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Abstract
Recent research shows that white Democrats have become more approving of politi-
cians of color compared to white politicians in the last decade, in contrast with past 
research indicating that white voters typically prefer white representatives. White 
voters’ support for politicians of color has long been linked to their racial attitudes, 
implying that this change could be a result of white Democrats’ increasing racial 
liberalism. This mechanism deserves more than speculation, since understanding 
the cause of this shift influences expectations about its likely durability and broader 
implications for racial politics. This paper provides evidence of the persistence of 
this shift and evaluates the most plausible potential mechanisms behind it. We find 
that racial attitudes are strongly associated with white Democrats’ greater approval 
of representatives of color at the individual level and over time, while there is little 
evidence that either ideological stereotyping or differences in legislator quality are 
responsible. These results provide evidence that white Democrats’ increasing racial 
liberalism influences consequential political opinions like approval of representa-
tives of color.
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Introduction

In the wake of Donald Trump’s first presidency and the Black Lives Matter protests 
of 2020, white Americans’ racial attitudes shifted and polarized to an unprecedented 
degree (Jardina and Ollerenshaw 2022). White Democrats’ racial liberalism reached 
new heights during the Trump years and has regressed only slightly post-2020 as 
enthusiasm for Black Lives Matter declined and political attention shifted elsewhere 
(Sides and Tesler 2024). White Democrats have become significantly more support-
ive of racially egalitarian policies as a result of this shift (Jardina and Ollerenshaw 
2022). However, the potential effects of white Democrats’ changing racial attitudes 
beyond policy preferences remain underexplored. This paper investigates one such 
effect, asking: in an era of polarization in racial attitudes and growing diversity in 
government, how do racial attitudes shape white Americans’ evaluations of their 
elected representatives?

The shift in white Democrats’ racial attitudes may help to explain a parallel shift 
in their approval of representatives of color. In contrast with past work indicating 
that white voters typically prefer white representatives (e.g., Gay 2002; Ansolabe-
here and Fraga 2016), recent research finds that white Democrats have become more 
approving of politicians of color compared to white politicians over the last decade 
(Weissman 2025). Experimental work has found that racially liberal white voters 
prefer Black candidate profiles to otherwise-identical white profiles (Agadjanian et 
al. 2023; Mikkelborg 2025). This study builds on insights from this newer literature, 
investigating how white Democrats’ increasingly liberal racial attitudes shape their 
evaluations of their congressional representatives.

Understanding the relationship between racial attitudes and politician evaluations 
in the real world is particularly important given that candidates of color continue to 
face strategic discrimination from party elites. Doherty et al. (2022) find that Demo-
cratic party leaders doubt the prospects of potential candidates of color even in dis-
tricts where Democratic voters will decide the outcome of the general election. To 
dissuade political actors from writing off prospective candidates based on anticipated 
racial discrimination, scholars should specify the mechanism underpinning white 
Democrats’ growing approval of politicians of color and clarify the scope of this 
approval. In this paper, we set out to do just that.

We use data from the Cooperative Election Study (CES, formerly the Cooperative 
Congressional Election Study or CCES) to demonstrate that white Democrats’ higher 
approval of congressional representatives of color persists through 2024, and we then 
evaluate the role of changing racial attitudes as a potential mechanism behind this 
shift. Our descriptive analyses build directly on the existing literature, demonstrating 
that this shift extends two election cycles beyond the findings presented in Weiss-
man (2025). This is an important contribution because it indicates that this reversal 
has outlasted both the first Trump administration and the immediate aftermath of the 
2020 Black Lives Matter protests. We then test potential mechanisms with two mea-
sures of racial attitudes, perceptions of ideological congruence with one’s member of 
congress (MC), and legislative effectiveness. We find that racial attitudes are strongly 
associated with white Democrats’ greater approval of representatives of color both 
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across respondents to a single survey and over time, while there is little evidence that 
either ideological stereotyping or differences in legislator quality are responsible.

Our findings contribute to several literatures. First, we add to the literature on vot-
ing behavior by showing how attitudes about identity shape evaluations of incumbent 
officials, many of whom are seeking reelection. Second, the results refine understand-
ings of partisan polarization by revealing that race factors into political preferences 
differently across the two major parties. Finally, updating the conventional wisdom 
in the descriptive representation literature, our findings suggest that rising approval 
of politicians of color among white Democrats could help solidify, rather than divide, 
the party’s multiracial coalition.

