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Abstract: While a number of studies demonstrate that black candidates have the
ability to increase black political participation, a growing literature is investigating
why descriptive representation matters. This paper contributes to this discussion
by exploring whether perceptions of candidate traits play a mediating role
between the presence of an African American candidate on the ballot and
increases in black political activity. I test this trait hypothesis using data from
the 1992–2012 American National Election Study, a survey experiment, and stat-
istical mediation analysis. The results indicate that perceptions of black candi-
dates as being better leaders, more empathetic, knowledgeable, intelligent,
honest, and moral explain a substantial amount of why descriptive representation
increases black political participation across a range of different political activ-
ities. In the conclusion, I discuss the importance of the psychological link
between blacks and their co-racial representatives in inspiring higher levels of pol-
itical participation.
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Starting as early as the 1980s, political scientists demonstrated that blacks
participated more in politics when there was a black candidate on the
ballot (Abney and Hutcheson 1981; Griffin and Keane 2006; Preston
1983; Tate 1991; Washington 2006). For example, several studies
showed that blacks were more likely to vote in an election with a black
mayoral, U.S. Senate, gubernatorial, or presidential candidate (Abney
and Hutcheson 1981; Preston 1983; Tate 1991; Washington 2006).
While descriptive politicians’ influence on black political activity differed
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at various levels of government,1 a number of studies demonstrated that
blacks were more participatory in races with co-racial candidates. The
question that naturally arises from these studies is why does descriptive
representation2 increase black political activity?
The earliest work addressing this question suggested that the relation-

ship between descriptive representation and higher levels of black political
participation could be explained through improvements in feelings of
external efficacy when a co-racial politician holds elected office (Bobo
and Gilliam 1990). Additionally, one recent study showed that black can-
didates spur greater levels of black political activity through these candi-
dates’ mobilization efforts among already supportive black voters
(Philpot, Shaw, and McGowen 2009). Most recent studies on the topic
argue that the presence of black candidates is not really the cause of
higher levels of turnout at all; instead black candidates tend to campaign
in districts where blacks are already empowered because they make up the
majority of the electorate (Fraga 2016).
While this burgeoning literature improves our understanding of the

mediating factors between descriptive representation and black political
participation, much of this literature assumes that under the right
context, the race of the candidate is inconsequential in altering black
political activity. As a result, previous research overlooks the importance
of the personal characteristics of the candidate. In addition to the afore-
mentioned factors, it is possible that black candidates increase minority
political activity because they are perceived as being more capable,
moral, and empathetic than comparable white elected officials. This
perception of black candidates as being better on a host of traits may
incentivize blacks to participate in politics to improve the standing of
co-racial candidates.
In this study, I argue that a significant portion of the relationship

between descriptive representation and higher levels of black political
activity can be attributed to perceptions among blacks that co-racial candi-
dates are more capable leaders, more empathetic, more moral, and more
knowledgeable and intellectually capable than comparable white candi-
dates. Moreover, I test whether perceptions of all of these traits combined
can improve our understanding of the link between descriptive represen-
tation and participation for blacks. To assess these hypotheses, I begin
by exploring how perceptions of candidate traits may influence levels of
political participation. I then discuss how perceived candidate traits may
play a mediating role between the presence of an African American
candidate on the ballot and higher levels of black political activity.
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To test the mediating effect of perceptions of candidate traits on descrip-
tive representation and participation for blacks, I explore differences in pol-
itical attitudes and behaviors in two elections (2008 and 2012) with black
candidate Barack Obama and two elections (1992 and 1996) with white
candidate Bill Clinton. Using the American National Election Study
(ANES) from these years and the mediation analysis approach designed
by Imai, Keele, and Tingley (2010) and Imai et al. (2011), I find that a
significant portion of increased black political participation during the
Obama years is mediated by perceptions of Obama as holding more
positive qualities than Clinton.
I further test my hypothesis using a survey experiment with a hypothet-

ical black and white candidate who are presented as seeking the 2020
Democratic presidential nomination. Similar to the Obama–Clinton ana-
lysis, I find that blacks viewed the hypothetical co-racial candidate as being
better across a host of traits and that these more positive assessments
explain a significant and substantial amount of why blacks are more
enthusiastic about voting when the hypothetical black candidate is on
the ballot in 2020. The consistency in results across a real-world pair of
candidates and among hypothetical candidates in a controlled setting
provide substantial support for the claim that the candidate matters in
explaining why descriptive representation increases black political
participation.

CANDIDATE’S TRAITS AND TURNOUT

Research has long documented the influence of perceptions of candi-
dates’ characteristics on political behavior. Most of this research demon-
strates that voters make decisions about whether to support a candidate
based on the perceived strengths of the politician such as their leadership
abilities, how intelligent they are, and their levels of empathy (Funk 1999;
Hayes 2010; Kinder 1986; Popkin 1994; Rapoport, Metcalf, and Hartman
1989). Given the importance of candidate traits in attracting support, it is
not surprising to find that candidates work to cultivate positive images of
themselves (Fenno 1978; Fridkin and Kenney 2011). However, pre-
existing expectations about candidate traits make this task easier or more
difficult depending on the appearance and partisanship of the candidate.
Conover and Feldman (1989) show that citizens quickly infer information
about a political candidate’s issue positions and traits with relatively little
information about the candidate. In particular, respondents often infer
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certain qualities about candidates based almost exclusively on candidates’
phenotypical characteristics such as their race (Petrow 2010).
There are good reasons to suspect that individuals may decide whether

to participate in politics based on perceptions of the candidate’s strengths.
Several studies demonstrate that potential voters are more active when the
cost of acquiring information about the election is small (Blais 2000;
Downs 1957). Given that individuals can make inferences about candi-
date traits with relatively little information, trait assessments require less
sophistication and effort than an understanding of a candidate’s policy
platform (Funk 1999; Hayes 2010). The low cost of acquiring information
on candidate traits provides a shortcut to voters and may incentivize
turnout when individuals view the candidate as holding positive qualities.
Moreover, individuals often make decisions about their levels of polit-

ical activity based on the perceived benefits they may receive should
their preferred candidate be elected (Blais 2000; Downs 1957). When
voters perceive neither candidate as capable, nor as working hard for indi-
viduals like themselves, they are much more likely to avoid voting (Piven
and Cloward 1988). Additionally, research demonstrates that when voters
are exposed to negative information about their preferred candidates,
their evaluation of the candidate decreases and this diminishes turnout
(Popkin 1994). In combination, when voters perceive candidates as
holding more negative candidate traits they may feel less interested in par-
ticipating in elections to improve the candidate’s standing. Conversely,
when they perceive the candidate as being strong in a number of areas,
they may feel an increased incentive to participate in the electoral process.

