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This study tests the hypothesis that collective descriptive representation has important
benefits for strengthening and legitimizing democratic society. Specifically, we test
whether increased proportions of collective female descriptive representation in the
statehouse and the presence of a female state executive are important to female citizens’
attitudes toward government responsiveness, or external efficacy. We hypothesize that an
increase in female collective descriptive representation in the legislative and state exec-
utive branches of government will increase female citizens’ external efficacy but will be
unimportant to males. We pooled American National Election Studies (ANES) data from
1988 to 1998 and used ordered probit techniques to test the hypothesis. In addition to
our main independent variable of interest, our model includes state political culture,
dyadic descriptive representation, dyadic substantive representation, sociodemograph-
ics, political participation, strength of partisanship, and electoral dummy variables as
controls. Our results confirm that higher levels of collective female descriptive represen-
tation promote higher values of external efficacy for female citizens, suggesting that col-
lective female descriptive representation has important benefits to a democratic society.

External political efficacy is the individual perception that governmen-
tal authorities and institutions are responsive to citizen influence

(Balch 1974; Converse 1972). External efficacy is an important and
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extensively studied political attitude because of its relationship to politi-
cal participation and its inherent value to a democratic system of govern-
ment (Abramson 1983). While most studies have focused on explaining
external political efficacy with individual factors, our study focuses on
the importance of the citizen’s larger state political environment and its
influence on feelings toward government responsiveness. Specifically,
we argue that collective descriptive representation may play an impor-
tant role in understanding citizen attitudes toward government. This is
consistent with a theoretical claim that descriptive representation is im-
portant for strengthening the legitimacy of democratic institutions (Mans-
bridge 1999; Phillips 1998). While legitimacy can take on many different
forms, we argue that perceived government responsiveness by elected
leaders is one key form. Furthermore, feelings of external efficacy offer a
very specific and testable measure of government legitimacy that may
provide empirical support to arguments about the value of descriptive
representation in elected bodies of government.

Our theoretical focus is on collective descriptive representation, rather
than dyadic representation, because we are interested in how the per-
ceived characteristics of the institutions of government may enhance their
legitimacy. Collective representation focuses on how well the institution
as a whole represents its citizens, while dyadic representation asks how
well a specific member of a governing body represents his or her constit-
uents (Weissberg 1978). The attitude of external efficacy is explicitly in-
terested in “government responsiveness” by elected leaders, not dyadic
responsiveness, and therefore represents a very direct test of the potential
power of collective descriptive representation to help shape political at-
titudes and opinions. Furthermore, many scholars have argued that de-
scriptive representation contributes to better substantive representation
(Dovi 2002; Keiser et al. 2002; Mansbridge 1999; Phillips 1998; Saltzstein
1979; Sapiro 1981; Thompson 1976). The physical characteristics of po-
litical institutions, therefore, may affect individual levels of external effi-
cacy. When female, black, Latino, or Asian citizens view their government
leaders and largely see white male elected officials, their confidence in
government may fall. Likewise, when greater gender and/or ethnic diver-
sity are present, feelings of external efficacy may rise.

We test our hypothesis by leveraging the substantial gender diversity
of the American state legislative and executive branches over time. If
theoretical claims are accurate, then we expect states with greater gen-
der diversity, or greater collective descriptive representation, to influ-
ence female citizens’ external efficacy. However, we expect male citizens’
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external efficacy to be unaffected since men are represented by majori-
ties of male legislators at both the state and national level, and therefore
their collective descriptive representation is already high.

EXTERNAL EFFICACY AND DESCRIPTIVE REPRESENTATION

Higher feelings of political efficacy are important because they promote
regime stability by keeping citizens committed to the existing democratic
governing structure, while lower feelings of external efficacy may lead to
democratic instability and economic insecurity (Abramson and Aldrich
1982; Citrin and Green 1986; Erber and Lau 1990; Ginsberg 1982; Pol-
lock 1983). Thus, external political efficacy is one measure of acceptance
(or rejection) of democratic political institutions and the legitimacy of gov-
ernment. In addition, research has shown that those with stronger feelings
of political efficacy are more likely to be active in all forms of political
activity (Campbell et al. 1960; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).