Theory: As Racial Attitudes Go, So Goes Approval

Pitkin (1967) defines three discrete forms of representation: substantive, descriptive, 
and symbolic. She emphasizes the importance of substantive representation—repre-
sentatives “acting for” those whom they represent—over and above descriptive and 
symbolic representation—what representatives “stand for” in the eyes of their con-
stituents. However, Mansbridge (1999) complicates this clear demarcation between 
forms of representation, pointing out that descriptive representation, that is, hav-
ing a representative who shares particular ascriptive characteristics with those they 
represent, may be substantively and symbolically beneficial to historically under-
represented groups. Subsequent empirical research on the effects of descriptive rep-
resentation of Americans of color provides considerable support for this expectation 
and reveals that voters of color tend to prefer co-racial representatives, all else equal 
(e.g., Barreto 2007; Gay 2002; Pantoja and Segura 2003; Schildkraut 2013; Tate 
2004).

Despite their dominant group status, white Americans have also historically pre-
ferred descriptive representation. In the 1980s and 1990s, politicians of color received 
less support from white voters in real-world elections (Citrin et al. 1990), survey 
experiments (Sigelman et al. 1995; Terkildsen 1993), and public opinion polls (Gay 
2002). Ansolabehere and Fraga (2016) find that even after accounting for representa-
tives’ partisanship, white constituents expressed lower approval of Black co-parti-
san members of Congress than of white members as recently as 2010. Visalvanich 
(2017) uses 2010 and 2012 CCES data to show that white voters perceive Black 
and Latino congressional candidates to be less competent and more ideologically 
extreme than white candidates. Other considerations, especially partisanship, influ-
ence voting behavior above and beyond race (Ansolabehere and Fraga 2016; Juenke 
and Shah 2016), but in study designs that account for representatives’ partisanship, 
white Democrats and Republicans alike have seemed to prefer white representatives, 
all else equal (Henderson et al. 2022; Nelson 2021).

Scholars have long observed that white Americans’ preference for white repre-
sentatives is conditioned by their outgroup attitudes. For example, Tesler and Sears 
(2010) find that Obama lost support chiefly among the most racially resentful white 
voters. Visalvanich (2017) also makes this connection between racial attitudes and 
white voters’ preference for white representatives, reflecting that “the bias that afflicts 
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minority Democrats is likely driven by the sheer number of those who hold nega-
tive racial attitudes” (636). However, Tesler and Sears (2010) also call attention to 
a “second side” of racialization: The least-racially resentful white voters supported 
Obama’s first candidacy in part because of his race, not in spite of it. Agadjanian et 
al. (2023) find parallel results in white survey participants’ preferences for Black and 
white job candidates, with the least resentful preferring Black candidates, all else 
equal. These authors go so far as to argue that the racial resentment scale “captures 
favoring of Blacks substantially more than disfavoring” (76).

Over the last decade, white Americans’ racial attitudes have become increasingly 
polarized on the basis of partisanship, with white Democrats’ growing liberalism 
driving this shift. This asymmetrical polarization reflects both long-term sorting on 
the basis of racial attitudes (Zingher 2018) and genuine attitude change among white 
Democrats (Engelhardt 2023; 2021). Figure 1 illustrates this shift, which is already 
well-documented in the literature (Hopkins and Washington 2020; Jardina et al. 2021; 
Jardina and Ollerenshaw 2022): Although white Americans were already polarized 
about race in 2010, this polarization increased significantly after Trump’s campaign 
and election in 2016. As noted by Sides and Tesler (2024), there is some regression 
to higher levels of racial resentment post-2020, but a majority of white Democrats 
continued to reject the premises of the racial resentment scale more often than they 
agreed through 2024—in other words, to fall on the “favoring” side of the scale more 
than the “disfavoring” side.1

1 Although we have fewer years of data that include the items in the FIRE scale, in Appendix Figure A1 
we plot average responses to these items over time and find similar patterns of partisan polarization and 
liberalization among white Democrats between 2016 and 2020.
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Fig. 1  Average Racial Resentment Over Time by Respondent Party (White Respondents). We present 
average levels of racial resentment over time among Democratic and Republican respondents, using 
survey-provided sampling weights. Racial resentment is scaled from 0 (lowest) to 1 (highest)
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Over the same period, politicians of color have found growing support, including 
among their white Democratic constituents. Weissman (2025) shows that in the 116th 
and 117th Congresses (those elected in 2018 and 2020), white Democrats approved 
more highly of MCs of color (POC MCs) than of same-party white MCs, a reversal 
from just a few Congresses prior. Mikkelborg (2025) demonstrates that more Black 
congressional candidates have won elections in majority-white districts during this 
same period, and also that white Democratic survey respondents became more likely 
to select a Black candidate profile over a white opponent in hypothetical electoral 
matchups.

