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Political efficacy is an important psychological orientation that has been used extensively by scholars to help
explain voting and other forms of participation. However, very few scholars have sought to treat political
efficacy as a dependent variable. In this research note, we look at the linkage between descriptive representation
and political efficacy. Drawing from existing literature, we argue that an increase in descriptive representation
positively affects levels of political efficacy. We examine support for this argument by looking at whether levels
of efficacy increased among African Americans after the election of Barack Obama using data from the
2008–2009 American National Election Studies (ANES) panel study. We find that the effects of descriptive
representation on efficacy varied depending on one’s partisanship. Black Republicans, Independents, and weak
Democrats experienced an increase in efficacy. However, Black Democrats and White Democrats who strongly
identify with the party experienced a similar boost in efficacy, which suggests that partisanship can override the
effects of having a descriptive representative.

KEY WORDS: descriptive representation, African Americans, 2008 election, political efficacy

On November 4, 2008, the American people elected the first Black president of the United
States, Barack Obama. This election signified a seminal, symbolic victory for African Americans, as
well as other racial and ethnic minorities. The election also had important behavior consequences.
While minority voter turnout is generally lower than White voter turnout, the 2008 election closed
some of this gap.1 Voter turnout rates among African Americans surged 4.9 percentage points—from
60.3% in 2004 to 65.3% in 2008.2 Hispanic and Asian participation also rose in this time period from
47.2% to 49.9% and 44.6% to 47.0%, respectively, while White participation fell from 67.2% to
66.1%.

1 However, when socioeconomic status is taken into account, African Americans participate at a higher rate than Whites
(Verba & Nie, 1972), while Latinos participate at the same rate (e.g, Hero & Campbell, 1996; Uhlaner, Cain, & Kiewiet,
1989; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980).

2 A. Nagourney, “Obama Elected President as Racial Barrier Falls.” New York Times, 5 November 2008, p. A1.
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While Barack Obama may have inspired some racial and ethnic minorities to show up at the
polls, did his election affect other assessments of politics? We explore whether the election of Barack
Obama increased feelings of political efficacy among African Americans, as well as other minority
groups. Our argument is that having a descriptive representative plays a vital role, among other
factors, in contributing to feelings of political efficacy. We therefore expect to find that the candidacy
of Barack Obama boosted levels of efficacy among African Americans. We more tentatively explore
whether these effects extend to other racial and ethnic minorities.

We examine support for our arguments using data from the 2008–2009 American National
Election panel studies. Measuring the differences between the pre-election and post-election waves
allows us to determine if there was a significant change in the level of efficacy among African
Americans and other minorities. Few scholars have looked at the linkage between having descriptive
representatives and levels of political efficacy (Banducci, Donovan, & Karp, 2004; Bobo & Gilliam,
1990; Wu, 2003), and there has not previously been an opportunity to explore this at the presidential
level. Our findings have important implications for how minority groups may come to feel more
empowered in the political system.

The Consequences of Political Efficacy and Its Distribution across Racial and
Ethnic Groups

One set of attitudes that has been deemed important in influencing political behavior is one’s
sense of political efficacy. Internal efficacy refers to “beliefs about one’s own competence to
understand, and to participate effectively in politics,” and external efficacy refers to “beliefs about the
responsiveness of governmental authorities and institutions to citizen demands” (Niemi, Craig, &
Mattei, 1991, pp. 1407–1408).

Both types of efficacy have been linked to an increased likelihood of participation (Abramson,
1983; Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Clarke & Acock, 1989; Cohen, Vigoda, &
Samorly 2001; Guterbock & London, 1983), especially among African Americans (Kuo, 1977;
McPherson, 1977; Shingles, 1981). Given the strong effects that efficacy has on the likelihood of
participation, it is important to investigate how this varies across different groups in society, as well
as the factors that increase or decrease feelings of efficacy. Little is known about how to boost
efficacy since the existing literature typically treats it as an explanatory variable for political
participation rather than as a dependent variable (Wu, 2003).

Existing literature is mixed regarding whether racial and ethnic minorities exhibit higher or
lower levels of political efficacy than Whites. Using a sample from New Orleans in 1984, Wu (2003)
found that the percentage of Blacks with high efficacy is greater than Whites with high efficacy, but
the percentage of Blacks with low efficacy is greater than Whites with low efficacy. In a comparison
of poor African Americans with poor Whites, using data from the 1972 Political Participation in
America survey, Shingles (1981) showed that internal efficacy is higher among African Americans
even though their levels of political mistrust are higher than Whites.