Most studies have focused on individual-level factors for under-
standing external efficacy (Clarke and Acock 1989; Finkel 1985, 1987;
Ginsberg and Weissberg 1978; Hayes and Bean 1993; Hougland and
Christenson 1983; Soss 1999; Stenner-Day and Fischle 1992). We ac-
knowledge their explanatory power, but also consider how contextual or
system-level factors, beyond the scope of the individual, may contribute
to citizen belief in government responsiveness. Like Marianne Stewart
and colleagues (1992), Michele Claibourn and Virginia Sapiro (2001),
Jennifer Lawless (2004), and Leslie Schwindt-Bayer and William Mishler
(2005), we explore the influence of institutional context on the degree of
external efficacy. Theory provides several suspected mechanisms for a
relationship between collective descriptive representation and external
efficacy.

First, theorists have argued that increases in descriptive representa-
tion directly strengthen the legitimacy of the legislative body because it
appears more open and accessible (Mansbridge 1999; Phillips 1998). A
representative body that shares physical characteristics with its constitu-
ency symbolically appears more open to input from more citizens and
appears better able to understand citizen interests. Female citizens, there-
fore, may perceive that their own opinions will have greater value when
larger proportions of female representatives are present.

Also, a descriptively representative legislative body encompasses wider
points of view, leading to broader legislative deliberation than when the
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diversity among legislators is low (Mansbridge 1999). Women enhance
this diversity because of the different backgrounds and priorities they bring
to legislative life. For example, women are more likely to have had ca-
reers in education, nonprofit interest groups, or volunteerism, while men
are more likely to come from business backgrounds (Carroll 1984; Man-
del and Dodson 1992; Thomas 1991). Women also historically spend
more time involved in family-related issues and on household tasks than
men do and have different issue priorities at the mass and elite levels
(Alvarez and McCaffery 2000; Bratton and Haynie 1999; Mandel and
Dodson 1992; Reingold 2000; Saint-Germain 1989; Shapiro and Ma-
hajan 1986; Thomas 1994; Thomas and Welch 1991). Paralleling the
gender gap seen in public opinion polls, studies of legislative roll call
votes indicate that women legislators are more likely than men to take
liberal positions across a number of social issues (Barrett 1995; Carey,
Niemi, and Powell 1998; Diamond 1977; Dodson and Carroll 1991).
Not surprisingly then, some research shows that a higher proportion of
female representation within a legislature increases the amount of legis-
lative attention to female policy priorities ( Berkman and O’Connor 1993;
Burrell 1997; Day 1994; Murphy 1997; Thomas 1991), though not nec-
essarily to policy outputs (Crowley 2004; Tolbert and Steuernagel 2001;
Weldon 2002; cf. Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler 2005). This suggests a
second potential mechanism for a positive relationship between col-
lective descriptive representation and external efficacy that focuses on
women’s perceived and/or actual substantive representation concerns.

Relatedly, female politicians may enhance external efficacy because
their presence in office suggests to female citizens that government is
getting things done, especially on policies that female citizens care about.
This theoretical link is supported by research that suggests that women
state legislators are policy leaders on “women’s issues” (Leader 1977).
Female legislators express more concern (Diamond 1977; Reingold 2000),
are more likely to serve on related committees, and are more likely to
write, propose, and mobilize support for them (Diamond 1977; Rein-
gold 2000; Thomas 1994). Female politicians are also seen as more com-
petent on compassion issues (e.g., heath care, education), issues that are
often more important to female citizens (Leeper 1991; Mueller 1986;
Rosenwasser and Seale 1988; Sapiro 1981/82, 1983).

In summary, theory suggests that collective representation works to
boost female citizens’ perceptions of government responsiveness by cre-
ating a political atmosphere more inviting to female citizens’ input and
more cognizant and responsive to female concerns. Empirically, re-
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search on the influence of female leaders on female citizens supports
the argument that female representation matters. Female citizens are
more likely to remember an elected official or candidate’s name when
he or she is a woman (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001; Koch 1997;
Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 1997), suggesting that women pay more
attention to politics when women are present. More broadly, research
has repeatedly shown that the presence of competitive female candi-
dates positively influences female political engagement, including an
increase in political interest, political knowledge, the likelihood of influ-
encing another’s vote choice, internal efficacy, political discussion, po-
litical activity, attention to news, open-ended comments on parities, and
a decrease in the percentage of “don’t know” responses (Atkeson 2003;
Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001; Hansen 1997; Koch 1997; Sapiro
and Conover 1997).

