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Abstract

Can qualifications help candidates from historically marginalized groups win over
out-group voters? We help answer this question with an original conjoint experi-
ment fielded on a face-to-face survey conducted in three Afghan provinces between
2016 and 2017. The conjoint asked over 2,400 Afghan respondents to rank and
choose between profiles of hypothetical candidates with varying gender, ethnic and
educational attributes. We explore whether candidate qualifications – as measured
by educational attainment – can amplify respondents’ support for hypothetical can-
didates from two social groups traditionally underrepresented in Afghan politics:
women and Hazaras, a predominately Shi’a ethnic minority group. We find that
higher qualifications consistently increase male (non-Hazara) respondents’ ranking
and likelihood of choosing profiles with female (Hazara) candidates. These gains,
however, do not completely offset male (non-Hazara) respondents’ in-group biases.
Qualifications help but are not enough to dismantle voter preferences for in-group
candidates.
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1 Introduction

Voters generally prefer political representatives who look like them (Barnes and Burchard
2013; Carlson 2015; Chandra 2007; Dolan 2008; Hankla, Banerjee, Thomas, and Banerjee
2022; Kao and Benstead 2019; Schwarz and Coppock 2022). This bodes poorly for candi-
dates from minority and historically under-represented groups who depend on out-group
support to enter office. Can qualifications - be they professional experience, political
accomplishments or educational attainment - help these candidates win over out-group
voters?

Scholars disagree whether candidates’ qualifications mitigate voters’ in-group biases.
Some argue that qualifications boost candidates’ appeal to out-group constituents (Man-
zano and Sanchez 2010). Qualifications help dispel the assumptions and stereotypes that
anchor biases against out-group candidates (Conroy-Krutz 2013). Others, however, warn
that in-group biases diminish if not trivialise voters’ assessments of out-group candidates’
qualifications (Adida, Gottlieb, Kramon, and McClendon 2017; Carlson 2015).

We examine how candidate qualifications shape public attitudes towards female and
Hazara candidates in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (IRoA) - which fell to the Tal-
iban in 2021. Afghan women and Hazaras, a predominantly Shi’a ethnic minority group,
have endured mass and state sponsored violence and discrimination over the past three
decades (Mousavi 2018; Rashid 2002; UN Women 2021). If qualifications can amplify
out-group support for female and Hazara candidates in Afghanistan, they are likely to
aid minority and historically under-represented candidates anywhere. We assess whether
candidate qualifications - as measured in terms of educational attainment - ameliorate
female and Hazara candidates’ appeal to male and non-Hazara Afghans.

Determining whether qualifications can broaden public support for historically under-
represented candidates matters because candidates have much greater agency over their
qualifications than other drivers of voter support. Ascriptive characteristics are largely
fixed. Candidates’ ability to tap into clientelistic networks to win votes may be bound by
their ascriptive characteristics as well (Corstange 2016). Qualifications, in contrast, can
be earned. If qualifications enhance out-group voters’ support, then nominating highly
qualified female and minority candidates can help diversify the political arena through
the ballot box.

Measuring the impact of qualifications on public support for candidates from histor-
ically marginalized groups is challenging. Candidates from these groups are often more
qualified than their competitors. This is due to a selection effect; Typically only highly
qualified female and minority candidates are willing to run for office (Anzia and Berry
2011). When a highly qualified female or minority candidate loses an election, especially
to a less qualified male or majority ethnic group candidate, one is tempted to conclude
that candidate qualifications do not matter for historically under-represented candidates.
The relevant benchmark to measure the importance of qualifications, however, is how the
losing candidate would have fared if they were less qualified.

The paucity of less qualified female and minority candidates limits our ability to
gauge the impact of qualifications on support for historically under-represented candi-
dates. Quotas and institutionalized power-sharing arrangements obfuscate comparisons
between female and male candidates or minority and majority candidates as well. More
broadly, elections - especially in countries with a history of weak rule of law and rampant
electoral fraud like Afghanistan (Callen and Long 2015) - are imprecise measures of public
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opinion.
We circumvent these empirical challenges with an original conjoint survey experi-

ment fielded on face-to-face surveys conducted in three Afghan provinces between 2016
and 2017. The conjoint experiment asked over 2,400 Afghan respondents to rank and
choose hypothetical leadership profiles. These profiles randomly varied a hypothetical
candidate’s gender, ethnic group and educational attainment. We assess whether profiles
with higher levels of educational attainment augment male and majority group respon-
dents’ ranking and likelihood of choosing candidate profiles with female, minority, and
minority female attributes.

We find that qualifications generally increase men (non-Hazara) respondents’ rank-
ing and likelihood of choosing a female (Hazara) candidate. Qualifications also attenuate
in-group biases. Male (non-Hazara) respondents are more likely to favor a profile with a
higher educated female (Hazara) candidate than a profile with a less educated male (non-
Hazara) candidate. Qualifications, however, do not erase in-group biases. When forced
to choose between equally qualified candidates, respondents are more likely to pick an
in-group candidate over an out-group one.

These findings advance our understanding of ethnic politics, gender politics and the
power of candidate qualifications in shaping public opinion. We provide original evidence
that qualifications can enhance historically under-represented candidates’ favorability to
out-group voters. But we also uncover that qualifications do not extinguish in-group
biases completely. They help, but are not enough.

Our analysis helps nuance a divided literature over whether candidate qualifications
curb in-group biases. It also enters an exciting stream of new research that examines the
interaction of candidates’ ascriptive and non-inherited identities - whether their policies
(Bauer 2017; Blackman and Jackson 2021), piety (L. Benstead, Jamal, and Lust 2015;
Kao and Benstead 2021) or party (Dolan 2014; Hayes and Lawless 2016; Holman, Merolla,
and Zechmeister 2016; Ono and Burden 2019; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018) - in
moulding public preferences.

Lastly, we present original public opinion data from Afghanistan. In the wake of the
collapse of the IRoA, many wonder whether the Afghan public’s indifference towards the
Taliban’s patriarchal policies abetted the Taliban’s return to power. We provide strong
evidence that the Afghan public was not uniformly hostile to women’s political inclusion.
That qualifications ameliorated male respondents’ valuations of female candidates pro-
poses that many Afghans were in fact open to female political leadership under certain
circumstances.

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section surveys existing work on quali-
fications and public support for female and minority candidates. We then present our
hypotheses. The third section provides background information on the Afghan case. We
then describe our survey and empirical approach. The fifth section exhibits our results.
We conclude by proposing future avenues of research and discussing the policy implica-
tions of our findings.
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2 Candidate Qualifications and Out-Group Support

Existing work on qualifications and out-group support is divided. Optimists argue
that qualifications can dismantle the informational heuristics that fuel in-group biases
(Conroy-Krutz 2013). Absent of information about a candidate’s qualifications, vot-
ers apply prevailing stereotypes about a candidate’s capabilities and preferences. These
stereotypes reinforce in-group preferences. For example, all else equal, voters will assume
a coethnic candidate is more hardworking and more likely to favor coethnic constituents
than a non-coethnic candidate. Likewise, unless informed otherwise, voters assume female
candidates are less qualified and less interested in policy areas stereotypically associated
with male expertise, like crime or national security. The historical absence of women and
minorities in the formal political arena buttress voters’ doubts about women and minority
candidates’ competencies (Mo 2015). Qualifications can correct these assumptions.

Voters may also value qualifications in and of themselves. Incumbency, one measure
of qualifications, narrows the electoral gender gap in Chile (Piscopo, Hinojosa, Thomas,
and Siavelis 2022; Shair-Rosenfield and Hinojosa 2014) and Indonesia (Toha and Hazra
2022). Manzano and Sanchez (2010) find that on average Latino voters are more likely
to support a qualified non-Latino candidate over a less qualified Latino candidate, except
among Latinos with strong ethnic attachments. Similarly, Collingwood (2020) argues
that Anglo / White candidates in the United States can win over minority voters by
developing group-specific policy expertise, minority-group cultural competence and fos-
tering shared party identification.

