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Article

Consider two claims about American voters. First, they tend 
to make heavy use of simple cues and heuristics, including 
information that is present on the ballot itself such as party 
identification, gender, and ethnicity (Boudreau et al., 2015; 
McDermott, 2005). Second, Americans generally express 
strong support in the abstract for candidates with a business 
background. A 2014 Gallup Poll found that 81% of 
Americans thought that the country would be governed bet-
ter if more people with business and management experi-
ence were in political office (McCarthy, 2014). Similarly, 
the 1998 Gallup Democratic Processes Survey found that 
nearly a third of respondents thought the political system 
would be better if decisions were left to successful business 
people (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002, pp. 137–139). As 
one recent study (Coffé & Theiss-Morse, 2016, p. 56) stated, 
“Many Americans seem to view successful businesspeople 
as capable, competent, and efficient, and unlikely to waste 
taxpayers’ money.”

While the first claim about heavy use of cues and heuris-
tics is widely accepted by scholars, it is much less clear that 
identification of candidates as businesspeople provides a sig-
nificant behavioral cue—it is one thing for voters to express 
support for “running the government like a business” and 
quite another to be inclined to support a business candidate 
when other choices are available. We know relatively little 
about how occupational cues affect voting choices in the 
United States or abroad (Coffé & Theiss-Morse, 2016), 

though the small body of literature in this area suggests they 
may be significant (see especially Crowder-Meyer et al., 
2019; Mechtel, 2014). In the American context observational 
research typically is hampered because (outside of California) 
occupational background is not listed on the ballot, making it 
difficult to determine the impact of simple cues in this area. 
The limited available empirical evidence therefore often 
comes solely from experimental studies, not combined with 
observational data.

To understand the potential impact of occupational cues 
generally and the businessperson designation specifically, it 
makes sense to focus on voting choices in California. This is 
because California allows candidates to list their occupation 
on the ballot, something that rarely is permitted in other 
states. Candidates generally take advantage of this opportu-
nity, allowing researchers to determine how occupational 
designations immediately available to citizens by simply 
inspecting their ballots influence voting decisions. In addi-
tion, California law prohibits candidates for local office from 
identifying party affiliation on the ballot, thereby removing a 
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major competing type of explicit cue. The sheer size and 
diversity of the state also allows for analyzing results in a 
wide variety of circumstances; California has 482 cities 
ranging from tiny rural towns with a few hundred people to 
major urban municipalities with populations larger than 
many states.

In this article we assess how individuals with a business 
background perform as candidates for local political offices 
in California. We focus on candidates who designate a busi-
ness background both because this is an especially frequent 
ballot designation and because public opinion surveys sug-
gest they may be attractive to voters. We draw on two data 
sources to answer our research questions: observational data 
from over 2,500 city council and mayoral races in California 
from 2008 to 2015, as well as an experiment in which occu-
pational cues given to voters varied.

American voters may express strong abstract support for 
business candidates, but our research challenges the notion 
that this broadly translates into advantages in electoral con-
tests. We find no support for the hypothesis that designating a 
business background tends to be especially successful. 
Instead, they are on a par with educators and retired candi-
dates and do significantly worse than candidates with a politi-
cal background. Candidates who identify as “small business 
owners” enjoy more success than general business candi-
dates, indicating that voters make a distinction between cor-
porate executives and self-employed entrepreneurs, preferring 
the latter. We also find that Republican-leaning constituencies 
are more likely to favor small business candidates than 
Democrat-leaning ones. Overall, our evidence undermines 
the claim that voters have a broad preference for candidates 
with a business background over a political one, despite a 
long-documented distaste for “politicians.” Rather, the pref-
erence is for an identifiable subset of business candidates, and 
primarily in places where Republican voters predominate.

Occupational Cues in Local Elections

A large body of literature demonstrates that voters typically 
lack detailed information about candidate policy views and 
qualifications and rely on simple cues such as endorsements, 
name recognition, incumbency status, party affiliation, and 
visible demographic characteristics to make their choices 
(e.g., Lupia, 2015). This tendency is especially evident at the 
local level where elections tend to be low information affairs, 
leading some voters to distinguish among candidates using 
gender or ethnic identification (Crowder-Meyer et al., 2019; 
Matson & Fine, 2006). In elections where party labels do not 
appear on the ballot (such as California local elections), vot-
ers appear less likely to use party as a cue to determine vote 
choices even if it is possible to find candidate party prefer-
ences (Lim & Snyder, 2015; Schaffner et al., 2001; but see 
Bonneau & Cann, 2015). Absent any substantive cue, voters 
may rely on an arbitrary one, such as ballot position (e.g., 
Miller & Krosnick, 1998).