The gender and politics literature has also examined the role that dyadic
descriptive representation plays on external efficacy, with mixed results,
perhaps due to measurement and selection issues. Nancy Burns, Kay
Lehman Schlozman, and Sidney Verba (2001, 344) find evidence that
women’s political efficacy is enhanced by the presence of a statewide
female incumbent or candidate, suggesting a role for dyadic descriptive
representation.1 Lawless (2004, 90) provides further support, but in inex-
plicable ways. Her results show that female U.S. House representation
increases the external efficacy of men, but not women, while having a
female Senator influences men and women. In terms of collective rep-
resentation, neither Lawless (2004, 90), in an American examination of
external efficacy,2 nor Claibourn and Sapiro (2001, 27), in a 14-nation
comparative examination of attitudes toward government satisfaction, find
an effect. Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler (2005), however, find in a compar-
ative study of 31 nations that female citizens have greater confidence in
parliament when women represent larger proportions of the lower house.

The broader minority politics literature also suggests that descriptive
representation is important to political empowerment, participation, and
attitudes toward government. For example, Katherine Tate (2001) finds
that African-American citizens feel more favorable to their member of

1. However, the political efficacy scale of Burns, Schlozman, and Verba (2001, 105) is an index of
local and national internal and external efficacy that does not provide consistent results when sep-
arated. Also, unpublished results from Atkeson (2003) indicate no intergender contest effect for
external efficacy, and Tate (2003) shows no dyadic effect of representation on efficacy for blacks.

2. However, this analysis is restricted to those citizens who can place their member of Congress
on the ANES thermometer scores, creating generalization problems to the larger public.
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Congress when he or she is African American than when he or she is
white, though it is important to note that she found no dyadic effect of
representation on political efficacy (p. 140). She does, however, report
an interesting positive relationship between perceived descriptive repre-
sentation and both approval of Congress and trust in government (2003,
148). Similarly, Stacy Burnett Gordon and Gary Segura (2002) find evi-
dence that collective Latino descriptive representation has a positive in-
fluence on legislative job performance.

While most citizens probably know the gender of their state execu-
tive, is it likely that they are aware of the presence or absence of women
in their state legislatures? We argue that citizens are probably more
or less aware of the gender composition of their state legislatures.3

Certainly few citizens know the exact proportion of women in their
statehouses, but more women in office increases the general activity level
by elite women, and therefore more women are visible political players.
We also know that positions of power for women legislators are corre-
lated with their relative overall numbers in the legislative body. Accord-
ing to Marcia Lynn Whicker and Malcolm Jewell (1998, 165), “The
proportion of leaders who are female is roughly the same as the propor-
tion of female legislators.” Furthermore, when more women are in these
offices and play a larger role in the leadership of these legislative bodies,
they are more likely to receive substantial press coverage. Visibility from
leadership positions and press coverage promotes an environment wherein
women citizens can see women politicians in action.

There may also be an effect from collective female descriptive repre-
sentation at the state executive level. Governors receive a great deal of
media attention and, behind the president, are the most recognized
elected officials (Hinckley, Hofstetter, and Kessel 1974; Squire and Fast-
now 1994). If a woman holds the governorship, the greater visibility of
the office may enhance women citizens’ perceptions of government re-
sponsiveness. However, the degree of power associated with the gover-
norship varies greatly by state, and regardless, governors must work with
their state legislature. If small numbers of women exist in the legislative
branch, a single prominent female executive may do little to enhance
feelings of government responsiveness.4 Nevertheless, given the nature
and prominence of the office, we believe that it is theoretically impor-

3. Though we do not know if this is true for women, Tate (2003) shows that blacks, on average,
have a fairly accurate picture of their collective descriptive representation in Congress.

4. The correlation between the proportion of women in the state legislature and the presence of
a woman governor is negative, but it is positive with the presence of a female member of Congress.
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tant enough to include as a measure of collective female descriptive
representation.

Thus, it seems a theoretical and empirical possibility that collective
description representation may matter in American politics. Yet, com-
pared to men, women historically have held fewer seats in government,
although they have been making substantial gains over the past several
decades.5 At the national legislative level, they have risen threefold, from
about 5% in 1988 to 15% in 2006. Likewise, women governors have been
elected in several states. And at the state legislative level, there is a wide
range in the proportions of women legislators, from one-third female for
most of the past decade in some states (e.g., Arizona and Washington) to
less than one in 10 female legislators in other states (e.g., Alabama and
Kentucky). Such differences in collective descriptive representation across
states and years allow us to test whether collective descriptive represen-
tation influences how women citizens feel about the responsiveness of
government. We hypothesize that larger proportions of women elected
leaders will increase women’s confidence in government, or external ef-
ficacy. Men, on the other hand, will be unaffected since increasing num-
bers of women in these offices have not displaced majority proportions
of men.