WHY DOES DESCRIPTIVE REPRESENTATION MATTER? A
CANDIDATE CENTERED PERSPECTIVE

There are some presumed traits of black candidates which would make
them more appealing to the black electorate than white politicians
(Casellas and Wallace 2015; Lewis-Beck et al. 2010; Piston 2010;
Reeves 1997; Williams 1990). McDermott (1998), for example, showed
that black candidates, regardless of their stated positions, are generally per-
ceived as being more concerned with advancing minority rights than their
white counterparts (see also Tate 2001). Similarly, Sigelman et al. (1995)
and Williams (1990) demonstrate that black candidates are perceived as
being more compassionate and moral than similarly situated white candi-
dates. Black candidates are also perceived by members of the black
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community as working harder for their political interests and as being
more competent (Weaver 2012).
Black voters are generally more approving of co-racial candidates

even if these politicians consciously distance themselves from their
race (see Harris 2012). This is because even if black candidates do
not actively discuss racial policies, it is largely assumed that black pol-
iticians will address racial inequality more than white candidates
(Harris 2012). Given perceptions of their efforts to improve conditions
in the black community, many blacks may perceive co-racial candidates
as being more competent and empathetic (Harris 2012; Lerman, McCabe,
and Sadin 2015).
These positive perceptions about black elected officials and candi-

dates may explain why blacks are so much more politically active
when a co-racial candidate is on the ballot. Similar to the studies dis-
cussed in the previous section, there is evidence which suggests that
blacks make decisions about whether to participate based on the level
of concern candidates/parties show for individuals like themselves and
these candidates’ abilities to implement supportive policies (Dawson
1995; Hajnal and Lee 2011; Kaufmann 2004; Tate 1991). Tate (1991),
for example, argued that black voter turnout decreased significantly in
the 1988 general election because blacks felt that the Democratic
Party did not show enough concern for black voters because of its
poor treatment of Jesse Jackson.
However, black voters do not bestow their favor indiscriminately on

black candidates. Those who are perceived as being less competent gener-
ally fail to increase black participation. Keele et al. (2017), for example,
demonstrate that descriptive representation only increased black political
participation when voters felt that the candidate was a capable leader
and a competitive candidate (see also Bositis 2011). This research indi-
cates that descriptive representation’s effect on black political participation
only occurs when voters perceive co-racial candidates as being strong in
various candidate traits.
Finally, it is possible that black voters will respond to perceptions of the

morality of the candidate when deciding whether to participate in elect-
oral activities. Research demonstrates that voters often view immoral candi-
dates more negatively than politicians who are not marred by political
scandals (Doherty, Dowling, and Miller 2011; Funk 1996). Perceptions
of moral failings in an individuals’ preferred candidate may then serve
to depress enthusiasm and turnout. This decline in enthusiasm for per-
ceived immoral candidates may be greatest among African Americans
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who tend to be more religious than non-blacks and place a premium on
the morality of individuals (Lewis 2013). As a result, blacks may be less
enthusiastic and willing to participate in politics when their preferred
candidate is perceived as being less moral. Based on this research, I
hypothesize:

H1: Blacks will view co-racial candidates more positively across a variety of
candidate traits than white elected officials. This greater level of confidence
in black candidate’s traits can explain why black voters are more participa-
tory when there is a co-racial candidate on the ballot.

DATA

To test the candidate trait hypothesis, I use a case study of the two most
recent Democratic Presidents, Barack Obama and Bill Clinton. While
these candidates differ in some ways, they provide a good comparison
for several reasons. First, the two candidates represent the only
Democrats elected to the White House in the previous three decades.
Second, both candidates followed unpopular Republican incumbents.
Third, and possibly most important for the purposes of this study, both
candidates are well-liked in the black community.3

Using two Presidents who are held in high-esteem in the black commu-
nity and the ANES Surveys, I examine various forms of political participa-
tion across four presidential election cycles (1992, 1996, 2008, and 2012).
The ANES asks a number of questions about respondent’s political behav-
iors including whether the respondent voted, attended a campaign rally or
event, displayed campaign paraphernalia (such as a bumper sticker, yard
sign, or T-shirt), made a monetary campaign contribution, or tried to con-
vince others to support a political party or specific candidate during the
election season (i.e. proselytize). I use these measures as dependent vari-
ables for my analysis. All five of these political participation variables were
coded separately and dichotomously. Respondents were given a score of
one for each variable if they engaged in the political activity and a score
of zero if they did not (see Supplementary Appendix for wording of
each question).
It is important to note that the dependent variables are self-reported

measures of various forms of political participation. The self-reported
nature of the ANES combined with incentives for respondents to over-
state their political activity has often led to large gulfs between reported