The research on occupation as a cue is relatively thin, 
although the few studies that have been conducted have 
found that occupation is relevant for many voters. For 
example, Byrne and Pueschel (1974), examining various 
cues that could affect voting decisions for Democratic and 
Republican Party county central committees between 1948 
and 1970, found that candidates who listed their occupation 
as “professor,” “engineer,” or “lawyer” were likely to win, 
while those who listed their occupation as “housewife,” 
“salesman,” or “real estate broker” were likely to lose. 
McDermott (2005), using a survey experiment that pre-
sented respondents with information about actual candi-
dates for statewide office below the governor’s level (e.g., 
state treasurer, secretary of state) with or without occupa-
tional cues, concluded that when occupational labels were 
present voters were more likely to choose the candidate 
whose listed experience better aligned with the elective 
position.1 In addition, a recent study based on survey exper-
iments (Crowder-Meyer et al., 2019) indicates that adding 
occupational information can significantly reduce the vot-
ing impact of demographic cues such as gender and race. 
The importance of occupational cues has also been docu-
mented in studies in other countries, such as Germany 
(Mechtel, 2014), Great Britain (Campbell & Cowley, 2014), 
and New Zealand (Coffé & Theiss-Morse, 2016).

A few studies directly assess whether voters prefer can-
didates with a business background. Coffé and Theiss-
Morse (2016) used student experimental evidence from 
New Zealand and the United States to examine how occu-
pational designations influence perceptions of competence 
and electoral support. Controlling for other variables, they 
found that the business label contributed to perceptions of 
competence in some areas but was associated with percep-
tions of less competence in others. Furthermore, the busi-
ness designation did not increase electoral support among 
the American students and actually eroded support among 
the New Zealand students. Carnes and Lupo (2016) ana-
lyzed the possibility of voter bias against “working class” 
candidates by using a series of candidate choice experi-
ments in Argentina, Great Britain, and the United States. 
Contrary to the prevailing assumption that “business 
owner” candidates would be advantaged over “factory 
workers,” they found that the average respondent in 
Argentina and Britain was essentially indifferent to whether 
the candidate had the “factory worker” or “business owner” 
designation, while the average respondent in the United 
States slightly favored the “factory worker.”

In short, the limited empirical evidence casts doubt on 
the idea that voters will generally prefer business candi-
dates when facing head-to-head choices. However, this 
tentative conclusion results mainly from analysis of exper-
imental data rather than actual election results, and coex-
ists with broader survey findings about favorability 
towards people with a business background. Accordingly, 
further testing is necessary.
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A recent study suggests one reason why business candi-
dates may not be more successful: the business label may 
appeal to some partisans while repelling others. Kirkland 
and Coppock (2018) conducted a series of conjoint experi-
ments on a hypothetical election, varying conditions includ-
ing occupational and partisan labels for candidates. In the 
nonpartisan context, Republican survey respondents were 
more likely to approve business candidates. By contrast, 
depending on the experimental conditions the business 
label either made no difference for Democratic respondents 
or made them less likely to support a candidate. The authors 
found some evidence to suggest that respondents were 
likely to see occupational background as linked to whether 
candidates would support liberal or conservative policies, 
which would help to explain partisan differences in candi-
date support. Republicans but not Democrats also tended to 
consider business candidates as more competent. This is 
consistent with broader public opinion survey findings that 
Republicans are generally more trusting of business leaders 
than are Democrats (Rainey et al., 2019).

In addition, the Kirkland and Coppock study provides 
hints (though not clear evidence) that the “small business 
owner” label is more attractive to voters than the “business 
executive” label. This is consistent with studies showing that 
the American public generally favors “small business” over 
“major companies,” viewing the former as having more posi-
tive community effects (Newman & Kane, 2014). Such find-
ings may suggest a demand side advantage from the small 
business label. In addition, the label may indicate an underly-
ing supply side advantage, since a small business background 
may be especially conducive to building the type of skills 
needed to run a local political campaign. We will return to 
this idea later in the article.

Based on this literature we test three hypotheses with 
more and different types of data than previously used:

H1: Voters in the aggregate will not prefer candidates 
with a business background.
H2: Voters will prefer small business owners to other 
business candidates.
H3: Republican-leaning electorates will have a stronger 
preference for business candidates than Democratic-
leaning electorates.

Study 1: Observational Data

Data and Methods

Our first analysis used an aggregate dataset of mayoral and 
city council elections to assess how well businesspersons 
do at the ballot box. The dataset includes all city council 
and mayoral elections in California between 2008 and 
2015, over 11,000 candidates running in over 400 cities. 
Our main source of data was the California Elections Data 
Archive (CEDA), maintained by the Institute of Social 

Research at California State University, Sacramento. This 
is a unique statewide database that collects, tabulates and 
reports candidate and ballot measure results for all local 
elections. Reports from CEDA include all candidates, their 
ballot designations, incumbency status, and vote totals. To 
this information we added variables for candidate sex, elec-
tion type, competitiveness, and partisanship (percent of 
registered voters identifying as Republican, as reported by 
the California Secretary of State).

California cities vary in their electoral systems. Smaller 
cities tend to use multimember elections for their city council 
while larger cities are more likely to use single-member dis-
tricts with nonpartisan primaries (if no candidate received a 
majority vote in the primary a runoff between the top two 
candidates ensues). During the time period this study there 
were four California cities that used ranked-choice voting 
(RCV) for local offices. We therefore added dummy vari-
ables for both multimember elections and RCV.