Pessimists warn that in-group biases taint voters’ evaluations of candidate qualifi-
cations. Some scholars of ethnic politics, for example, find little evidence of candidate
qualifications augmenting non-coethnic support. This work measures candidate quali-
fications in terms of performance - how an incumbent fared in office. This is distinct
from candidate quality - like educational attainment or expertise - which is a type of
qualification that can be obtained outside of office. Using experimental and survey data
from Benin, Adida et al. (2017) demonstrate that ethnicity shapes voters’ evaluations
of politicians’ performance. Voters only reward good-performing incumbents if they are
coethnic, and only punish bad performing non-coethnics. Carlson (2015) argues that
ethnicity in Uganda is not a heuristic for candidate performance. Instead, ethnicity and
performance interact in shaping Ugandans’ candidate preferences. She finds that Ugan-
dan voters value coethnic and high performing candidates in tandem. Low performing
candidates do not benefit from coethnicity. Likewise, high performance does not endear
non-coethnic candidates to voters because voters do not think they will benefit from a
non-coethnic’s high performance. In Kenya, however, Ferree, Gibson, and Long (2021)
find that voters are more likely to use coethnicity as an evaluative shortcut when a can-
didate’s performance is mixed.

Women’s persistent under-representation despite female candidate generally having
greater qualifications than men further questions whether qualifications can dismantle
voters’ in-groups biases. (Barnes and Holman 2019; O’Brien and Rickne 2016).1 This dis-
connect suggests that voters may not view candidate’s qualifications in a gender-neutral
manner (Bauer 2020). For example, survey respondents in Vietnam were less support-
ive of female candidates when those candidates were associated with clean governance

1. See Profeta and Woodhouse (2022, p.1472) for an excellent overview of this literature.
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(Schuler 2023). Moreover, unlike with male candidates, voters may be either indifferent or
actually sanction female candidates with higher qualifications. Profeta and Woodhouse
(2022) reveal that women with higher qualifications were not more likely to be elected in
Italy.

Survey evidence, however, finds little difference in how respondents value political
experience and educational qualifications across candidates’ sex (Teele et al. 2018, p.534;
Hankla et al. 2022, p.18; Hayes and Lawless 2016; A. Clayton, Robinson, Johnson, and
Muriaas 2020; Shockley and Gengler 2020). Mo (2015) demonstrates that qualifications
do not improve the likeability of female candidates among participants with male biases.
Others warn that while respondents may value men and women’s qualifications equally,
they still expect women to uphold traditional gendered household expectations, imposing
a “double-bind” on female politicians (A. Clayton et al. 2020; Teele et al. 2018).

Finally, a parallel strand of scholarship uncovers a backlash against women whose op-
portunities and qualifications defy prevailing stereotypes (Barnett, A. Jamal, and Monroe
2021; L. Benstead et al. 2015; Brulé 2020). This backlash occurs when members from a
higher status group penalize members of a lower status group for making socio-economic
gains. These penalties preserve the higher status group’s superiority (L. J. Benstead,
Muriaas, and Wang 2023, p.501). Pessimists worry that male (ethnic majority) voters
may punish highly qualified female (ethnic minority) candidates for fear that historically
under-represented candidates’ empowerment would usurp existing hierarchies.

In summary, existing literature presents three contrasting expectations about the
relationship between candidate qualifications and out-group support.

H0: Candidate qualifications have no effect on men (coethnic)’s support for female
(non-coethnic) candidates.

H1: Higher candidate qualifications increase men (coethnic)’s support for female
(non-coethnic) candidates.

H2: Higher candidate qualifications decrease men (coethnic)’s support for female
(non-coethnic) candidates.

We advance this scholarship by examining how candidates’ intersecting group iden-
tities influence the relationship between qualifications and candidate favorability. This
intersectional approach, pioneered by Crenshaw (1991), proposes that the public does
not view candidates’ multiple identities in isolation. Instead, these identities interact in
complex ways when shaping public attitudes towards political candidates (Mügge and
Erzeel 2016). For example, coethnicity and religiosity augment public support for female
candidates in Jordan (Kao and Benstead 2021) and Tunisia (L. Benstead et al. 2015).

In this study, we explore whether and how candidate identities and qualifications
interact to shape out-group support. We assess whether qualifications improve out-group
support for female candidates and ethnic minority candidates, and whether the effect of
qualifications varies across types of social groups. Gender is more cross-cutting than eth-
nicity, which tends to coincide with other social groups like class or religion (Htun 2004).
Perhaps men value highly qualified female candidates more than members of majority
ethnic groups value highly qualified minority candidates because gender cuts across other
politically salient social groups. This generates our third hypothesis:
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H3: Candidate qualifications have a greater effect on improving out-group candidate
support across genders than ethnic groups.

We then probe whether qualifications’ ability to boost support for an out-group can-
didate is a gendered phenomenon. A highly qualified female candidate from an excluded
ethnic group may signal very different leadership traits2 and policies to male voters from
historically included ethnic groups than a highly qualified male candidate from an ex-
cluded ethnic group. Being highly qualified and belonging to two historically marginalized
groups (female; ethnic minority) could invoke a candidate’s greater willingness to usurp
existing power hierarchies to the detriment of voters from politically dominant social
groups (male; ethnic majority) than a highly qualified candidate from one historically
marginalized group (female or ethnic minority).

H4: Higher candidate qualifications only increase coethnic men’s support for non-
coethnic male candidates.

3 Background: Gender and Hazara Politics in Afghanistan

We center our analysis of qualifications and out-group support on two historically marginal-
ized groups in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (IROA). The IRoA is an excellent site
to study the effect of qualifications on out-group support. A low income, frequently vio-
lent and young democracy, the IRoA struggled to attract highly qualified candidates for
national and especially local elections. As a result, and as we will demonstrate, Afghan
voters strongly valued candidate qualifications. Thus we study the power of qualifica-
tions on public opinion in an electoral context where candidate qualifications are varied
and wanted. Furthermore, two types of social groups have faced particularly significant
political and social marginalization in Afghanistan: women and Hazaras. This helps us
assess whether qualifications have the same impact on out-group support across different
types of and interactions between social groups.

We examine whether candidate qualifications shape men’s attitudes towards female
candidates. Women and girls suffered under the Taliban rule in the decade before US-
led forces brought the IRoA to power. The Taliban barred women almost entirely from
the public sphere in the 1990s (Rashid 2002), including most work and educational op-
portunities (Zulfacar 2006). In 2001, the newly formed IRoA pledged to end women’s
political marginalization (Bush 2011). The 2004 Constitution recognized gender equal-
ity and mandated protections for women’s rights (Shah 2005). It guaranteed at least
27 percent (68 seats) for women in the lower parliamentary house (the Wolesi Jirja),
the country’s main lawmaking body (Krook, O’Brien, and Swip 2010).3 Seats were dis-

2. We define traits as a distinguishing characteristic of one’s personal nature (Bauer 2020, p.5).

3. This quota is in line with other comparable low income countries, which averaged 23 percent for
women’s parliamentary representation in 2022 (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2023).
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tributed proportionally across Afghanistan’s 34 provinces, with a minimum of one seat
reserved for women in each province. Although there were no formal quotas mandated
for political parties, the parliamentary quota system incentivized political factions to put
forth female candidates, though most ran as independents. Many prominent women took
on leadership roles as ministers, parliamentarians and civil society leaders in the IRoA
(Nijat and Murtazashvili 2015). Indeed, in 2019 there was a higher percentage of female
representatives in Afghanistan’s parliament that the US Congress (Barr 2020).

Women’s political inclusion was bitterly contested during the Taliban’s twenty year
insurgency against the IRoA (Mosamim and Villeneuve 2023; Nijat and Murtazashvili
2015). Insurgents frequently targeted prominent female leaders, including activists, politi-
cians, and judges (UN Women 2021). In spite of significant advancements, Afghanistan
ranked 180th out of 191 countries on the Gender Development Index in the last year of
IRoA rule (UNDP 2021).

It is unclear whether Afghan women’s greater political representation in the IRoA
relfected public support for female candidates and gender equality, nor is it clear the
extent to which qualifications played a role in enhancing this support (Nijat and Mur-
tazashvili 2015). Female leaders were generally well educated relative to the population,
as were their male counterparts. Several prominent Afghan female politicians had medi-
cal degrees and PhDs.4 Many received substantial educational and skills-based training
from various international donors hoping to expand women’s political representation (Ni-
jat and Murtazashvili 2015). Not all female leaders, however, were highly educated. The
pool of educated female candidates was much more constrained at local levels of gov-
ernment. Deteriorating security in the last years of the IROA winnowed elections to
candidates who had access to or could afford private security. While those with access to
financial resources were also more likely to be educated, quotas for women at village-level
institutions such as Community Development Councils were often left unfilled or filled
with women with low to no formal education (Bhatia, Jareer, and Mcintosh 2018).