Obamacares: Candidate Traits 361

https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2018.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2018.20


and actual behavior (see Ansolabehere and Hersh 2012; Cassel 2003;
Silver and Anderson 1986). Moreover, many political activities cannot
be validated such as attending a rally or displaying campaign parapher-
nalia. Nonetheless, there are reasons, stated below, to believe that the
examination of differences in political participation in this analysis
will not be significantly diminished by problems with social desirability
response bias.
My dependent variables measure change in political behavior over time

using the same survey (i.e. the ANES). While blacks may be more likely to
overstate their levels of political participation, a problem would only arise
if they were systematically more likely to do so in the 2008 and 2012
surveys. Using voting as an example, McKee, Hood, and Hill (2012) dem-
onstrate that the growth in black turnout between 2004 and 2008 using
voter-validated turnout data in Georgia showed higher levels of growth
in black turnout than non-voter-validated surveys such as the ANES.
The authors attribute this result to previous overestimates of black
turnout in non-voter-validated surveys. Thus, it is possible that the differ-
ence in black political participation when Obama is on the ballot may
be under rather than overstated because black respondents in 1992 and
1996 overestimated their participation rates.
Along these lines, Stout and Martin (2016) demonstrate that blacks were

not systematically more likely to overstate voting when they had the oppor-
tunity to vote for someone who shares their race. These authors argue that
blacks’ may face universal pressures to overstate participation given the sac-
rifices of the Civil Rights Movement to ensure blacks can vote. This pres-
sure remains whether there is a black candidate on the ballot or not.
Moreover, vote-validated studies confirm that black political activity

as measured by voting was substantially greater in 2008 and 2012 than
it had been in previous years (McKee, Hood, and Hill 2012). As a result,
if we find blacks participated at much higher rates in 2008 and 2012, it
is unlikely that these changes could be reduced to higher levels of over-
reporting of political participation. Finally, given that citizens are less
expected to engage in political activities beyond voting, political partici-
pation measures such as proselytizing, wearing campaign gear or
displaying a bumper sticker, donating to a political campaign, and
attending a campaign event or rally should be less susceptible to prob-
lems with social desirability response bias.4 Thus, my wider definition
of political participation may help guard from the possibility that
changes in political participation are solely due to individuals overstat-
ing their voting rates.
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Candidate Characteristics

My mediating variables of interest measure respondents’ attitudes about
the Democratic Presidential candidate’s leadership skills, knowledge,
empathy, intelligence, and morality. For each characteristic, the ANES
first asks, “In your opinion, does the phrase ‘. . ..’ describe Democratic can-
didate [Bill Clinton/ Barack Obama].” To measure leadership, the ANES
uses the phrase “provides strong leadership.” The phrase “cares about
people like you” is used to measure empathy. To measure intelligence
and knowledge, and morality, the ANES uses the phrases “is intelligent,”
“is knowledgeable,” and “is moral,” respectively. The scores on these
measures range from “not well at all” to “very well/extremely well.”
Given that I argue that blacks decide to participate based on the overall
strengths of the candidate, I first examine the influence of a combined
trait scale, which is created by adding each of the five traits together
(Cronbach’s α = .92) on the relationship between co-racial candidates
and participation. I then examine whether any individual trait is a stronger
mediator between descriptive representation and political activism through
the analysis of all five traits separately.5

I control for a number of variables to minimize potential confounding
effects between Obama’s presence on the ballot, perceptions of candidate
empathy, and higher levels of political participation. First, I control for
socio-demographic factors such as the respondents’ income, education,
gender, marital status, time lived at current residence, church attendance,
and age. All of these variables have long been shown to be strong predic-
tors of political participation and perceptions of candidate traits (Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980). I also
control for the respondent’s partisanship as those who identify as
Democrats may be more likely to rate both Clinton and Obama as
being better across different candidate traits than respondents who identify
with a different political party. Moreover, individuals who identify with
any political party are much more likely to participate in politics
(Wattenberg 1998).
Additionally, I control for the percent of the African American popula-

tion in the respondent’s congressional district. According to numerous
studies, blacks in majority–minority districts tend to be more empowered
and participate at greater rates (Fraga 2016). Moreover, it is possible that
these individuals perceive candidates as being more receptive to their
needs given their electoral power. I also control for the latest date one
could register to vote within the state and whether the black respondent
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resided in the South. Both of these variables have been shown to influ-
ence turnout (Dawson 1995; Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980).

METHODS

While standard regression analysis allows us to examine the effect of a
given independent variable (X) on a dependent variable (Y), mediation
analysis examines how much of an independent variables (X) effect on
a dependent variable (Y) can be attributed to a mediating variable (Z).
Specifically, the models estimated in this analysis examine how much
of Obama’s (X) effect on black political participation (Y) can be attributed
to differences in perceptions of candidate traits between Obama and
Clinton (Z). Thus, mediation analysis is useful for this project because
it allows for an empirical examination of why descriptive representation
(X) influences black participation (Y).
To assess the mediating effect of candidate traits on black political par-

ticipation in elections with black and white candidates, I use the medi-
ation analysis approach suggested by Imai, Keele, and Tingley (2010)
and Imai et al. (2011). This method (Imai et al. 2010; 2011) examines
the mediating effect of a variable of interest between a specified treatment
and dependent variable through the estimation of two separate regression
models. For the purposes of this study, the first regression model estimates
the effect of having Obama on the ballot (i.e. treatment variable) on per-
ceptions of the Democratic candidate’s traits (i.e. mediating variable).
Following this regression with the appropriate controls, the mediation ana-
lysis then estimates a second regression predicting various forms of political
participation separately using the treatment (i.e. R in year with Obama on
the ballot), the mediator (i.e. perceptions of Democratic candidate traits),
and the specified pre-treatment control variables as predictors.
Using information from these two regression models, the mediation

analysis creates a predicted value of perceptions of candidate traits based
on the candidate’s race. The mediation analysis then examines the
change in the different forms of political participation separately for
blacks in the Obama and Clinton years. Using perceptions of empathy
as an example, when predicting the mediation effect for the treatment
group on voting, the model estimates change in predicted turnout if the
perceived levels of candidate empathy changed from their observed
value to the levels of perceived empathy; the respondents in the treatment
group would have had if everything else was the same but Clinton was the
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Democratic Party’s nominee in 2008 and 2012. The method then repeats
this process for blacks in control condition. Finally, the model takes the
average of these two counterfactual analyses to provide an estimate of
the average mediation effect.
The analysis also provides information on the direct effect which is the

proportion of the variance in different forms of political participation
which are associated with Obama’s presence on the ballot, but are not
explained by the mediating variable (candidate traits). The mediation ana-
lysis calculates the mediation effects and direct effects separately for indi-
viduals in the Obama years (Med Effect-T, Dir Effect-T) and Clinton
years (Med Effect-C, Dir Effect-C). Finally, each model provides an esti-
mate of the total effect (Tot. Effect) which is the effect of Obama on the
ballot on various forms of political activity. These effects can be inter-
preted as predicted probabilities.
To ensure that the treatment is exogenous to other factors in observa-

tional studies, such as this one, researchers control for several inde-
pendent variables which theoretically should not be influenced by
the treatment (i.e., are not influenced by Obama being on the ballot).
For the purposes of this study, I have controlled for several socio-
demographic and contextual variables which should not be influenced
by Obama’s presence on the ballot, but are meaningful predictors of
both perceptions of candidate traits and political participation. As a
result, I have attempted to ensure that exposure to the treatment is not
biased by exogenous factors.6

