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ABSTRACT Most research on diversity within political methodology focuses on gender while
overlooking racial and ethnic gaps. Our study investigates how race/ethnicity and gender
relate to political science PhD students’methodological self-efficacy, as well as their general
academic self-efficacy. By analyzing a survey of 300 students from the top 50 US-based
political science PhD programs, we find that race and ethnicity correlate with quantitative
self-efficacy: students identifying as Black/African American and asMiddle Eastern/North
African express lower confidence in their abilities than white students. These gaps persist
after accounting for heterogeneity among PhD programs, professional and socioeconomic
status, and preferred methodological approach. However, small bivariate gender gaps
disappear in multivariate analysis. Furthermore, gaps in quantitative self-efficacy may
explain racial/ethnic disparities in students’ broader academic self-efficacy. We argue that
the documented patterns likely lead to continued underrepresentation of marginalized
groups in the political methodology student body and professoriate.

Recruiting and retaining a diverse workforce is a
persistent challenge in academia. Within political
science, this difficulty has been particularly pro-
nounced in the political methodology subfield. As
a recent report began, “the Society for Political

Methodology faces severe diversity challenges” (Hidalgo et al.
2018, 1). Not only is the percentage of women in the political
methodology section the lowest among all American Political
Science Association (APSA) organized sections; the section also
is markedly less racially and ethnically diverse than APSA as a

whole. For instance, whereas 4.5% of APSAmembership identifies
as Black or African American, the analogous percentage in the
political methodology section is only 1.3% (Hidalgo et al. 2018).

Whereas the stark facts of both gender and racial/ethnic under-
representation in political methodology are well understood, most
relevant research explores and explains gender diversity. Numerous
recent studies of gender inequalities have been published in leading
journals, including both PS: Political Science & Politics and Political
Analysis (Brown and Samuels 2018; Dion, Sumner, and Mitchell
2018; Esaray and Bryant 2018; Murdie 2018; Peterson 2018; Sen
2018). By contrast, journals offer few empirical insights into the
nature, causes, and consequences of racial and ethnic inequalities.

This article investigates racial/ethnic and gender gaps in polit-
ical science PhD students’ attitudes toward political methodology.
Our primary research question was: How are race and ethnicity
related to students’ methodological self-efficacy as well as their
general academic self-efficacy? Secondarily, our study allowed us to
assess gender gaps in these attitudes. To answer these questions, we
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analyzed an original survey of 300 students enrolled in the top
50 PhD programs in political science in the United States. Our
broader project explored mentorship, role models, and diversity in
political methodology and more generally in political science
(Gillooly, Hardt, and Smith 2021). This article discusses responses
to survey questions concerning students’ interest and self-efficacy
with respect to qualitative and quantitativemethods, aswell as their

academic careers more generally. Given the predominance of quan-
titative over qualitative research in top political science journals, we
focused primarily on attitudes toward the former. We expected
students’ perceptions of their quantitative skills to influence their
actual and self-perceived prospective academic success more
strongly than their qualitative skills.

Our results are as follows. First, we found sizable racial/ethnic
differences in respondents’ attitudes toward their own success.
Students who identified as Middle Eastern/North African (MENA)
or as Black/African American reported substantially lower self-
efficacy in quantitativemethods thanwhite students.We considered
various explanations for the racial/ethnic gaps, including PhD pro-
gram rank, unmeasured program effects, demographic factors, and
differences in academic interests. However, none of these variables
fully explained racial/ethnic gaps in quantitative efficacy.

Second, bivariate analysis revealed small gender gaps in quan-
titative efficacy, but those gaps disappeared inmultivariate analysis.
Nonetheless, there is evidence of intersectionality, although the
evidence is inconclusive due to small sample sizes: gender gaps
appear larger within certain racial/ethnic groups and racial/ethnic
gaps appear more pronounced among women than among men.

Third, we discovered racial/ethnic disparities in students’
broader evaluations of their present and future academic success,
which appear to be strongly linked to previously documented gaps
in students’ quantitative self-efficacy.