This paper contributes to this literature by investigating whether the trends in 
white Democrats’ racial attitudes and approval of POC MCs are not only parallel but 
linked. Racial resentment has been a stronger predictor of intra-party differences in 
policy preferences and political behavior among Democrats than among Republicans 
(Feldman and Huddy 2005; Sniderman et al. 1991; Sniderman and Carmines 1997). 
White Democrats’ growing racial liberalism may therefore be distinctively influential 
on their collective evaluations of their representatives.

This influence could be transmitted through multiple mechanisms. Mansbridge 
(1999) argues that the descriptive representation of disadvantaged groups signals the 
sensitivity of government to the injustices the group has suffered. As white Ameri-
cans become more cognizant of the discrimination and systemic barriers Americans 
of color face, they may come to place a positive value on the descriptive represen-
tation of people of color. Consistent with this theory, Mikkelborg (2025) finds that 
white Democratic survey participants who perceive a great deal of anti-Black dis-
crimination are the most likely to select Black candidate profiles in a conjoint task. 
Alternatively, or in tandem, expressing approval of politicians of color may assuage 
feelings of white guilt (Chudy et al. 2019) or be a means of expressing racial sym-
pathy (Chudy 2021) or empathy (Sirin et al. 2021). In any of these cases, we would 
expect to find the greatest difference in white versus POC MC approval among the 
most racially liberal.

Additionally, this racial liberalism can be measured in several ways. We focus 
on two measures of racial liberalism in this paper. First, we rely on two items in the 
widely-used racial resentment scale. We do this for both practical and theoretical 
reasons. We discuss the practical reasons in the methods section. Here, we describe 
our theoretical grounding. Although this scale was developed to measure a “blend of 
anti-Black affect and conservative values” (Sears and Henry 2003), recent scholar-
ship suggests that racial resentment reflects racial liberalism and conservatism more 
broadly. Despite its explicit focus on Black Americans, racial resentment is corre-
lated with attitudes towards other racial groups as well (Carney and Enos 2017; Reny 
et al. 2020). Additionally, in analyzing racial resentment among both Black and white 
respondents, Kam and Burge (2018) find that low racial resentment is grounded less 
in beliefs about “the character of Black Americans” than in “identifying structural 
features of discrimination that undercut the promise of individualism” (319). The 
debate in the literature about the underlying concept this scale measures is ongoing 
(Davis and Wilson 2021; DeSante and Smith 2020), but we argue that past research 
provides a basis for using this scale as a proxy for white people’s racial conservatism 
or liberalism.
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We complement these analyses with two additional questions drawn from the 
FIRE scale (DeSante and Smith 2020). These items are designed to measure aware-
ness of white privilege and acknowledgment of institutional racism. They are useful 
to us because they are not limited to attitudes towards a single racial group, and they 
more explicitly tap the cognitive component of white Americans’ racial attitudes in 
which we are most interested: the awareness of the “structural features of discrimi-
nation” that some have argued racial resentment also measures. Thus, although we 
expect to find similar interactions between MC race and both racial resentment and 
the FIRE items in predicting MC approval, the inclusion of these items allows us to 
interpret our results with greater confidence.

We also evaluate evidence for two alternative explanations. First, politicians of 
color tend to be perceived as more liberal than similar white politicians (Lerman and 
Sadin 2016; Visalvanich 2017), and in an increasingly polarized political climate, 
white Democrats might now increasingly prefer them because they are using their 
race to infer liberal policy positions. Given the correlation between racial resentment 
and political ideology (Carmines et al. 2011), ideological stereotyping could thus 
be a confounding variable in any observed relationship between racial attitudes and 
approval of POC MCs. We account for this potential confounding by directly esti-
mating the relationship between MC race and the degree of ideological congruence 
constituents perceive with them.

Second, we analyze whether differences in MC approval by race are explained 
by differences in legislator quality. If prospective candidates of color believe—or 
are told—that they must be exceptionally well-qualified to be competitive (Anzia 
and Berry 2011), then those who go on to seek and achieve a seat in Congress may 
be more effective on average than their white colleagues. Constituents represented 
by POC MCs may therefore receive more effective representation on average and 
approve more highly of their representatives as a result.