MEDIATION ANALYSIS RESULTS

Table 1 presents the results of 30 separate mediation models. The models
estimate perceptions of each candidate characteristic combined and sepa-
rated (A: all characteristics combined, B: leadership, C: empathy, D:
knowledge, E: intelligence, and F: morality) across a range of political
activities (i.e. voting, proselytizing, wearing campaign gear, attending a
campaign rally/event, and campaign contributions). For each mediation
model, Table 1 presents the mediation and direct effects for the treatment
(Obama years) and control groups (Clinton years), the total effects, and
the percent of the relationship between Obama’s presence on the ballot
and change in political participation that is associated with changes in
perceptions of candidate traits. The models presented in Table 1 only
include black respondents.
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Table 1. Mediation Analysis Assessing the Effects of Candidate Traits on the Relationship between Obama and Participation

All Characteristics Vote Proselytize Wear Campaign Gear Attend Rally Campaign Contribute

Avg Med Effect (T) .02* (.01, .04) .07* (.05, .09) .05* (.03, .07) .03* (.01, .04) .03* (.02, .05)
Avg Med Effect (C) .03* (.01, .04) .06* (.04, .08) .03* (.02, .04) .02* (.01, .04) .01* (.01, .02)
Avg Dir Effect (T) .04 (−.01, .09) .11* (.04, .17) .17* (.11, .21) 0 (−.05, .04) .09* (.05, .12)
Avg Dir Effect (C) .04 (−.01, .09) .1* (.04, .16) .15* (.1, .19) 0 (−.04, .04) .07* (.04, .09)
Total Effect .07* (.02, .12) .17* (.11, .23) .19* (.15, .24) .03 (−.01, .06) .1* (.07, .13)
% Mediated .394 .372 .194 NS .227
ρ .1 .2 .2 .2 .2
R2 .01 .04 .04 .04 .04
N 1,528 1,648 1,648 1,648 1,647
Leadership Vote Proselytize Wear Campaign Gear Attend Rally Campaign Contribute
Avg Med Effect (T) .01* (0, .02) .03* (.02, .05) .03* (.01, .04) .02* (.01, .03) .01* (0, .02)
Avg Med Effect (C) .01* (0, .02) .03* (.01, .04) .02* (.01, .03) .02* (.01, .03) 0* (0, .01)
Avg Dir Effect (T) .06* (.02, .11) .14* (.08, .2) .18* (.13, .22) .02 (−.03, .05) .1* (.07, .13)
Avg Dir Effect (C) .07* (.02, .12) .14* (.08, .2) .17* (.12, .21) .01 (−.02, .05) .09* (.06, .12)
Total Effect .07* (.03, .12) .17* (.11, .23) .2* (.15, .24) .03 (−.01, .07) .1* (.08, .13)
% Mediated .125 .168 .106 NS .07
ρ .1 .1 .1 .2 .1
R2 .01 .01 .01 .04 .01
N 1,554 1,677 1,677 1,677 1,676
Empathy Vote Proselytize Wear Campaign Gear Attend Rally Campaign Contribute
Avg Med Effect (T) .02* (.01, .03) .04* (.03, .06) .04* (.02, .06) .02* (.01, .02) .03* (.02, .05)
Avg Med Effect (C) .02* (.01, .03) .04* (.03, .05) .02* (.01, .04) .01* (0, .02) .01* (0, .02)
Avg Dir Effect (T) .06* (.01, .1) .13* (.07, .19) .17* (.12, .22) .02 (−.03, .05) .1* (.06, .12)
Avg Dir Effect (C) .06* (.01, .11) .13* (.07, .18) .16* (.11, .2) .01 (−.02, .05) .07* (.05, .1)
Total Effect .08* (.03, .13) .17* (.11, .23) .2* (.15, .24) .03 (−.01, .06) .11* (.08, .13)
% Mediated 26.1% 24.2% 16.0% NS 20.2%
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ρ .1 .2 .1 .1 .2
R2 .01 .04 .01 .01 .04
N 1,576 1,698 1,698 1,698 1,697
Intelligence Vote Proselytize Wear Campaign Gear Attend Rally Campaign Contribute
Avg Med Effect (T) .02* (.01, .03) .01* (0, .02) .02* (0, .03) .02* (.01, .03) .03* (.01, .04)
Avg Med Effect (C) .02* (.01, .03) .02* (0, .03) .01* (0, .02) .02* (.01, .03) .01* (0, .02)
Avg Dir Effect (T) .06* (.01, .11) .06* (.01, .1) .19* (.14, .23) .02 (−.03, .05) .1* (.07, .12)
Avg Dir Effect (C) .06* (.01, .11) .06* (.01, .1) .18* (.13, .22) .01 (−.03, .04) .08* (.05, .1)
Total Effect .08* (.03, .13) .07* (.03, .12) .2* (.15, .24) .03 (−.01, .07) .11* (.08, .13)
% Mediated 21.8% 20.3% 7.1% NS 17.0%
ρ .1 .1 .1 .2 .1
R2 .01 .01 .01 .04 .01
N 1,566 1,688 1,688 1,688 1,688
Knowledge Vote Proselytize Wear Campaign Gear Attend Rally Campaign Contribute
Avg Med Effect (T) .01* (.01, .02) .04* (.02, .05) .02* (0, .03) .01 (0, .01) .02* (.01, .03)
Avg Med Effect (C) .02* (.01, .03) .03* (.02, .05) .01* (0, .02) .01 (0, .01) 0* (0, .01)
Avg Dir Effect (T) .06* (.01, .11) .14* (.07, .19) .19* (.14, .23) .02 (−.02, .06) .1* (.07, .13)
Avg Dir Effect (C) .06* (.01, .11) .13* (.07, .18) .18* (.13, .22) .02 (−.01, .06) .09* (.06, .11)
Total Effect .08* (.03, .13) .17* (.11, .22) .19* (.15, .24) .03 (−.01, .06) .11* (.08, .13)
% Mediated 19.4% 21.5% 6.6% NS 10.0%
ρ .1 .1 .1 .1 .2
R2 .01 .01 .01 .01 .04
N 1,571 1,693 1,693 1,693 1,692
Moral Vote Proselytize Wear Campaign Gear Attend Rally Campaign Contribute
Avg Med Effect (T) .02* (.01, .04) .05* (.03, .07) .05* (.03, .07) .03* (.01, .04) .03* (.01, .04)
Avg Med Effect (C) .03* (.01, .05) .04* (.02, .06) .03* (.01, .04) .03* (.01, .04) .01* (0, .02)
Avg Dir Effect (T) .05* (.01, .1) .13* (.06, .19) .17* (.12, .22) 0* (−.05, .04) .1* (.06, .12)
Avg Dir Effect (C) .06* (.01, .11) .12* (.06, .18) .15* (.1, .2) 0* (−.04, .04) .08* (.05, .1)
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Table 1. Continued