We also assess whether qualifications can increase out-group support for Hazaras.
The Hazaras are one of many ethnic groups residing in Afghanistan5 and represent ten
to twenty percent of the population.6 They are concentrated in the country’s central
highland region. Hazaras predominately follow variants of Shi’a Islam, in contrast to the
vast majority of Afghans whom identify as Sunni Muslim (Saikal 2012).

The Hazaras, like other ethnic minorities in Afghanistan, have endured a long his-
tory of persecution. While some ruled as feudal landlords and occasionally advanced to
elite positions in government, many Hazaras lived as subsistence farmers, servants and
slaves well into the 20th century (Mousavi 2018; Saikal 2012). Though slavery was out-
lawed in 1923 and conditions gradually improved throughout the 20th century, Hazaras
still faced disproportionate obstacles in accessing education and political rights (Mousavi
2018). The Hazaras’ marginalization intensified under the Taliban. The Taliban commit-

4. For security reasons we do not list individual examples; see Afghan Bios (2023) for more information
on the profiles and qualifications of prominent Afghan leaders.

5. Afghanistan has an ethnic fractionalization rate of 0.766, a rate much higher than its neighbors
(Alesina, Devleeschauwer, Easterly, Kurlat, and Wacziarg 2003).

6. As there has been no proper census of the Afghan population since the 1970s, the population share
of Hazaras relative to the population is an estimate.
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ted mass killings of Hazaras (Rashid 2002) and assassinated prominent Hazara leaders
(Saikal 2012).7

As with women, the Hazaras’ political and socio-economic conditions improved under
the IRoA. The IRoA’s constitution recognized Shi’a Islam. The new republic appointed
Hazaras to key positions of power. Karim Khalili, for example, served as Vice President
between 2004 and 2014. Mohammad Mohaqiq became an influential parliamentarian
and leader of the Hezb-e-Wahdat party (Saikal 2012), a party associated with Hazaras.
Several prominent Hazara women rose to important positions as well, such as provincial
governor and mayor.

Though the Hazaras’ ascension to leadership positions became more commonplace,
many of these leaders were appointed by central government officials, making it difficult
to assess the extent to which such leaders enjoyed popular support. While there were no
formal ethnic quotas in parliament, Hazaras successfully increased their representation
due to their geographic concentration and high levels of participation and ethnic solidar-
ity (Semple 2011). Amidst their gains in political representation, Hazara communities
confronted deepening sectarian violence - like the 2011 Ashura massacre and several at-
tacks on Shi’a mosques - in the latter years of the IRoA (Adili 2022).

While many ethnic groups reside in Afghanistan, we focus on Hazaras for two rea-
sons. First, public biases against Hazaras are stronger than any other ethnic group in
our analysis (SI Figure 42). This presents a harder test for qualifications’ ability to
improve out-group support. Second, we suspect sectarianism underpins our respondents’
anti-Hazara sentiments. Sectarian violence, and anti-Shia rhetoric by the Taliban, the
Islamic State’s (ISIS)’s Afghan affiliate the Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISKP),
and other militant groups grew in the last years of the IRoA (Afghanistan: ISIS Group
Targets Religious Minorities 2022; Sabir Ibrahimi 2020). Assessing whether qualifications
can promote non-Hazaras’ support for Hazara candidates can strengthen our understand-
ing of how to diffuse voters’ sectarianism, a challenge that extends beyond Afghanistan.

4 Data Collection and Survey Experiment

We test our hypotheses with an original in-person survey of over two thousand Afghan
respondents. We conducted the survey in 2,485 households between 2016 and 2017 in
three northern Afghan provinces: Balkh, Kunduz and Sar-e-Pul. The survey was a part
of a broader project funded by the International Growth Centre which examined how
perceptions of corruption, insecurity, and ethnic politics influenced Afghans’ attitudes
towards political leadership. This analysis is one facet of this research project.8 Because
we ran the survey in the “early days” of pre-registration (Ofosu and Posner 2021), we did
not pre-register our hypotheses. We derived these hypotheses from our understanding of

7. It is important to note, however, that many Afghan ethnic groups suffered under the Taliban.

8. For example, we used this survey to investigate the impact of insecurity and support for female
leadership (CITE XXXX).
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Afghan society and existing work on intersectionality (Htun 2004), gender politics (A.
Clayton et al. 2020; Hankla et al. 2022; Teele et al. 2018), and the qualifications and eth-
nic voting literature (Adida et al. 2017; Carlson 2015). See Supplementary Information
(SI) Section 7.1 for more information on survey logistics and implementation.

We chose to conduct our survey in northern Afghanistan due to its relative ease of
access in comparison with other parts of the country at the time. The three surveyed
provinces are also ethnically diverse, allowing us to compare candidate preferences across
ethnic groups. Public attitudes in the north are not representative of all of Afghanistan.
Afghans in these provinces are generally believed to be more tolerant towards Hazaras and
open to female leadership than other parts of the country. Respondents’ biases against
women and Hazaras are therefore likely to be less pronounced in these provinces than
others.

The analysis’ dependent variable is support for an out-group candidate. We mea-
sure respondents’ candidate preferences with a conjoint experiment of hypothetical can-
didate profiles. Conjoint experiments require respondents to choose between profiles with
numerous attributes, including non-sensitive ones, and never ask respondents for their
preferences directly. This mitigates social desirability biases (Horiuchi, Markovich, and
Yamamoto 2022), which may be especially pronounced towards out-group candidates.

Enumerators read respondents the following text off of their enumerator tablet:

Now I am going to show you a few pairs of profiles of potential leaders and
ask you to choose, between the two, the one that you think would be the best
advocate for you. Given a choice between these two profiles, which person
would you prefer as a leader?

We categorize political leadership broadly in terms of a leader’s ability to advocate
for their constituents. We prefer this broader measure over specifying political leadership
positions like president, parliamentarian or mayor to prevent respondents from thinking
of actual candidates for these positions when choosing between leadership profiles in the
conjoint experiment.

We use the term ‘leader’ rather than ’representative’ because Afghanistan has mul-
tiple types of influential political authority figures beyond formal state representatives,
including various types of community leaders, warlords, civil society activists, and in-
surgents (Weigand 2022). ‘Leader’ is also a broader term than ’representative’ which
could push respondents to think of only elected positions and the clientelist calculations
underpinning electoral choices.

Enumerators then read leaders’ profiles with the following attributes and values:
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Table 1: Attributes of Leaders’ Profiles

Attributes Values

Gender Male, Female

Age 28, 37, 49

57, 68

Education Madrassa, High School,

University Education

in Afghanistan,

University Education

Abroad

Ethnicity Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek

Hazara, Turkmen

Place of Birth Balkh, Kabul, Kandahar

Saripul, Kunduz

Professional

Experience
Business Owner

Donor Agency Employee

Military

Government Employee

Private Sector Employee

The survey randomized candidates’ attribute values and the order they were read. In
addition to our main attributes of interest - gender, ethnicity and education, we included
other attributes likely to be salient to respondents in assessing candidate suitability, such
as age (an indication of length of prior experience and generational values), professional
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experience, and place of birth.9 There were three constraints in the randomization of
candidate attribute values to ensure profile plausibility. Profiles with candidates younger
than 30 did not have educational levels less than a High School.10 Candidates born in
Kandahar - a Pashtun-dominant province - were Pashtun. No hypothetical female leader
had a military professional background. This is because there were so few women in the
Afghan National Army (ANA) (Jones 2018). Finally, though party affiliation has an im-
portant effect on public perceptions of women’s leadership abilities (Holman et al. 2016;
Ono and Burden 2019), we did not include a political party attribute; the majority of
Afghan leaders ran for positions independently, and most major parties were associated
with particular individuals and/or ethnic factions.11 Indeed, only eight percent of candi-
dates were affiliated with a registered political party in the 2018 parliamentary elections,
(Johnson and Barnhart 2020).

We measure candidates’ qualifications through their education attainment. We code
candidates with education attributes of University Education, whether in Afghanistan or
abroad, as Higher Educated. Profiles with education attributes of High School or Mad-
drassa are codes as Less Educated.

