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Abstract

We use a formal model to analyze why politicians engage in vice signaling— a de-
liberate display of bad behavior, transgressive views, or lack of moral integrity. We
show that it is possible even when voters prefer candidates with moral character, as
long as they are also wary of the candidates who they believe are inauthentic or ca-
pable of concealing their immorality. Vice signaling allows an immoral candidate to
present oneself as a “bad but authentic” type, implying that the competition is both
immoral and inauthentic. This tactic is especially effective with politically cynical
voters who are prone to drawing sweeping conclusions about the self-serving nature
of political actors. Raising the reputational cost of signaling vice has an ambiguous
effect — improving voter welfare, while leading to more low-integrity candidates
getting elected.
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1 Introduction

Conventional wisdom about electoral competition assumes that office-seeking candi-
dates present themselves however voters find most appealing. Yet modern politics is
rife with politicians who routinely violate this expectation, openly advertising qualities
that voters dislike, while flaunting dishonesty, courting scandal, and breaching norms of
decency as deliberate features of their appeal. Donald Trump in the United States, Italy
Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, and Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines are just a few promi-
nent examples. This presents a double puzzle: If a trait is a liability at the ballot box,
why would a rational candidate try to claim it? And why do such candidates succeed,
despite the high reputational costs of signaling vice?
In this work we argue that, while voters value moral character, they reward a second

quality alongside it: authenticity, understood as a candidate’s inability to lie about who
he is, and punish the hypocrisy of those who profess virtue while concealing its absence.
A polished profession of virtue is therefore inherently ambiguous: it may issue from a
genuinely high-integrity candidate, or from a low-integrity one who, worse still, is a
hypocrite adept at hiding one’s moral flaws. Advertising one’s flaws while presenting
oneself as “bad but authentic” helps persuade the voters that the candidate may be
flawed, but is not a hypocrite.
This way we provide an explanation to a pattern common in populist politics: Politi-

cians strive to present themselves as authentic candidates (Luebke and Engelmann,
2026), devoting substantial effort to appearing incapable of strategically managing their
public self. Authenticity is highly sought after by the voters (Enli, 2025), so presenting
oneself as bad but authentic serves the double purpose of “unmasking” one’s opponents,
emphasizing that their professed integrity is inauthentic — a core part of populist polit-
ical messaging (Sorensen, 2020; Aiolfi, 2022). Our analysis shows that the latter effect
is stronger if the public is more cynical and prone to making sweeping, negative judg-
ments; thus we show that the widespread voter cynicism (Cappella and Jamieson, 1997)
is a strategic resource that populist candidates exploit.
We show that vice signaling leads to low-integrity candidates getting elected more

often — something that has previously surprised researchers (De Vries and Solaz, 2017;
Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013); our work contributes to the growing formal theory
literature examining the election of bad or low-valence candidates. We assume a simple
case of voters who are homogeneous (with polarized voters, a low-valence but politically
aligned candidate can be supported, Strayhorn, 2026), risk-neutral (risk-averse andmay
prefer a candidate with known, noncongruent preferences, Kartik and Van Weelden,
2019), and do not self-select into running for office (Caselli and Morelli, 2004). Un-
like Schnakenberg (2021), Padró i Miquel and Snowberg (2012), Mizuno and Okazawa
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(2022), or Buisseret and Prato (2016), we do not assume that candidate quality compro-
mises voter ability to discipline candidates. Our logic also differs from Gailmard (2022)
who emphasized the role of special interest politics in the majority not wanting to select
competent candidates, and Acemoglu et al. (2013), where candidates implement bad
policies as costly signaling of congruence with the voters.
The rest of this paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we discuss the preva-

lence of hypocrisy discourse in contemporary politics and review evidence that voters
penalize politicians whom they perceive as hypocritical. In Section 3 we focus on vice
signaling, arguing that it allows a politician to appear authentic while implicitly casting
the opposition as hypocritical. Section 4 contains the model and the results. Section 5
discusses the results and concludes.

2 Hypocrisy and authenticity

Our paper builds on a growing literature that interprets populist politics primarily as
an anti-elite style of political communication rather than as a fixed ideological program,
centered on the moral confrontation between ordinary citizens and a corrupt or hyp-
ocritical establishment, and appealing directly to the voters who distrust established
political parties (Mansbridge and Macedo, 2019; Guriev and Papaioannou, 2022).
A central rhetorical move of populist politicians is to portray the establishment not

merely as wrong or self-interested, but as betraying the public whose interests they are
supposed to serve (Rooduijn, 2014; Hunger, 2024; Hawkins, 2009). Elites such as the
mainstream parties, being accused of representing alien interests (such as the wealthy,
the immigrants, foreign powers or supranational bodies) and undermining democracy,
are also accused of doing so in secret, all the while hypocritically pretending to represent
the people (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017; Muller, 2016).
Hypocrisy is one of the oldest moral charges in Western thought and in the entire

tradition of Anglo-American populism from the Jacksonians onward (Kazin, 1998). The
accusation of opponents as publicly professing virtue and expertise while privately vio-
lating norms, enriching themselves, and otherwise exempting themselves from the rules
they impose, is a key component of the populist response to COVID policies (Bobba and
Hubé, 2021; Nadesan, 2022) or the climate change discourse (Gunster et al., 2018),
where pro-climate change politicians are regularly accused of having a large carbon
footprint. Hypocrisy charges are transparent in debates over immigration, as the liberal
pro-immigration elites are frequently accused of being insulated from the labor mar-
ket costs of immigration (Mudde, 2019), as well as generally conspiring to betray the
national community while claiming universal compassion.
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People have a strong aversion to politicians claiming a moral high ground but pri-
vately violating their professed norms. Psychological experiments show that hypocrites
— those who condemn behaviors they themselves engage in — are judged more harshly
than non-hypocritical wrongdoers or “honest hypocrites” who openly admit to the be-
haviors they condemn. A possible explanation is that the hypocrites are perceived to be
more misleading than ordinary liars (Jordan et al., 2017; Jordan and Sommers, 2022)
and claiming an undeserved moral benefit (Effron et al., 2018b), with the aversion
to hypocrisy being strong in the more individualistic Western cultures (Effron et al.,
2018a).
Politicians in particular are held to a stricter standard on moral norms that align with

