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ABSTRACT 

 

Political scandals are a persistent feature of democratic processes, often generating significant public attention and 
potentially altering electoral outcomes. This article investigates the relationship between cognitive load and voters' 
evaluations of political candidates embroiled in scandal. Drawing on cognitive load theory, we propose that the influx of 
complex and often conflicting information surrounding a scandal increases cognitive load on voters. This heightened load 
can hinder systematic processing of information, leading to reliance on heuristics and potentially less nuanced candidate 
evaluations. We review existing literature on political scandals, voter perception, and cognitive psychology to construct a 
theoretical framework for understanding how voters process scandalous information. This framework suggests that while 
scandals inherently demand attention, the sheer volume and often contradictory nature of information can lead to mental 
overload, influencing how integrity and competence are perceived. The implications for campaign strategies, media 
dissemination, and voter decision-making are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The political landscape is frequently punctuated by events 

that challenge public trust and reshape electoral dynamics: 

political scandals. From financial impropriety to personal 

misconduct, these events can trigger intense media scrutiny 

and public debate, fundamentally altering how voters 

perceive candidates and parties [19, 39]. Historically, scandals 

have impacted congressional elections [2] and even 

presidential campaigns [3], sometimes demonstrating 

lingering effects on voter behavior [45]. The digital age, with its 

rapid dissemination of information and proliferation of 

various news sources, has amplified the reach and complexity 

of these events, making it increasingly challenging for citizens 

to process and evaluate the torrent of incoming data [60, 48]. 

While some research suggests that voters may "forgive and 

forget" certain transgressions, especially for well-established 

figures [52], others indicate that scandals can lead to significant 

shifts in public opinion, particularly concerning a candidate's 

morality and competence [11, 14, 21]. The way voters process this 

information is critical to understanding the ultimate impact of 

a scandal. Traditional models of candidate evaluation often 

differentiate between memory-based and online 

processing [35, 36, 38]. In memory-based processing, voters 

recall information from memory to form judgments, while 

online processing involves updating evaluations as new 

information is received [35]. However, the sheer volume 

and complexity of information surrounding a scandal may 

overwhelm these cognitive mechanisms, introducing the 

concept of cognitive load. 

Cognitive load theory posits that individuals have a limited 

capacity for processing information [55, 56]. When 

information exceeds this capacity, it can hinder learning, 

decision-making, and even problem-solving [42, 57, 58]. In the 

context of political scandals, the constant stream of 

allegations, denials, counter-allegations, and media 

narratives, often presented in fragmented and emotionally 

charged ways, can significantly increase the cognitive 

demands placed on voters. This heightened cognitive load 

might force voters to abandon systematic, effortful 

processing in favor of simpler, less effortful heuristics [50, 

42]. For instance, instead of deeply analyzing the specifics 

of an accusation, voters might rely on party affiliation as a 

cue [41], or succumb to the recency effect of information [37]. 
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This article aims to explore the relationship between cognitive 

load and candidate evaluation in the context of scandal-ridden 

campaigns. We hypothesize that increased cognitive load, 

induced by the multifaceted nature of scandal-related 

information, will lead to a greater reliance on cognitive 

shortcuts and potentially less accurate or more polarized 

evaluations of candidates. Understanding this dynamic is 

crucial for comprehending contemporary voter behavior and 

the implications for political communication and democratic 

accountability. 

METHODS 

This article primarily synthesizes existing literature from 

political science, communication studies, and cognitive 

psychology to build a theoretical framework. Given the nature 

of this conceptual review, a traditional experimental or 

survey-based methodology is not employed. Instead, we 

perform a systematic review and integration of relevant 

scholarly works to establish the theoretical underpinnings 

and identify key variables and relationships. 

Our approach involved: 

1. Literature Search: Identifying key academic articles and 

books focusing on political scandals, voter behavior, 

candidate evaluation, cognitive load theory, and 

information processing. Search terms included "political 

scandal," "voter perception," "candidate evaluation," 

"cognitive load," "information processing," "heuristics," 

and "political psychology." 

2. Theoretical Integration: Drawing connections between 

the disparate fields. Specifically, we examined how 

principles of cognitive load theory [34, 55, 56, 57, 58, 59] can be 

applied to the unique information environment created 

by political scandals, and how this relates to established 

models of political judgment [6, 7, 35, 36, 38, 61, 62]. 

3. Hypothesis Formulation: Developing testable 

propositions regarding the impact of cognitive load on 

candidate evaluation during scandals. 

4. Discussion of Implications: Exploring the practical 

consequences of our theoretical framework for political 

campaigns, media, and the electorate. 

While we do not present new empirical data, the theoretical 

framework developed herein provides a basis for future 

empirical research, which could utilize experimental designs 

to manipulate cognitive load and observe its effects on 

candidate evaluation [15]. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The review of the literature strongly suggests that political 

scandals are inherently complex information environments 

that can significantly increase cognitive load on voters. This 

increased load, in turn, influences candidate evaluation 

through several mechanisms. 

1. The Nature of Scandal Information and Cognitive 

Load: Political scandals are rarely straightforward. They 

often involve multiple actors, conflicting narratives, legal 

intricacies, and ethical dilemmas [13, 20]. For example, the 

Trump-Russia scandal involved numerous allegations and 

counter-allegations, creating a highly complex information 

landscape [13, 51]. Similarly, reports of Donald Trump's 

business dealings [36, 54] and personal conduct [23] 

generated a constant stream of news that was difficult for 

the average voter to fully process. This constant barrage of 

information, often presented with varying degrees of 

credibility and partisan framing [8, 17, 49], can quickly 

overwhelm an individual's working memory capacity, 

which is known to be limited [40]. As such, voters are often 

faced with an "on-line" deluge of information that can be 

challenging to synthesize [35]. 

