obtains for the other outcome measures. Taken together, the sen-
sitivity analyses suggest that the results are consistent across measures
and models of overclaiming and are not affected by MP gender or race.

In sum, across the results, more attractive and more criminal‐
looking politicians tended to overclaim less. Further, a more compe-
tent facial appearance was positively, albeit less precisely, related to
overclaiming. Although the relationships were statistically significant,
the additional explanatory power of facial‐appearance was low, only
around 2% suggesting the relationship between behaviour and appear-
ance is weak and equivocal. Finally, there was evidence that these
effects are moderated by age and whether the politician was from
inner London.

Discussion

We studied the British parliamentary expenses scandal of 2009 to
explore how facial appearance factors that voters find appealing when
selecting politicians are related to unethical behaviour. Introducing an
approach from the machine learning literature, the Treelet Transform,
we obtained three factors that captured the facial appearance of the
politicians: attractiveness, criminality, and competence. This replicates
previous findings showing these are key appearance factors in the
social perception of faces (Eagly et al., 2019; Chiao, Bowman, & Gill
2008; Todorov et al., 2005; Oosterhof & Todorov 2008; Todorov
et al., 2008). Our study is the first, however, to analyse whether these
facial appearance factors are associated with unethical behaviour in
politicians, which we operationalised by measuring whether, and by
how much, politicians overclaimed on their expenses.

We found that while the facial appearance of politicians was asso-
ciated with overclaiming, the pattern of results was complex. What is
more, effect sizes were small, and while the relationships were signif-
icant statistically, our control variables (i.e., the politician’s age, resid-
ing in London, tenure in office, seniority and party affiliation)
accounted for relatively more variation (15% versus 2%) in overclaim-
ing. Thus, our findings suggest that facial appearance does not strongly
predict behaviour, and align more closely with the growing body of
work finding that facial appearance is not correlated with behaviour



Table 3
The relationship between facial appearance and the amount overclaimed.

Note: The dependent variable is the logarithm of £1 + the total recommended repayment in the Legg report. Thus, MPs for
whom no repayment was recommended are treated as having a repayment of £1. The main effects Attractiveness, Crimi-
nality, and Competence as well as Seniority, and Majority are standardised to have mean 0 and SD 1. Male, Age, White, are
not standardized. † p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Robust Standard Errors in parentheses, p-values in
angular brackets. Below which are the Effect Size (Partial Correlation Coefficient) and the 95% Confidence Interval of the
Partial Correlation Coefficient in Brackets.
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(Graham et al., 2017; Stoker, Garretsen, and Spreeuwers, 2016). Inso-
far as we did find some evidence for limited relationships between
facial appearance and behaviour, we now discuss them in more detail
and consider theoretical explanations.

When we considered independently the facial appearance factors
in models that also included our control variables, criminality was
the only factor that was significantly and negatively associated with
overclaiming. We also considered interrelationships between our
9

appearance‐based factors and overclaiming since there is evidence
that voters make social inferences based on holistic evaluations of
facial appearance (Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2008; Todorov et al.,
2015; Sutherland et al., 2013). When we modelled all of the
appearance‐based factors together with the control variables, compe-
tence, attractiveness, and criminality were significantly associated
with overclaiming, albeit the size of the relationships was small.
Competence was positively associated with overclaiming, whereas



Table 4
The relationship between facial appearance and over-claiming: Interaction effects.

Note: See Table 3 for details.
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Table 5
The relationship between facial appearance and over-claiming: Sensitivity analyses.

Note: Panel A: The dependent variable is the logarithm of £1 + the total recommended repayment in the Legg report. Thus,MPs for whom no
repayment was recommended are treated as having a repayment of £1. Panel B: The dependent variable is a binary variable taking value one
for those MPs who had positive repayments recommended in the Legg report, and 0 otherwise. Panel C: The dependent variable is the total
recommended repayment in the Legg report divided by MPs annual salary (£64,766). All specifications in each panel also include: Male; Age;
White; Affilitative Smile; Reward Smile; and Party and Tenure Fixed Effects. Attractiveness, Criminality, and Competence are standardised to
have mean 0 and SD 1. † p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Robust Standard Errors in parentheses.
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attractiveness and criminality were negatively associated with
overclaiming.