Education captures candidate quality, a facet of qualifications that differs from candi-
date performance. Past performance is a undoubtedly valid measure of candidate qualifi-
cations. Performance, however, cannot tell us how voters would evaluate the qualifications
of first-time candidates, who are often from historically under-represented groups.

We measure candidate qualifications in terms of quality for two reasons. First, at the
time of data collection Afghanistan was still a newly established republic with a dearth
of candidates with significant political experience — particularly female and Hazara mi-
nority candidates. Second, while post-2001 Afghanistan was internationally recognised as
a sovereign state, in practice much of the day-to-day functioning of its institutions were
heavily influenced by international donors and non-governmental organisations, which
likely confounded how members of the public judged the performance of the political
class, particularly at a technocratic level. We therefore focused on pre-electoral quali-
fications — in this case candidate education levels — as the most useful and realistic
measure to explore these hypotheses in the Afghan context.

Granted, candidates’ education signals more than their qualifications. Respondents
may view a candidate’s education level as signal of that candidate’s values. They could
infer that a highly educated female candidate would have more liberal policy preferences
than a less educated female candidate. Education can also invoke a candidate’s class
(Desai and Frey 2021). Education is a bundled signal.

Nevertheless, though candidates’ education can convey attributes outside of quali-

9. We added a place of birth attribute to evaluate respondents’ preferences for local candidates, as
some political representatives were installed by central government authorities and from elsewhere. Ad-
ditionally, Kandahar was included as a place of birth an attribute value because it is a more conservative
southern province and is considered the political centre for the Taliban. This attribute value was one
way of measuring tacit support for the Taliban and Taliban-adjacent leaders.

10. This is because of the vast expansion of public school education in Afghanistan over the last twenty
years.

11. The Hazara affiliated Hezb-e-Wahdat, for example, functioned more as a collection of competing
interest groups from the Hazara community than a political party with a cohesive structure and program
at the time of the survey.
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fications - like class and ideology - it is still an acquired attribute. It can be obtained
by any candidate regardless of their ascriptive or inherited characteristics. It is also a
strongly desired candidate attribute in Afghanistan. When asked to rate the importance
of a leader having a high level of education from one to six, with one being the least
important and six being the most important, our survey respondents’ mean response
was 4.79. This is higher than their mean rating for a leader with government experience
(2.88), strong religious values (3.87) or military experience (2.32) (SI Table 7.3). T-tests
examining differences in respondents’ mean support for highly educated leaders and lead-
ers with military experience and public sector experience are statistically significant at
the one percent level.

We examine the relationship between candidates’ qualifications and respondents’
support towards candidates from two types of ascriptive groups. The first is a candi-
date’s gender, which in the Afghan context is widely perceived as a binary between Male
and Female. The second ascriptive group is an ethnic one. We assess how candidate qual-
ifications impact respondents’ attitudes towards hypothetical candidates from the Hazara
ethnic group. We also treat this variable as a binary, with hypothetical candidates being
either Hazara or Non-Hazara. Lastly, we explore the impact of qualifications on support
for candidates across both gender (male, female) and ethnic (Hazara, Non-Hazara) group
categorizations.

Out-group support is the dependent variable. Male respondents are the out-group in
assessing qualifications and support for female candidates. Non-Hazara respondents are
the out-group in examining qualifications and support for Non-Hazara candidates. Non-
Hazara respondents include Pashtuns (23 percent of all surveyed respondents), Tajiks
(31 percent), Uzbeks (29 percent), Turkmen (4 percent) and other groups (5 percent).
Hazaras, who are excluded from the population of Non-Hazara respondents, represented
8 percent of all surveyed respondents. Non-Haraza Male respondents are the out-group
of interest when examining the impact qualifications on respondent support across candi-
dates’ gender and ethnic group. We subset each analysis to respondents from the relevant
out-group.

We measure out-group respondents’ candidate support through a forced choice con-
joint experimental design (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014). Respondents
had to choose between a pair of leadership profiles with randomized attributes three
times. Respondents also had to rank each profile from 1 to 5.

Of the full dataset’s 14,910 profiles, less than half have female candidates (Female
= 1). Almost twenty percent of the hypothetical candidates are Hazara (Hazara = 1).
Finally, over half of the profiles have hypothetical leaders with high levels of education
(Higher Educated = 1).

We investigate whether out-group respondents’ preferences for hypothetical leaders
vary across candidates’ qualifications and ascriptive identities. Most conjoint analysis
examines attributes’ Average Marginal Component Effect (AMCE). However, AMCEs
estimated across subgroups are sensitive to reference or baseline category specification
(Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020). Because who belongs to the out-group varies across
hypotheses (males, non-hazaras, non-hazara males), and these out-groups’ preferences
for a leader likely varies across these subgroups as well, we follow Leeper et al. (2020)
and use the cregg package to calculate and plot differences in marginal means (MM) es-
timates and conduct omnibus F tests to determine whether respondents’ preferences for
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out-group leaders differ across subgroups.12 We cluster standard errors at the respondent
level to account for the repeated number of observations per respondent. We use bias
corrected standard error estimates in robustness checks as well (K. Clayton, Horiuchi,
Kaufman, King, and Komisarchik 2024).

In a forced choice design, an attribute with an MM value of one indicates that re-
spondents would choose a profile with that attribute with a probability of one. MMs in
a forced choice design average 0.5 by definition, with values greater (lower) than 0.5 rep-
resenting positive (negative) bias towards an attribute (Leeper et al. 2020, p.210). The
following analyses first present plotted differences in MM estimates across profiles with
varying qualifications and out-group attributes. It then presents MM estimates to convey
candidate profiles over all favorability across qualification and out-group types. The SI
includes AMCE estimates with highly qualified out-group candidate profile occupying the
baseline category specification.

5 Results

5.1 Qualifications and Men’s Support for Female Candidates

We begin by estimating male respondents’ support for female candidates without taking
qualifications into account. Figure 1 illustrates a gender gap in men’s preferences for
male over female candidates. It estimates that a male respondent will choose a profile
with a male candidate roughly fifty-five percent of the time on average, and a profile with
a female candidate forty-four percent of the time (SI Table 3).13

12. See 7.2 in the SI and Leeper et al. (2020) for a discussion on why MMs are a more appropriate
measure for conjoint subgroup analysis.

13. Note that the MM estimates may not add up to one. This is because there a cases where respondents
must choose between profiles with the same gender attribute.
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Figure 1: Male Respondents’ Preferences for Male and Female Candidates: Estimated

Marginal Means (MM) and 95% Confidence Intervals

Female Candidate

Male Candidate

0.44 0.48 0.52 0.56
Marginal Means

Note that the forty-four percent likelihood of choosing a female candidate is not
an indicator of overall support for female leadership because all the other candidate at-
tributes (ethnicity, age, place of birth and as we will see shortly, education) influence
respondents’ profile assessments as well (Horiuchi, Smith, and Yamamoto 2020). Con-
joint experiments also do not disclose the intensity of respondents’ preferences (Abramson,
Koçak, and Magazinnik 2022). Figure 1 simply reveals that respondents are on average
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more likely to pick a profile with a male leader over a female leader.
We then examine the effect of qualifications, as measured by educational attain-

ment, on men’s choice and ranking of hypothetical candidate profiles. Education has a
substantial effect on respondents’ choice of candidates. An F-test comparing a model of
respondents’ likelihood to choose a profile with the education attribute interacting with
the gender attribute and a reduced model without the education attribute is statistically
significant at the one percent level (p < 0.01).