These mechanisms are not mutually exclusive, and the reality could involve an 
interplay between them. Nevertheless, disentangling the relative importance of 
changing racial attitudes, ideological stereotyping, and legislator quality in explain-
ing white Democrats’ increased approval of politicians of color is essential because 
each carries different implications for electoral strategy and the likelihood that this 
preference will persist. If this change is shaped by shifts in racial attitudes, it implies 
a durable and normatively meaningful change in white Democrats’ preferences and 
values regarding representation, one that may persist even as national attention to 
race fluctuates. If, instead, approval reflects ideological stereotyping, then it may be 
contingent on the continued perception that politicians of color are reliably liberal. 
If differences in approval are due to legislator quality, the implication is that politi-
cians of color must continue to outperform their peers to maintain positive evalua-
tions, placing an unequal burden on candidates from underrepresented backgrounds. 
In sum, understanding which mechanism is most salient is crucial for evaluating 
whether white Democrats’ support for politicians of color will endure and how it 
should shape electoral strategy.
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Data and Methods

To evaluate the effects of MC race on MC approval ratings, we merge pre-election 
CES data from 2008 through 2024 with district-level data on MCs from the 110th 
Congress (elected 2006) to the 118th Congress (elected 2022).2 We use even-num-
bered years (election years).3 We gather data on MC characteristics from Carnes’s 
(2016) Congressional Leadership and Social Class (CLASS) Dataset, Daily Kos 
Comprehensive Congressional Guides for the 113th-118th Congresses, MC web-
sites, and the Congressional Biographical Directory.4 Appendix A presents descrip-
tive statistics.

Our main dependent variable is MC approval rating. The CES asks, “Do you 
approve of the way each is doing their job… [Incumbent Representative’s Name],” 
with responses that range from “strongly disapprove” to “strongly approve” on a 
five-point scale.5 We rescale responses from 0 to 1. Our main explanatory variable is 
a dummy variable for POC MC.

If white Democrats’ increasing racial liberalism extends to greater approval for 
representatives of color, we should observe an upward trend in relative approval of 
POC MCs between 2008 and 2024. To test this hypothesis, we specify a regression 
model with two-way fixed effects. In effect, we only estimate effects in districts that 
change from being represented by a white Democrat to a POC Democrat, or from 
a white Republican to a POC Republican.6 The analyses presented in the paper are 
based on the following model estimating survey respondent i’s approval Yi for the 
MC representing district j in Congress t:

2 This approach differs from some other studies of whites’ preferences about politician race (e.g., Visal-
vanich 2017) in that we focus exclusively on evaluations of incumbents. However, our approach is con-
sistent with other widely-cited studies in this literature (e.g., Ansolabehere and Fraga 2016; Gay 2002). 
We emphasize that we are chiefly interested in explaining how and why relative approval of POC incum-
bents has changed over time, rather than making predictions about the success of non-incumbent POC 
candidates.

3 We use even years because (1) the survey takes place over the course of congressional campaigns when 
constituents might be most aware of MCs’ identities, (2) in the pre-election wave, MCs have served in 
office longer than during the odd-year data, further increasing the probability that constituents know the 
race of their MC, and (3) there are more CES respondents than in odd years, which provides additional 
power.

4 To assign MCs’ race, we matched MC race from Carnes (2016) and Daily Kos data to the MCs in our 
dataset. For any MCs not included in these datasets, we coded race by hand, checking multiple sources 
for each MC. Multiracial MCs were coded as each racial group with which they identify and also coded 
1 for people of color. When analyses are broken out by race, these MCs are coded as their minority racial 
group(s).

5 We perform our main analyses with “don’t know,” “never heard of this person,” or skipped responses 
coded at the midpoint of this scale, but results are robust to alternative specifications (see Appendix B). 
We also show that the incidence of “don’t know” or skipped responses does not vary systematically with 
MC race.

6 Using traditional two-way fixed effects for analyzing differences-in-differences can sometimes result in 
biased estimates. Recent literature recommends using alternative methods as a robustness check (e.g., 
Callaway and Sant’Anna 2021; Goodman-Bacon 2021). In Appendix Table H4, we present an analysis 
with alternative methods, demonstrating no significant differences from our main estimates.
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Yijt = αj × (MCParty)jt + δt

+
119∑

t=110
βt (POCMCjt × δt) + ω1Xjt + ϵijt

� (1)

POCMCjt is an indicator for whether an MC in district j and Congress t is a person 
of color. We interact this indicator with δt, a fixed effect for each Congress, so that 
βt can be interpreted as the estimated effect of a POC MC compared to a white MC 
on approval in each Congress. βt is our main estimand of interest. When we run the 
model for Black, Hispanic, and Asian MCs separately, this coefficient indicates the 
effect of an MC of a specific racial group relative to white MCs. αj × (MCParty)jt 
are district × MC party fixed effects. We include the district fixed effect to account for 
systematic differences between districts that elect POC MCs at any point during this 
period and those that do not. The MC party fixed effect restricts comparisons to white 
and POC MCs of the same party. This combined fixed effect ensures that differences 
are not driven by changes in the partisanship of the MC in a given district in addition 
to a change in the race of the MC.7 δt are Congress fixed effects to account for time-
varying shocks. Xjt is a vector of controls for MC seniority (rescaled 0–1) and MC 
gender (0 for men, 1 for women). Finally, ϵijt is a random error term.

