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Abstract
A neural basis for the effect of candidate appearance in real elections.

Behavioral studies have shown that election outcomes are correlated with separate judgments based on candidate appearance alone. Here we probe the neural mechanisms behind this effect using BOLD-fMRI, to gain insight into which social judgments are most responsible, and how automatically they might be engaged.  A network of structures known to be involved in processing aversive emotions, including insula and amygdala, showed greater activation to faces of those politicians who had lost elections, either in real life or as voted by the subjects in the experiment.  A second experiment replicated this finding with exposures as brief as 30ms, and found that explicit judgments of threat correlate with real-world election loss and independently activate the same network of brain structures. The findings suggest that elections are influenced by rapid and automatic judgments about how personally threatening a candidate looks.
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