Less is known about political efficacy levels for Asians and Latinos. In an original survey
conducted in Chicago, Michelson (2000) found that Latinos do not share African Americans’ low
levels of political efficacy. However, in a later study utilizing only California residents, both Asian
Americans and Latinos exhibited lower levels of efficacy than Whites and African Americans
(Michelson, 2002–2003).

Mixed findings also emerge in the American National Election Studies (ANES) and the General
Social Survey (GSS). In the ANES, a higher proportion of African Americans agree with the
statements that people have a say in what government does and that government officials care about
what people like the respondent think for almost every presidential election year compared to all
other racial and ethnic groups from 1972 to 2008. Latinos also exhibit higher levels of efficacy than

Merolla et al.864



Whites for all presidential election years except one for the former measure and for more than half
of the years for the latter measure. However, the differences across groups are rarely statistically
significant in a model predicting both measures.3

A different pattern emerges with data from the 2004 GSS (see Figure 1). Respondents were
asked to indicate their level of agreement on a 5-point scale with a series of statements, including
whether public officials care what the respondent thinks, whether the respondent has a good
understanding of political issues, and whether other people are better informed than the respondent.
Across all three measures, Whites have higher levels of efficacy than African Americans and higher
levels of efficacy on two out of the three questions compared to Asians and Hispanics. Even if
findings are mixed with respect to whether there are differences in efficacy across racial and ethnic
groups, it is important to understand the factors that influence efficacy since efficacy increases the
likelihood of civic engagement, and racial and ethnic minorities are typically less engaged than
Whites.

Does Descriptive Representation Boost Political Efficacy?

Scholars have linked several individual factors to efficacy levels. Older individuals, as well as
those with higher levels of education, income, and social position, have higher levels of efficacy, and
this holds for African Americans and Whites (Wu, 2003; see also: Abramson, 1972; Rodgers, 1974;
Shingles, 1981). Studies have also shown that those who are religious (Dawson, Brown, & Allen
1990; Harris, 1994), psychologically involved in politics, trusting of government (Wu, 2003), and
politically active have higher levels of political efficacy (Finkel, 1985, 1987; Leighley, 1995;
Madsen, 1987), as do those who support the winning candidate or party in an election (Banducci &
Karp, 2003; Clarke & Acock, 1989).

3 We ran logit analyses predicting both statements for each presidential election year with race and ethnicity dummy variables
and controls for education, partisanship, age, gender, homeownership, and marital status. The only significant differences
that emerged were that African Americans showed higher levels of agreement than Whites on whether the government cares
what people like the respondent think in 1972 and 2004, while Hispanics showed lower levels of agreement in 1992. For the
other measure, Asians showed higher levels of agreement than Whites in 1972, and African Americans showed higher levels
of agreement than Whites in 1988. See the online appendix.

Figure 1. Mean perceptions of political efficacy by race and ethnicity, General Social Survey, 2004.
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A group’s experience with and position in the political system also has an effect on efficacy
levels. As Rodgers (1974) notes, the low political efficacy and high levels of political cynicism he
observed among African American adolescents were not rooted in feelings of personal inadequacy,
but rather in African Americans’ “evaluations of their position in the political hierarchy” (p. 280).
McClain and Stewart (2002) further argue that low levels of political efficacy among Asian Ameri-
cans are due to a history of discriminatory laws.4

A key factor then in boosting efficacy among racial and ethnic minorities may be shifting their
position in the political hierarchy, leading them to feel a sense of political empowerment. Bobo and
Gilliam define political empowerment as “the extent to which a group has achieved significant
representation and influence in political decision making” (1990, p. 378). One means of gaining
significant representation and influence in politics is through having descriptive representatives
(Banducci et al., 2004; Gay, 2001; Griffin & Keane, 2006; Mansbridge, 1999; Michelson, 2000; Tate,
2001; but see Wu, 2003).5

A wide body of work has systematically linked descriptive representation to higher levels of
political participation. African Americans who are descriptively represented at the congressional
level are more likely to vote (Gay, 2001; Tate, 2003; but see Griffin & Keane, 2006 for more nuanced
findings).6 African Americans living in “high Black-empowerment areas,” as indicated by an African
American holding the mayor’s office, were more politically active than African Americans living in
“low-empowerment areas” (Bobo & Gilliam, 1990, p. 383; see also: Lublin & Tate, 1995). The link
between descriptive representation and turnout has also been found among Latinos residing in
majority Latino districts (Barreto, Segura, & Woods, 2004).