ALTERNATIVE THEORIES OF EXTERNAL EFFICACY:
DYADIC REPRESENTATION, SUBSTANTIVE
REPRESENTATION, AND STATE POLITICAL CULTURE

Alternatively, female citizen’s external efficacy may have little to do with
a greater presence of female politicians. There exist three other plausi-
ble explanations for differences in women’s external efficacy on an indi-
vidual and state-by-state basis. We have argued that external efficacy
represents a value that emphasizes collective over dyadic representation.
However, the presence of a dyadic representative of the same ethnic back-
ground has been shown to reduce alienation (Pantoja and Segura 2002)
and may increase feelings of government responsiveness among women
citizens. Though it is compelling at its face, we argue that this effect is
unlikely for two reasons. First, the dependent variable of interest ana-
lyzed here, external efficacy, is explicitly interested in government re-
sponsiveness, not the feelings toward a single leader. Second, even if a

5. Information on women in state legislatures, women in the U.S. Congress, and women state
executives come from the Center for American Women and Politics at Rutgers University.
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constituent is represented by a “like” political leader, it is reasonable for
the female citizen to believe that in the aggregate, her interests are mar-
ginalized without some threshold of collective descriptive representa-
tion (Hero and Tolbert 1995). Nevertheless, for a robust test of our model
we will include national dyadic representation as an important control.6

A second explanation is that substantive party representation increases
the likelihood of government responsiveness (Lawless 2004). Party offers
substantive representation cues, since parties, especially within states,
offer a more cohesive ideology and policy agenda. While party offers a
potentially better cue than gender, we argue that it is unlikely to influ-
ence external efficacy because the party of a representative is not easily
perceived and can be somewhat costly to obtain relative to descriptive
factors, especially gender. Nevertheless, it is an important control and
could be either dyadic or collective, and so we consider both.

A third alternative explanation of women’s external efficacy recog-
nizes the unique beliefs and historical roots of the citizens that settled
the individual states, and it is best characterized by the state political
culture work of Danile Elazar (1984). His theory recognizes three dis-
tinct political subgroups, each reflecting a different orientation to
politics. The moralistic political culture expects an active citizenry, a
professional bureaucracy, and an active government all working for the
benefit of the state, suggesting that states having this culture possess the
most likely environment for an electorate with greater feelings of exter-
nal efficacy. The individualistic political culture expects citizens to pur-
sue their self-interest with bureaucratic assistance and a weak government,
making it somewhat likely to encourage feelings of government respon-
siveness. A traditionalistic government emphasizes the role of elites in
political activity, possesses a weak bureaucracy, and possesses a state gov-
ernment whose purpose is to maintain the status quo, resulting in a state
political culture that should be least responsive to its citizens (Sharkan-
sky 1969). In addition, scholars have shown that women are more likely
to seek elected office in moralistic state political cultures (Hill 1981;
Nechemias 1985, 1987) and that state political culture predicts greater
proportions of women in the statehouse (Diamond 1977; Norrander and
Wilcox 1998). Thus, state political culture might be the real factor in
understanding both external efficacy and the proportion of women in

6. We are unable to control for dyadic representation at the state level due to data limitations.
However, we argue that our national controls offer satisfactory measures of dyadic representation
because if it matters, then it should be visible at the U.S. Congressional level.
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the statehouse, and hence is another important control for a robust test
of our model.

DATA AND METHOD

The data used to test this hypothesis are from the American National
Election Studies (ANES) and are pooled from 1988 to 1998. We chose
1988 as our first year because that is the first year NES used a 5-point
scale for external efficacy.7 These data provide equal numbers of presi-
dential and nonpresidential years and the same survey mode, in-person,
for all respondents.8 Pooling the data over time provides a data set with
more leverage and power, allowing us to overcome the problem of idio-
syncratic influences, particularly as our main independent variables of
interest are aggregated to the state level for each year. Pooling the cross-
sectional data therefore gives us large enough state samples to see differ-
ences in efficacy levels between men and women across different state
contexts and times.