Fourth, we found few other demographic and status-related
correlates of self-efficacy, with two exceptions. Program rank
mattered, and students with a partner expressed substantially
higher academic self-efficacy than single students. This latter
relationship was found across male and female students as well
as those with and without dependents.

SELF-EFFICACY, GRADUATE TRAINING, AND
REPRESENTATION

In Bandura’s (1982, 122) classic formulation, “self-efficacy” refers
to “judgments of how well one can execute courses of action
required to deal with prospective situations.” Hence, self-efficacy
is domain specific, requiring an evaluation of oneself, of the task in
question, and of the broader context. This article is concernedwith
two forms of student self-efficacy: the perceived ability to (1) per-
form effective quantitative analysis, and (2) succeed in an aca-
demic career more broadly.

Self-efficacy evaluations are not neutral; rather, as Bandura
(1982, 123) argued, they constitute “one set of proximal determin-
ants of how people behave.” That is, self-efficacy impacts student

academic success by affecting an individual’s decision to undertake
new activities with uncertain outcomes and to persist in the face of
initial difficulties or temporary failures. Indeed, prior research
found that self-efficacy strongly predicts performance in educa-
tional contexts (Pajares 1996; Schunk 1989). Within doctoral pro-
grams, research-related self-efficacy may affect engagement in
research and dissertation completion (Baltes et al. 2010; Bieschke,

Bishop, and Garcia 1996; Varney 2010). Among Black students in
particular, self-efficacy is a critical predictor of academic progress
and science achievement (Dortch 2016; Reid 2013; Tate et al. 2015;
White, DeCuir-Gunby, and Kim 2019). Within political science, we
expect methodology to be a critical area for building student self-
efficacy because methods constitute a central skill for a wide variety
of research tasks and because this area of teaching arouses high
levels of student anxiety (Bos and Schneider 2009; Murphy 2015).

Because these judgments require multidimensional evalu-
ations of self, task, and context, several forces shape self-efficacy.
Prior educational encounters may affect a student’s actual and
self-perceived skills and preparation for a given academic task.
They also create a stock of experiences that influence judgments
about a student’s likelihood of success in analogous future tasks.
In addition, contextual factors such as exposure to professional
role models from within a student’s own identity group (e.g.,
female professors and researchers of color) may affect self-efficacy.
Exposure to these role models might affect assessments of a
student’s own capabilities as well as the likely response of the
external environment to members of a student’s group.

Thus, doctoral students’ self-efficacymight vary by race, ethnicity,
and gender. Not only do those demographic identities correlate with
their own grade-school and undergraduate educational experiences;
exposure to in-group academic role models also varies by race,
ethnicity, and gender. Indeed, in at least one study, the political
science curriculum has been shown to widen gaps in self-efficacy by
race and ethnicity (Centellas and Rosenblatt 2018). Nonetheless,
priorwork found inconsistent and small gaps in self-efficacy between
female and male students (Huang 2013; MacPhee, Farro, and
Canetto 2013; Yorra 2014). This was perhaps in part due to the effects
of female peer-mentoring during academic programs (Dennehy and
Dasgupta 2017; MacPhee, Farro, and Canetto 2013). The following
section investigates race/ethnic and gender gaps within the specific
domain of political science PhD methodology training.

METHODS AND ANALYSIS

Our study proceeded as follows. In December 2019, we fielded an
online survey via Qualtrics to students from the top 50 PhD
programs in the United States, according to the US News & World
Report (2019). We emailed invitations to approximately two thou-
sand students and offered a $15 Amazon gift card for completing
the survey. Given our budget limitations, we capped the survey
administration at 300 students, despite additional interest. In
total, 308 students began the survey and 297 completed it. Our
sample is representative of the general membership of APSA on

Whereas the stark facts of both gender and racial/ethnic underrepresentation in political
methodology are well understood, most of the relevant research explores and explains
gender diversity.
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race and first-generation status (i.e., a marker of socioeconomic
status).1