Other scholars have looked at the linkage between having descriptive representatives and
various political evaluations and attitudes. These studies show that African Americans who are
represented by an African American member of Congress have higher levels of information and more
positive evaluations of their representative than those who lack descriptive representatives (Banducci
et al., 2004) and that African Americans who live in areas represented by an African American mayor
have higher levels of political knowledge and trust in and efficacy toward the system (Bobo &
Gilliam, 1990, but see: Wu 2003, p. 755). Pantoja and Segura (2003) find that Latinos who lived in
areas represented by a Latino representative had lower levels of political alienation, although the
results were modest.

Consistent with the literature, we expect that having a descriptive representative should increase
one’s feelings of political efficacy. This should particularly be the case when a member of one’s
group attains the highest office in the United States, the presidency. Feelings of efficacy should
therefore increase among African Americans after the election of Barack Obama. It is less clear
whether the election of Barack Obama will affect the efficacy of other racial and ethnic minorities.
It could be that having a racial minority win the highest office in the United States provided a feeling
of empowerment to all racial and ethnic minorities. However, Barack Obama does not serve as a
descriptive representative to Latinos and Asians, so they may not have experienced an increase in
efficacy.

4 The history of marginalization of African Americans in the political process raises a fundamental paradox: Why do African
Americans demonstrate high levels of political efficacy in some surveys despite their history of marginalization and
oppression? Shingles (1981) attributes this to the emergence of Black consciousness which led African Americans to blame
the system, rather than themselves, for marginalization and oppression, resulting in high efficacy coupled with cynicism
about government (see also: Hulbary, 1975; Institute for Social Research, 1973; Yancey, Rigsby, & McCarthy, 1972).

5 By descriptive representation we mean that “representatives are in their own persons and lives in some sense typical of the
larger class of persons whom they represent. Black legislators represent Black constituents, women legislators represent
women constituents, and so on” (Birch, 1993, p. 72; Mansbridge, 1999, p. 629). As Mansbridge states: “ ‘being one of us’
is assumed to promote loyalty to ‘our’ interests” (1999, p. 629).

6 However, Gay shows that the election of African Americans to congressional office depresses White voter turnout and
“rarely increases political engagement among African Americans” (2001, pp. 589, 600; also see Brace, Handley, Niemi, &
Stanley, 1995; Tate, 2003).
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Data and Variables

We use data from the 2008–2009 ANES panel study. The panel study consisted of tracking and
repeat interviews with the same group of respondents from January 2008 through May 2009. We focus
on the difference between the February and November waves to compare feelings of efficacy before
Barack Obama had secured the nomination to after the election; the September and November wave,
to explore how efficacy shifted from early in the general election campaign to after the election; and,
September to May of 2009, once Barack Obama had been in office for several months.

Three efficacy questions were present on all four waves: (1) “How much can people affect
government?”; (2) “How much do government officials care?”; and (3) “How often does government
do what most people want?” Response options were on 4-point scales ranging from “not at all” to “a
great deal” for questions 1 and 2 and “never” to “always” for question 3. All three variables are coded
such that higher values indicate more positive feelings of efficacy. Since the three variables capture
similar concepts, a summary measure of efficacy was created by adding the three efficacy measures
for each wave.7 To capture changes in efficacy, we took the difference between the February and
November, September and November, and September and May waves. Higher values therefore
indicate a change to more positive feelings of efficacy.

The primary independent variables consist of race and ethnicity dummy variables. To explore
support for the main hypothesis, the models include a dummy variable for whether the respondent is
an African American. If the theory of empowerment with descriptive representation holds, there
should be a positive and significant effect of this variable on the change in efficacy measures. This
would indicate that African Americans came to have higher feelings of efficacy between the two
waves. This is not a perfect way to uncover the linkage between descriptive representation and
efficacy, but it is as close as one can get with only one person occupying the office and it being the
first time an African American has held the office. If more African Americans had been elected
historically, a comparison could be made across elections. To explore whether these effects extend
to other racial and ethnic groups, the model also includes dummy variables for whether the respon-
dent is Asian, Latino, or falls into another race/ethnicity category. Individuals who identify as White
serve as the baseline in the regression analyses.