Dependent Variable

We use the answer to the question “Public officials don’t care much what
people like me think,” also known as “nocare,” as our measure of exter-
nal efficacy.9 It is the most often used measure of external efficacy (Mor-
rell 2003). Because our interest is in tapping the legitimacy of government
through government responsiveness, this represents the strongest mea-
sure for our theoretical question. “Nocare” is measured on a Likert-type
scale, ranging from 1 (agree strongly) to 5 (disagree strongly). Thus, higher
values indicate stronger feelings of external efficacy. Its mean value is
2.56 and the median is 2, indicating that more people are not externally
efficacious.

7. Because of the change in scale, the response patterns prior to 1988 look very different and,
therefore, going back further in time creates measurement problems with the dependent variable.

8. Going back or forward in time creates problems because of changes in question wording, ques-
tion availability, and survey design.

9. We could also have used “nosay” (“People like me don’t have any say about what the govern-
ment does”), but the empirical and theoretical differences in these variables favor the use of “no-
care” as a single measure. Empirically, the variables show significant differences with gender, the
key independent variable, suggesting construct validity problems. Moreover, the Cronbach’s alpha
is less than the traditional cutoff of .70. Theoretically, incumbent-based external efficacy is better
represented by “nocare,” while procedural fairness and diffuse support is better represented by “nosay”
(Craig, Niemi, and Silver 1990; Shingles 1981).
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Independent Variables

We measure collective descriptive representation in two ways.10 The vari-
able “percentage of females in the state legislature” (both upper and
lower) represents the most robust measure of collective descriptive rep-
resentation across states. It is normally distributed, ranging from 4% to
40% with a mean of 18%. The significant amount of variance at the state
level allows us to test our hypothesis in a robust manner.11 The second
variable represents the presence (coded 1) or the absence (coded 0) of
a female governor. We look at separate models for men and women
and an interaction model to determine whether women get a boost,
compared to men, from a larger and more gender-diverse system of
representation.

Because of their importance as alternative theories for explaining ex-
ternal efficacy, we control for national dyadic descriptive and substan-
tive representation, state substantive collective representation, and state
political culture. For dyadic descriptive representation, we created two
dummy variables, each coded 1 when a respondent lives in a state or
district that is represented in the U.S. Congress by a female legislator. In
the interactive model, dyadic representation measures are interacted with
the gender (female) of the respondent. For dyadic substantive represen-
tation, we created two dummy variables, each coded 1 when a respon-
dent lives in a state or district that is represented by a Senate or House
member of the same party. For collective substantive representation, we
created a continuous measure that captures the percentage of the state
legislature that is in the same party as the respondent.12 For state politi-
cal culture, we use the continuous measure developed by Sharkansky
(1969).13

We also include a number of individual-level control variables that
are known predictors of external efficacy, including the sociodemographic
variables education, family income, church attendance, gender, race,
and age, as well as internal efficacy, voter turnout behavior, and strength
of partisanship. Increases in education levels increase external efficacy
(Finkel 1985; Hayes and Bean 1993; Hougland and Christenson 1983;

10. Theoretically, the proportion of women in the U.S. Congress represents an additional mea-
sure of collective descriptive representation that we do not include because the small year N (6) and
its small linear distribution over time make it highly sensitive to specification.

11. See Appendix A located at http://www.unm.edu/;atkeson/publications for details.
12. Due to model sensitivity, we did not include a national party representation variable.
13. We also tried a dummy variable approach, but our models were unchanged.
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Soss 1999; Stenner-Day and Fischle 1992). Education is measured on
an ordinal scale ranging from 1 (8 grades or less) to 7 (advanced degree).
Family income, measured on a scale ranging from 1 (less than $5,000) to
9 (over $75,000), has been found to positively influence external effi-
cacy (Hayes and Bean 1993; Soss 1999). Church attendance, measured
on an ordinal scale ranging from 0 (does not attend) to 4 (attends almost
every week), has been found to be a positive factor (Hayes and Bean
1993; Hougland and Christenson 1983). We have also included the stan-
dard variables of race and age, although race is usually not found to be
important to external efficacy and age may be positive, negative, or cur-
vilinear (Hayes and Bean 1993; Soss 1999). Race is a dummy variable
where black respondents receive a 1 and everyone else a 0. Age is the
actual age of the respondent and age-squared captures any curvilinear
relationship.