their political agenda, and are punished more harshly for violating them (Bhatti et al.,
2013). When the charges of elite rule-breaking turn out to be genuine, the consequences
for political and institutional trust can be severe. A stark example is the Dominic Cum-
mings scandal in the UK, when Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s chief adviser and a key
architect of the COVID lockdown rules was found to have violated the stay-at-home rules
he had helped design (Fancourt et al., 2020). Relatedly, revelations of electoral fraud in
an autocratic setting have a negative effect on regime trust, with the stronger effect
on political loyalists who initially believed the regime to be fair (Reuter and Szakonyi,
2021).
The hypocrisy penalty implies a corresponding premium: Voters should reward can-

didates whose self-presentation seems immune to such suspicion. A growing body of
research focuses on politician authenticity — a quality that can be thought of as an inca-
pacity to strategically misrepresent one’s preferences — that is perceived to be distinct
from honesty or integrity (Bailey and Iyengar, 2022; Huttunen and Lewandowsky, 2026;
Hahl et al., 2018). Online survey experiments suggest that authenticity is valued even
when controlling for other aspects of candidate image, including competence, integrity,
or sincerity (Valgarðsson et al., 2025; Luebke and Steffan, 2025). This separability is
critical for our argument: it implies that voters can in principle reward a candidate for
being authentic even when the candidate is not honest or virtuous in the conventional
sense.
Luebke (2021) identifies several ways politicians use to communicate authenticity:

Showing capacity for spontaneous and impulsive action (including being politically in-
correct); exposing one’s intimate motives to the public; appearing consistent across
space and time; and demonstrating they are ordinary and imperfect. Authenticity mes-
saging is especially important to populist politics — Fieschi (2019) even argued that
it is “the idea that holds it all together”. Populist politicians can go to great lengths to
demonstrate authenticity, such as by appearing amateurish and unpolished (Enli, 2017)
and denying the use of campaign professionals (Moffitt, 2016). All of these tactics ulti-
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mately serve to demonstrate the politician’s incapacity to hide one’s true self from the
public.

3 Signaling vice to signal authenticity

We argue that one particular form of authenticity signaling has become central to con-
temporary populist politics and deserves separate theoretical treatment: Vice signaling
— the deliberate and public violation of established norms, including truth-telling, deco-
rum, civility, and institutional respect, by leaders who use these transgressions to differ-
entiate themselves from an establishment they portray as unauthentic and hypocritical.

3.1 High and low styles in politics

US President Donald Trump is a paradigmatic case of a politician whose appeal rests
heavily on a refusal to perform conventional political virtue. At various times, Trump
openly admitted not paying taxes1, mocked disabled reporters2, and veterans3, used
crude language where decorum was expected⁴, and so forth. Italy’s Silvio Berlusconi is
another example of a politician who openly flaunted established rules. His career was
sustained against a staggering array of allegations that would have destroyed the career
of almost any Western politician: Across four terms as Prime Minister, he faced allega-
tions ranging from tax fraud to bribery and Mafia connections (Newell, 2018). Probably
the most extreme contemporary case of vice signaling is Philippines’ former President
Rodrigo Duterte, who openly supported extrajudicial killings and made graphic sexual
jokes at press conferences, among other things (Heydarian, 2017), and regularly used
profanities in public speeches (Montiel et al., 2022). Similar behaviors are characteris-
tic of populist politicians in general; Moffitt (2016) points to “bad manners” as a key
way they establish their credentials and separate themselves from competitors. Relat-
edly, Ostiguy (2009) argues for a separate “high-low” political dimension, contrasting
the polished “high” style with the less inhibited “low” style espoused by populist politi-
cians.
Our theory argues that vice signaling confirms a politician’s legitimacy as someone

who, even being flawed, does not hide one’s true intentions. Authenticity signaling is
argued to be at the center of Donald Trump’s disruptive and norm-shattering rhetoric

1See, e.g.,“Trump brags about not paying taxes: ’That makes me smart”’, CNBC, September 26, 2016.
2See, e.g.,“Donald Trump criticised for mocking reporter with disability”, BBC, November 26, 2015.
3See, e.g.,“Veterans Slam Trump For Reportedly DisparagingMilitary Service Members”, Boston Globe,

September 4, 2020.
⁴See, e.g.,“The Profanity President: Trump’s Four-Letter Vocabulary”, The New York Times, May 19,

2019 or “Profanity is a hallmark of Trump’s second term, a Post analysis finds”,Washington Post, May 21,
2026.
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(Jamieson and Taussig, 2017; Litvin, 2023). Hahl et al. (2018) provide survey evidence
showing that Trump’s supporters understood that some of his public statements were
false, yet perceived his willingness to make conspicuously false statements and break
with the norms as a sign of authenticity. Silvio Berlusconi’s legal troubles were likewise
constituent parts of his public identity rather than embarrassments to be managed, con-
tributing to his constructed image as a flawed, but authentic politician (Bennister and
Worthy, 2024). Similarly, Boris Johnson’s unconventional image was cultivated to sig-
nal the willingness to defy conventional manners and ethics (Margulies, 2019; Bennister
and Worthy, 2024). Importantly for our argument, displays of authenticity, while con-
stituting strategic performances to attract voter support, are meant to be perceived as
non-strategic and non-performative (Lacatus and Meibauer, 2022); in our model, vice
signaling in equilibrium serves to communicate that the candidate is nonstrategic and
therefore incapable of hiding one’s true self.