The models include the following control variables: gender, age, income, education, home
ownership, marital status, identification with the Democratic party, identification with the Republi-
can party, and strength of partisanship. Gender, marital status, and home ownership are dummy
variables in which 1 equals male, married, and a homeowner. Age is the respondent’s age in years.
Income and education are coded such that higher values indicate higher levels of each. While these
measures should have a positive effect on feelings of efficacy (Abramson, 1972; Rodgers, 1974;
Shingles, 1981; Wu, 2003), it is less clear how they will affect the change in efficacy. For example,
Barack Obama mobilized young segments of the electorate, so age may have a negative effect on the
change in efficacy (Keeter, Horowitz, & Tyson, 2008).

With respect to political indicators, strength of partisanship is coded on a 3-point scale in which
higher values indicate being a strong identifier with either party. This measure has been used in prior
work on political participation (e.g., Abramson & Aldrich, 1982; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993).
There may be a larger shift in efficacy among those with weaker attachments between the two
periods given that Barack Obama energized younger voters who typically have weaker attachments
to parties. Dummy variables are also included to capture whether the respondent identifies with the
Democratic Party or the Republican Party. We expect that individuals experience an increase in

7 The Cronbach’s alpha for each wave is as follows: February (0.73), September (0.69), November (0.77), and May (0.77).
Since some of the measures tap into internal efficacy and others external efficacy, we further confirmed that using an additive
scale is valid by running principal-components factor analysis. Only one factor emerged in each wave, and the rotated factor
loadings were very similar across the three measures.
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efficacy when a member of their party wins, since this may signal an increase in substantive
representation, while members of the opposing party may experience a decrease in efficacy
(Banducci et al., 2004; Banducci & Karp, 2003; Clarke & Acock, 1989). These measures are an
important control variable given that partisanship rather than race may be a key driver of shifts in
efficacy. It is especially important to take this into account given that a very high percentage of
African Americans identify with the Democratic Party (about 75% in the panel data). If the African
American dummy variable is still significant controlling for partisanship, then that would support the
argument that it is not just partisanship driving any change in efficacy.

Changes in Efficacy Given the Election of Barack Obama

Figure 2 shows mean efficacy levels on the additive efficacy scale by race and ethnicity for each
wave. The first important point is that mean efficacy does not extend much beyond the midpoint of
the summary scale for any of the groups (the scale ranges from 3 to 15). Each group had plenty of
room to move with respect to increasing efficacy. Second, efficacy levels in February are similar
across all four racial and ethnic groups. Third, the figure shows increasing efficacy levels among
African Americans as time progressed from the pre- to post-election waves. A similar pattern obtains
for Asians and Latinos, although the increases are less pronounced. Efficacy levels for Whites remain
either flat or decrease. This figure shows preliminary support for our argument that the election of
Barack Obama increased feelings of efficacy among African Americans. These patterns may of
course shift once other variables are controlled for in the analyses.

The first set of regression results is depicted in Table 1. We use one-tailed tests for the African
American and the partisanship dummy variables since we have clear directional hypotheses. The
dependent variables are the change in the efficacy summary measure between February and Novem-
ber, September and November, and September and May. The African American dummy variable is
statistically significant for the model that looks at the change in efficacy between February and
November (p = 0.003, one-tailed) and September and November (p = .017, one-tailed) and is just
outside of conventional significance levels in the comparison between September and May (p = 0.071,
one-tailed). These results indicate that African Americans experienced a positive increase in efficacy
between the given time periods compared to non-HispanicWhites. It does not, however, appear that the
election of Barack Obama increased the efficacy levels of other racial and ethnic minorities: the
dummy variables on Asian and Latino are not statistically significant across any of the models.