Following Karen Stenner-Day and Mark Fischle (1992), we have
also included internal efficacy. We control for internal efficacy because
theoretically, citizens who feel more comfortable with their ability to
navigate the political system are likely to feel that government is more
responsive—an important psychological resource. Our measure of inter-
nal efficacy is the level of agreement with the statement “Politics is too
complicated for a person like me to understand.” 14 The variable ranges
from 1 to 5 and has a mean value of 2.4 in our sample.15 We also include
voting because it has repeatedly been shown that voters are more likely
to view their leaders as responsive (Finkel 1985, 1987; Stenner-Day and
Fischle 1992). Given that we are interested in making an inference to
citizens and not simply to voters, this is an important control. Voting is
measured as a dummy variable and is expected to have a positive influ-
ence on external efficacy. We also control for strength of partisanship;
higher values indicate stronger partisan ties and a greater connection to
the political system, which we expect to be positively related to respon-
siveness. Finally, election-year dummies are included to control for
election-year contexts.

We test our model using an ordered probit model because of the ordi-
nal nature and non-normal distribution of the dependent variable,16 mak-
ing ordinary least squares regression inappropriate. Because we are also
concerned about the possibility that there may not be within-state inde-

14. This is the only measure of internal efficacy available to us with these data.
15. The internal efficacy of women in our sample is 2.3 and 2.7 for men (p, .001).
16. It is: Strongly Agree 19%, Agree 39%, Neither 12%, Disagree 23%, Strongly Disagree 6%.
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pendence, we cluster the data by state, using the Cluster command in
Stata 9.2.17

RESULTS

The first column of data in Table 1 presents the full interactive model,
the second presents the female model, and the third presents the male
model.18

Of highest importance to our purposes are the collective descriptive
representation variables and their interaction with gender. In the inter-
action model, the main effects show that the presence of a woman gov-
ernor influences external efficacy but has no interaction with gender.
This is corroborated by the single-gender models that show a positive
and significant coefficient.19 The effect of a woman governor, therefore,
appears to influence both men and women. Perhaps the presence of a
woman governor enhances the feeling that all points of view will be rep-
resented in government.

The fact that the effect of a female governor is at least as strong for
men as it is for women is intriguing and counterintuitive. If further re-
search corroborates this result, we suggest one interpretation. It may be
that female executives provide different cues than female legislators be-
cause of the different level of office. Governors are executives, sole pro-
prietors of their office, which provides them with greater visibility and
media coverage than legislators (Tidmarch, Hyman, and Sorkin 1984).
Citizens are also more likely to know their governor’s name than their
legislators’ names (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Such visibility may
enhance feelings of external efficacy for both male and female citizens
because of perceived characteristics and traits of female leaders, includ-
ing honesty (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993; Rosenthal 1998), and because
female elected officials possess governing styles that emphasize inclusive-
ness and egalitarianism (Rosenthal 1998).

Other main effects, including gender and the percentage of women
in state legislatures, are not significant. However, the interaction of per-
centage of women in state legislatures with gender is positive and signif-
icant, indicating that greater proportions of women in the statehouse

17. The cluster subcommand in stata is a basic hierarchical linear model procedure that adjusts
the standard errors. Removing the clustering subcommand leaves the models largely unchanged.

18. The coefficients and standard errors for the election-year dummies are available upon request.
19. Female governor is significant for females in reduced models with demographic and election-

year controls (b = .176, p , .01) and with psychological resources (b = .146, p, .001).
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Table 1. Ordered probit model of external efficacy, 1988 through 1998

Full Model Female Model Male Model

Collective descriptive representation
Proportion of women in state legislatures −.000 .007* −.001

(.002) (.003) (.002)
Woman governor .177*** .130# .187***

(.054) (.073) (.057)
Proportion of women in state Legislatures* .007*

gender (female) (.003)
Woman governor*gender (female) −.036

(.086)
Dyadic descriptive representation

Female U.S. senator .043 −.066 .051
(.035) (.061) (.042)

Female member of Congress .063 −.027 .071
(.068) (.088) (.068)

Female U.S. senator*gender (female) −.096*
(.048)

Female member of Congress* −.089
gender (female) (.080)