3.2 Political cynicism invites vice signaling

Besides the sender’s authenticity, vice signaling conveys two interlocking pieces of in-
formation about the competition. The first one is that their civic appearance is only an
appearance; at the bottom, they are as self-interested and immoral as the vice-signaling
candidate. Second, their polish and moral language also makes them guilty of being
inauthentic hypocrites, while the vice-signaling candidate is the only one who is willing
to acknowledge one’s inevitably flawed nature.
Our results show that this part of “bad but authentic” appeal is especially effective

with politically cynical voters who view politicians as motivated primarily by self-interest
(Cappella and Jamieson, 1997; Roudakova, 2017; Neumann and Zaki, 2023). Inherent
cynical attitudes are particularly likely to be manifested when witnessing malfeasance
(Altay et al., 2025; Lee et al., 2023), leading to sweeping and deterministic conclusions
about the corrupt nature of politicians. This way, cynicism has been characterized as a
mental shortcut enabling one to quickly process political information (Bartlett, 1995;
Shields, 2021). Our model predicts that vice signaling will have an additional effect on
cynical voters, portraying the competitor as someone who is both immoral and is doubly
dangerous because the capacity to hide one’s bad intentions (Cappella and Jamieson,
1997). This dynamic was empirically demonstrated with a recent survey of Kenyan vot-
ers (Palmer and McClendon, 2026); in a survey vignette, cynical voters were more likely
to favor a candidate who was caught stealing and accused his competitor of also being
corrupt and only appearing clear, even though the voters viewed corruption as an unde-
sirable trait. Similarly, Silvio Berlusconi owed his resilience to the deep-rooted cynicism
of the public and popular perceptions of official hypocrisy; new allegations only served
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to reinforce the public’s beliefs in the corrupt nature of all politicians (Newell, 2018).
In our model, we show that political cynicism will lead to more vice signaling by politi-
cians, increasing the probability that bad candidates are elected. This way, we expect
vice-signaling to correlate with the predictors of political cynicism such as an authoritar-
ian past (Zhelnina, 2020) or poor institutional environment (Stavrova and Ehlebracht,
2019).

4 Analysis

4.1 The model

There are two candidates competing for office, and a single representative voter.

Candidates. Each candidate i ∈ {1,2} is defined by two privately observed char-
acteristics. First is the candidate’s integrity or underlying moral character mi ∈ {H, L}.
The value of mi = H corresponds to a high-integrity or virtuous candidate, while mi = L

corresponds to a low-integrity or vicious one.
Let p = Pr(mi = H) ∈ (0, 1) denote the prior probability that a candidate is high-

integrity. We also assume that the integrity types of candidates are potentially correlated
with the coefficient ρ ∈ [0, 1). This can account for the voter’s belief that both candi-
dates are drawn from the same pool; hence, one candidate’s moral character can be
informative about the moral character of the competitor.
Second, candidates vary by their authenticity ai ∈ {A, D}, with ai = A denoting an

authentic candidate and ai = D as disingenuous. Let τ = Pr(ai = A) ∈ (0,1) denote the
prior probability that a candidate is authentic. We assume that authenticity types are
independent across candidates and of their morality types.
After observing his type, each candidate chooses to present his moral character to the

public. Let si ∈ {H, L} denote the candidate’s style of presentation, with si = H denoting
the candidate’s decision to present himself as virtuous, high-integrity type, while si = L

denoting the decision to signal vice or appear as a low-integrity type.
Authentic candidates are assumed to be non-strategic. Instead, they always truthfully

communicate their moral type: si = mi. This operationalizes our notion of authenticity
as the valued inability to misrepresent one’s true moral self. Disingenuous candidate i

is strategic and can choose any si.

The voter. There is a single voter who observes candidates’ presentational styles
(s1, s2) but not their morality or authenticity types. After observing the candidates, the
voter decides what candidate to support; let v ∈ {1,2} denote the voter’s choice.
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Payoffs. From a voter’s perspective, both authenticity and moral character are de-
sired properties of a candidate. The candidate v ∈ {1, 2} whom the voter supports is
elected, yielding the following payoff to the voter:

U(v) = mv +αav + ϵv, (1)

where α > 0 is how much the voter values authenticity of the elected candidate, relative
to that candidate’s moral character. The value ϵv is the extra utility that the voter receives
when candidate v is elected, with ϵ2 = 0 and ϵ1 ∼ U

�

− 1
2ψ , 1

2ψ

�

is the utility shock
observed by the voter but not by the candidates, with 0<ψ≤ 1

4(1+α) .
The candidates value getting elected. In addition, we assume that vice-signaling

imposes a direct cost on the candidates. The vice signaler closes off paths to elite re-
spectability and coalition partnership and exposes himself to additional legal and repu-
tational risks. This translates to the following payoff function for candidate i ∈ {1,2}:

ui = 1i=v − c(mi, si), (2)

where

c(mi, si) =















0 if si = H,

cH if si = L, mi = H

cL if si = L, mi = L,

(3)

with

cH > cL ≥ 0.

The final inequality reflects our assumption that for a high-integrity candidate, vice sig-
naling is more expensive because it is more uncomfortable, more visible as performance,
more difficult to sustain, and more damaging to the candidate’s authentic interests.

4.2 Equilibrium

Our solution concept is the Bayesian equilibrium. Denote by (β1H ,β1L,β2H ,β2L) the strat-
egy profile of the candidates, with βim denoting the probability that disingenuous can-
didate i ∈ {1,2} will choose to vice signal if that candidate’s moral type is m ∈ {H, L}.
Candidate strategies define the ex-post beliefs of the voter about the types of the

candidates, conditional on how the candidates choose to present themselves. Define

µm
i (s1, s2) = Pr(mi = H | s1, s2), µa

i (s1, s2) = Pr(ai = A | s1, s2) (4)
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the posterior beliefs about candidate i’s morality and authenticity, respectively. Since
every candidate is authentic with a positive probability, these beliefs can be derived via
the Bayes rule from any strategy profile of the disingenuous candidates.
We can immediately write the voter’s expected utility of supporting candidate v ∈

{1, 2}, given how the candidates present themselves:

U(v|(s1, s2)) = µ
m
v (s1, s2) +αµ

a
v(s1, s2) + ϵv. (5)

Putting

∆m(s1, s2) = µ
m
1 (s1, s2)−µm

2 (s1, s2), ∆a(s1, s2) = µ
a
1(s1, s2)−µa

2(s1, s2), (6)

we can write out the probability that candidate 1 wins:

P(s1, s2) = Pr(U(1)≥ U(2)) =
1
2
+ψ(∆m(s1, s2) +α∆a(s1, s2)). (7)

This, in turn, allows us to write out the expected utilities of the candidates as

u1(s1, s2) = P(s1, s2)− c(m1, s1), u2(s1, s2) = 1− P(s1, s2)− c(m2, s2). (8)

As a result, the first stage of this game becomes a psychological game where observer
beliefs directly enter into the utility functions of the players (Battigalli and Dufwenberg,
2022).
We focus on the equilibria that are symmetric, meaning that β1H = β2H and β1L = β2L.