The CEDA data include the text of each candidate’s ballot 
designation, which appears directly on the ballot under the 
candidate’s name. The state’s Election Code (Section 13107) 
allows candidates to describe their occupation, restricted by 
broad guidelines. Candidates can use no more than three 
words to describe their current “professions, vocations, or 
occupations” or can indicate any current elective office they 
hold. For example, an incumbent city council member who is 
also a business person could be listed as “incumbent/busi-
ness owner” but not “incumbent/small business owner” 
because the latter uses too many words. Candidates are pro-
hibited from using adjectives that suggest an evaluation such 
as “outstanding” or “eminent” and may not list a profession 
they no longer practice or office they no longer hold. They 
also cannot list a hobby, honorary titles (such as “honorary 
professor”) or use generic status words such as “taxpayer” or 
“concerned citizen.” Despite these limitations, there is a lot 
of room for choice of wording. For example, someone who 
runs a small land use consulting business and also teaches a 
land use course at the local college might reasonably describe 
herself as a “small business owner,” “land use consultant,” 
“businesswoman and educator,” “college instructor,” or use 
any number of similar terms.

California has distinct advantages in studying the impact 
of occupational cues as it is the only state where almost all 
candidates list an occupation on the ballot. In other states 
candidates may include such information in campaign mate-
rials but not in a systematic way, and researchers lack the 
ability to identify simple occupational cues they can be 
assured are available to all voters. As a result, the small num-
ber of prior studies in this area examining actual electoral 
contests have tended to focus on California races (e.g., Byrne 
& Pueschel, 1974; McDermott, 2005). The CEDA database 
is therefore especially appropriate for the type of study we 
are undertaking because it provides one of the most compre-
hensive sources of information about local elections avail-
able for any state in the United States.
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We coded ballot designations that appear as text in the 
CEDA database with dummy variables for nine occupational 
groups. Regarding our primary focus, candidates who ran as 
“general businesspersons,” we opted for a conservative defi-
nition, limiting that coding category to candidates whose 
designation explicitly indicated they are a business owner or 
executive, excluding other business-related designations 
such as “consultant” and “manager.” Thus “businessperson” 
candidates (coded as 1 in the dummy variable) include those 
who identified themselves as “business owner,” “business-
man,” “businesswoman,” or “CEO.” We also coded candi-
dates as “businesspeople” if they included a business 
designation along with an unrelated designation, e.g., 
“Businesswoman/planning commissioner,” regardless of the 
order in which the occupations were listed. “Small business” 
is a separate category coded 1 for candidates who identified 
as a small business owner/person, local business owner/per-
son, or who qualified the business label with the name of 
their city (e.g., “Oceanside business owner”).

We followed similar rules for the seven other occupa-
tional dummy variables. We created an “elected officials” 
category for candidates who held an elective office other 
than the one they were seeking (e.g., a city council member 
running for mayor or a school board member running for city 
council), which was coded separately from the “incumbent” 
category. The remaining five categories were attorneys, edu-
cators (both K-12 and higher education), realtors, retirees, 
and an “other” category consisting of candidates who did not 
fall into one of the previous categories. Each dummy vari-
able was coded 1 for candidates with specified ballot desig-
nation, and 0 otherwise.

The Success of Business Candidates

Even with a relatively restrictive coding system for identify-
ing someone as a businessperson, 23% of all candidates fit 
that classification (including both general and small busi-
nesspersons), far exceeding the percentage identifying as an 

attorney (3.9%), educator (6.2%), or retiree (9.7%). Despite 
their prevalence, general businesspersons were not espe-
cially successful at the polls, as indicated in Table 1. For this 
analysis we focused on non-incumbents, as we expected the 
power of incumbency to overshadow any effect of ballot des-
ignations, and only included contested elections (races where 
the number of candidates exceeded the number of seats up 
for election). Elected officials (those who held an office 
other than the one they were running for) were the most suc-
cessful, with 44% either winning or advancing to a runoff. 
About 30% of general businesspersons, attorneys, retirees, 
and educators either won or advanced to a runoff. Business 
candidates did better than candidates with occupations other 
than the ones listed, of whom only 23% either won or 
advanced to a runoff. But general business candidates did 
worse than elected officials and about the same as attorneys, 
educators, and retirees. Small businesspersons, however, 
were more successful, either winning or advancing to a run-
off 38% of the time.

Next, we used ordinary least squares regression to test 
how ballot designations influence candidate vote share, con-
trolling for candidate sex and contextual factors such as per-
cent of Republican voters and election type. Our dependent 
variable was candidate vote share, measured in percent. 
Ballot designations of small business, non-incumbent elected 
official, incumbent, attorney, educator, retired, realtor and 
other were included in the model as dummy variables (1 
indicating the candidate listed the profession and 0 other-
wise) with the reference category being general business 
candidates. Control variables included candidate sex (1 = 
female, 0 = male), percentage of registered Republicans in 
the city, number of seats to be filled in office, number of 
candidates running for office, election type (mayoral and 
multimember city council, with single-member district coun-
cil elections serving as the reference category), and whether 
the city employs ranked-choice voting. Our model only 
included contested races, and the standard errors were clus-
tered by race.2 Results are presented in Table 2.

Table 1. Success of Non-incumbents by Ballot Designation.