Our finding that politicians who appeared more criminal‐looking
overclaimed less is somewhat counter to Lin et al.’s (2018) work on
facial appearance and corruption in government officials. They found
that dominance was positively associated with whether public officials
were guilty of corruption. Given these findings, we might have
expected to find that criminality would be positively associated with
overclaiming. Our discrepant findings might have arisen from differ-
ences between the two studies in the type of unethical behaviour stud-
ied. Corruption is arguably more of a social enterprise, whereas
overclaiming on one’s expenses is more of a private activity. Engaging
in corruption often means being approached by others to engage in the
activity. Perhaps those who have faces that appear more dominant
(and criminal‐looking) are more likely to be invited by others to
11
engage in corruption, as proposed by Lin et al. (2018). With respect
to our study, the underlying mechanism may be different to Lin
et al. because the unethical behaviour (overclaiming) occurs in pri-
vate. Alternatively, perhaps politicians who appear more criminal‐
looking attempt to counteract other people’s moral presumptions of
them by behaving morally when in office. This line of reasoning is
in line with Zebrowitz (2018), who found evidence that people may
act to counter other people’s presumptions about them.

Taken together, perhaps our results may be understood by referring
to the literature on moral licensing and moral consistency. Moral
licensing and moral consistency emphasise the importance of self‐
perception in regulating behaviour, but differ in the posited mecha-
nism (Zhong, Liljenquist, & Cain, 2009). Moral licensing posits that
individuals seek to engage in moral mental accounting—compensating
for self‐interested, or immoral actions, with subsequent pro‐social
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actions, and vice versa. Moral consistency emphasizes individuals
desire to be consistent in their behaviour over time (Burger, 1999;
Gawronski & Strack, 2012). Moreover, consistency is associated with
costly (Gneezy, Imas, Brown, Nelson, & Norton, 2012) and private ini-
tial behaviour (Kristofferson, White, & Peloza, 2014). It may also
reflect differences in self‐perception driven by their facial appearance
directly. More attractive people are treated better by others (Mobius &
Rosenblat, 2006; Rosenblat, 2008) and being treated as ‘good’ may
lead them to act in a way that is consistent with this, a type of self‐
fulfilling prophecy (see Lin et al., 2008). Moreover, power tends to val-
idate peoples’ innate moral tendencies (Hirsh, Galinsky & Zhong,
2011). The power afforded to individuals by being elected may rein-
force politicians’ natural tendencies, and thus any tendency for attrac-
tive politicians to adopt consistent moral behaviour.

Our finding that MPs who appeared more competent overclaimed
seems less compatible with a moral‐consistency interpretation. But,
one possibility, given the importance of appearing competent for polit-
ical selection (Olivola & Todorov, 2010a) in the UK (Mattes & Milazzo,
2014) is that competent appearing politicians feel protected by their
facial appearance such that small transgressions do not challenge their
sense of self (Zhong et al., 2009). Alternatively, it could be that simi-
larly to appearing less‐criminal/dominant, that moral license means
that more‐competent appearing politicians feel able to overclaim
more.

Finally, it is noteworthy that the facial characteristics we found to
be associated with overclaiming, attractiveness, criminality, and com-
petence, are also those that prior work has identified as predicting
political selection (Berggren, Jordahl & Poutvaara, 2010; Rule et al.,
2010; Little et al., 2012; Todorov et al. 2005). Moreover, similar to
other work finding that voters’ evaluate facial characteristics jointly
(Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2005; Todorov et al., 2015; Sutherland
et al., 2013), we find that competence and attractiveness only matter
for politicians’ behaviour if criminality is also considered. Further,
our findings that both competence and attractiveness matter for beha-
viour is interesting given the differing results of Berggren, Jordahl &
Poutvaara (2010) and Todorov et al. (2005) who find no significant
effect of competence on selection allowing also for attractiveness,
and vice versa, respectively.

Overall, it is clear that our understanding of the mechanisms under-
pinning facial appearance and ethical behaviour is limited, and that
further research that considers the context and type of unethical beha-
viour is needed.
Limitations

Whilst we find that facial appearance factors are significant predic-
tors of overclaiming it is also the case that much of the variation
remains unexplained. The R2 of the models we estimate is relatively
low, at 0.17 in our best specification. This suggests that most of the
variation in MPs’ behaviour is driven by other factors. Similarly, the
estimated effect sizes of the facial appearance factors on whether
politicians overclaimed are between 0.08 and 0.15 which, and while
larger than those in other recent studies of politicians’ facial appear-
ance, such as Olivola et al. (2018), the effects are smaller than those
found in other contexts, such as CEOs studied by Wong et al. (2011).
Moreover, among the politicians who overclaimed, facial appearance
is not associated with how much politicians overclaimed. The litera-
ture on power and unethical behaviour (Hirsh et al., 2011) suggests
that studying the interplay between unethical behaviour and power
amongst politicians may improve substantially the amount of variation
we can explain, and thus be a fruitful avenue for future research. Of
particular interest are the dynamics of this relationship, since politi-
cians are often in office for several decades with fluctuating power.
Likewise, it would be valuable in future work to draw on the literature
studying the relationships between social class and unethical beha-
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viour (Dubois et al., 2015; Korndörfer, Egloff, & Schmukle, 2015).
One further limitation is that the results of a confirmatory factor anal-
ysis (CFA) suggest that our sparse factors do not capture all of the
information in the individual traits. It is an interesting open statistical
question whether it is possible to identify an optimal trade‐off between
sparsity, and hence, interpretability, with a CFA fit.