All Characteristics Vote Proselytize Wear Campaign Gear Attend Rally Campaign Contribute

Total Effect .08* (.03, .13) .17* (.11, .23) .2* (.15, .24) .03* (−.01, .06) .1* (.08, .13)
% Mediated 33.0% 26.4% 18.0% NS 16.1%
ρ .1 .1 .1 .2 .1
R2 .01 .01 .01 .04 .01
N 1,561 1,683 1,683 1,683 1,683

*Significant at .05. NS, not significant at .05. Results are derived from 30 separate mediation analyses predicting the mediating effect of candidate traits in explain-
ing the relationship between Obama and changes in political activity. Total Effects present min–max probabilities. The models include controls for gender, age,
marital status, income, education, partisanship, R’s time at residence, church attendance, % black in R’s congressional district, south, and days to register before
the election.
Only blacks are included in the analysis above.
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The total effects rows in Table 1 demonstrate that even when control-
ling for a number of factors such as age, income, education, and partisan-
ship, blacks were significantly more likely to vote, proselytize, display
campaign paraphernalia, and donate to a campaign during the Obama
years than they were in the Clinton years. Not only were blacks signifi-
cantly more likely to participate during the Obama years, but this differ-
ence was substantial. For example, blacks were about 7.5% more likely
to vote in the Obama years than when Clinton was on the ballot.
Moreover, blacks were almost 20% more likely to proselytize about politics
and display campaign paraphernalia when Obama represented the
Democratic Party than in the 1990s. The only form of political participa-
tion in which blacks did not differ between the Obama and Clinton years
was attending a campaign rally.
Not only did Obama’s presence on the ballot boost black participation,

I find support for my hypothesis that blacks’ perceptions of Obama as
stronger across candidate traits are consistently associated with blacks
being more politically active when he was on the ballot. Table 1 demon-
strates that a large percentage of the mobilizing effect that Obama had on
the black community is associated with perceptions that Obama was better
across several traits than Clinton. In fact, holding all else equal, almost
40% of Obama’s effect on influencing black turnout in 2008 and 2012
(about 3% of the 7.5% increase in turnout) is mediated by differences
in perceptions of the combined candidate trait scale between these two
candidates. When examining specific traits, it appears that perceptions
of Obama as being more empathetic and moral mediate the largest per-
centage of Obama’s influence on black turnout. Morality and empathy
mediate about 33% and 26% of the total effect of descriptive representa-
tion on increasing black voting during 2008 and 2012.
In addition to turnout, higher levels of black’s proselytizing activities

also appear to be significantly mediated by perceived differences in candi-
date traits between Obama and Clinton. As with turnout, blacks were sig-
nificantly more likely to try to convince at least one other person about
their voting decision in years in which Obama was the Democratic
Party’s presidential nominee. Of the roughly 17% growth in black proselyt-
izing in 2008 and 2012, a little more than 7% of this increase is associated
with Obama’s higher score on the combined trait scale relative to his pre-
decessor Clinton. As a result, 37.2% of the total effect of descriptive
representation on increasing proselytizing activities is mediated by differen-
ces in perceptions of candidate strengths between the two Democratic
Presidents. While all candidate traits individually also significantly
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mediate the relationship between descriptive representation and proselytiz-
ing, differences in perceptions of morality (26.4% mediated) and empathy
(24.2% mediated) are the strongest individual mediators.
The same pattern appears to hold for displaying campaign parapherna-

lia and making campaign contributions. About a fifth of the 10% increase
in campaign contributions from the black community during the Obama
years are associated with higher scores on Obama’s candidate trait scale.
Not only are blacks more likely to make campaign contributions to
co-racial candidates, this increased generosity is partially mediated by per-
ceptions that descriptive candidates are stronger across several candidate
traits. Additionally, differences in perceptions of candidate strength
explained about 2.2% of the 11% growth in blacks wearing or displaying
campaign paraphernalia in years where Obama was on the ballot.
As with voting and proselytizing, each trait individually mediates a sig-

nificant amount of the variation between Obama being on the ballot and
higher levels of political participation; however, it is morality and empathy
that have the largest mediating effects. Empathy alone mediates 16% and
20.2% of descriptive representation’s total influence on increasing blacks’
displaying campaign paraphernalia and donating to a campaign. Similarly,
morality explains 18% and 16% of Obama’s total influence on blacks dis-
playing campaign paraphernalia and donating to a campaign. In sum, the
role of candidate traits appears to explain a large and important portion of
why Obama’s candidacy is associated with higher levels of black participa-
tion.7 Moreover, morality and empathy appear to play the largest individ-
ual mediating roles in the relationship between descriptive representation
and higher levels of black political activity.8