Percent won Percent advanced to runoff Percent lost # of candidates

Elected officials (not incumbent) 37.8 6.3 55.9 463
Attorney 31.6 1.6 66.8 364
Retired 29.1 0.5 70.4 966
Business
 General business 25.4 2.2 72.4 1,581
 Small business 35.4 2.7 61.9 548
Educator 26.9 3.9 69.3 592
Realtor 10.0 1.4 88.7 141
Other 21.8 1.3 76.8 3,621
All candidates 25.7 1.8 72.5 7,947

Notes. Contested elections only. Because candidates can list more than one occupation and thus can appear in more than one occupational category, the 
sum of the occupational categories is greater than the total number of candidates.
Source. California Elections Data Archive (CEDA).
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Relative to general business candidates, candidates with 
small business, elected official (non-incumbent), incum-
bent, and attorney ballot designations had statistically sig-
nificant higher vote shares, while candidates with realtor 
and “other” ballot designations had significantly lower vote 
shares. Compared to business candidates, elected officials’ 
vote shares were approximately 7.4% higher (p < .001), 
incumbents’ vote shares were over 9% higher (p < .001), 
and small business candidates and attorneys had vote shares 
approximately 2% higher (p < .001 respectively). Business 
candidates were less successful than small business candi-
dates, attorneys, and elected officials, even controlling for 
other contextual factors, supporting H1. Although small 
business candidates had higher vote shares compared to 
business candidates in general (evidence for H2), they had 
almost 7% lower vote shares than incumbents (p < .001) 
and about 5% lower vote shares than non-incumbent elected 
officials (p < .001).

To test H3, we added interactions between percent of 
Republican voters and (1) business designation, (2) small 
business designation, (3) non-incumbent elected official des-
ignation, and (4) incumbent, the latter two as comparisons to 
determine if there are partisan differences regarding govern-
mental experience. Figure 1 presents the interaction effect 
between percent Republican and each ballot designation (full 
model results available in the Supplemental Appendix). As 
the percent Republican increased, small business candidates 
had significantly higher vote shares, while incumbents had 

significantly lower vote shares. The interaction between per-
cent Republican and business candidates and between per-
cent Republican and non-incumbent elected officials is not 
statistically significant. In the aggregate, it is clear that cities 
with higher percentages of Republicans favored small busi-
ness candidates. The evidence for H3 is mixed, however, 
because there is no significant vote share advantage for gen-
eral business candidates in Republican leaning jurisdictions. 
Incumbents had significantly lower vote shares in Republican 
dominated cities, yet Republicans did not appear to similarly 
punish non-incumbent elected officials. Perhaps Republicans 
believed the same or current person should no longer be in 
office, but they were not necessarily against all or any gov-
ernment experience.

Our base model included multiple contextual factors, but 
only ballot designations and candidate sex for candidate 
characteristics, neglecting to control for candidate quality 
and campaign finance. Fortunately, we were able to include 
such information for a subset of our data. We include mea-
sures of candidate quality and campaign financing in our 
model for the four most populous cities in California: Los 
Angeles, San Diego, San Jose, and San Francisco. For each 
city we had information on total candidate expenditures, 
independent expenditures made in favor of candidates, inde-
pendent expenditures against candidates, and independent 
expenditures shared across multiple candidates collected 
from the California Fair Political Practices Commission 
(FPPC) forms 460, 465, and 496. We included two campaign 

Table 2. Candidate Vote Share and Ballot Designations.

Candidate characteristics Coefficient estimates (Standard error)

Small business 2.235 (0.46)***
Elected official (non-incumbent) 7.400 (0.68)***
Incumbent 9.166 (0.34)***
Attorney 1.970 (0.52)***
Educator 0.037 (0.43)
Retired −0.018 (0.38)
Realtor −4.536 (0.82)***
Other ballot designation −2.021 (0.32)***
Female 1.110 (0.22)***

Contextual factors

Percent Republican 0.010 (0.01)
Number of seats to be filled −0.731 (0.40)*
Number of candidates running for office −2.341 (0.13)***
Election type: Mayoral −1.835 (0.70)**
Election type: Multimember −8.205 (0.74)***
Ranked-choice voting −2.857 (1.37)**
Constant 40.367 (0.89)***
N 10,909
R2 0.5213

Note. Ordinary least squares regression estimates with robust standard errors clustered by race. Analysis limited to contested races only. Dependent 
variable is percent vote share.
Data: California Elections Data Archive (CEDA) and California Secretary of State. Significance levels: *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .001.
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finance variables: (1) Expenditures per vote, that is, total 
expenditures by the candidate per vote cast in the race, and 
(2) Net Independent Expenditures (IEs) per vote, that is, net 
IEs in favor of the candidate (IEs for the candidate + shared 
IEs – IEs against the candidate) per vote cast in the race. Our 
measure of candidate quality was a dichotomous variable 
coded 1 for candidates who previously held elected office 
and 0 for candidates who never held previous office.3

Results for the subset of cities with spending and candi-
date quality information were similar to those from the full 
dataset (Table 3).4 General business candidates had signifi-
cantly lower vote shares relative to small business candi-
dates (p < .10), incumbents (p < .001), and quality 
candidates (p < .001), again showing that business candi-
dates are not especially successful relative to other occupa-
tions, and are less successful than incumbents and 
candidates with previous officeholding experience. This 
finding also partially addresses a potential concern about 
endogeneity in the results from our full sample. Perhaps 
weaker candidates (notably, those without prior elective 
office experience) gravitate toward the business label in 
making choices about their ballot designation. However, 
analysis of the subset data mitigates against such a concern: 
business candidates in general do not perform notably well 
even controlling for quality, at least using prior elective 

experience variable as a measure of quality which is com-
mon in this type of research. Furthermore, small business 
candidates performed statistically just as well as quality 
candidates (p = .23), indicating that being a small business 
owner is as useful a cue as previous elected experience.