Results

We first replicate and extend recent findings that white Democrats express more 
favorable attitudes towards politicians of color than similar white politicians. Fig-
ure 2 plots values of βt for each year in our dataset. We estimate the model sepa-
rately for white Democrats and white Republicans, including leaners.8,9,10 In 2008 
and 2010, consistent with Ansolabehere and Fraga (2016), we find that MCs of color 
received approval ratings that were significantly lower than white MCs’ among their 
white Democratic constituents (p < 0.01). However, their relative approval ratings 
have since increased so that approval of POC MCs is significantly higher in 2018, 
2020, 2022, and 2024 (β2018 = 0.045, p < 0.001; β2020 = 0.051, p < 0.001; β2022 = 

7 Our estimates are identified using only districts in which both white and POC MCs of the same party 
have served at different points in time. This within-district, within-party comparison ensures that we are 
not extrapolating to white Republicans who have never been represented by a POC MC. Relatively few 
Republican districts meet this criterion, as compared to Democratic districts (as shown in Appendix A), 
but our estimates rely on those that do.

8 Excluding leaners produces substantively identical results (Appendix C).
9 During this period, there were more Democratic than Republican MCs of color (Appendix A). Conse-
quently, our results over-represent Democratic constituents’ approval of in-party MCs and Republican 
constituents’ approval of out-party MCs. We expect this to depress estimates among Republicans, since 
they are more likely to disapprove of out-party representatives regardless of their race.

10 Coding all MCs of color as a single group distinguishes between MCs who are and are not racially 
congruent with white constituents. In Appendix E, we re-estimate Eq. 1 for white Democrats comparing 
approval of white MCs to approval of Asian American, Hispanic, and Black MCs separately. All three 
display the same upward trend, with relative approval of all three groups significantly higher in the 2020s 
than in 2008.
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0.038, p < 0.001; β2024 = 0.052, p < 0.001). White Republicans’ relative approval of 
MCs of color has not moved in a consistent direction over this period.11

Higher approval of POC MCs does not appear to be a direct result of Obama’s 
presidency, either via party sorting (Zingher 2018), individual attitude change result-
ing from having a Black representative (Hajnal 2001), or the information his pres-
idential runs may have provided to prospective congressional candidates of color 
about the districts in which white voters are most likely to support them (Henderson 
et al. 2016). Under any of these explanations, we would expect to estimate positive 
values for βt during the Obama era. Instead, the marginal effect of POC MC on white 
Democrats’ approval ratings is only significantly positive starting in 2018, consistent 
with the literature on shifts in white Americans’ racial attitudes that connects these 
shifts to Democratic backlash against Trump (Hopkins and Washington 2020; Jardina 
and Ollerenshaw 2022).

These results replicate and meaningfully extend recent work. Weissman (2025) 
shows that white Democrats’ approval of POC MCs is significantly higher than their 
approval of white MCs in 2018 and 2020, but we further show that this reversal 
from earlier years persists for an additional two election cycles. Significantly higher 
approval of POC MCs is not entirely a product of the short-term racial politics of 
the first Trump administration, nor of the height of the Black Lives Matter protests 

11 In both 2012 and 2022, many districts underwent redistricting. While the main effects begin in 2016, 
one potential concern is that the persistent results observed in 2024 are driven by changes introduced in 
the 2022 redistricting cycle. Appendix Table H3 addresses this by presenting estimates separately for pre- 
and post-redistricting periods, demonstrating the robustness of the findings. Appendix Figure E2 further 
confirms that the results hold when using alternative data configurations that exclude districts affected by 
redistricting.
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Fig. 2  Effect of POC MC on MC Approval by Constituent Party & Year (White Respondents). We pres-
ent estimates for the interactions between each even year and MC race (using Eq. 1). Standard errors 
are clustered at the district level and models include CES survey weights. Corresponding coefficients 
are provided in Appendix D
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of 2020. Rather, white Democrats remain more approving of POC MCs even under 
a Democratic president and in a period of declining support for Black Lives Matter 
(Jefferson and Takahashi 2021).