Our first result establishes the following:

Proposition 1. There exists a unique symmetric equilibrium with βL < 1 and βH = 0.

This result captures the central logic of vice signaling in our model. In order for
vice signaling to be a viable strategy, there must be some low-integrity candidates who
pretend to be high-integrity.⁵
Because vice-signaling is more costly for high-integrity candidates, high-integrity

vice-signaling can occur only when the electoral gain from vice-signaling is sufficiently
larger for high-integrity types than for low-integrity types. A high-integrity type can
vice-signal only if the low-integrity type vice-signals with probability one, which rules

⁵Since the candidates are ex ante identical, with the same type distributions, signaling opportunities,
and payoff functions, the natural benchmark is a symmetric equilibrium. Any asymmetry between candi-
date strategies would necessarily rely on arbitrary expectations about the candidates that are unrelated to
the model’s fundamentals. Moreover, numeric simulations suggest that asymmetric equilibria are unlikely,
if ever possible.
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out vice signaling by high-integrity candidates.⁶
As high-integrity candidates do not vice-signal in equilibrium, a candidate who chooses

to vice-signal is identified by voters as low-integrity. When facing two candidates, one of
whom is presenting himself as high-integrity type and the other as low-integrity, the lat-
ter appears more authentic. To the voter, such a candidate might be either a low-integrity
authentic type, or a low-integrity inauthentic type who has chosen to vice-signal. A can-
didate who presents himself as high-integrity, instead, is either a high-integrity type, or
someone who is both low-integrity and inauthentic. In case there is vice signaling in
equilibrium, the low-integrity type is indifferent and randomizes between these two op-
tions. Alternatively, there can be no vice signaling by either low or high integrity types:
The reputation benefit of revealing one’s low integrity type is too small relative to the
cost of doing so.
The following condition characterizes when the equilibrium involves no strategic

vice-signaling:

Proposition 2. In the equilibrium, we have βL = 0 if and only if

α(1−τ)− p(1−ρ)
1−τ
�

(1− p) +ρp
� ≤

cL

ψ
. (9)

We will next examine how vice signaling is affected by the fundamentals of our
model: The frequency of the authentic and moral types, costs of appearing as low-
integrity type, the value that the voter places on authenticity, and how uncertain the
voter’s preferences are.
Symmetric-equilibrium uniqueness follows because, after establishing that every such

equilibrium satisfies βH = 0, the only remaining strategic object is the probability with
which low-integrity candidates send the vice signal. The electoral gain from vice-signaling
is strictly decreasing in this probability. When vice-signaling is rare, it is highly infor-
mative about authenticity and therefore electorally valuable. As vice-signaling becomes
more common, it loses informational content and its electoral value falls. Consequently,
the benefit from vice-signaling can cross the cost threshold at most once, yielding a
unique symmetric equilibrium.
We proceed to define the conditions under which vice signaling is possible, and com-

parative statics. The following is true:

⁶For some ranges of parameter values — in particular, when there is no or weak correlation between
candidate morality types — we can also completely rule out equilibria (symmetric or not) where the
high-integrity type vice signals.
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Proposition 3. We have βL > 0 if and only if

α(1−τ)− p(1−ρ)
1−τ
�

(1− p) +ρp
� >

cL

ψ
. (10)

The right-hand side of (10) is equal to the cost of vice signaling relative to the re-
sponsiveness of voters to signaling; if this value is lower, vice signaling becomes possible
under a broader set of other parameters. Hence, it is useful to first consider a case where
cL is close to zero and political competition becomes a cheap talk game.
Even under a cheap talk game, vice signaling will not be possible if the voters do

not value authenticity, or if authentic candidates are sufficiently common and τ is close
to one. Authenticity must be sufficiently valued and sufficiently rare for candidates to
consider revealing their immoral type even if there are no direct costs involved.
At the same time, vice signaling in a cheap talk game is possible if one of two con-

ditions is satisfied. First, the share p of high-integrity types can be sufficiently low; sec-
ond, ρ can be close to 1 so the public is sufficiently cynical. Either condition reduces the
penalty of revealing one’s vice to the voters. In the first case, the public does not believe
that any candidate is a high-integrity type. In the second case, because morality types
are correlated across candidates, the act of signaling vice damages the reputation of a
competitor who professes to be virtuous; this is what we should expect with politically
cynical voters, when malfeasance by one candidate leads the voters to make sweeping
generalizations that apply to everyone.
Similar considerations are present in the more generic case of costly vice signaling:

The left-hand side of (10) increases in α and ρ and decreases in p and τ. In case βL is
positive, its comparative statics are largely similar:

Proposition 4. Suppose that condition (10) is satisfied. Then βL increases in α, ρ, and
ψ, and decreases in p and cL.

The effect of τ on βL is, however, conditional. On one hand, a higher share of authen-
tic types makes vice-signaling more effective, because an openly immoral candidate is
more likely to be authentic. On the other hand, a higher share of authentic types leads
to a reduction in the need for disingenuous immoral candidates to randomize. More
formally, the effect of τ is positive whenever the increase in the authenticity premium
generated by a larger share of authentic candidates outweighs the mechanical reduc-
tion in the need for disingenuous low-integrity candidates to randomize. Since neither
of these two effects dominates globally, the overall effect of τ is conditional.
Our final set of results is concerned with how vice signaling affects the outcomes

of elections. We first focus on the integrity of the elected candidates. In particular, how
likely is a low-integrity type to defeat a high-integrity type? We have the following

10



result:

Proposition 5. If βL = 0, we have

Pr(1 wins|m1 = H, m2 = L) =
1
2
−
ψτ(α(1−τ)− p(1−ρ))

1−τ(1− p+ pρ)
. (11)

This value is decreasing in α and ρ, and is increasing in p.
If βL > 0, then

Pr(1 wins|m1 = H, m2 = L) =
1
2
− cL x , (12)

where x = τ+(1−τ)βL is the probability that a low-integrity candidate signals L. This
value is weakly decreasing in α, τ, ρ, and ψ, decreasing in cL, and increasing in p.