SURVEY EXPERIMENT

While the analysis in the previous section provides support for my hypoth-
esis, more research is necessary to better ensure that the effect of the race
of the candidate is driving both more positive trait assessments of co-racial
candidates and higher levels of black political participation. In particular,
there might be something specific about the Obama years beyond
Obama’s race which are not accounted for in my model that both
improve blacks’ perceptions of Obama’s strengths relative to Clinton and
increase turnout. For example, Obama facing a more conservative candi-
date in 2012 than Clinton did in 1996 may have made blacks view Obama
more positively and increased participation. Moreover, Obama’s more
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sophisticated campaign strategy which more explicitly targeted blacks may
in part explain some of these differences. Given the inability to control for
all potential confounding factors in any real-world assessment of the rela-
tionship between descriptive representation, candidate traits, and political
participation, an experiment which holds constant everything but the race
of the candidate would provide more internal validity for my study.
Moreover, if I find the same result across a real-world analysis and an
experiment which isolates the influence of the race of the candidate,
there should be a strong support for my candidate trait hypothesis.
To further isolate the mediating effects of candidate characteristics on

the relationship between descriptive representation and higher levels of
turnout, I conducted a survey experiment using a Qualtrics panel
between July 10 and July 13, 2017. Qualtrics interviewed a total of 140
black respondents from their panel. While the sample was not collected
to be nationally representative, the differences in key factors in the
sample and in the population are small. For example, blacks in my
sample had a median age of 33 (compared with 31 in the U.S. black
population), a median household income of 30,000 (compared with
33,000 in the U.S. black population), and about 26% had a graduated
college (compared with 15% in the U.S. black population).9

The survey presented respondents with one of two candidate webpages.
The respondent was told that the candidate is a U.S. Senator that many are
considering as a viable candidate to win the 2020 Democratic presidential
primary (see Supplementary Appendix for screenshots of the experiment).
The topic covered on the webpage is economic justice and the text focuses
on issues such as worker’s rights, a living wage, and union bargaining. The
webpage was created to simulate what a real-world Democratic presidential
candidate would discuss and was modeled after information presented by
both Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders on their webpages in 2016. The
only difference between the control and treatment groups was whether the
respondent reviewed a webpage with a candidate who had a black sound-
ing name (Malik Johnson––treatment) or a white sounding name (Wyatt
McHarris––control ). This experimental treatment serves as a proxy for
descriptive candidates.
To measure the effect of the candidate’s race on turnout, I asked

respondents how likely they would be to vote in the 2020 presidential elec-
tion if hypothetical candidate Wyatt McHarris/Malik Jackson represented
the Democratic Party. The dependent variable was scaled from 1
(extremely unlikely) to 5 (extremely likely). In addition to asking about
turnout, I also asked respondents to rate the candidate’s levels of
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leadership, empathy, intelligence, and honesty. In particular, these ques-
tions ask, “If you had to guess, how well does the phrase ‘provides strong
leadership’/‘really cares about people like me’/‘is intelligent’/‘is honest’
describe Malik Jackson/Wyatt McHarris.” These are all measured on a
five-point scale which range from 1 (not well at all ) to 5 (extremely
well ). While random assignment ensures that key variables like gender,
age, income, education and partisanship are not statistically different
between the control and treatment groups, I include these variables in
my model to completely control for these factors. Moreover, I remove
respondents who were unable to name the candidate after reviewing the
webpage. This serves as an attention check.
Table 2 presents the results of five separate mediation analyses examin-

ing whether respondent’s who received the black candidate treatment (X)
viewed the candidate as being stronger on a host of characteristics (Z) and
then if these assessments increase their stated willingness to turnout to vote
in the 2020 presidential election (Y).10 The results in Table 2 provide
strong support for my hypothesis. Namely, blacks who were presented
the opportunity to potentially vote for a co-racial candidate in 2020 pro-
fessed a much greater likelihood of voting. In fact, blacks who were pre-
sented with a candidate with a black sounding name were about half a
point more likely to express interest in voting in 2020 than blacks who
reviewed the same information but with a candidate who had a white
sounding name.
Moreover, most candidate traits explained a significant amount of the

relationship between the presence of a black candidate in the experiment
and higher levels of expressed interest in turning out to vote in 2020. For
example, differences between the control and treatment groups on a com-
bined trait scale, which was calculated by adding individual’s perceptions
of the candidate’s leadership abilities, empathy, intelligence, and honesty,
explain almost half (49%) of why black respondents expressed more enthu-
siasm in voting when they were presented with a black sounding name
over a white sounding name.
Empathy by itself plays an even larger role in explaining why descriptive

representation spurs greater levels of turnout. Black respondents’ percep-
tions of the co-racial candidate as being more empathetic than the same
white candidate explains 60% of their higher expressed intention to
turnout in 2020 when the black candidate is on the ballot. Both intelli-
gence and honesty play a lesser, but still substantial role in explaining
why descriptive candidates motivate black turnout. Perceptions of the
hypothetical black candidate as being more intelligent and honest
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Table 2. Mediation Analysis Assessing the Effects of Candidate Traits on the Relationship between a Hypothetical Black and
White Candidate and Intention to Vote in 2020

All Traits Leader Empathy Intelligence Honest

ACME .26 (.07, .49) .09 (−.05, .25) .29 (.09, .52) .21 (.04, .43) .18 (.03, .38)
ADE .27 (−.12, .64) .35 (−.04, .74) .18 (−.2, .54) .29 (−.11, .68) .26 (−.14, .65)
Total Effect .52 (.11, .95) .44 (.02, .86) .46 (.06, .88) .5 (.07, .93) .44 (.02, .86)
% Mediated 49.0% NS 60.0% 42.0% 40.9%
N 117 121 121 118 121
ρ .43 .32 .45 .38 .34
R2 .18 .11 .2 .15 .12