Effects Hinge on Voters’ Knowledge of MC Race

We also further validate this over-time trend by testing an assumption on which our 
substantive interpretation of these results rests: that the effect of MC race on approval 
is strongest among CES respondents who know the race of their MCs. The CES 
includes questions in each wave asking respondents to identify the race of their rep-
resentative. Approximately 76.82% of respondents provide an answer, and among 
these, 84.9% correctly identify their MC’s race. Appendix Tables F3 and F4 provide 
further detail on accuracy rates by racial group. These high rates of correct identifica-
tion suggest that most respondents are not guessing the race of their MCs.

Figure  3 presents re-estimations of Model 1 among white Democratic respon-
dents, estimated separately by whether respondents correctly identified their MC’s 
race. The effects are concentrated among those who accurately perceive their MC’s 
race. In other words, the observed increase in approval of POC MCs over time is 
driven primarily by white Democrats who are aware of their representative’s racial 
identity.

Effects Hold Across Demographic Groups

We build further on existing research by investigating which types of white Demo-
cratic constituents are most approving of POC MCs. Figure 4 estimates Model 1 for 
demographic subgroups among white Democrats. We find rising relative approval 
across the board, including among men and women and across multiple genera-
tions, levels of educational attainment, and both above- and below-median house-
hold income levels. Approval of POC MCs is not confined to white Democrats who 
hold other marginalized identities (e.g., women and/or people of low socioeconomic 

Accurately Identify MC Race Inaccurately Identify MC Race

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

−0.2

−0.1

0.0

0.1

0.2

Year

Marginal Effect of
POC MC on Approval

Fig.  3  Marginal Effect of POC MC on MC Approval by Year and Knowledge of MC race (White 
Democratic Respondents). We regress MC Approval on an indicator for POC MC interacted with year, 
separating respondents by whether they accurately identified their MC’s race. Corresponding coef-
ficients are provided in Appendix F
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status) or the most privileged (e.g., the wealthy and/or highly educated). Rather, it 
appears that POC MCs now enjoy a wide base of approval among their white Demo-
cratic constituents.

Racial Attitudes and MC Approval

We now turn to evaluating evidence for potential mechanisms behind this change, 
starting with white Democrats’ changing racial attitudes. We first use two items in the 
CES common content that measure racial resentment: “The Irish, Italians, Jews and 
many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way up. Blacks should 
do the same without any special favors,” and “Generations of slavery and discrimi-
nation have created conditions that make it difficult for Blacks to work their way 
out of the lower class.”12 These items are combined into a racial resentment index. 
We are chiefly interested in participants who fall below the midpoint on this index 
because, as discussed in the theory section, recent literature indicates that rather than 
signifying the absence of racial animosity, low racial resentment is associated with 
outcomes like increased support for President Obama (Tesler and Sears 2010) and a 
preference for hypothetical profiles of Black job candidates (Agadjanian et al. 2023) 
and politicians (Mikkelborg 2025). To highlight the interaction of MC race and low 
racial resentment among their constituents, in the following analyses we reverse the 
direction of the racial resentment scale so that our measure ranges from 0 (highest 
resentment) to 1 (lowest resentment).

12 There are fewer data for these analyses because these items were not included in the 2008 CCES, and in 
2016, they were included only in select modules (Agadjanian 2022).

Fig. 4  Effect of POC MC on MC Approval by Constituent Demographics & Year (White Democratic 
Respondents). We present estimates for the interactions between each even year and MC race (using 
Eq. 1). Standard errors are clustered at the district level and models include CES survey weights
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We also use two additional CES items from DeSante and Smith’s (2020) FIRE 
scale for which we have data beginning in 2016: (1) “White people in the U.S. have 
certain advantages because of the color of their skin,” and (2) “Racial problems in 
the U.S. are rare, isolated situations.” DeSante and Smith (2020) instruct that these 
items should be analyzed separately rather than combined into a single scale. We 
recode each item so that higher values reflect more liberal racial attitudes on a scale 
from 0–1.