In the case without vice signaling, the only types that send the vice signal are au-
thentic low-integrity types, and observing si = L necessarily implies that candidate i is
authentic. Hence, the probability that a high-integrity candidate is elected declines with
α or how much the voters value authenticity. If the share p of high-integrity candidates
is larger, then a high-integrity type is more likely to stand behind a signal si = H, so
the probability that a high-integrity candidate is elected increases, conditional on candi-
dates sending different signals. Higher ρ, on the contrary, means that a candidate who
signals L casts a shadow over someone signaling H, leading to a high-integrity candidate
less likely to be selected.
In the case where vice signaling is present, it is done by low-integrity candidates

and therefore reduces the probability that the high-integrity candidate defeats a low-
integrity opponent. The probability that the high-integrity candidate wins is 1

2 minus
the cost cL times the ex ante probability that a low-integrity candidate signals vice. As
a result, higher public cynicism, greater value the public puts on authenticity, and a
higher share of authentic candidates all lead to low-integrity candidates being elected
more frequently.
A higher cost cL directly discourages vice-signaling and lowers τ+(1−τ)βL, but in a

mixed equilibrium themarginal benefit from vice-signalingmust equal cL. This raises the
payoff advantage associated with the vice-signaling states strongly enough to increase
the immoral candidate’s equilibriumwinning probability against a moral opponent. This
way, raising the reputational cost of transgression doesn’t shield voters from bad candi-
dates. Although it reduced the probability of vice signaling, it simultaneously makes the
vice signal more informative, making the vice-signaling candidate more likely to win.
Proposition 5 analyzed the probability that a high-integrity candidate is elected;

hence, it focused on the case where candidates of different integrity levels competed
against each other. However, we are also assuming that voters value authenticity, so,
in order to study the effects of vice signaling on voter welfare, we need to consider the
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effect of vice signaling on the authenticity of elected candidates. Vice signaling can affect
that probability even when two low-integrity candidates are competing. Hence, we look
at the ex ante expected voter welfare:

WQ =
∑

s1,s2

Γs1s2
[P(s1, s2)v1(s1, s2) + (1− P(s1, s2))v2(s1, s2)] . (13)

where vi(s1, s2) := µm
i (s1, s2) + αµa

i (s1, s2) and Γs1s2
is the probability of signal profile

(s1, s2) given equilibrium strategies.
The following result summarizes our analysis of expected voter welfare:

Proposition 6. If βL = 0, we have

WQ = p+ατ+
2ψτ(1− p)(α(1−τ)− p(1−ρ))2

1−τ(1− p+ pρ)
. (14)

If βL > 0, we have

WQ = p+ατ+
2c2

L(1− p)

ψ
x(1− (1− p+ pρ)x). (15)

The value WQ is strictly increasing in cL when βL > 0 and cL > 0.

The first component of (15) and (14), p + ατ, is the expected ex ante quality of a
candidate. The second component is the value of information generated by campaign
signals: it captures howmuch voters gain from selecting between candidates on the basis
of posterior differences in morality and authenticity. The value of information is always
positive in our setting, as the single voter is always free to ignore candidate signals and
choose a candidate at random, receiving the expected payoff p+ατ.
When βL = 0, vice signals are sent only by authentic low-integrity candidates, so

observing L perfectly reveals authenticity and observing H increases the posterior prob-
ability that a candidate is high-integrity. The effects of parameters depend on whether
they strengthen or weaken the informational distinction created by the signals.
When βL > 0, low-integrity disingenuous candidates sometimes imitate authentic

candidates by vice-signaling. Parameters then affect welfare through two channels. On
the one hand, they change the informational content of signals. On the other hand, they
change the equilibrium frequency of vice-signaling. Welfare increases when the first
effect dominates the second, that is, when a parameter improves voter inference more
than it encourages strategic imitation. Conversely, welfare falls when the increase in
vice-signaling erodes the informational value of observed signals.
For cL, the information effect dominates in the mixed equilibrium. A higher cL lowers

the equilibrium frequency of strategic vice-signaling, making observed vice signals more
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informative about authenticity. Although this can reduce the probability that a high-
integrity candidate defeats a low-integrity opponent, voters are compensated through
the authenticity channel, and the total welfare expression WQ increases with cL.

5 Conclusion

Our paper offers an account why bad behavior of politicians is advertised and rewarded
— a fact even more surprising as transgressive political actors face substantial costs,
such as the explicit refusal of other political actors to cooperate with transgressive actors
(Van Spanje and Van Der Brug, 2007).
A conventional account is that such behavior communicates the closeness of the politi-

cian to the voter, bridging the symbolic gap between them and, at the same time, separat-
ing the politician from the vilified “elite” (Moffitt, 2016). Our analysis points to a further
mechanism that operates alongside this one. The open display of one’s flaws is not only
a claim of closeness but a credible signal of authenticity — a valued property concep-
tualized as the inability of strategically manipulating one’s public self. This assumption
is consistent with the account of populist politicians trying to appear spontaneous, im-
pulsive, or unsophisticated. At the same time, we are conventionally maintaining that,
ceteris paribus, voters prefer high-integrity candidates; this way, we abstract from the
possibility that corrupt practices are normalized (Kubbe et al., 2024) and, for example,
corrupt or morally deficient candidates are perceived as more efficient.
In a contested race this signal does double duty. It authenticates the candidate who

sends it, and at the same time, “unmasks” a rival who professes virtue, casting them as a
dishonest hypocrite. The latter effect is stronger if the voters aremore cynical; hence, one
of the predictions of our analysis is that we should observe more bad behavior performed
in front of a more cynical public.⁷
Another result concerns the effect of punishing transgression on the electoral success

of transgressive candidates. Legal and criminal sanctions for the underlying conduct,
the threat of losing office eligibility, gatekeeping within own political parties, refusal of
other parties to cooperate or form coalitions, withdrawal of sponsor support, social and
elite ostracism — all of those are very tangible costs that may reduce the incidence of
vice signaling, yet make it more informative to the voters; in our model, this ultimately
leads to more bad candidates being elected. Some historical efforts to exact electoral
accountability have been successful (Ferraz and Finan, 2008), but we show that their
effect can be reduced, or even reversed, in the presence of vice signaling.

