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How often do you make a superficial competency-related decision?  The following article by Michel Pireu 

and Alexander Todorov suggests that you may do it more often than you think! 

 
 

STREETDOGS:   SO MUCH FOR AGE-OLD ADMONITION NOT TO JUDGE A BOOK BY ITS COVER 

MICHEL PIREU PUBLISHED: 2010/05/07 

 
We routinely ƳŀƪŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǘǊŀƛǘǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘΣ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ŦŀŎŜǎΦ   

This is so much so that, according to a study by Princeton University psychologist Alexander Todorov, it has determined the 
outcome of roughly 70% of recent US Senate races. 

Todorov found that when people were shown pictures of politicians they were able to rate them on a perceived competence 
that mirrored the outcome of the elections, suggesting that politicians are elected on perceived rather than actual 
ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜΦ άLƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴƴŜǊΣέ ǎŀȅǎ ¢ƻŘƻǊƻǾΣ άōǳǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
margin of victory.  

ά¢ƘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘ ǿƻƴ тн҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴŀǘŜ ǊŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ст҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǊŀŎŜǎΦέ  

5ƻŜǎ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛǎ ŦƭŀǿŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ōƭƛƴŘ ǾƻǘŜǊǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƳŀƪŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 
decisions?  

That might be a little extreme, says Todorov, but it does suggest incompetent looking yet talented candidates were likely to 
fare better with blind voters τ and that political parties screening potential candidates might do better to look for perceived 
competence rather than actual performance.  

In a subsequent study, Leslie Zebrowitz, a psychologist at Brandeis University, found that the outcomes of political races 
ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ άōŀōȅ-ŦŀŎŜŘƴŜǎǎέ ƻŦ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΦ ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎΣέ ǎƘŜ 
ǎŀȅǎΣ άǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƪƛƴŘǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎal strength, social dominance and intellectual shrewdness τ and baby-faced 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜΦέ  

What facial qualities make someone look more baby-faced and less competent? According to Zebrowitz, babies and baby-
faced adults, regardless of sex or ethnicity, share such features as a round face, large eyes, small nose, high forehead and 
small chin.  

/ƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎȅΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ƛǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǘǳǊƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ōȅ ½ŜōǊƻǿƛǘȊ 
and others have shown that baby- faced men are often more intelligent, better educated, more assertive and apt to win 
more military medals than their mature-looking counterparts.  

ά¢ƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ άǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ τ people who are actually more competent τ but people 
ǿƘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘΦέ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ōȅ ½ŜōǊƻǿƛǘȊ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƭƛƴƎΦ  

She found that people with ugly personalities tend to become less attractive with time. Men judged physically appealing in 
their youth were more likely to become agreeable adults.  

Women who were more gregarious as teens were often deemed better-ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ looks tend 
to be affected more by their personality than was the case for men, whose personalities seem to be more affected by their 
looks.  
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Bioss SA believes that using valid assessment tools and methodologies will allow you óvote blindô and 

lower the possibility of ójudging that book by its coverô.   
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