Figure 2 measures the effect of candidate qualifications on male respondents’ support
for male and female candidates. It plots differences in MM between male candidates with
high and low qualifications (top row), and between female candidates with high and low
qualifications (bottom row). Male respondents have an almost fifteen percentage point
higher mean probability of picking a profile with high qualified female candidate than
a profile with a less qualified female candidate. This difference is comparable to male
respondents’ likelihood of picking a highly qualified male over less qualified male can-
didate profile. Qualifications increase men’s support for female candidates. We find no
evidence of male backlash against higher educated female candidates; male respondents
are consistently more likely to pick a profile with a higher educated female candidate over
a profile with a less educated female candidate.
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Figure 2: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Male Respondents’ Choice of

High vs. Less Qualified Candidates Across Genders (95% Confidence Intervals)

Female Candidate

Male Candidate

0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20
Marginal Mean Differences (High − Low Qualifications)

Figure 3, however, shows that qualifications do not remove men’s biases for male
candidates. It captures differences in MM between highly qualified male versus female
candidates, and less qualified male versus female candidates. Across both qualification
levels, men are roughly ten percentage points more likely to select a male candidate profile
over a female one.
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Figure 3: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Male Respondents’ Choice of

Male vs. Female Candidates Across Qualifications (95% Confidence Intervals)

Low Qualified Candidate

High Qualified Candidate

0.00 0.05 0.10
Marginal Mean Differences (Male − Female Candidates)

Lastly, Figure 4 estimates MMs across the four candidate types. It shows that higher
education reverses the gender gap in men’s preferences when higher qualified female
candidates compete against less qualified male candidates. Our models estimate that
men would choose a candidate profile with a highly educated woman almost fifty two
percent of the time. This is almost seven percentage points higher than their likelihood
of choosing a profile with a less educated male candidate (SI Table 4).
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Figure 4: Male Respondents’ Preferences for Male and Female Candidates Across Quali-

fications: Estimated Marginal Means (MM) and 95% Confidence Intervals

Male Candidate (Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Qualifications widen the gender gap in men’s preferences when more educated male
candidate profiles are paired with less educated female candidate profiles. Candidate
profiles with highly educated men had the highest mean probability of being chosen
(sixty-two percent, plus or minus two percentage points) across the four types of can-
didates. Profiles with less educated women had the lowest mean probability of being
selected (thirty-seven percent, plus or minus two percentage points) (SI Table 4).
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These patterns hold when examining male respondents’ rankings of candidate profiles
(SI Table 5), and when we disaggregate candidates who received their higher education
abroad or in Afghanistan (SI Figure 13). Congruently, respondents’ support (or lack
thereof) of Madrassa educated candidates relative to Non-Madrassa educated candidates
mirrors their education preferences (SI Figure 14). These findings are sufficiently pow-
ered (power: 0.99), and hold after correcting for measurement error biases in conjoint
experiments (SI Figure 15) (K. Clayton et al. 2024). In support of H1, higher candidate
qualifications augment men’s preferences for female candidates.

5.2 Qualifications and Non-Hazaras’ Support for Hazara Candi-

dates

Next we examine whether higher candidate qualifications increase support for non-coethnic
candidates. For this part of the analysis we exclude the roughly eight percent of re-
spondents who self-identified as Hazara. When ignoring qualifications, a hypothetical
candidate profile of a Hazara has a forty-two percent likelihood of being chosen by a
non-Hazara respondent (SI Table 6). This is almost ten percentage points lower than
a non-Hazara profile’s likelihood of being chosen, and two percentage points less than a
female candidate’s average likelihood of being chosen.
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Figure 5: Non-Hazaras’ Preferences for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates: Estimated

Marginal Means (MM) and 95% Confidence Intervals

Hazara Candidate

Non−Hazara Candidate

0.400 0.425 0.450 0.475 0.500 0.525
Marginal Means

Non-Hazara respondents’ preferences towards Hazara candidates’ qualifications closely
mirror men’s preferences towards female candidates’ qualifications. An F-test compar-
ing a model of respondents’ likelihood to choose a profile with the education attribute
interacting with the Hazara attribute and a reduced model without the education at-
tribute is statistically significant at the one percent level (p < 0.01). As with female
candidates, higher education increases non-Hazara respondents’ support for Hazara can-
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didates (Figure 6). A non-Hazara’s MM of selecting a candidate profile with a highly
educated Hazara candidate profile is fifteen percentage points higher than a less educated
Hazara candidate profile. We do not find non-Hazara backlash against highly qualified
Hazara candidates. Candidates’ higher educational attainment augments a non-Hazara
respondent’s likelihood of selecting a profile with a Hazara candidate (H1).

Figure 6: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Hazara Respondents’

Choice of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Ethnic Groups (95% Confidence

Intervals)

Hazara Candidate

Non−Hazara Candidate

0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20
Marginal Mean Differences (High − Low Qualifications)
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As with female candidates, qualifications do not erase non-Hazaras’ biases against
Hazaras. Among highly qualified candidates, non-Hazaras are still ten percentage points
more likely to pick a non-Hazara profile than a Hazara one (Figure 7). This bias persists
among less educated candidates as well.

Figure 7: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Hazara Respondents’

Choice of Non-Hazara vs. Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (95% Confidence

Intervals)

Low Qualified Candidate

High Qualified Candidate

0.00 0.05 0.10
Marginal Mean Differences (Non−Hazara − Hazara Candidate)
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Figure 8 presents each candidate type’s MM of selection. Profiles with highly ed-
ucated Hazara candidates have a MM rate of selection of almost fifty percent, plus or
minus two percentage points (SI Table 7). This is roughly seven percentage points higher
than a profile with a less educated non-Hazara candidate’s likelihood of selection. These
patterns remain when examining non-Hazara respondents’ rankings of the different candi-
date types (SI Table 8). They endure regardless of whether a candidate’s higher education
was acquired in Afghanistan or abroad (SI Figure 21). Respondents consistently prefer
higher educated over less educated candidates. They also favor non-madrassa educated
candidates over madrassa educated ones (SI Figure 22). Correcting for measurement er-
ror biases do not substantively alter these patterns (SI Figure 23) (K. Clayton et al. 2024)
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Figure 8: Non-Hazaras’ Preferences for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates Across Qual-

ifications: Estimated Marginal Means (MM) and 95% Confidence Intervals

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

These patterns are not an exclusively Hazara phenomenon either. Non-Pashtun re-
spondents’ preferences for qualifications among Pashtun - the second least favored ethnic
group after Hazaras among our respondents (SI Figure 42)14 - and non-Pashtun candi-

14. This may reflect anti-Pashtun sentiment in the north, where many non-Pashtuns blamed and some-
times attacked local Pashtuns in retaliation against the Pashtun-dominant Taliban (Paying for the Tal-
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dates follow this pattern (SI Figure 44). Qualifications mitigate but do not erase in-group
preferences. Meanwhile, qualifications have no effect on out-group support for candidates
from more favored ethnic groups (SI Section 7.8).15 Qualifications are best suited to im-
prove out-group support for candidates from less popular ethnic groups.

Candidate qualifications improve out-group (Non-Hazara; Male) support for Hazara
candidates and Female Candidates (H2). The magnitude of this effect is substantively
similar across the two types of social groups. Contrary to H3, there is little evidence
of qualifications being more beneficial for female candidates than Hazara candidates in
winning over out-group support.

5.3 Qualifications and Non-Hazara Men’s Support for Hazara

Female Candidates

Lastly, we investigate the impact of qualifications on out-group support when taking into
account candidates’ gender and ethnicity. Figure 9 plots differences in MM estimates
between high and less qualified candidates across the four gender and ethnic candidate
combinations of interest (Female Hazara, Male Hazara, Female Non-Hazara, Male Non-
Hazara). The in-group respondents in this analysis are Non-Hazara men. In line with the
preceding findings, higher levels of candidate education ameliorates respondent support
across all gender and ethnicity candidate combinations.

iban’s Crimes: Abuses Against Ethnic Pashtuns in Northern Afghanistan 2002)

15. In our analysis these are Tajik, Turkmen and Uzbek (SI Figure 42).
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Figure 9: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Hazara Male Respon-

dents’ Choice of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Gender and Ethnic Groups

(95% Confidence Intervals)

Non−Hazara Female Candidate

Non−Hazara Male Candidate

Hazara Female Candidate

Hazara Male Candidate

0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20
Marginal Mean Differences (High − Low Qualifications)

Qualifications, however, do not dislodge in-group biases. Figure 10 plots differences
in MM estimates between in-group versus out-group candidates when holding candidate
education levels constant. The in-group in this analysis is Non-Hazara male candidates,
while the out-group represents the three other gender and ethnicity candidate combina-
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tions. Non-Hazara male respondents are roughly ten percentage points more likely to
pick a profile with a non-Hazara male candidate over other gender and ethnic types of
candidates among both High and Low Qualified candidates.

Figure 10: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Hazara Male Respon-

dents’ Choice of In-Group vs Out-Group Candidates Across High and Low Qualified

Candidates (95% Confidence Intervals)

Low Qualified Candidate

High Qualified Candidate

0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15
Marginal Mean Differences (Non−Hazara Male − Out−Group Candidate)
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Finally, Figure 11 presents MM estimates of a profile’s likelihood of selection across
profiles that vary the qualifications, gender and ethnicity of a hypothetical candidate.