⁷In a recent paper, Zakharov (2026) similarly argued that media outlets will be more likely to bias
their reporting if the audiences are inherently more cynical, because in such audiences a conspicuously
false message will reduce trust in the competing news sources.
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In future work, our setting can be extended in several ways. One intriguing pos-
sibility would be to model how the public’s cynicism preferences for authenticity are
shaped by their previous experience with electing candidates who follow different polit-
ical styles. Further work can identify path dependencies, when cynical beliefs and the
demand for authenticity become self-reinforcing. Another option is to consider multiple
audiences that vary in ex ante beliefs, affinities, or attunement to different candidates;
we posit that performative populism can be more pronounced in the presence of polit-
ical polarization. Finally, strategic intermediaries —journalists, social-media platforms,
or party elites — can curate, amplify, or contest candidate signals, reshaping both the
candidates’ incentive to signal vice and the audience’s response.
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Appendix

A Proofs of Statements

Proof of Proposition 1. Consider symmetric equilibria, so that β1H = β2H ≡ βH and
β1L = β2L ≡ βL.
First, we show existence. Let K := [0, 1]2 be the symmetric strategy space, where

β = (βH ,βL) specifies the probabilities with which disingenuous high- and low-integrity
types vice-signal. Given any β ∈ K , Bayes’ rule determines voter beliefs after every
positive-probability signal profile. For each type m ∈ {H, L}, let Dm(β) be the net payoff
gain from sending L rather than H. The functions Dm(β) are continuous in β . Hence the
best-response correspondence

BRm(β) =















{1}, Dm(β)> 0,

[0, 1], Dm(β) = 0,

{0}, Dm(β)< 0

is nonempty, convex-valued, closed-valued, and upper hemicontinuous. Therefore BR(β) :=
BRH(β)×BRL(β)maps the compact convex set K into itself and satisfies the hypotheses
of Kakutani’s (1941) fixed-point theorem. Hence there exists a symmetric equilibrium.
Next, in any symmetric strategy profile, when both candidates send the same signal,

they have the same posterior voter value, so P(H, H) = P(L, L) = 1
2 . Symmetry also

implies P(L, H) = 1 − P(H, L). Therefore, for a disingenuous type m, the payoff gain
from sending L rather than H is independent of the opponent’s signal and equals 1

2 −
P(H, L)− cm. Thus

βm =















1, cm <
1
2 − P(H, L),

[0,1], cm =
1
2 − P(H, L),

0, cm >
1
2 − P(H, L).

Since both types face the same gross electoral gain from vice-signaling, but cH > cL, the
best-response characterization above implies that βH > 0 only if βL = 1.
Suppose that βH > 0 and βL = 1. A high-integrity candidate sends L with probability

xH = (1 − τ)βH < 1, while a low-integrity candidate sends L with probability x L =
τ+ (1−τ)βL = 1.
Put πHH = p2 +ρp(1− p) and πH L = p(1− p)(1−ρ) the prior probabilities of the
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morality profiles (H, H) and (H, L). Under βL = 1, a low-integrity candidate sends L with
probability one. Hence, after the signal profile (H, L), candidate 1 must be high-integrity.
Candidate 2, however, need not be low-integrity, because a high-integrity disingenuous
candidate sends L with probability xH > 0.
Conditional on (H, L), Bayes’ rule places positive probability only on the morality

profiles (H, H) and (H, L). Bayes’ rule gives µm
1 (H, L) = 1 and µm

2 (H, L) = πHH xH
πHH xH+πH L

.
Therefore ∆m(H, L) = 1− πHH xH

πHH xH+πH L
= πH L

πHH xH+πH L
> 0. For authenticity, Bayes’ rule gives

µa
1(H, L) = τ

1−xH
, because a high-integrity candidate sends H with total probability 1−

xH , and the authentic high-integrity type contributes probability τ. For candidate 2,
µa

2(H, L) = τπH L
πHH xH+πH L

, because candidate 2 is authentic and sends L only when he is
low-integrity authentic; a high-integrity authentic candidate sends H. Hence∆a(H, L) =
τ

1−xH
− τπH L
πHH xH+πH L

≥ 0. Thus

P(H, L) =
1
2
+ψ
�

πH L

πHH xH +πH L
+α
�

τ

1− xH
−

τπH L

πHH xH +πH L

��

>
1
2

.

So 1
2−P(H, L)−cL < 0, which means the low-integrity disingenuous type strictly prefers

sending H to sending L. This contradicts βL = 1. Combined with the implication βH >

0⇒ βL = 1 established above, it follows that βH = 0 in every symmetric equilibrium.
It remains to show uniqueness. Let x := τ+ (1− τ)βL and A := 1− p + ρp. With

βH = 0, Bayes’ rule gives the low-integrity disingenuous type’s gross electoral gain from
vice-signaling as B(x) = ψατ(1−x)−p(1−ρ)x

x(1−Ax) . A symmetric equilibrium requires the low-
integrity disingenuous type to compare B(x) with cL.
Differentiating, B′(x) = −ψατ[1−2Ax+Ax2]+p(1−ρ)Ax2

x2(1−Ax)2 . The denominator is positive. The
numerator is positive because 1− 2Ax + Ax2 = (1− Ax)2 + A(1− A)x2 > 0, and p(1−
ρ)Ax2 ≥ 0. Therefore B′(x)< 0.
If B(τ) ≤ cL, then βL = 0 is a symmetric equilibrium. Since B is strictly decreasing,

no x > τ can satisfy B(x) = cL, so this symmetric equilibrium is unique. If B(τ) > cL,
then βL = 0 is not an equilibrium. Since B(1) = −ψ< cL and B is continuous and strictly
decreasing, there exists a unique x∗ ∈ (τ, 1) such that B(x∗) = cL. The corresponding
equilibrium mixing probability is β∗L =

x∗−τ
1−τ . Therefore there exists a unique symmetric

equilibrium, and in it βH = 0 and βL < 1.