Our findings, of course, are correlational in nature, and the cause(s)
of the associations we found is not known. There may be other vari-
ables that drive the relationships uncovered between overclaiming
and facial appearance. Another consideration is that the participants
rated photographs that were selected by the politicians themselves
and/or their staffers, and the results may have differed for any given
politician had a different photograph been selected (Todorov et al.,
2015). Having said that, it is probably the case that the politicians
selected photos of themselves that they thought would be most appeal-
ing to constituents, and this should have made it more difficult to
uncover associations between facial appearance and overclaiming.

There are additional limitations to consider that arise from the
demographics of politicians in the UK. The median and mean age of
politicians in our dataset is 56 and only 23 MPs were younger than
40. Therefore, we were unable to explore the relationships between
behaviour and facial appearance in younger politicians. Further
research should incorporate a larger age range to more fully examine
the role of age. It would also be interesting to study the facial appear-
ances of MPs when first elected. Further, while we found similar
results when we restricted the sample to the subset of White male
MPs, suggesting our results are not being driven by differences in
how women or Black or Asian MPs are viewed, around 80% of MPs
in the 2005 parliament were White men. It would be valuable in future
research to study legislatures or other contexts in which there were
more non‐White, non‐male individuals so that we could examine bet-
ter the role of race and gender.

In sum, the use of facial appearance as a heuristic is widespread and
has been shown in previous work to deliver substantial benefits to peo-
ple blessed with good looks. The findings of this paper support selec-
tion and behaviour effects of politicians’ facial appearance and
overclaiming. The context we study is a particular one and further
research is necessary to understand if our findings generalise beyond
the domain of politics, or to other behaviours of politicians besides
overclaiming. That being said, the evidence we provide of a relation-
ship between politicians’ facial appearances and unethical behaviour
is an important step beyond the prior literature on politicians’ facial
appearance and selection.
Future directions

An important challenge for future research is to better understand
the mechanisms that underlie the relationship we found between facial
traits and overclaiming. For instance, the mechanisms suggested
through which competence, criminality and attractiveness affect over-
claiming behaviour are each different. It will be important in future
research to provide direct evidence of these mechanisms and to under-
stand why they differ. It would also be interesting in future research to
build upon our findings, analysing the preferences of voters for differ-
ent facial traits based upon their political affiliation, and the extent to
which parties’ representatives reflect voters’ preferences. A related lit-
erature has studied how different facial traits are valued in different
contexts (Spisak, Dekker, Krüger, & van Vugt, 2012; Spisak, Homan,
Grabo, & Van Vugt, 2012; Spisak, Blaker, Lefevre, Moore, &
Krebbers, 2014). Related work has shown people with different polit-
ical orientations or party allegiances prefer leaders who have different
types of faces (Olivola, Sussman, Tsetsos, Kang, & Todorov, 2012;
Olivola, Tingley, & Todorov, 2018). Berggren et al. (2017) show that
in many countries, right‐leaning politicians are consistently more
attractive than their leftist counterparts, and benefit from it.
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Conclusion

Voters are more likely to elect politicians who look competent
(Olivola & Todorov, 2010a), attractive (Berggren et al. (2017), and
dominant (Chiao et al., 2008; Rule et al., 2010). We explored the rela-
tionship between British MP’s facial appearance and the extent to
which they behaved unethically. The results suggest a nuanced rela-
tionship between facial appearance and behaviour. We found that more
attractive politicians overclaimed less ‐‐‐ a one standard deviation
increase in attractiveness was associated with overclaiming 50% less.
But, we also found that more criminal‐appearing politicians were also
likely to overclaim around 75% less and that more competent‐
appearing politicians were expected to overclaim 40% more. Thus,
our results contradict a simple ‘what you see is what you get’ relation-
ship between appearance and behaviour. Moreover, these effects only
improved the explanatory power of the model marginally reflecting
that facial appearance was not a primary determinant of overclaiming
behaviour. They were also relatively noisy suggesting a weak and
equivocal relationship. We discussed our findings through the lens of
the literature on moral licensing and consistency, but it is far from
unambiguous how the facial characteristics we identify are related to
unethical behaviour. In particular, our finding that those who appeared
more criminal overclaimed less is in contrast to prior research finding a
positive correlation between having a facial appearance that is per-
ceived as criminal‐looking and unethical behaviour. This might reflect
differences in context, or the population at hand. Further research is
necessary to understand how any relationship between facial appear-
ance and unethical behaviour depends on context.
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