Figure 11: Non-Hazara Men’s Preferences for Hazara and Female Candidates Across

Qualifications: Estimated Marginal Means (MM) and 95% Confidence Intervals

Male Candidate (Non−Hazara, Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Hazara, Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Non−Hazara, Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Hazara, Higher Educated)

Male Candidate (Hazara, Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Non−Hazara, Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Hazara, Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Non−Hazara, Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Figure 11 parallels the previous findings.16 High qualifications amplify support for

16. Note that an F-test comparing a model of respondents’ likelihood to choose a profile with the
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in-group candidates. Profiles with highly qualified non-Hazara males have the highest
MM estimate of selection (sixty-five percent, plus or minus two percentage points). Pro-
files with lesser educated Hazara female candidates have the lowest MM estimate (roughly
thirty-nine percent, plus or minus two percentage points). However, less qualified in-group
candidates were still less likely to be picked in the conjoint’s forced choice design on av-
erage (forty-eight percent, plus or minus two percentage points). In-group membership
is a necessary but insufficient condition for robust support. Figure 11 also demonstrates
that qualifications and belonging to a majority ethnic group can reverse the gender gap
in out-group support. A profile with a highly qualified non-Hazara female candidate has
a higher mean probability of selection than a profile with a less qualified Hazara male
candidate (0.53 versus 0.48) (SI Table 9).

The most striking feature of Figure 11, however, is that non-Hazara men remain
biased against highly qualified Hazara female candidates. We estimate that non-Hazara
men chose a profile with a highly educated Hazara female candidate roughly forty-two
percent of the time, plus or minus six percentage points. This rate of selection was six
percentage points lower than profiles with less educated, male non-Hazara candidates.
Indeed, we find no statistically significant differences in a non-Hazara male’s likelihood
of choosing a highly educated female Hazara candidate and all the other types of less
educated candidate profiles except for less educated female Hazara candidates. (SI Ta-
ble 28).

These results do not imply that qualifications hurt Hazara women in the court of
public opinion; qualifications increase female Hazara profiles’ favorability to non-Hazara
men (Figure 9). However, belonging to two out-groups (Female; Hazara) dampens these
profiles’ appeal relative to other candidate social group combinations. Though qualifica-
tions diminish out-group biases, these biases persist because female Hazara candidates
have a lower baseline of support from non-Hazara men than their male and non-Hazara
peers. In rejection of H4, qualifications can increase out-group support for non-coethnic
female candidates. They are just not enough to negate out-group bias against female
candidates and Hazara candidates.

education attribute interacting with the gender and Hazara attributes and a reduced model without the
education attribute is statistically significant at the one percent level (p < 0.01).
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6 Discussion and Conclusion

Some may worry that our findings are more indicative of respondents’ class-based pref-
erences for candidates, not their attitudes towards candidates’ qualifications. Education
and class are highly correlated (Krueger and Lindahl 2001). If class anchored these pat-
terns, however, we would expect diverging candidate preferences between low and higher
income respondents. Yet our findings persist when we subset our analysis across respon-
dents’ income groups. Both low and higher income respondents prefer higher educated
over less educated out-group candidates and in-group candidates (SI Figures 18, 19, 26,
27).

Unlike with class, however, higher educated respondents display stronger preferences
for higher educated out-group candidates (SI Figures 16, 24). Less educated respondents
- defined as respondents who have not experienced tertiary education - are less likely
to demonstrate a positive preference for university educated out-group candidates (SI
Figures 17, 25). Perhaps respondents with higher levels of education are more likely to
view candidates’ education level as a signal on both competence and a type of governance
that transcends in-group vs. out-group cleavages. Higher educated respondents may have
had greater opportunities to come in contact with highly educated out-group members at
university, bolstering their out-group support for highly educated out-group candidates.
At the same time, Afghans with more inclusive preferences towards out-group candidates
might also be more likely to pursue higher education. We cannot disentangle whether
voters’ education expands their support for out-group candidates or vice versa.

There are also important differences in how female respondents and Hazara respon-
dents value in-group and out-group candidates’ qualifications. Female respondents favor
higher educated candidates. Like men, they also prefer higher educated male candidates
over higher educated female candidates, but the magnitude of their male bias is smaller
(SI Figures 31 and 33). Women display no gender when asked to choose between less
qualified candidates.

In contrast, qualifications have less of a bearing on Hazara respondents’ candidate
support. They are as likely to pick a less educated Hazara candidate as a more educated
non-Hazara candidate (SI Figure 35). Hazara respondents are also consistently biased
against non-Hazara candidates across all levels of qualifications (SI Figure 37 and 38).
Hazaras are not unique. Pashtun, Turkmen and Uzbek respondents are also as likely to
pick a profile with less qualified coethnic as a more qualified non-coethnic (See SI Sec-
tion 7.8).

These diverging responses may reflect Htun (2004)’s insight that gender cuts across
more societal cleavages than ethnicity. Perhaps female respondents are more likely to
believe that they can benefit from a highly educated male candidate, who could cater
to the respondent’s ethnic group, class or territory, then a Hazara respondent vis-a-vis
a highly educated non-Hazara candidate. Qualifications may matter less to respondents
when clientelistic benefits are channeled within ethnic groups (Carlson 2015).

These findings also reflect Afghanistan’s rich ethnic diversity. No ethnic group among
our respondents commanded a majority. Most of our respondents’ choices among can-
didate profiles involved choose between two non-coethnic candidates. Nevertheless, our
respondents viewed some some ethnic groups (Hazaras, Pashtuns) much less favorably
than others (Uzbeks, Tajiks) (SI Figure 42). Though qualifications do not offset coethnic
biases, they make candidates from less popular ethnic groups more favorable to non-
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coethnics.
Stepping back, we find strong evidence that qualifications improve candidates’ ap-

peal to out-group voters. Across gender and ethnic groups, higher candidate qualifications
correlate with greater out-group support. We find no evidence of qualifications penaliz-
ing out-group candidates. Nevertheless, while qualifications erode in-group biases, they
do not displace them. When asked to choose between profiles of equal qualifications,
our respondents were consistently more likely to pick hypothetical candidates from their
in-group.

Our findings contribute to a rich scholarship on gender, ethnicity and qualifications.
Though our results align with scholarship that views qualifications as a lever for out-group
support (Collingwood 2020; Conroy-Krutz 2013; Manzano and Sanchez 2010), they also
warn that qualifications may not be enough to erode in-group biases against some types
of candidates (Adida et al. 2017; Carlson 2015; Profeta and Woodhouse 2022). We trail
new ground by highlighting that candidates’ intersecting identities may limit the benefits
of qualifications to out-group supporters. The more out-groups a candidate belongs to,
the less likely higher qualifications will weaken in-group biases.

These insights point to many exciting paths for future research. One next step is to
unpack candidate qualifications in terms of performance and quality. This analysis finds
that candidate quality improves out-group support. Existing work, however, uncovers
little (Adida et al. 2017; Carlson 2015) and mixed (Ferree et al. 2021) evidence of candi-
date performance ameliorating out-group support. Future scholarship can assess whether
voters value candidate quality and performance differently, and whether these differences
can influence out-group support.

Our findings also do not disclose the mechanisms underpinning why respondents
value out-group candidates’ qualifications. Do they interpret higher qualifications to sig-
nal greater competence? Or that an out-group candidate will be more likely to attend
to their group’s interests? Future scholarship can investigate whether candidates with
higher qualifications are less prone to favoring in-group constituents.

In terms of generalizability, we cannot tell whether these findings are a developing
world phenomenon. A dearth of highly educated candidates may have pushed Afghan
respondents to strongly value candidates’ educational attainment. Recent work from
the United States, however, suggests that the patterns uncovered in this analysis may
travel to wealthier democracies. Using observational and survey data, Fulton and Dhima
(2021) find that female Democratic candidates can attract support from male indepen-
dent and Republican voters when they are more qualified than their competitor. They
are penalized, however, when they are equally qualified. Future work can replicate our
experimental research design in higher income contexts.

The Afghan conflict undoubtedly influenced respondents’ valuations of candidate
qualifications. Respondents may have inferred that profiles with less educated attributes
represented hypothetical candidates who rose to prominence through conflict. Respon-
dents in more peaceful settings are less likely to have made this inference. We encourage
scholars to study the relationship between candidate qualifications and out-group support
in more peaceful political arenas.