In sum, the observational data indicate that having a 
business background is not that advantageous for local can-
didates; they are better off if they have experience as an 
elected official. Voters, however, respond more favorably 
to small business owners, suggesting that they make dis-
tinctions between different types of business candidates. In 
addition, races involving a higher share of Republican vot-
ers are generally more favorable to small business candi-
dates than races involving a higher share of Democrats. 
While the usual caveats apply in terms of drawing infer-
ences about individuals based on aggregate data, our find-
ings at least suggest that individual Republican voters tend 
to view small business candidates more favorably even for 
officially nonpartisan offices.

Before leaving our observational study, it is worth briefly 
considering the topic of external validity. While our findings 
come exclusively from California, there is reason to believe 
they are broadly applicable to contests in other states. This is 
because our unit of analysis is each candidate in city races, 
and California cities are diverse in ways that make them 

Figure 1. Interaction effects between ballot designation and percent Republican.
Note. Ordinary least squares regression estimates with robust standard errors clustered by race and 95% confidence intervals. Interactions are estimated 
separately between percent Republican and one of four ballot designations: business candidate, small business candidate, non-incumbent elected official, 
and incumbent. Data: California Elections Data Archive (CEDA) and California Secretary of State. Full model results available in the Supplemental 
Appendix.
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more politically reflective of the nation as a whole than 
would be assumed by focusing on the state as a whole. It is 
well known that the Golden State is different from others in 
politically significant ways including high population den-
sity, dominance by Democrats, and the relatively large size 
of the nonwhite population. Yet even though our sample 
includes races in cities such as Los Angeles, over two thirds 
of the results come from contests in cities with less than 
100,000 people and many from contests with less than 10,000 
residents. Although Democratic voter registration at the state 
level far exceeds Republican registration, we have results 
from thousands of candidates running in races in which more 
Republicans were registered than Democrats. And even 
though the state is known for its ethnic diversity the sample 
included results from cities in which over 80% of residents 
were white.

Study 2: Experimental Analysis of 
Support for Local Candidates

Data and Methods

To further explore the dynamics of occupational label impact 
on voter choice, we used an experimental design to manipu-
late the ballot designations of hypothetical candidates run-
ning in a non-partisan city council race. Participants were 
presented with information on three candidates: a realtor, an 
elected school board member,5 and a business candidate. The 
specific designation of the business candidates varied across 

three experimental groups, identifying a “business person” 
(group 1), an “executive at a large corporation” (group 2), or 
a “small business owner” (group 3). The candidates were 
hypothetical and only identified by their ballot designation 
and a color rather than name (e.g., “Orange candidate”).6 
Participants ranked the candidates by preference, evaluated 
their preferred candidate on personal characteristics, and 
answered background and demographic information ques-
tions. The Supplemental Appendix includes experimental 
prompt text.

Our sample consisted of 309 adults recruited on 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) between October 4, 
2018 and October 10, 2018. We requested all MTurk par-
ticipants be California residents for comparability to our 
analysis of election results, but our sample included four 
participants from other states. The Supplemental Appendix 
includes a table detailing the characteristics for each group. 
The key point is that the randomization produced approxi-
mate balance across the three groups. For all groups the 
average or most common characteristics of respondents 
included (among other characteristics) being in the mid-
thirties, being female, reporting obtaining a baccalaureate 
degree, identifying with the Democratic Party, identifying 
as being slightly liberal, and expressing somewhat of an 
interest in politics and public affairs.7

Our experimental design allowed us to evaluate whether 
individuals presented only with career information for candi-
dates preferred business candidates or candidates with politi-
cal experience, in this case a school board member.8 We 

Table 3. Candidate Vote Share, Ballot Designations, Candidate Quality, and Campaign Spending in California’s Four Largest Cities.

Candidate characteristics Coefficient estimate (Standard error)

Small business 3.574 (2.13)*
Incumbent 23.578 (2.96)***
Attorney 2.594 (1.78)
Educator 2.038 (2.04)
Retired −4.049 (2.19)*
Other ballot designation −2.422 (1.56)
Female 0.007 (1.26)
Quality candidate 6.620 (1.69)***
Expenditures per vote 0.812 (0.11)***
Net independent expenditures per vote 0.133 (0.15)

Contextual factors

Percent Republican 0.254(0.09)**
Number of seats to be filled −0.656 (0.95)
Number of candidates running for office −1.631 (0.39)***
Election type: Mayoral −2.039 (2.24)
Constant 21.889 (3.41)***
N 547
R2 0.6877

Note. Ordinary least squares regression estimates with robust standard errors clustered by race. Analysis limited to four largest cities in California: Los 
Angeles, San Diego, San Jose, and San Francisco. Dependent variable is percent vote share. Data: California Elections Data Archive (CEDA), California 
Secretary of State, California Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC) forms 460, 465, and 496. Significance levels: *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .001.
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could also distinguish between types of business candidates 
to explore possible differences in support among them, 
including possible greater support for a “small businessper-
son” (testing H2). In addition, we explored why participants 
preferred candidates with particular ballot designations and 
how individual characteristics, notably partisanship (testing 
H3), affected candidate evaluations.