We specify the following model:

	

Yijt =β1(POC MC)jt + β2 (Racial Liberalism)
+ β3 (POC MC × Racial Liberalism)
+ αj × (MC Party)jt + δt + ω1Xjt + ϵijt

Here, our main estimand of interest is β3, the interaction term between POC MC 
and either reverse-coded racial resentment or one of the FIRE items. This quan-
tity reflects whether racially liberal responses to the racial resentment scale or the 
FIRE items are associated with higher approval of POC members of Congress rela-
tive to white members. As before, αj × (MC Party)jt are district × MC party fixed 
effects, δt are Congress fixed effects, Xjt is a vector of controls for MC seniority 
(rescaled 0–1) and MC gender (0 for men, 1 for women), and εijt is a random error 
term. Because the racial resentment scale focuses specifically on Black Americans, 
we also estimate this model subsetting our data to respondents with either Black or 
white MCs, replacing the dummy variable for POC MC in the model above with an 
indicator for Black MC.

If the increasing approval for POC MCs is linked to broader shifts in white Demo-
crats’ racial attitudes, then we should estimate the highest relative approval of POC 
MCs, and especially Black MCs, among their least-racially resentful white Demo-
cratic constituents.13 In Table 1, we present estimates of the relationship between MC 
approval and the interaction between reverse-scaled racial resentment/FIRE and MC 
race. We find a negative and statistically significant (p < 0.001) relationship between 
having a POC/Black MC and relative approval, indicating the most racially conser-
vative white Democratic constituents express lower approval of their MC when they 
are a person of color. Importantly, the coefficients on all interaction terms are positive 
and significant (p < 0.001), indicating that the most racially liberal white Democratic 
constituents approve more highly of their MC when they are a person of color, espe-
cially when they are Black. Consistent with the racial resentment scale capturing 
attitudes towards Black Americans most closely, the interaction coefficient for Black 
MCs in Model 4 is significantly greater than the coefficient for POC MCs (p < 0.001) 
in Model 1.

13 It is worth noting that our data do not allow us to determine whether white Democrats’ increasing 
approval of POC MCs is due to partisan sorting or individual change in racial attitudes; without panel data, 
these two explanations are observationally equivalent. Existing work suggests that both mechanisms are 
likely at play (Engelhardt 2023; Zingher 2018).
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Figure 5 visually presents the interaction between MC race and white Democratic 
constituents’ racial attitudes.14 This figure illustrates what Tesler and Sears (2010) 
term “the two sides of racialization:” the most racially conservative respondents are 
estimated to approve significantly more highly of white MCs than of POC/Black 
MCs on average, but the most racially liberal are estimated to approve significantly 
more highly of POC/Black MCs.

14 In Appendix H, we present all coefficients for these models with controls, as well as models with addi-
tional respondent-level controls.

Table 1  Effects of POC/Black MC on MC Approval, Interacting MC Race with Racial Resentment and 
FIRE (White Respondents)

DV: MC Approval
POC MC Black MC
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Reverse-scaled Ra-
cial Resentment

 − 0.093*** 
(0.012)

 − 0.092*** 
(0.011)

FIRE 1  − 0.109*** 
(0.013)

 − 0.108*** 
(0.013)

Reverse-scaled 
FIRE 2

 − 0.123*** 
(0.014)

 − 0.122*** 
(0.014)

POC MC  − 0.125*** 
(0.016)

 − 0.177*** 
(0.024)

 − 0.135*** 
(0.025)

Black MC  − 0.155*** 
(0.019)

 − 0.211*** 
(0.032)

 − 0.148*** 
(0.033)

POC MC × Reverse-
scaled RR

0.221*** 
(0.021)

POC MC × FIRE 1 0.242*** 
(0.028)

POC MC × Reverse-
scaled FIRE 2

0.186*** 
(0.027)

Black MC × Re-
verse-scaled RR

0.288*** 
(0.018)

Black MC × FIRE 1 0.313*** 
(0.030)

Black MC × Re-
verse-scaled FIRE 2

0.238*** 
(0.031)

District × MC Party 
FEs

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Congressional Ses-
sion FEs

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

No. districts w/ MC 
race change

92 52 52 33 15 15

N 110,664 82,525 81,392 102,001 75,163 74,140
 + p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
We regress approval on the interaction between an indicator for POC MC (Models 1-3)/Black MC 
(Models 4-6) and racial resentment/the FIRE scale. FIRE 1 is “White people in the U.S. have certain 
advantages because of the color of their skin.” FIRE 2 is “Racial problems in the U.S. are rare, isolated 
situations.” Data for racial resentment are from CCES/CES even years from 2010-2024, and for FIRE 
2016-2024. These are scaled from 0 (racially conservative) to 1 (racially liberal). Models control for 
MC seniority and gender. All coefficients, as well as models split by year, are presented in Appendix H
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As noted in the theory section, our analyses of the interaction between MC race 
and racial resentment should be interpreted with caution, since scholars continue to 
debate the conceptualization of racial resentment and its correspondence with atti-
tudes towards groups beyond Black Americans. It is therefore reassuring that our 
results using the two FIRE scale items largely parallel our results using racial resent-
ment because these items more precisely capture the mechanism that we argue under-
pins white Democrats’ rising approval of POC MCs: growing awareness of systemic 
racial injustice.