Our analysis carries important policy implications. Supporting highly qualified
under-represented candidates is most likely to win out-group support. This strategy,
however, risks sidelining “doubly-disadvantaged” (less-educated) out-group candidates.
Nominating the already qualified could buttress existing socio-economic hierarchies. In-
vesting in all candidates’ qualifications will flatten them. While these investments can
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be costly, they improve public acceptance of out-group political leaders. However, our re-
search also demonstrates that qualifications may not be enough for out-group candidates
to overcome in-group biases, and must be accompanied by changes in broader societal
norms. Interventions, such as quotas and other power-sharing mandates, may also be
needed.

Finally, our findings challenge the Taliban government’s depiction of the Afghan pub-
lic as uniformly opposed or indifferent to women’s political inclusion. On the contrary, our
research suggests that Afghans may actually prefer female candidates when they are more
qualified than their male peers. Indeed, our findings emphasize that Afghans care about
candidate qualifications. Many probably oppose the Taliban’s Pashtun-centric approach
to staffing senior government positions. Unfortunately, given that many highly qualified
individuals have fled the country, along with recent Taliban edicts barring women and
girls’ access to education, much of the progress made towards political inclusion of women
and marginalised ethnic groups is under threat for the foreseeable future.
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7.1 Background on Survey Implementation

We worked with an Afghan survey company to survey over 2,485 household surveys be-
tween August 2016 and January 2017 in three northern provinces: Balkh, Kunduz and
Sar-e-Pul. The Taliban briefly occupied Kunduz during our survey collection. They had
also occupied Kunduz briefly in September 2015, before IRoA forces retook control. Prior
to data collection, we carried out 50 pre-test surveys in Afghanistan in May 2016. The
50 pre-test surveys are not included in the final sample.

The survey’s sampling design relies on 80 sampling points selected by random draw
per province, with a quota of 10 surveys per sampling point (half male, half female re-
spondents). Enumerators began at a central landmark in the village and sampled every
third house using a random walk method. Enumerators selected adult household mem-
bers using the Kish Grid method. Male enumerators surveyed male respondents and
female enumerators surveyed female respondents. Accordingly, enumerators worked in
mixed-gendered pairs, often consisting of husband and wife or brother and sister.

Prior to data collection, we carried out 50 pre-test surveys in Afghanistan in May
2016. Enumerators also ran focus groups and piloted the questions among native speak-
ers of both Dari and Pashto to ensure that the treatment and control primes were clear
and that the control prime did not induce any emotions about insecurity. Adjustments
were made to the questionnaire following the pre-test. The 50 pre-test surveys are not
included in the final sample.
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7.2 Theory: Marginal Means and Subgroup Analysis in Conjoint

Experiments

Most conjoint analysis examines attributes’ Average Marginal Component Effect (AMCE).
However, AMCEs estimated across subgroups are sensitive to reference or baseline cate-
gory specification (Leeper et al. 2020).

We follow Leeper et al. (2020) and use the cregg package to calculate and plot
conditional marginal means (MM) and conduct omnibus F tests to determine whether
respondents’ preferences for leaders differ across subgroups. MMs capture average levels
of favorability for a profile with an attribute—like a female candidate—ignoring all other
attributes. AMCEs, by contrast, demonstrate how much an attribute changes an out-
come’s favorability relative to a baseline attribute level, conditional on averaging across
all other attributes. AMCEs and MMs are similar across an entire sample. But the
AMCEs for the reference categories of attributes are zero by design (p.210). Because ab-
solute levels of favorability for a leader may vary across subgroups, a baseline attribute’s
favorability may also vary across subgroups. MMs incorporate these baseline differences
in subgroups’ preferences. MMs are therefore a more appropriate measure for conjoint
subgroup analysis (Leeper et al. 2020).
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7.3 Respondent Leadership Preferences

Table 2: Desired Attributes in a Leader (1 to 6)
Variable Obs Mean SD Min Max
Well Educated 2485 4.79 1.36 1.00 6.00
Military Experience 2485 2.32 0.77 1.50 5.50
Government Experience 2485 2.88 1.31 1.00 6.00
Religious 2485 3.87 1.55 1.00 6.00
Provides Peace 2485 5.74 0.74 1.00 6.00
Punishes Criminals 2485 3.41 1.23 1.00 6.00

Note that higher scores indicate more desirable. Military experience score was calcu-
lated by averaging respondents’ desire for leader with experience as a Mujahadeen fighter
(1 to 6) and experience in the Afghan military (1 to 6).

7.4 Qualifications and Support for Female Candidates Among

Male Respondents

Table 3: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Female and Male Candidates

Candidate’s

Gender
MM (SD)

Female 0.445

(0.007)

Male 0.546

(0.006)

Observations 6792
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Table 4: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Female and Male Candidates Across

Education Levels (Choice)

Candidate’s

Gender
Less Educated Higher Educated

Female 0.371 0.516

(0.011) (0.011)

Male 0.454 0.627

(0.010) (0.010)

Observations 3258 3534

Table 5: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Female and Male Candidates Across

Education Levels (Rating; 1-5)

Candidate’s

Gender
Less Educated Higher Educated

Female 3.085 3.307

(0.037) (0.039)

Male 3.166 3.417

(0.037) (0.036)

Observations 3258 3534
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7.4.1 Robustness Checks

Figure 12: Male Respondents’ Preferences for Male and Female Candidates Across Qual-

ifications: Average Marginal Component Estimates (AMCE) and 95% Confidence Inter-

vals

Male Candidate (Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Higher Educated)

−0.1 0.0 0.1
AMCE
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Figure 13: Support for Male and Female Candidates Across Qualifications and Location of

Education (Abroad vs. Domestic): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence

Intervals (Choice)

Female Candidate (Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Higher Educated, Afghanistan)

Male Candidate (Higher Educated, Foreign)

Male Candidate (Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Higher Educated, Afghanistan)
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0.4 0.5 0.6
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Figure 14: Support for Male and Female Candidates Across Qualifications (Madrassa

Education): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals (Choice)

Female Candidate (Madrassa Educated)

Male Candidate (Non Madrassa Educated)
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Figure 15: Corrected Standard Error Estimates of MM Across Qualifications and Gender

     Low Educated Male Leader

     Low Educated Female Leader

     High Educated Male Leader

     High Educated Female Leader

Education_Gender_Leader:

0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8
Marginal Mean

corrected uncorrected

Note that the conjoint experiment did not have a repeated task. As a result, we set
the Intra-Respondent Reliability (IRR) rate to the most common estimate of 0.75.
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7.4.2 Among Male Respondents Across Education and Income Levels

Figure 16: Support for Male and Female Candidates Across Qualifications (Higher Edu-

cated Male Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Inter-

vals (Choice)

Male Candidate (Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7
Marginal Means

Note that higher educated respondents are all respondents who have had some university
education.
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Figure 17: Support for Male and Female Candidates Across Qualifications (Less Educated

Male Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals

(Choice)

Male Candidate (Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Note that less educated respondents are all respondents who have had some university
education.
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Figure 18: Support for Male and Female Candidates Across Qualifications (High Income

Male Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals

(Choice)

Male Candidate (Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Note that higher income respondents are all respondents who report having a house-
hold income of at least AFN 100,000 (roughly USD 1,500 in August 2016) over the past
year.
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Figure 19: Support for Male and Female Candidates Across Qualifications (Lower Income

Male Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals

(Choice)

Male Candidate (Higher Educated)

Female Candidate (Less Educated)

Male Candidate (Less Educated)

Female Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Note that lower income respondents are all respondents who report having a house-
hold income of less than AFN 100,000 (roughly USD 1,500 in August 2016) over the past
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year.17

7.5 Qualifications and Support for Hazara Candidates Among

Non-Hazara Respondents

Table 6: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates

Candidate’s

Ethnicity
MM (SD)

Hazara 0.424

(0.009)

Non-Hazara 0.518

(0.002)

Observations 13746

17. Conversion rate from XE Historical Rate Tables https://www.xe.com/currencytables/?from=AFNdate=2016-
10-01table-section, accessed on Oct. 6 2023.
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Table 7: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates

Across Education Levels (Choice)

Candidate’s

Ethnicity
Less Educated Higher Educated

Hazara 0.341 0.498

(0.013) (0.013)