Figure 2. Mean efficacy by race and ethnicity and wave, ANES Panel.
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With respect to substantive effects, African Americans experienced just over a half-of-a-unit
increase in efficacy, 0.57, between February and November, which is modest for a variable that
ranges from -9 to 10. The effect is smaller looking at the change in efficacy levels between
September and November, in which African Americans experience about a one-third of a unit
increase in efficacy. The increase in efficacy among African Americans is a quarter of the scale, 0.25,
in the comparison between September and May. Overall, we receive support for the argument that
having a descriptive representative can increase efficacy, although the substantive effects are rather
modest. These effects hold up with numerous control variables, including partisan identification.

As with African American identification, partisan identification has significant effects on
changes in political efficacy. Democrats experience a boost of 0.39 units in efficacy between
February and November, though the effect is just outside of conventional significance levels
(p = 0.06, one-tailed), while Republicans experience a significant decrease in political efficacy, by
just over half a unit, 0.59 (p = 0.009, one-tailed). The effects of partisanship also hold up in the
comparison between the September and November waves, in which identifying as a Democrat leads
to a .418 unit increase in efficacy (p = 0.007, one-tailed), while identifying as a Republican leads to

Table 1. OLS Regression on Change in Efficacy, ANES Panel

February–
November

September–
November

September–
May

Coef Coef Coef
(S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.)

Black .570++ .294++ .246+
(.208) (.139) (.167)

Asian .171 -.034 .024
(.332) (.209) (.253)

Latino -.338 -.308 .167
(.108) (.323) (.396)

Other .481 .187 -.312
(.424) (.275) (.340)

Strength of Partisanship .091 .040 -.138
(.132) (.090) (.106)

Democrat .386+ .418++ .813++
(.249) (.168) (.199)

Republican -.589++ -.487++ -.699++
(.246) (.167) (.198)

Gender -.214 -.104 .068
(.108) (.074) (.089)

Age .003 .003 .002
(.004) (.003) (.003)

Income .008 -.007 -.001
(.016) (.011) (.014)

Education .060 .097** .053
(.054) (.037) (.044)

Home .296* -.125 -.264**
(.155) (.107) (.123)

Marriage .021 .092 -.113
(.126) (.086) (.102)

Constant -.292 .004 -.067
(.290) (.203) (.248)

N 1208 2439 2178
R-squared .072 .056 .104

**p ! .05, *p ! .10 (two-tailed); ++p ! .05, +p ! .10 (one-tailed)
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a 0.487 unit decrease in efficacy (p = 0.002, one-tailed). With respect to the last time period,
Democrats experience a 0.813 unit increase in efficacy (p = 0.00, one-tailed), while Republicans
experience a 0.699 unit decrease in efficacy (p = 0.00, one-tailed). The boost in efficacy among
Democrats is comparable to the boost experienced by African Americans between February and
November and September and November and is greater between September and May.8

There is not a clear pattern across the three models for the other control variables. Men became
less efficacious than women between February and November. Individuals higher in education
become more efficacious between September and November. Homeowners become more efficacious
between February and November and less efficacious between September and May. Thus, the most
consistent effects across all three analyses are the increases in efficacy among African Americans and
Democrats and the declines in efficacy among Republicans.

The results in Table 1 do not take into account the possibility that the effects of racial and ethnic
identity vary for different partisan groups. For example, White Democrats may have experienced a
similar increase in efficacy as African American Democrats, which would imply that partisanship is
a stronger driver than race. Another possibility is that Black Republicans experienced a boost in
efficacy due to descriptive representation, while White Republicans experienced a decline in efficacy.
In order to explore the intersection of race, ethnicity, and partisanship, we run our analyses separately
for Democrats, Independents, and Republicans. We include an analysis of Independents to explore
the effects of race and ethnicity among a group without partisan attachments.9

The results for Democrats are presented in the first three data columns in Table 2. Among
Democrats, identifying as African American only comes close to statistical significance in the model
for the change in efficacy between February and November (p = 0.087, one-tailed). This suggests
that White and Black Democrats experienced a similar increase in efficacy, certainly between
September and November and September and May. Meanwhile, strength of partisanship is statisti-
cally significant across all three-wave comparisons. The effects are such that strong partisans
experience an increase in efficacy relative to weak partisans.