Substantive representation
Party congruence governor .011 .007 .021

(.030) (.047) (.047)
Party congruence senator .031 .028 .033

(.032) (.051) (.052)
Party congruence House −.007 .028 −.043

(.021) (.029) (.036)
Proportion of party congruence −.001 −.001 −.000

in state legislature (.001) (.001) (.001)
Gender (female) .005

(.056)
Strength of party identification .073*** .064 .085

(.015) (.021) (.025)
State political culture −.010 −.006 −.015#

(.008) (.010) (.008)
Voter .120*** .135*** .100**

(.026) (.034) (.034)
Church attendance .012 .015 .009

(.008) (.011) (.012)
Internal efficacy .209*** .240*** .178***

(.009) (.015) (.013)
Education .084*** .077*** .095***

(.009) (.011) (.011)
Income .033*** .040*** .023*

(.007) (.009) (.010)
Age −.021*** −.023*** −.019**

(.005) (.006) (.007)
Age-squared .0002*** .0002*** .0002*

(.000) (.000) (.000)
Homemaker .032 .039

(.041) (.041)
Race (black) −.101* −.145* −.037

(.045) (.063) (.068)
Cut 1 −.248* −.218 −.279

(.118) (.140) (.167)
Cut 2 .922*** .962*** .883***

(.111) (.142) (.162)
Cut 3 1.281*** 1.338*** 1.225***

(.110) (.140) (.161)
Cut 4 2.410*** 2.522*** 2.299***

(.113) (.157) (.156)
Wald chi2 26157.90*** 4422.59*** 1441.80***
N 8,799 4,776 4,020

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses, #p, .10, *p, .05, **p, .01, ***p, .001, two-tailed test
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increase females’ confidence in government relative to men.20 Examin-
ing the model separately for female and male respondents confirms what
we see in the interactive model. In the female model, the proportion of
women in state legislatures is positive, indicating that greater levels of
female representation increase female citizens’ feelings about govern-
ment responsiveness. This is not the case in the male model, which shows
no effect of collective female descriptive representation in the statehouse
on external efficacy. Given that this is our most robust measure of col-
lective descriptive representation, we view these results as supportive of
our hypothesis.

There is little evidence to support the idea that dyadic descriptive,
dyadic substantive, or collective substantive representation influences
levels of external efficacy. The dyadic descriptive representation vari-
ables are largely insignificant across models, except for the presence of a
female senator for women in the interaction model, which is negative.
At the least, these data show no support for the notion that dyadic de-
scriptive representation enhances external efficacy.

Meanwhile, as expected, there are a number of positive and signifi-
cant controls, including internal efficacy, education, voting, income, and
strength of party identification. The relationship between age and exter-
nal efficacy is curvilinear.

To compare the effects of collective descriptive representation on male
and female citizens, we graphed the expected probabilities for both gen-
ders’ external efficacy at the minimum and maximum values of collec-
tive descriptive representation. For the percentage of women in the state
legislature, this is 4% and 40%, respectively; and for female governor,
this is 0 and 1, respectively. All other independent variables were held at
their mean or mode in the case of electoral dummies.21 Figure 1 shows
the results, and as expected, the effect is much stronger for females. Males
are somewhat more likely to have low external efficacy (1 or 2) when
collective female state descriptive representation is low, compared to
when it is high, females much more so. For example, the probability that
a female has an external efficacy score at the lowest level (1) is 19% when
collective descriptive representation is lowest, but only 10% when col-
lective descriptive representation is highest. Similarly, when collective
descriptive representation is increased to its maximum, the probability
that a female has an external efficacy score of 2 drops from 42% to 36%.

20. This is true in a reduced model that contains the demographic and main theoretical variables.
21. We used the software program Clarify for this task (Tomz, Wittenberg, and King 2000).
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Altogether, changing collective descriptive representation moves about
15% of females out of the lowest levels of external efficacy. For men, the
same change moves about 7% of them out of the lowest levels of external
efficacy.

Similarly, when the proportion of women in the state legislature is
high, citizens are more likely to have midlevel or higher scores, espe-
cially among females. When collective descriptive representation moves
from its lowest to its highest values, the expected probability that a fe-
male has an external efficacy score of 4 moves from 22% to 31%. The
probability that a female has an external efficacy score of 5, the highest
possible value, doubles from 4% to 8%. Altogether, 14% of females move
to high levels of external efficacy by increasing collective descriptive rep-
resentation. The corresponding value for males is 6%.

Using the same technique and examining the impact of the propor-
tion of women in state legislatures by itself while holding female gover-
nor at its mean, we can see in Figure 2 that this variable impacts female
citizens but not male citizens. A total of 10% of females move out of the
lowest levels of external efficacy (1 or 2) by increasing the percentage of
women in the state legislature from 4% to 40%. Most of these females,

FIGURE 1. Expected probabilities for women and men at minimum and maxi-
mum levels of collective descriptive representation (state legislature and female
governor).