Non-Hazara 0.426 0.600

(0.006) (0.005)

Observations 6524 7222

Table 8: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates

Across Education Levels (Rating; 1-5)

Candidate’s

Ethnicity
Lesser Educated Higher Educated

Hazara 3.058 3.274

(0.043) (0.043)

Non-Hazara 3.208 3.583

(0.021) (0.020)

Observations 6524 7222
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7.5.1 Robustness Checks

Figure 20: Non-Hazara Respondents’ Preferences for Male and Female Candidates Across

Qualifications: Average Marginal Component Estimates (AMCE) and 95% Confidence

Intervals

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)
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Figure 21: Support for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications and

Location of Education: Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals

(Choice)

Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated, Afghanistan)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated, Western)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated, Afghanistan)

Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated, Western)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means
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Figure 22: Support for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications

(Madrassa Education): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Inter-

vals (Choice)

Hazara Candidate (Madrassa Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Non Madrassa Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Madrassa Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Non Madrassa Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5
Marginal Means
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Figure 23: Corrected Standard Error Estimates of MM Across Qualifications and Eth-

nicity

     Low Educated Non−Hazara Leader

     Low Educated Hazara Leader

     High Educated Non−Hazara Leader

     High Educated Hazara Leader

Education_Hazara_Leader:

0.2 0.4 0.6
Marginal Mean

corrected uncorrected

Note that the conjoint experiment did not have a repeated task. As a result, we set
the Intra-Respondent Reliability (IRR) rate to the most common estimate of 0.75.

60



7.5.2 Among Non-Hazara Respondents Across Education and Income Levels

Figure 24: Support for Hazara and non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (Higher

Educated Non-Hazara Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confi-

dence Intervals (Choice)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Note that higher educated respondents are all respondents who have had some university
education.
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Figure 25: Support for Hazara and non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (Less

Educated Non-Hazara Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confi-

dence Intervals (Choice)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Note that less educated respondents are all respondents who have had some university
education.
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Figure 26: Support for Hazara and non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (High

Income Non-Hazara Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confi-

dence Intervals (Choice)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Note that higher income respondents are all respondents who report having a house-
hold income of at least AFN 100,000 (roughly USD 1,500 in August 2016) over the past
year.
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Figure 27: Support for Hazara and non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (Lower

Income Non-Hazara Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confi-

dence Intervals (Choice)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Non−Hazara Candidate (Less Educated)

Hazara Candidate (Higher Educated)

0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6
Marginal Means

Note that lower income respondents are all respondents who report having a house-
hold income of less than AFN 100,000 (roughly USD 1,500 in August 2016) over the past
year.
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7.6 Qualifications and Support for Female Hazara Candidates

Among Male Non-Hazara Respondents

Table 9: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Candidates Across Gender, Ethnicity

and Levels of Education (Choice)

Candidate’s

Gender and

Ethnicity

Less Educated Higher Educated

Female 0.290 0.419

Hazara (0.027) (0.028)

Female 0.387 0.537

Non-Hazara (0.013) (0.014)

Male 0.378 0.525

Hazara (0.027) (0.026)

Male 0.476 0.654

Non-Hazara (0.012) (0.012)

Observations 3057 3297
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Table 10: Marginal Means (MM): Preferences for Candidates Across Gender, Ethnicity

and Levels of Education (Rating; 1-5)

Candidate’s

Gender and

Ethnicity

Less Educated Higher Educated

Female 2.879 2.893

Hazara (0.087) (0.088)

Female 3.119 3.390

Non-Hazara (0.042) (0.042)

Male 2.958 3.025

Hazara (0.082) (0.084)

Male 3.199 3.501

Non-Hazara (0.041) (0.040)

Observations 3057 3297
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7.6.1 Robustness Checks

Figure 28: Non-Hazara Male Respondents’ Preferences for Male and Female Candidates

Across Qualifications: Average Marginal Component Estimates (AMCE) and 95% Con-

fidence Intervals

Male Candidate (Non−Hazara, Higher Educated)
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Female Candidate (Hazara, Higher Educated)
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Figure 29: Corrected Standard Error Estimates of MM Across Qualifications, Gender

and Ethnicity

     Low Educated Non−Hazara Male Leader

     Low Educated Non−Hazara Female Leader

     Low Educated Hazara Male Leader

     Low Educated Hazara Female Leader

     High Educated Non−Hazara Male Leader

     High Educated Non−Hazara Female Leader

     High Educated Hazara Male Leader

     High Educated Hazara Female Leader

Hazara_Education_Gender_Leader:

0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8
Marginal Mean

corrected uncorrected

Note that the conjoint experiment did not have a repeated task. As a result, we set
the Intra-Respondent Reliability (IRR) rate to the most common estimate of 0.75.
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7.7 Women, Hazaras and Pashtuns’ Leadership Preferences

Figure 30: Support for Male and Female Candidates (Female Respondents): Marginal

Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 31: Support for Male and Female Candidates across Qualifications (Female Re-

spondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 32: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Female Respondents’ Choice

of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Genders (95% Confidence Intervals)
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Figure 33: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Female Respondents’ Choice

of Male vs Female Candidates Across Qualifications (95% Confidence Intervals)
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Figure 34: Support for Male and Female Candidates Across Qualifications (Female Re-

spondents): Average Marginal Component Estimates (AMCE) and 95% Confidence In-

tervals
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Figure 35: Support for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (Hazara

Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 36: Support for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (Hazara

Respondents): Estimated Differences in Marginal Means (MM) and 95% Confidence

Intervals
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Figure 37: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Hazara Respondents’ Choice

of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Ethnic Groups (95% Confidence Intervals)
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Figure 38: Support for Hazara and Non-Hazara Candidates Across Qualifications (Hazara

Respondents): Average Marginal Component Estimates (AMCE) and 95% Confidence

Intervals
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Figure 39: Support for Pashtun and Non-Pashtun Candidates Across Qualifications

(Pashtun Respondents): Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Inter-

vals
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Figure 40: Support for Pashtun and Non-Pashtun Candidates Across Qualifications

(Pashtun Respondents): Differences in Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Con-

fidence Intervals
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Figure 41: Support for Pashtun and Non-Pashtun Candidates Across Qualifications

(Pashtun Respondents): Average Marginal Component Estimates (AMCE) and 95% Con-

fidence Intervals
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7.8 Other Ethnic Groups’ Preferences

7.8.1 Out-Group Respondents

Figure 42: Marginal Means (MM) of Candidate Profile Selection Across Candidate Ethnic

Groups (All Respondents)
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Figure 43: Non-Pashtuns’ Preferences for Pashtun and Non-Pashtun Candidates:

Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 44: Non-Pashtuns’ Preferences for Pashtun and Non-Pashtun Candidates Across

Qualifications: Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 45: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Pashtun Respondents’

Choice of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Ethnic Groups (95% Confidence

Intervals)
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Figure 46: Non-Tajiks’ Preferences for Tajik and Non-Tajik Candidates: Marginal Means

(MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 47: Non-Tajiks’ Preferences for Tajik and Non-Tajik Candidates Across Qualifi-

cations: Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 48: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Tajik Respondents’

Choice of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Ethnic Groups (95% Confidence

Intervals)
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Figure 49: Non-Turkmens’ Preferences for Turkmen and Non-Turkmen Candidates:

Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 50: Non-Turkmens’ Preferences for Turkmen and Non-Turkmen Candidates Across

Qualifications: Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 51: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Turkmen Respondents’

Choice of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Ethnic Groups (95% Confidence

Intervals)
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Figure 52: Non-Uzbeks’ Preferences for Uzbek and Non-Uzbek Candidates: Marginal

Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 53: Non-Uzbek’ Preferences for Uzbek and Non-Uzbek Candidates Across Quali-

fications: Marginal Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 54: Difference in Marginal Means (MM) estimates of Non-Uzbek Respondents’

Choice of High vs. Low Qualified Candidates Across Ethnic Groups (95% Confidence

Intervals)
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7.8.2 In-Group Respondents

Figure 55: Uzbeks’ Preferences for Uzbek and Non-Uzbek Candidates: Marginal Means

(MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 56: Tajiks’ Preferences for Tajik and Non-Tajik Candidates: Marginal Means

(MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 57: Turkmens’ Preferences for Turkmen and Non-Turkmen Candidates: Marginal

Means (MM) Estimates and 95% Confidence Intervals
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