It is surprising that Black Democrats did not experience an increase in efficacy relative to White
Democrats, especially given the findings from Table 1. It could be that there are differences depend-
ing on strength of partisanship. We interacted strength of partisanship with each racial- and ethnic-
identity measure and present the results in the last three data columns of Table 2.10 In these models,
there is a significant boost in efficacy among African Americans relative to Whites for the February
to November (p = 0.048, one-tailed) and September to November waves (p = 0.042, one-tailed), but
only among those who identify themselves as weak Democrats. The increase in efficacy among weak
Black Democrats is also substantial between February and November, a full unit. Meanwhile, the
effect of being African American is not significantly different from Whites among those who
consider themselves strong partisans.

The results for Republicans are illustrated in the first three data columns in Table 3. The African
American variable is statistically significant and positive between February and November and
September and November. The substantive effects are also more substantial than they were in the
whole sample. For example, identifying as African American leads to a 2.28 unit increase in efficacy
(p = 0.013, one-tailed) between February and November and a 1.78 unit increase in efficacy
(p = 0.006, one-tailed) between September and November. However, there is no statistically signifi-

8 There is no significant difference if we run a test of the equality between the two coefficients in the first two models
(p = 0.568 and p = 0.574, respectively), but there is a significant difference between September and May (p = 0.031,
two-tailed).

9 We also ran models with interactions between partisanship and race/ethnicity. Given the high number of interaction terms
(eight), we report the analyses by partisan group in the main text. We report the interaction results in the online appendix.

10 We recode strength of partisanship as a dummy variable since Democrats and Republicans only take on two values for this
measure: weak (coded as 0) or strong (1).
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cant effect for the measure comparing September to May, several months into Obama’s term. This
suggests that the boost among Black Republicans started to fade after Obama was in office. One
important caveat to these findings is that a very small percentage of African Americans, only 2.79%,
identify with the Republican Party. Meanwhile, strong Republican partisans experience a significant
decrease in efficacy relative to weak Republican partisans across all three wave comparisons. We
could not replicate the strength of partisanship and race interaction model for Republicans since
there are too few Black Republicans.

Finally, among Independents (last three data columns), the African American variable is statis-
tically significant in two out of the three models, in the comparison of the February to November
waves (p = 0.046, one-tailed) and in the comparison of the September to May waves (p = 0.045,
one-tailed). The variable is outside of conventional significance levels (p = 0.11, one-tailed) in the
analysis of the change in efficacy from September to November. African American Independents

Table 2. OLS Regression on Change in Efficacy among Democrats, ANES Panel

February–
November

September–
November

September–
May

February–
November

September–
November

September–
May

Coef Coef Coef Coef Coef Coef
(S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.)

Black .378+ .078 .090 1.006++ .587++ .452
(.278) (.178) (.207) (.603) (.340) (.387)

Asian .142 -.226 -.016 1.093 -.371 -.192
(.645) (.342) (.390) (.866) (.504) (.566)

Latino -.659 -.450 .096 -.767 -.851 -.412
(.867) (.504) (.587) (1.702) (.891) (.946)

Other .811 .458 -.062 .867 .788 .775
(.762) (.428) (.502) (1.572) (.800) (.815)

Gender -.005 -.140 -.022 -.074 -.144 -.017
(.200) (.133) (.153) (.202) (.133) (.154)

Age .003 .003 .012** .004 .003 .012**
(.007) (.005) (.005) (.007) (.005) (.005)

Income -.007 -.028 .012 .001 -.026 .012
(.030) (.019) (.022) (.030) (.019) (.022)

Education .043 .111* .111 .045 .113* .117
(.095) (.062) (.072) (.095) (.062) (.072)

Home .624** -.345** -.680** .549** -.343* -.663**
(.273) (.1757) (.204) (.276) (.177) (.205)

Marriage -.178 .181 -.197 -.143 .174 .195
(.210) (.142) (.162) (.210) (.142) (.162)

Strength of Partisanship .587** .402** .393** .720** .485** .512**
(.205) (.133) (.152) (.223) (.151) (.173)

Strong* -.819 -.685* -.506
Black (.670) (.389) (.444)
Strong* -2.707** .307 .464
Asian (1.370) (.680) (.772)
Strong* -.192 .700 .954
Latino (1.989) (1.096) (1.215)
Strong* .316 -.545 -1.494
Other (1.800) (.952) (1.041)
Constant -.072 .630* -.402 -.256 .533 -.525

(.506) (.352) (.419) (.518) (.362) (.429)

N 400 865 774 400 865 774
R-squared .0528 .029 .035 .067 .034 .041

**p ! .05, *p ! .10 (two-tailed); ++p ! .05, +p ! .10 (one-tailed)
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experience a .67 unit increase in efficacy relative to White Independents between February and
November. The comparable effect between September and May is a 0.55 unit increase. Overall, we
find a boost in efficacy among a group of African Americans who do not identify with either of the
two main parties in the U.S. political system. This group does constitute a meaningful portion of the
African American community. About 23.5% of African Americans in the sample did not identify
with the Democratic or Republican party.