MORE IS BETTER 93



9%, move into the highest levels of external efficacy (4 or 5). Among
men, the proportion of women in the state legislature has no impact on
external efficacy.

Finally, we examined the impact of woman governor while holding
the proportion of women in state legislatures at its mean. Figure 3 indi-
cates extremely similar trends between males and females. By having a
woman governor, about 5% of both men and women move out of the
lowest levels of external efficacy (1 or 2) and into the highest levels of
external efficacy.

CONCLUSION

The results show that collective female representation influences exter-
nal efficacy in a positive way. When greater proportions of female state
legislators are present, the likelihood that women feel better about gov-
ernment, and hence the democratic society in which they live, im-
proves. Moreover, when we look at the female model, we find even
stronger support for our theoretical framework. Thus, this analysis pro-
vides support for the theoretical argument that collective descriptive rep-

FIGURE 2. Expected probabilities for women and men at low and high levels
of women in the state legislature.
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resentation enhances government legitimacy. We, however, discover no
support for the notion that dyadic representation matters, a finding that
is increasingly supported in other research as well. Representation, there-
fore, needs to be considered in its broader form of collective representa-
tion, rather than the more narrow dyadic representation.

We find an intriguing result that men are influenced by the presence
of a woman governor, and the weight of the evidence suggests that women
citizens are as well. Future research will have to examine whether this is
an artifact or a real effect. If it is a real effect, one possible theoretical
reason is that visible executive women bring a different set of character-
istics to the office, which enhances representation for all and, hence,
improves all citizens’ feelings of government responsiveness.

An alternative interpretation of these results is that the causal direc-
tion is reversed, suggesting that a greater level of female external efficacy
produces larger proportions of female legislators. This explanation, how-
ever, is neither theoretically nor empirically convincing. Theoretically,
it is unlikely that modest gains in the external efficacy of citizens would
increase the odds of women in the eligible pool of candidates to run for
office. The potential legislator pool typically includes those who have
greater levels of education and come from middle- or upper-class back-

FIGURE 3. Expected probabilities for women and men with male and female
governors.
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grounds and therefore come from a different “social and political strata
than does their public” (Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1994, 107). Moreover,
Richard Fox and Lawless (2004, 272) find that the attitude “qualifica-
tion” is one of two important factors inducing women to run for political
office, signifying that it is personal attitudes, rather than mass attitudes,
that contribute to a potential female candidate’s decision to run for of-
fice.22 Finally, to our knowledge, no known theoretical framework pre-
dicts that greater levels of external efficacy at the mass level enhance
candidate recruitment, which would in turn increase the collective de-
scriptive representation of the legislative body. Thus, it is our contention
that this alternative is unlikely.

Instead, these results suggest an important role for collective descrip-
tive representation in shaping attitudes and behaviors in a democratic
society. Because those who believe government is more responsive are
also more politically active in a number of areas of political life, greater
female representation may indirectly impact the political engagement
of women citizens. This hypothesis is consistent with increasing evi-
dence suggesting that descriptive representation more generally has other
positive benefits on political engagement (see Atkeson 2003; Burns,
Schlozman, and Verba 2001). Because external efficacy measures a pri-
mary democratic expectation, government responsiveness, it is a partic-
ularly appropriate attitude for examining the role of collective descriptive
representation, which remains an understudied concept. Finally, this re-
search may have implications for other descriptively underrepresented
groups, including blacks, Latinos, and Asian Americans. Additional
research may find that increases in collective minority descriptive rep-
resentation may play an important role in forming attitudes for these
groups as well. Indeed, a study by Gordon and Segura (2002) suggests a
role for collective Latino representation in feelings about the job per-
formance of the California state legislature, and consistent with this
study, they find no effect of dyadic Latino representation on political
efficacy.

In general, this finding sheds new empirical light on the value of
collective descriptive representation. While in the past, descriptive rep-
resentation has been largely dismissed because it is not necessary for sub-
stantive representation (Pitkin 1967), this research suggests an alternative
and important role for collective descriptive representation. Specifi-
cally, this research shows that recent theories that argue that descriptive

22. The other factor Fox and Lawless (2004) consider is being encouraged to run for office.
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representation enhances government legitimacy may be right. We find
that the greater presence of one underrepresented group in the elected
halls of government enhances feelings of government responsiveness
among these citizens. In this way, collective descriptive representation
may ultimately help to create both a stronger and healthier democratic
system.
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