Findings

Consistent with H1 and the analysis of observational data, 
57.8% of respondents across all experimental groups pre-
ferred the elected school board member but only 32.6% pre-
ferred one of the business candidates (business person, 
executive, or small business owner). The difference is statis-
tically (p < .001) as well as substantively significant. The 
realtor consistently was the least preferred candidate. 
Consistent with observational data results (Table 3), business 
candidates did not perform as well as those who held prior 
political office and realtors performed significantly worse 
than all other professional designations.

Results were more complex when dividing the respon-
dents by experimental group. As shown in Figure 2, when the 
comparison was between either a generic “business person” 
or an “executive at a large corporation” and an elected school 
board member, as was the case for groups 1 and 2 respec-
tively, respondents decisively preferred the latter and the dif-
ference in preferences is statistically significant (p < .001).9 
Yet when a “small business owner” was compared to an 
elected school board member as was the case for group 3, 
respondents preferred the former by a margin of 51.9% to 
42.5%. While this difference only is marginally statistically 
significant (p = .09 for a one-tailed test), it suggests that vot-
ers are more favorably inclined to small business owners ver-
sus business persons in general, consistent with H2.10 More 

generally, this finding indicates that variations within an 
occupational designation type (business) affect candidate 
success.

We further explored whether those who preferred a busi-
ness candidate did so because they viewed a business back-
ground as a cue for management experience, a desirable 
“outsider” status, or both (See Supplemental Appendix D). 
The majority of respondents identified “budget management 
skills or expertise,” “management skills,” and/or “under-
stands the economy” as a reason for their preference, regard-
less of experimental group. This suggests that a general 
preference for business candidates was largely driven by see-
ing them as capable and knowledgeable managers. Some 
respondents also based support for business candidates on 
their being political outsiders or bringing new ideas to gov-
ernment, and most respondents either assumed that business 
candidates did not have political experience or did not view 
it as important.

The experimental evidence supports our expectation that 
people do not generally prefer business candidates over those 
with political experience but candidates running with the 
“small business” label fare better than their corporate execu-
tive counterparts. We turn now to the expectation that 
Republicans and Democrats evaluate business candidates 
differently. Figure 3 presents the percent of participants who 
selected each candidate, divided by party affiliation 
(Democrat or Republican).11 A statistically significantly (p < 
.05) higher percentage of Republicans, relative to Democrats, 
selected the business person, executive, and small business 
owner, consistent with H3. While only 35.5% of Republicans 
selected the school board member, 65.9% of Democrats 
selected the school board member, and this partisan differ-
ence is statistically significant (p < .00).

These partisan differences in candidate preferences are 
reflected in reasons participants reported for selecting their 
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Table 4. Predicting Candidate Preference by Individual Characteristics.

DV: Candidate ranked #1

 
Business person & 

executive (Aggregate)
Small business 

owner
School board 

member

 Party identification: Independent 0.369 (0.62) −1.684 (0.85)** 0.124 (0.42)
 Party identification: Republican 1.836 (0.49)*** −0.018 (0.64) −0.586 (0.35)*
 Interest in politics 0.018 (0.27) −0.829 (0.37)** 0.121 (0.18)
 Trust in state government −0.317 (0.22) −0.804 (0.29)** 0.349 (0.15)**
 Age 0.033 (0.02)* 0.032 (0.02) −0.021 (0.01)*
 Education −0.094 (0.13) 0.171 (0.17) 0.114 (0.09)
 White 0.483 (0.44) 0.429 (0.54) −0.216 (0.29)
 Female −0.929 (0.41)** −0.599 (0.53) 0.768 (0.28)**
 Self or family member a business owner −0.168 (0.53) 1.882 (0.71)** −0.491 (0.34)
 Self or family member a business executive 1.138 (0.62)* 1.174 (0.89) −0.601 (0.43)
 Self or family member a realtor 0.583 (0.65) −1.968 (0.80)** −0.069 (0.42)
 Experimental Group 2 (executive) −1.292 (0.43)** — 0.685 (0.35)**
 Experimental Group 3 (small business owner) — — −0.669 (0.33)**
Constant −0.966 (1.29) 2.589 (1.56)* −0.780 (0.85)
N 180 96 277
Pseudo R2 0.2372 0.2645 0.1585

Note. Cell entries are logit estimates with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variable is whether participant ranked the candidate #1 (1) or not 
(0). Data: Amazon Mechanical Turk October 2018 Survey Experiment. Significance levels: *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .001.

preferred candidate (See Supplemental Appendix E). We found 
a higher percentage of Democrats reported political experience 
as a reason for choosing a candidate (p < .05), while a statisti-
cally significantly (p ≤ .05) higher percentage of Republicans 
selected a candidate for management skills, understanding the 
economy, budget management skills, and being a political 

outsider – all characteristics a business person is more likely to 
possess. Given the Kirkland and Coppock (2018) findings, we 
expected that a higher percentage of Democrats would have 
chosen a candidate with political experience.