The very act of monitoring a scandal, particularly in the 

age of 24/7 news cycles and social media [53, 50], 

contributes to cognitive overload. Voters are exposed to a 

mix of factual reporting, speculation, partisan attacks, and 

attempts at disinformation [5, 9]. This constant stream of 

information can lead to mental fatigue and a decreased 

ability to engage in deep, effortful processing, making it 

difficult to distinguish between credible and unreliable 

sources [47]. 

2. Cognitive Load and Heuristic Processing: When 

cognitive load is high, individuals are more likely to resort 

to heuristics, or mental shortcuts, to make judgments [50, 

42]. In the context of political scandals, this can manifest in 

several ways: 

• Partisan Biases: Voters with strong partisan 

affiliations may rely on their party identity as a 

primary heuristic, dismissing negative information 

about their preferred candidate or party, and readily 

accepting negative information about the opposition 
[8, 17, 41]. This "collision with collusion" phenomenon 

was observed in partisan reactions to the Trump-

Russia scandal [13]. 

• Affective Heuristics: The emotional valence of 

scandal information can also serve as a heuristic. 

Voters may form judgments based on their immediate 

emotional reactions to a candidate or scandal, rather 

than a thorough evaluation of the facts [25]. 

• Source Credibility Shortcuts: Instead of critically 

evaluating the content of a news report, voters might 

simply rely on the perceived credibility of the news 

source, which itself can be influenced by partisan 

leanings [49]. 

• Morality vs. Competence: Scandals often raise 

questions about a candidate's morality and 

competence [11, 14, 21]. Under high cognitive load, voters 

might simplify their evaluation, focusing on one 
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dimension (e.g., morality) at the expense of the other, or 

defaulting to pre-existing impressions. For example, some 

research suggests that perceived sexism can shape voter 

responses to scandal [1]. 

3. Impact on Candidate Evaluation: The shift towards 

heuristic processing under high cognitive load can have 

profound effects on candidate evaluation: 

• Reduced Nuance: Voters may form less nuanced 

judgments, categorizing candidates as "good" or "bad" 

based on limited information or emotional responses, 

rather than a comprehensive understanding of the alleged 

misconduct and its implications. 

• Increased Polarization: When voters rely on partisan 

heuristics, scandals can exacerbate political polarization, 

as individuals double down on their support for their 

party's candidates and intensify their opposition to the 

opposing party [43]. 

• Focus on Salient, Easily Processed Information: Under 

cognitive strain, voters may attend to the most salient or 

easily digestible aspects of a scandal, potentially 

overlooking more complex or nuanced details. For 

example, a sensational headline might carry more weight 

than a detailed investigative report. 

• Difficulty in Updating Beliefs: Once initial judgments 

are formed under high cognitive load, they may be 

resistant to change, even in the face of contradictory 

evidence, as the effort required to update beliefs is too 

high [61, 62]. This can explain why some scandals, despite 

extensive coverage, do not always lead to significant shifts 

in support [27, 44]. 

This framework aligns with the concept of "deliberation's 

blindsight," where under high cognitive load, individuals may 

perform better on certain tasks by relying on implicit 

processes rather than explicit deliberation [34]. In the context 

of scandals, this might mean that voters, overwhelmed by 

details, rely on gut feelings or broad impressions of a 

candidate's character rather than a systematic assessment of 

their actions [36]. 

CONCLUSION 

The pervasive nature of political scandals in modern 

campaigns, coupled with the increasing complexity of the 

information environment, suggests that understanding 

cognitive load is paramount to comprehending voter 

behavior. When faced with a scandal, voters are not simply 

passive recipients of information; they are active processors, 

albeit with limited cognitive resources. The theoretical 

framework presented here posits that the heightened 

cognitive load induced by scandal-ridden campaigns can 

significantly alter how voters evaluate candidates, promoting 

reliance on heuristics and potentially leading to less nuanced 

and more polarized judgments. 

Future empirical research should investigate these 

relationships directly. Experimental designs manipulating 

cognitive load (e.g., through time pressure or concurrent 

tasks) while exposing participants to information about 

political scandals could provide valuable insights [15, 50]. 

Such studies could explore how different types of scandals 

(e.g., personal vs. financial), different media presentations, 

and individual differences in need for cognition [6] 

influence the impact of cognitive load on candidate 

evaluation. 

The implications of this understanding are significant for 

political campaigns, media organizations, and the 

electorate. Campaigns may strategically attempt to 

increase or decrease cognitive load on voters depending 

on their objectives, for instance, by overwhelming the 

opposition with multiple, complex allegations or by 

simplifying their own candidate's message. Media outlets, 

aware of the cognitive constraints on their audience, might 

consider how they present complex scandal information to 

facilitate better comprehension and reduce the likelihood 

of oversimplification or reliance on harmful heuristics. 

Ultimately, for voters, recognizing the potential for 

cognitive overload during scandal-ridden campaigns can 

encourage a more critical and reflective approach to 

information consumption, fostering more informed and 

independent candidate evaluations in an increasingly 

chaotic political landscape. 
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