Proof of Proposition 2. By Proposition 1, the unique symmetric equilibrium satisfies
βH = 0 and is characterized by x := τ+ (1−τ)βL.
As derived in the proof of Proposition 1, the gross gain from vice-signaling for a low-

integrity disingenuous type is B(x) = ψατ(1−x)−p(1−ρ)x
x(1−(1−p+ρp)x) . At βL = 0, we have x = τ, so

B(τ) =ψα(1−τ)−p(1−ρ)
1−τ[(1−p)+ρp] . The no-vice-signaling profile is the symmetric equilibrium if and

only if B(τ)≤ cL. Dividing by ψ> 0 gives α(1−τ)−p(1−ρ)
1−τ[(1−p)+ρp] ≤

cL
ψ .

21



Proof of Proposition 3. By the proof of Proposition 1, vice-signaling occurs in the unique
symmetric equilibrium if and only if the no-vice-signaling profile is not an equilibrium.
At the no-vice-signaling profile, βL = 0, x L = τ. The electoral gain from a low-integrity
disingenuous candidate deviating to vice-signaling is

B(τ) =ψ
α(1−τ)− p(1−ρ)
1−τ[(1− p) +ρp]

.

By the best-response comparison derived in the proof of Proposition 1, the no-vice-
signaling profile fails to be an equilibrium if and only if B(τ) > cL. Substituting the
expression for B(τ) gives

α(1−τ)− p(1−ρ)
1−τ
�

(1− p) +ρp
� >

cL

ψ
.

Thus βL > 0 if and only if condition (10) holds.

Proof of Proposition 4. Suppose condition (10) holds. Then the unique symmetric equi-
librium has βL > 0, so the low-integrity disingenuous type mixes. Let x∗L := τ+(1−τ)βL.
By the proof of Proposition 1, x∗L is characterized by Φ(x

∗
L;α,τ, p,ρ,ψ, cL) = 0, where

Φ(x L;α,τ, p,ρ,ψ, cL) :=ψατ(1−xL)−p(1−ρ)xL
xL(1−AxL)

−cL, and A := 1−p+ρp. The proof of Propo-
sition 1 established that

∂ Φ

∂ x L
< 0.

The relevant partial derivatives are

∂ Φ

∂ α
=ψ

τ(1− x L)
x L(1− Ax L)

> 0,

∂ Φ

∂ τ
=ψ

α(1− xL)
x L(1− Ax L)

> 0,

∂ Φ

∂ p
= −ψ

(1−ρ)(1+ατ)(1− x L)
(1− Ax L)2

< 0,

∂ Φ

∂ ρ
=ψ

p(1+ατ)(1− xL)
(1− Ax L)2

> 0,
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∂ Φ

∂ψ
=
ατ(1− x L)− p(1−ρ)x L

x L(1− Ax L)
=

cL

ψ
≥ 0,

and

∂ Φ

∂ cL
= −1.

By the implicit function theorem, ∂ x∗L
∂ θ = −

∂ Φ/∂ θ
∂ Φ/∂ xL

. Since ∂ Φ/∂ xL < 0, it follows that

∂ x∗L
∂ α

> 0,
∂ x∗L
∂ p

< 0,
∂ x∗L
∂ ρ

> 0,
∂ x∗L
∂ cL

< 0,
∂ x∗L
∂ τ

> 0.

Moreover,

∂ x∗L
∂ψ

> 0 if cL > 0,

and

∂ x∗L
∂ψ

= 0 if cL = 0.

Finally, βL =
x∗L−τ
1−τ . For parameters other than τ, this transformation is strictly in-

creasing in x∗L. Hence βL increases in α, ρ, and ψ, and decreases in p and cL.

Proof of Proposition 5. Suppose first that βL = 0. Then low-integrity candidates send
L only when authentic, so x L = τ. Using the posterior beliefs derived in the proof of
Proposition 1, evaluated at x L = τ, we obtain P(L, L) = 1

2 −
ψ(α(1−τ)−p(1−ρ))

1−τ(1−p+pρ) . Since a
high-integrity candidate always sends H and a low-integrity candidate sends L with
probability τ, P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) = τP(L, L) + (1−τ)1

2 =
1
2 −

ψτ(α(1−τ)−p(1−ρ))
1−τ(1−p+pρ) .

The comparative statics follow immediately from differentiation. Suppose βL > 0.
Then the equilibrium is mixed, and the low-integrity disingenuous type is indifferent
between sending H and sending L. By Proposition 1, 1

2 − P(L, L) = cL, so P(L, L) =
1
2 − cL. Now condition on candidate 1 being high-integrity and candidate 2 being low-
integrity. By Proposition 1, high-integrity candidates never vice-signal in the symmetric
equilibrium, so candidate 1 sends H with probability one. Candidate 2 sends L with
probability x∗L = τ+ (1−τ)βL, and sends H with probability 1− x∗L.
Therefore, P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) = x∗L P(L, L)+(1−x∗L)P(L, L). Since P(L, L) =

1/2, this becomes P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) = x∗L
�

1
2 − cL

�

+ (1 − x∗L)
1
2 . Simplifying,

P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) = 1
2 − cL x∗L. Using x∗L = τ+ (1−τ)βL, we obtain P(1 wins |

m1 = H, m2 = L) = 1
2 − cL(τ+ (1−τ)βL).

Importantly, for any parameter θ ∈ {α,τ, p,ρ,ψ}, ∂∂ θ P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) =
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−cL
∂ x∗L
∂ θ .
By Proposition 4, x∗L increases in α, τ, ρ, and ψ, and decreases in p. Therefore

P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) is decreasing in α, τ, ρ, and ψ, and increasing in p.
It remains to determine the effect of cL. From the mixed-equilibrium condition, cL =

ψ
ατ(1−x∗L)−p(1−ρ)x∗L

x∗L(1−Ax∗L)
. Multiplying by x∗L gives cL x∗L = ψ

ατ(1−x∗L)−p(1−ρ)x∗L
1−Ax∗L

. Hence P(1 wins |

m1 = H, m2 = L) = 1
2−ψ

ατ(1−x∗L)−p(1−ρ)x∗L
1−Ax∗L

. Differentiating this expression with respect to

x∗L gives
∂
∂ x∗L

P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) = ψ p(1−ρ)(1+ατ)
(1−Ax∗L)

2 > 0. By Proposition 4, ∂ x∗L
∂ cL
< 0.