Our key attitudinal variables were based on questions that
asked students to rate, on a 1-to-5 scale, their “interest” and
“ability” (i.e., self-efficacy) in quantitative and qualitative
methods. In addition, we developed an index of general academic
self-efficacy: the mean of eight items (alpha = 0.83) asking stu-
dents to evaluate their fit within their PhD program and their
likely future success. These five variables were rescaled to run from
0 to 1; summary statistics are reported in the online appendix. In
addition, we asked self-identified demographic questions related
to race, gender, year in program, age, first-generation status, and
whether the student had a partner (e.g., spouse or domestic
partner) and/or dependents (e.g., children and elderly family
members). Finally, we coded the rank of the student’s PhD
program based on the 2019 US News & World Report. To facilitate
the interpretation of coefficients along with those for other inde-
pendent variables, program rank was recoded to run from 0 to 1;
higher values indicated “lower” or less prestigious rankings. Add-
itional details on all items are in the online appendix (Smith,
Gillooly, and Hardt 2021).

Our analysis had three phases. First, we assessed bivariate gaps
in quantitative self-efficacy. Second, several multivariate hierarch-
ical models accounted for various possible explanations of the
demographic gaps that we uncovered. Third, we modeled general
academic self-efficacy as a function of demographics and quanti-
tative self-efficacy. All analysis used multilevel linear models to
account for heterogeneity in the experiences of students in differ-
ent PhD programs.

RESULTS

In our initial bivariate analysis, we found sizable racial/ethnic
gaps in quantitative self-efficacy. At the high end, Latinos/as,
whites, Asians, and students of “other” identifications all reported

mean values between 0.60 and 0.65. However, Black/African
American students reported means of 0.48 and MENA students
reported means of 0.41. The gaps between the latter two racial/
ethnic groups and whites, Asians, and other students were all
statistically significant at p<0.10 or lower. Figure S1 in the online
appendix displays distributions that are substantially left-skewed
among Black/African American and MENA students relative to
those among white and Asian students—and, to a lesser extent,
Latinos/as.

We also discovered small gender gaps in this orientation.
Whereas men reported mean values of 0.65, women reported
0.59 (p = 0.05), and students identifying as other or nonbinary
reported 0.55 (p = 0.46 for the male-nonbinary gap). It is interest-
ing that gender and race/ethnicity appear to have interactive or
intersectional effects. The online appendix reveals major racial/
ethnic gaps among women but minor gaps among men; similarly,
gender gaps appear to be limited to certain racial/ethnic groups.
Nonetheless, only one of the interactions meets standard levels of
statistical significance. Given the small sample sizes, the remain-
der of this article focuses on main effects.

In the second phase of analysis, we developed multivariate
hierarchical models of quantitative self-efficacy, controlling for
personal demographics that might impact students’ math
preparation (e.g., status as a first-generation college student).
We also accounted for department-level effects in two ways:
through the use of hierarchical linear models and by controlling
for program rank.2 To summarize our key findings, gender
gaps decreased and became statistically insignificant but
racial/ethnic gaps remained substantial and statistically signifi-
cant, even slightly increasing relative to the bivariate results. As
shown in figure 1, predicted quantitative efficacy was 0.42 for
MENA students and 0.46 for Black/African American students
compared with 0.63 for whites, 0.61 for Latinos/as, and 0.67
for Asians. MENA students’ quantitative self-efficacy was

Figure 1

Conditional Means of Quantitative Self-Efficacy, by Race/Ethnicity

Middle Eastern/North African

Black/African American

Other Race/Ethnicity

Asian

Latino/a

White only

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8
Quantitative Methods Self-Efficacy (Predicted Values)

Note: 90% confidence intervals are shown.
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approximately one standard deviation below that of Asian and
white students. The full model is presented and discussed in the
online appendix.