We used logistic regression to provide a more rigorous test 
of the impact of partisanship and type of business candidate 
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on respondent preferences, as well as to explore the impact of 
other independent variables expected to influence choices. 
The dependent variable was coded 1 for participants who 
ranked the candidate first and 0 otherwise. We estimated 
models separately for selecting the school board member, the 
small business owner, and a combined measure of selecting 
the business person or executive. The combined business per-
son and executive dependent variable was coded 1 if a partici-
pant in either experimental groups 1 or 2 selected the business 
candidate (business person or executive) and 0 otherwise.12 
Independent variables included political factors (party identi-
fication, interest in politics and public affairs, and trust in 
state government), demographics (age, education, race, and 
sex), and whether the participant or their family member had 
the same occupation as the candidates.13

As shown in Table 4, we see confirmation that in general 
Republicans were more likely to prefer business candidates 
although the partisan difference depended on the type of 
businessperson. A Republican was 6.3 times more likely than 
a Democrat to select the business person or executive (p < 
.001). Yet Republicans statistically were no more or less 
likely than Democrats to prefer the small business owner. 
This suggests that support for small businesspeople—but not 
business candidates in general—crosses party lines and pro-
vides an explanation for why small business owners per-
formed better in our observational data.

Discussion

Businesspeople routinely seek political office at all levels 
of American government, and this tendency may be grow-
ing for at least some types of positions. A recent study finds 
a sharp rise in the proportion of business candidates for fed-
eral office and this is matched by an increase in the propor-
tion of federal office holders who held a corporate executive 
position prior to election, with over one in five fitting this 
description by 2014 (Babenko et al., 2018). Business peo-
ple also often run for state office, and despite common 
views about the prevalence of attorneys, the proportion of 
state legislators with a business background far exceeds the 
proportion who are lawyers (Fifield, 2015; Makse, 2019). 
Similarly, a recent study finds almost one in three U.S. 
mayoral candidates has a business background—a strik-
ingly high proportion (Kirkland, 2017).

Despite the prevalence of candidates with a business 
background running for office, prior research offers rela-
tively little systematic evidence about whether the business 
label advantages candidates. Our research takes the study 
of business candidates much further. We first draw on a 
data set of actual election results much larger than has pre-
viously been used, and that is especially appropriate for the 
present purpose because it includes comprehensive infor-
mation on occupational labels. With information on thou-
sands of California mayoral and city council candidates 
from over 400 cities, we confirm the prevalence of 

self-described business candidates. The proportion running 
for office under this label far exceeded the proportion list-
ing other familiar labels such as attorney and educator. Yet 
business candidates were not notably successful attracting 
voters, faring worse in terms of securing electoral victories 
than others with prior elective experience and about the 
same as lawyers, educators, and retirees. The lack of dis-
tinctive business candidate success persisted even when we 
added a variety of control variables to a subsample of our 
data set, including candidate quality.

Our survey experiment provides further support for the 
conclusion that the business label is not generally advanta-
geous for candidates. For example, respondents overall pre-
ferred candidates with a school board background to those 
with a business background. The experimental results were 
consistent with our findings from observational data as well 
as with previous experimental studies.

Beyond the analysis of overall business candidate suc-
cess, we make two other significant contributions to the 
literature examining voter preferences for business candi-
dates. First, our survey experiments confirm the importance 
of distinguishing between types of business candidates, 
with voters preferring candidates mentioning a small busi-
ness background over those with a business background 
generally. This is consistent with the tendency of Americans 
to look favorably on small business and more suspiciously 
on large corporations (Newman & Kane, 2014). It would be 
interesting to learn more about the reasons for the distinc-
tion and the extent to which voters favor the person listing 
a small business background because they see that candi-
date as “one of us.” Alternatively, it may be that small busi-
ness candidates are more effective campaigners because 
they tend to have useful skills such as ability to manage 
budgets, recruit staff, and market products. This suggests 
the need to compare the campaigns run by small business 
candidates to those run by others.

We also found that partisanship strongly influences the 
impact of occupational labels on voter behavior. Even 
though all of the elections in our observational dataset were 
nonpartisan, Republican leaning constituencies and 
Democratic leaning constituencies appear to react differ-
ently to the appearance of the business occupation label by 
a candidate’s name. Our experimental study reinforces the 
conclusion that partisanship matters, but with a twist. Those 
results suggest Democrats are less favorably inclined 
toward business candidates in general than Republicans but 
support for small business candidates crosses party lines. 
We also find that Republicans and Democrats value quali-
ties differently in evaluating candidates based on occupa-
tional background, which is consistent with Kirkland and 
Coppock (2018).