Discussion and Conclusion

In line with existing research at the local level, we find evidence that having a descriptive
representative at the national level increases feelings of political efficacy. It is important to note,
however, that the relationship between descriptive representation and political efficacy among
African Americans is not unconditional. Our analysis bears out that the effects of race varied across
different partisan groups. Among Democrats, we found that the effects of descriptive representation
varied by strength of party identification, with weak Black Democrats experiencing a boost in
efficacy relative to weak White Democrats. However, the differences between Blacks and Whites
disappeared among strong Democrats, which suggest that partisanship trumped race in this case. We

Table 3. OLS Regression on Change in Efficacy among Republicans and Independents, ANES Panel

Republican Independent

February–
November

September–
November

September–
May

February–
November

September–
November

September–
May

Coef Coef Coef Coef Coef Coef
(S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.)

Black 2.281++ 1.784++ .500 .665++ .316 .550++
(1.023) (.704) (.877) (.392) (.262) (.324)

Asian .125++ .237 -.263 -.071 -.043 .040
(.767) (.474) (.608) (.476) (.322) (.401)

Latino .967 -.107 -.615 -.303 -.061 .551
(1.067) (.862) (1.097) (.792) (.503) (.642)

Other -1.023 -.358 -.082 .462 -.035 -.554
(.967) (.798) (1.026) (.660) (.404) (.516)

Gender -.267 -.078 .257* -.273 -.066 -.015
(.173) (.129) (.152) (.187) (.124) (.152)

Age -.005 .003 -.003 .007 .001 -.006
(.006) (.004) (.005) (.006) (.004) (.006)

Income -.016 -.007 -.004 .026 .010 -.015
(.028) (.021) (.025) (.029) (.019) (.024)

Education .068 -.005 -.118 .044 .142** .113
(.091) (.069) (.082) (.094) (.064) (.077)

Home .103 .167 .216 .078 -.123 -.129
(.281) (.210) (.256) (.262) (.179) (.225)

Marriage .461** .005 -.241 .110 .190 -.132
(.228) (.160) (.190) (.228) (.151) (.184)

Strength of Partisanship -.392** -.324** -.729**
(.171) (.129) (.154)

Constant .036 -.075 -.076 -.500 -.343 .263
(.517) (.378) (.454) (.469) (.311) (.390)

N 394 788 774 414 786 694
R-squared .053 .021 .0347 .023 .015 .016

**p ! .05, *p ! .10 (two-tailed); ++p ! .05, +p ! .10 (one-tailed)

Merolla et al.872



found that efficacy levels increased given the election of Barack Obama among Black Independents
and Black Republicans. The latter result is particularly interesting since Republicans experienced a
decrease in efficacy given the election of Obama. Finally, the boost in efficacy experienced by
African Americans given the election of Barack Obama did not extend to other racial and ethnic
minorities in any systematic way, which is supportive of the theory of descriptive representation.

It remains an open question of how long increased feelings of efficacy persist. The first available
efficacy measure post-November was the May wave, and there were not any surveys with the efficacy
questions after that point. In the comparison between September and May, we found a significant
effect of being African American on the change in efficacy for the full sample, but this effect washed
away for Democrats and Republicans once we broke down the analysis by partisan subgroup. With
more waves, one could pinpoint when the boost from electing a descriptive representative starts to
wane and to what extent performance evaluations affect these shifts.

What is clear is that having descriptive representatives at various levels of government has a
range of positive effects, at least in the short term. Much research has documented a link between
descriptive and substantive representation (Banducci et al., 2004; Gay, 2001; Griffin & Keane, 2006;
Mansbridge, 1999; Michelson, 2000; Tate, 2001). The evidence is fairly strong that having descrip-
tive representatives increases political participation. Our study contributes to evidence linking
descriptive representation to increased feelings of efficacy, which are an important factor driving
participation.
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