*Significant at .05. NS, not significant at .05. Results are derived from five separate mediation analyses predicting the mediating effect of candidate traits (Z) in
explaining the relationship between being presented with a hypothetical black or white candidate (X) and changes in estimated turnout (Y). The models include
controls for gender, age, income, education, and partisanship. Only blacks are included in this analysis.
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compared with the same hypothetical white candidate explain a little over
40% of blacks’ higher interest in voting when a descriptive candidate is on
the ballot.
The only candidate trait which did not explain differences in the pres-

ence of a descriptive candidate on the ballot and higher levels of expressed
intention to vote in 2020 was leadership. While this differs from the pre-
vious analysis with the ANES, differences in perceptions of leadership
may matter less to black voters as all politicians, regardless of race, may
be perceived as being strong in this area. Leadership withstanding, the
results of this analysis in combination with the results for the comparison
of Obama and Clinton provide both internal and external validity for my
candidate trait hypothesis.

CONCLUSION

While numerous scholars’ debate what Obama’s Presidency has meant for
black politics, one thing is certain; Obama’s historic bid for the White
House had a dramatic effect on increasing black political participation.
As this study details, not only were African Americans more likely to
vote in years where Obama was on the ballot, but they also became
more involved in a host of other political activities. While there are
several reasons why black candidates like Obama increase black participa-
tion, the results of this paper demonstrate that much of the surge in black
political activity when a descriptive candidate is on the ballot is correlated
with blacks more positive assessment of these candidates’ attributes.
Namely, blacks perceive Obama and black candidates like him as being
more empathetic, intelligent, moral, and honest than comparable white
candidates. The perceptions of black candidates as being better politicians
inspire blacks to become more politically involved.
The results of this analysis make an important theoretical contribution

to studies of descriptive representation by detailing why descriptive
representation motivates minorities to participate in politics. This study
demonstrates that traits specific to the candidates’ matter. Blacks are par-
tially motivated to become more politically active when there is a black
candidate on the ballot because of perceptions that these candidates are
uniquely concerned about individuals like themselves, are more moral,
and are more capable in terms of intellectual ability to perform in
office. This connection leads many blacks to believe that co-racial candi-
dates are more apt to advance black politics than their white Democratic
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counterparts. Thus, the simple substitution of a white candidate for a
black candidate is unlikely to yield the same increases in black political
participation regardless of the context or monetary expenditures.11 This
is particularly true for blacks who see their race as influencing their oppor-
tunities for success.
Of the individual traits, empathy appeared to play the largest roles in

linking descriptive representation and political participation. Given the
tradition of white politicians being perceived as taking the black vote for
granted (see Frymer 2010), it is not surprising that perceptions of black
candidates as being more empathetic would play a large role in explaining
higher levels of black participation when they are on the ballot. While can-
didate characteristics such as leadership and intelligence may be present in
white politicians, their inability to experience the problems blacks face in
the United States may lead black voters to believe that they care less
about individuals like themselves regardless of the campaign rhetoric.
While this study improves our understanding of the link between

descriptive representation and black political empowerment, it is not
without its shortcomings. First, this study uses only one real-world candi-
date, Barack Obama, to examine the mediating influence of candidate
traits on the relationship between descriptive representation and political
participation. To ensure that my results are not Obama-specific, I
re-estimated the analysis in Table 1 comparing 1988 Democratic
Presidential Primary candidate Jesse Jackson to 1992 Democratic
Presidential Primary candidate Bill Clinton. Like Obama in Table 1,
the results of this analysis demonstrate that Jackson’s ability to increase
black turnout in the primary is largely explained by more positive feelings
about Jackson’s candidate traits relative to Clinton (see Supplementary
Appendix).
This finding demonstrates that the mediating influence of perceptions

of candidate traits on descriptive representation’s ability to increase partici-
pation matters beyond message, as Obama and Jackson are on the opposite
end of the spectrum in terms of their racial outreach (see Stout 2015).
Nonetheless, both candidates’ ability to increase black participation is sub-
stantially and significantly explained by perceptions of their candidate
traits. This provides more confidence in my hypothesis that descriptive
representation works through candidate characteristics to increase political
participation.
While these analyses demonstrate that black presidential candidates’

ability to increase black participation can be explained by more positive
perceptions of their candidate’s traits, future research should re-examine
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these results for other black candidates at different levels of government.
Such an analysis would shed more light on whether the relationships
examined in this study holds for black candidates with varying character-
istics ( party, viability, campaign strategy, level of elected office). However,
given the substantial policy disconnect between the average black voter
and black Republicans, such an analysis is unlikely to produce the same
results as the one completed in this paper.
Second, the results of this analysis demonstrate that black voters

uniquely view Obama as being better across a number of traits and this
increases black political participation. However, it is possible that percep-
tions of candidate traits are not driven by confidence in Obama, but rather
black voters like him more and rate him higher as a result. If this is the
case, the results in Table 1 may not be driven by candidate traits; rather
they may just be a proxy measure for overall likability of descriptive repre-
sentatives. I assess this possibility by controlling for differences in demo-
cratic candidate feeling thermometer scores as post-candidate controls
and present the results in the Supplementary Appendix.12 While control-
ling for democratic candidate feeling thermometer scores diminished the
explanatory effect of candidate traits on the relationship between descrip-
tive representation and political participation slightly, the relationship
remains substantial and significant.
Third, this study largely relies on self-reports of political activity which

may be problematic due to social desirability response bias. While I earlier
discussed why this problem should not unduly hinder confidence in my
results, future research should re-examine my findings with validated data
where possible. In spite of these shortcomings, the consistent explanatory
power of candidate traits as mediators of the relationship between descrip-
tive representation and political participation provides an important add-
ition to the racial/ethnic politics literature which should be further
refined as better data become available.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/
10.1017/rep.2018.20

NOTES

* The author would like to thank Kelsy Kretschmer, Paul Martin, Randall Davis, Randy Burnside,
Tobin Grant, Scott McClurg, and Brittany Nicole Perry for helpful comments on earlier drafts.
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1. Gay (2001) and Tate (2003) demonstrate that black members of the House of Representatives do
not inspire higher levels of black turnout than white congressional representatives.
2. Pitkin (1967) defines descriptive representation as the act of a representative sharing some feature