The findings above suggest some fruitful areas for future 
research. The first is to explore in greater depth how voters 
use occupational cues in their voting decisions. Specifically, 
more research needs to be done exploring how important a 
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business label is relative to other cues. In our experiment 
participants had no other information about the candidates–
if they knew party affiliation or a candidate’s demographic 
profile would the effects of occupation diminish? Kirkland 
and Coppock (2018) and Crowder-Meyer et al. (2019) pro-
vide a good start to this line of inquiry, but more work needs 
to be done exploring the interaction and relative importance 
of various cues. It is possible that in more salient campaigns 
where voters have greater information about the candidates 
the effects of occupation will disappear. Given the strong 
preference for small business owners, it is plausible that 
some moderate voters may be willing to cross party lines to 
support small business owners running for the local city 
council; even if they know a candidate’s party affiliation 
they may rely on occupational cues to judge a candidate’s 
qualifications.

More work needs to be done exploring the underlying 
beliefs that lead voters to prefer or reject business candi-
dates. One possibility is that voters assume business candi-
dates are more conservative than candidates with political 
backgrounds. That may be especially true given the Trump 
Presidency; having a conservative businessperson with no 
political experience elected president may reinforce vot-
ers’ assumptions about the connection between a business 
background and a conservative ideology. There may be 
other assumptions that voters make about business candi-
dates as well. For example, they may assume that business 
candidates have a more top-down management style or pri-
oritize economic policy over social issues. Our experiment 
explored some potential beliefs about business candidates, 
but there may be others that researchers have not yet 
uncovered.

It is also desirable to approach research from a candi-
date perspective. In California candidates have options as 
to how they define their occupation on the ballot, and more 
generally candidates can present their occupational back-
ground in many ways on their campaign websites, adver-
tising, and ballot pamphlet statements. How do candidates 
use their occupational backgrounds to appeal to voters? Do 
they assume that voters prefer business backgrounds and 
choose to emphasize that over other professional experi-
ence? Do small business candidates use their work experi-
ence differently than other business candidates? Do 
attorneys try to minimize their legal background under the 
assumption that voters do not look favorably upon law-
yers? More generally, do candidates believe that their 
occupational backgrounds have an influence on their elec-
toral success, and if so does it affect who decides to run in 
the first place? It is possible that the (largely incorrect) 
belief that voters prefer candidates with a business back-
ground encourages businesspeople to run for office and 
discourages others. In short, beliefs about the “business-
person” label may influence potential candidate decisions 
as well as voter choices, even if such candidate decisions 
are grounded in mythology.
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Notes

 1.  It is also interesting to note that five of the 12 candidates 
included in her study included some derivative of “business-
person” in their self-chosen occupational labels.

 2.  Our results were substantively the same when we estimated 
percent vote share using hierarchical modeling.

 3.  We follow Jacobson’s (1989) measure of candidate quality, 
where candidates are considered higher quality if they have 
held elected office. We did not classify neighborhood coun-
cils or political party offices as elected offices.

 4.  Since all candidates in the “elected official, non-incumbent” 
category were also quality candidates, we deleted that vari-
able from this analysis. Also, the realtor dummy was dropped 
because there were only four candidates in that category.

 5.  In California, all school boards are elected by the public.
 6.  We did not use candidate names to prevent respondents from 

responding to cues gleaned from a candidate’s name, such as 
ethnicity and sex. We did not use colors of blue and red for 
any candidate to avoid connotations with the Democratic or 
Republican parties. Ballot designations were the only infor-
mation participants knew about the candidates.

 7.  While MTurk samples may not be nationally representative, 
they are more representative than convenience student sam-
ples (Berinsky et al., 2012) and useful for political science 
experiments (Huff and Tingley, 2015).

 8.  Our experimental design does not allow for comparison 
between business candidates and all other occupational bal-
lot designations. We only compare business candidates to 
elected officials (a school board member) and realtors.

 9.  Unless otherwise specified, we report p-values for two-
tailed tests. 95% confidence intervals in corresponding 
figures may overlap, even when mean differences are statis-
tically significant at the p < .05 level (e.g., Austin & Hux, 
2002, Knezevic, 2008).

10.  The 95% confidence intervals for the small business owner 
and school board member candidates overlap, but the mean 
difference is statistically significant at the p < .10 level.

11.  Party identification was measured on a 7-point scale rang-
ing from “Strong Democrat” to “Strong Republican.” 
We consolidated responses into three groups, Democrats, 
Independents, and Republicans, where respondents report-
ing “Not strong” and “Lean” partisanship were grouped with 
the party.
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12.  In analysis not shown, we estimated the models for business 
person and business executive separately. The results were 
substantively the same as when we aggregated predicted 
support for the business person and executive, so we present 
the aggregate dependent variable for simplicity.

13.  We grouped party identification into three categories 
(Democrat, Independent and Republican) then used dummy 
variables with Democrat as the omitted baseline category. 
Interest in politics and public affairs was measured on a 
4-point scale ranging from “not interested at all” (1) to “very 
interested” (4). Trust in state government was on a 5-point 
scale ranging from “never” (1) to “always” (5) in response to 
how often state government can be trusted to do what is right. 
Age was measured in years. Education was coded as respon-
dents’ highest level of education completed (some high 
school to doctorate). Race was measured dichotomously as 
whether a respondent was white (1) or not (0). We also used 
a dichotomous measure for a match between the participant 
or their family member and the candidate’s occupation, with 
1 indicating the respondent or a family member had the same 
occupation as the candidate and 0 indicating otherwise.
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