In further analysis (see the online appendix), we investigated
racial/ethnic gaps in other methodological attitudes. MENA stu-
dents reported substantially lower interest in quantitative
methods than any other group, but Black/African American stu-
dents reported having the same interest in quantitative methods
as white, Latino/a, and Asian students. It is important to note that
we found only a weak relationship between race/ethnicity and
attitudes toward qualitative methods.3 In our results, women and
men did not differ significantly in their interest in quantitative
methods; however, women expressed substantially higher efficacy
and interest with respect to qualitative methods.

The direction of causality among quantitative self-efficacy and
methodological orientations is unclear; interest likely shapes
perceived abilities and vice versa. Nonetheless, a model of quan-
titative efficacy controlling for the other orientations is developed
in the online appendix. A sizeable gap in quantitative methods
self-efficacy remains between Black/African American students
and members of other racial/ethnic groups. However, the gap
between MENA and other students decreased by more than 75%
and no longer reaches standard levels of statistical significance.

In the third phase of analysis, we investigated whether racial/
ethnic gaps in quantitative efficacy were related to students’
general academic self-efficacy. The first model in table 1 displays
gaps in academic self-efficacy by race similar to—albeit smaller
than—those found for quantitative self-efficacy. In the second
model, we introduced controls for methodological orientations.
Of the four attitudes, only quantitative self-efficacy was signifi-
cantly correlated with general academic self-efficacy; it is the
single strongest predictor of general academic self-efficacy. In this
model, racial/ethnic gaps in general self-efficacy were substan-
tially reduced in magnitude and no longer reached standard levels
of statistical significance.

In addition to racial and ethnic identification, two other vari-
ables correlate with general academic self-efficacy: program rank
and partner status.4 It is important to note that women, men, and
students with other gender identifications all expressed similar
levels of efficacy; likewise, first-generation students expressed
efficacy similar to their peers. It is intriguing that having depend-
ents (e.g., children) also was not significantly correlated with this
measure for those either with or without a partner. (However,
single parents may have lower efficacy than other single students;
p<0.11 in model 1.) The coefficient for the variable for partnership
was larger in follow-up analyses limited to women than those

Table 1

Determinants of General Academic Self-Efficacy (Hierarchical Linear Models)

(1) (2)

Coefficient Standard Error Coefficient Standard Error

Quantitative Methods Self-Efficacy 0.20*** 0.05

Quantitative Methods Interest 0.04 0.04

Qualitative Methods Self-Efficacy 0.05 0.05

Qualitative Methods Interest 0.02 0.04

Middle Eastern/North African −0.15** 0.06 −0.08 0.06

Black/African American −0.09* 0.06 −0.05 0.05

Other Race −0.06 0.05 −0.04 0.05

Asian −0.03 0.03 −0.04 0.03

Latino/a −0.01 0.03 −0.01 0.03

Female −0.01 0.02 −0.01 0.02

Other/Nonbinary Gender 0.08 0.10 0.11 0.09

Year in Program 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01

Age 26–29 0.01 0.03 −0.01 0.03

Age 30–35 −0.01 0.03 −0.03 0.03

Age 36–45 −0.02 0.05 −0.03 0.05

First-Generation Student 0.01 0.03 0.00 0.02

Has Dependents −0.27 0.17 −0.21 0.17

Has Partner 0.06*** 0.02 0.06*** 0.02

Has Dependents X Has Partner 0.26 0.17 0.21 0.17

Rank of PhD Program (0–1 Scale) −0.08** 0.03 −0.04 0.03

Constant 0.74*** 0.03 0.54*** 0.05

Number of Observations 285 285

R-Squared (Within) 0.07 0.16

R-Squared (Overall) 0.10 0.20

Notes: Dependent variable is scaled to run from 0 to 1. The baseline categories are male, white, and aged 21–25. *p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
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limited to men, although differences between the two genders
were not statistically significant.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In summary, our results reveal substantial racial and ethnic gaps in
quantitative self-efficacy. It is important to note that these gaps
are not attributable to covarying demographics or to program