Therefore ∂
∂ cL

P(1 wins | m1 = H, m2 = L) < 0. Thus the high-integrity candidate’s
probability of defeating a low-integrity opponent is decreasing in cL.

Proof of Proposition 6. Let vi(s1, s2) := µm
i (s1, s2)+αµa

i (s1, s2). By symmetry, when both
candidates send the same signal, they have the same expected voter value. Hence these
signal profiles do not affect selection. The only welfare gain from information comes
from asymmetric signal profiles.
For the asymmetric signal profile (H, L), define D(H, L) := v1(H, L)− v2(H, L). Since

P(L, L) = 1
2+ψD(H, L), the expected voter value conditional on (H, L) is P(L, L)v1(H, L)+

(1−P(L, L))v2(H, L) = 1
2[v1(H, L)+v2(H, L)]+ψD(H, L)2. The same contribution arises

from the opposite asymmetric profile (L, H). Therefore,WQ = p+ατ+2ψΓH L D(H, L)2.
By Proposition 1, βH = 0. Let x := τ+ (1− τ)βL and A := 1− p + pρ. Then ΓH L =

(1− p)x(1− Ax). Moreover, the proof of Proposition 1 gives D(H, L) = p(1−ρ)x−ατ(1−x)
x(1−Ax) .

Hence WQ = p + ατ + 2ψ(1 − p)x(1 − Ax)
�

p(1−ρ)x−ατ(1−x)
x(1−Ax)

�2
. If βL = 0, then x = τ.

Substituting x = τ gives WQ = p+ατ+ 2ψτ(1−p)(α(1−τ)−p(1−ρ))2

1−τ(1−p+pρ) .
If βL > 0, then the low-integrity disingenuous type mixes. By the indifference condi-

tion derived in the proof of Proposition 1, 1
2−P(L, L) = cL. Since P(L, L) = 1

2+ψD(H, L),

we have D(H, L) = − cL
ψ . Therefore,W

Q = p+ατ+2ψΓH L

�

cL
ψ

�2
. Using ΓH L = (1−p)x(1−

Ax), we obtain WQ = p+ατ+ 2c2
L(1−p)
ψ x(1− (1− p+ pρ)x). This proves the result.

For comparative statics, first consider the case βL = 0. Let S := α(1− τ)− p(1−ρ)
and R := 1−τ(1− p+ pρ). Then WQ = p+ατ+ 2ψτ(1−p)S2

R . Hence

∂WQ

∂ cL
= 0,

∂WQ

∂ψ
=

2τ(1− p)S2

R
≥ 0.

The other comparative statics are generally conditional:

∂WQ

∂ α
= τ+

4ψτ(1− p)(1−τ)S
R

,
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∂WQ

∂ ρ
=

2ψτ(1− p)pS(2R+τS)
R2

,

and

∂WQ

∂ p
= 1+

2ψτ
R2

�

−S2R− (1− p)(1−ρ)
�

2SR+τS2
��

.

Thus, when βL = 0, welfare is independent of cL and increasing inψ, while the effects of
α, p, andρ depend onwhether these parameters increase or reduce the utility difference
generated by the observed signals.
Now consider the case βL > 0. Let x := τ+(1−τ)βL, A := 1− p+ pρ, and H(x) :=

x(1− Ax). Then WQ = p + ατ+ 2c2
L(1−p)
ψ H(x). Since x is endogenous, the comparative

statics are

∂WQ

∂ α
= τ+

2c2
L(1− p)

ψ
(1− 2Ax)

∂ x
∂ α

,

∂WQ

∂ τ
= α+

2c2
L(1− p)

ψ
(1− 2Ax)

∂ x
∂ τ

,

∂WQ

∂ p
= 1+

2c2
L

ψ

�

−H(x) + (1− p)
�

(1−ρ)x2 + (1− 2Ax)
∂ x
∂ p

��

,

∂WQ

∂ ρ
=

2c2
L(1− p)

ψ

�

−px2 + (1− 2Ax)
∂ x
∂ ρ

�

,

∂WQ

∂ψ
= −

2c2
L(1− p)

ψ2
H(x) +

2c2
L(1− p)

ψ
(1− 2Ax)

∂ x
∂ψ

,

and

∂WQ

∂ cL
=

4cL(1− p)
ψ

H(x) +
2c2

L(1− p)

ψ
(1− 2Ax)

∂ x
∂ cL

.

By Proposition 4,

∂ x
∂ α

> 0,
∂ x
∂ τ

> 0,
∂ x
∂ ρ

> 0,
∂ x
∂ψ
≥ 0,

∂ x
∂ p
< 0,

∂ x
∂ cL

< 0.

Therefore, the comparative statics of WQ in the mixed equilibrium are generally condi-
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tional. The reason is that parameters affect welfare both directly and indirectly through
the equilibrium frequency x of vice-signaling.
It remains to verify the effect of cL in the mixed case. Let a := ατ, k := p(1−ρ)

and A := 1−p+ρp, and define N(x) := a(1−x)−kx and D(x) := x(1−Ax). In themixed
equilibrium, cL =ψ

N(x)
D(x) . Moreover,W

Q = p+ατ+2ψ(1− p)N(x)2

D(x) . Differentiating with
respect to x gives dWQ

d x =
2ψ(1−p)N(x)

D(x)2 [a(2Ax − x − 1)− kx]. In the mixed equilibrium
with cL > 0, we have N(x) > 0. Also, 2Ax − x − 1 = x(2A− 1)− 1 < 0, because A≤ 1

and x < 1. Therefore dWQ

d x < 0. Since the mixed-equilibrium condition is B(x) = cL

and B′(x) < 0, we have d x
dcL
= 1

B′(x) < 0. Hence dWQ

dcL
= dWQ

d x
d x
dcL
> 0. Thus WQ is strictly

increasing in cL in the mixed equilibrium whenever cL > 0.
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