(i.e., race, gender, occupation, etc.) with their constituents. For this study, I use descriptive represen-
tation to include both co-racial candidates and elected officials.
3. The results were replicated using Al Gore and John Kerry, the 2000 and 2004 Democratic

Presidential nominees, instead of Clinton as the comparison category. I arrive at the same substantive
conclusions even after switching the control/comparison candidates. See Supplemental Appendix for
these results.
4. The ANES did validate voting for a portion of the 2012 survey respondents. My own analysis of

this data comparing low and high linked fate blacks demonstrates that the voting results presented in
Table 2 do not change much when substituting self-reported voting responses with validated responses.
5. Unfortunately, responses to these questions are measured on a four-point scale between 1992 and

2008. It is then measured on a five-point scale for the respondents in 2012 and for half of the respond-
ents in 2008. To make these scores comparable, scores in all years are normalized by placing them on
a one-point scale. This is accomplished by taking each respondent’s score and subtracting the
minimum possible score on the scale. This score is then divided by the difference of the
maximum score and the minimum score (X0 = (X�m)/(M�m)). Unfortunately, even after normaliz-
ing, a comparison of the four- and five-point scales in the 2008 survey indicate that not all candidate
traits are statistically similar for blacks (see Supplemental Appendix for analyses). Namely, after normal-
ization the scores on the five-point scale for some variables are significantly, but not substantially
smaller than the scores for the four-point survey. As a result, my analysis provides conservative estimates
of the mediating impact of candidate traits. This is because the candidate traits scores in the Obama
years would actually be higher if they were measured on the same four-point scale used during the
Clinton years.
6. It is important to note that Imai, Keele, and Tingley (2010) mediation approach is meant to assess

causal mediation effects. For causal interpretations of the model to be correct, they must satisfy a two-step
set of assumptions known as sequential ignorability. The first assumption states that after conditioning on
a variety of pre-treatment variables, assignment to the treatment group (i.e., Obama on the ballot) is
essentially random. In other words, there is no omitted variable bias in the model. Second, there
must be no unobserved variables which affect both the mediator and the outcome of interest. While
there is no way to know whether a study satisfies both of these assumptions, Imai, Keele, and Tingley
(2010) and Imai et al. (2011) provide a sensitivity analysis which allows researchers to estimate how
large an omitted variable’s effect would have to be on both the mediator and the outcome for the medi-
ating effect for the variable of interest to be 0. Admittedly, observational studies are not perfect for testing
causal relationships given the potential for omitted variable bias. While I have attempted to control for
confounding factors to isolate the relationship between descriptive representation, candidate traits, and
participation, I acknowledge that the results presented below are not ideal for estimating causal relation-
ships. Nonetheless, I estimate the sensitivity parameters (ρ and R2

y, R
2
m) suggested by Imai, Keele, and

Tingley (2010) and Imai et al. (2011) to assess the influence of omitted variable bias on my results.
The ρ measures how large the correlation between the error term in the model for the mediator and
the error term in the outcome model would have to be for the mediation effect of interest to be
0. Similarly, the product of R2’s measure (R2

y, R
2
m) examines how much of the variance an omitted vari-

able would have to explain in the mediator (i.e., R2
m) multiplied by the how much variance the omitted

variable would have to explain in the outcome (i.e., R2
y) for the mediation effect of interest to be

0. Higher scores on both of these measures indicate robust results.
7. While not ironclad, the results for the ρ and the R2 measure presented in Table 1 indicate that

an omitted variable would have to have a moderate-to-strong effect on both the mediator (i.e., percep-
tions of candidate empathy) and the dependent variables (i.e., political participation) for the estimated
mediation effects to be zero. For the combined trait scale, the ρ measure ranges from .2 to .3 and the
R2 measure ranges from .04 to .09. Thus, for the mediation effect of the combined trait scale to play
no role between Obama’s presence on the ballot and higher levels of campaign contributions, the
product of the omitted variable’s explanatory power on the mediator and the outcome would have
to be .09. In other words, the omitted variable would have to explain about 30% of the variation in
the mediator and the same amount of variation in the outcome for the mediation effect to be zero.
Even for voting, which has an R2 measure score of .04, the omitted variable would have to explain
about 20% of the variation in both the mediator and the outcome variable for the mediating effect
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of candidate traits on voting to be 0. No variable included in the model, including education, age, or
partisanship, would have met this threshold.
8. The same models presented for blacks presented in Table 1 were also estimated for whites and

Latinos (see Supplemental Appendix). While candidate traits explained a significant amount of the
relationship between descriptive representation and political participation for blacks, I largely found
no such relationship for whites and Latinos.
9. https://www.census.gov/prod/2005pubs/censr-25.pdf.
10. While three of the traits are present in both the ANES and the survey experiment (i.e. leader-

ship, empathy, and intelligence), perceptions of the candidate’s knowledge was not asked in the survey
experiment analysis and honesty supplant morality. Thus, while there may not be a direct comparison
between the ANES and survey experiment on all measures, there is a substantial amount of overlap
between both samples. Moreover, the common reactions to candidates across traits provides confidence
that perceptions of candidate traits do drive turnout.
11. My own analysis of mediators which have previously been hypothesized to explain the relation-

ship between descriptive representation and political participation, such as internal and external effi-
cacy, campaign contact, the size of the black population in the respondents district, political interest
and political trust, demonstrated that candidate traits collectively explained more of why blacks partici-
pated at greater rates in the Obama years. In fact, only campaign contact and political interest (see dis-
cussion and results in the Supplemental Appendix) significantly explain some of why Obama inspired
higher levels of black participation. However, neither of the measures had the same explanatory power
on any of the political activities as the combined trait scale.
12. I estimated a multiple mediation model (see page 17 of the Supplemental Appendix for an

explanation) controlling for the Democratic candidate feeling thermometer as a post-treatment/candi-
date variable.
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