characteristics. Whereas gaps betweenMENA and white students
also appeared in their interest in quantitative methods, the Black/
African American–white gap did not extend to academic interests.
Controlling for attitudes toward other methods (see online appen-
dix table S5), only Black racial identification and program rank
significantly predicted quantitative methods self-efficacy. In that
model, it is worth noting that the coefficient of Black racial
identification (i.e., -0.18) was substantially larger than that for
program rank (i.e., -0.11). In other words, identification as Black/
African American versus white is associated with a larger reduc-
tion in quantitative self-efficacy than attending a 50th-ranked
versus a first-ranked PhD program. We show that these gaps have
significant downstream consequences for general academic self-
efficacy. They also likely affect subsequent retention in the polit-
ical methodology workforce.

To the best of our knowledge, our analysis of racial and ethnic
gaps in the field of political methodology is novel. As a result, we
cannot confirm whether our results would replicate in other
samples of PhD students in this or related disciplines. We also
are unable to draw on prior evidence to elucidate the mechanisms
underlying the gaps that we uncovered. Instead, most of
our findings relate to our failure to explain racial/ethnic gaps.

Unfortunately, our survey did not ask about students’ undergradu-
ate education or training (e.g., whether they studied outside of the
United States), which could be a relevant explanation for our
findings concerning MENA students. However, we do note that
students with international undergraduate degrees are found in
many different racial/ethnic groups. Future academic research is
needed to replicate our findings and search for potential alterna-
tive explanations.

Our findings advance a broader body of research on racial
disparities in academia. Gaps in self-efficacy might result in part
from a dearth of diverse role models in the professoriate at the
same time that these gaps perpetuate future underrepresentation.

Doctoral programs remain racialized institutions (Posselt 2018),
and PhD student satisfaction varies significantly by race (Ong
et al. 2011; Slay, Reyes, and Posselt 2019). Black female, Latino, and
Latina graduate students report receiving less effective mentor-
ship and being more likely to experience racism than other
students (Johnson-Bailey 2004; Monforti and Michelson 2008).
Many students of color feel that opportunities continue to be

denied them due to structural racism within the academy (Bauer-
Wolf 2017; Eisenkraft 2010). These experiences ultimately con-
tribute to higher attrition rates among PhD students of color.
Moreover, these experiences persist even after achieving a tenure-
track position. Faculty of color report mistreatment from col-
leagues due to a racial stereotype of “presumed incompetence”
(Gutiérrez y Muhs et al. 2012). Recently, many Black scholars
shared related experiences on Twitter (e.g., #BlackintheIvory,
created by Dr. Shardé M. Davis).

Consequently, our research has significant implications for
political science at a time when departments are seeking to
become more diverse and inclusive. As long as students of color
continue to express these feelings of marginalization, political
science likely will struggle with attrition. Numerous diversity
initiatives can reduce inequities. Faculty can diversify syllabi by
using existing professional databases (e.g., “People of Color Also
Know Stuff”) to include role models for students of color. Insti-
tutions can develop programs to mentor and support undergradu-
ates of color preparing for PhD programs as well as entering first-
year PhD students (e.g., the Ralph Bunche Summer Institute,
APSA mentorship program, and Competitive Edge program at
numerous University of California campuses). Departments can

educate faculty to reduce racial biases in the classroom. Ultim-
ately, scholars have a clear interest in retaining the best potential
minds in research—irrespective of their racial identity.
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NOTES

1. The study was certified as exempt by the Institutional Review Boards of Iowa State
University (ID 19-502) and University of California, Irvine.

2. In baseline hierarchical models, the department level accounts for 12% of the error
variance.

3. MENA students reported slightly but not significantly lower qualitative methods
self-efficacy. This white–MENA gap reaches standard levels of statistical signifi-
cance in one of the multivariate models reported in the online appendix.

4. Of the variables discussed in this paragraph, only program rank correlates
significantly with quantitative methods self-efficacy (see online appendix table
S4).
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