In Appendix H, we also show that the relationship between racial resentment and 
approval of POC compared to white MCs is stable over time, ruling out the possibil-
ity that our results are a product of a strengthening relationship between racial resent-
ment and relative approval rather than shifts in average racial resentment. Figures 1 
and 2 show similar timing in declining racial resentment and relative approval of 
POC MCs, lending further support to our central claim that as racial attitudes go, so 
goes approval.

Alternative Explanation: Ideological Stereotyping

We next assess evidence for the alternative explanation that ideological stereotyp-
ing could be a confounding variable in the relationship between racial resentment 
and MC approval. An observable implication of this alternative hypothesis is that 
white Democrats represented by POC MCs would perceive their MC as ideologically 
closer to themselves than those represented by white MCs, and further that this per-
ception would have developed over the last four election cycles. We operationalize 
ideological incongruence as the absolute distance between CES respondents’ self-

Racial Resentment FIRE 1 FIRE 2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

Racial Resentment Index/FIRE Scale
(From most racially conservative to most racially liberal )

POC/Black MC White MC

Fig. 5  Estimated Approval of POC/Black MC vs. White MC by Racial Attitudes. We use the estimates 
from the models in Table 1 to predict the effect of racial resentment/FIRE on MC approval for POC/
Black MCs and white MCs. Upper panels display the POC-White MC comparison, and lower panels 
display the Black-White MC comparison
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placement on a 0–100 scale, where 0 is very liberal and 100 is very conservative, and 
respondents’ placement of their representative on the same scale. We re-scale this 
difference from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating the greatest incongruence and 0 indicating 
perfect congruence.15

Figure 6 plots the difference in means between POC and white MCs for perceived 
ideological incongruence among white Democratic respondents by MC party from 
2010, the first year in which this measure is available, through 2024. Values above 
zero indicate greater ideological incongruence with POC MCs (closer to white MCs) 
and those below the line indicate greater incongruence with white MCs (closer to 
POC MCs). Points close to zero suggest minimal difference between POC and white 
MCs in average perceived ideological incongruence. Here, Democratic MCs’ race 
has little relationship with the degree of ideological incongruence their white Demo-
cratic constituents perceive with them. Democratic MCs of color were perceived 
as slightly but significantly more congruent than white Democratic MCs in 2020, 
but the timing of this shift does not align with the steady upward trend in relative 
approval in earlier years. There is also a slight trend toward perceiving Republican 
POC MCs to be less incongruent, but the timing of this trend does not explain the 
greater approval of POC MCs overall in 2018, and white Democrats represented 
by Republican POC MCs compose a relatively small proportion of respondents (in 
2020, Republican POC MCs accounted for less than 10% of all POC MCs). Overall, 
changing perceptions of ideological congruence do not explain the upward trend in 
white Democrats’ relative approval of POC MCs.16

15 We rely on symbolic ideology rather than operational congruence because the CES policy questions are 
inconsistent across years, and we are interested in how constituents view MC ideology, not MCs’ actual 
policy positions.
16 Appendix Figure I2 also weighs against this possibility, since self-described ideological moderates in the 
Democratic party have shown the same over-time increase in relative approval of POC MCs as those who 
identify as “liberal” or “very liberal.”

−0.1

0.0

0.1

2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024
Year

Difference in average perceived 
ideological incongruence
(POC MCs − white MCs)

Democratic MCs Republican MCs

Fig. 6  Difference in Means (between POC and White MCs) for Perceived Ideological Incongruence by 
MC Party (White Democratic Respondents). We present the difference in means (averages for POC and 
White MCs) for yearly perceived ideological incongruence for white Democratic respondents by MC 
party. Appendix Table J1 includes these estimates
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Alternative Explanation: MC Effectiveness

An additional concern is that changes in MC quality could be occurring alongside 
changes in MC race, such that constituents appear more approving of POC MCs not 
because of their race, but because these MCs are more effective. In this section, we 
show that one measure of legislative effectiveness, which may be correlated with 
both race and approval, is not driving the results.

Building on theory from the gender literature, if POC MCs anticipate discrimina-
tion from white constituents, who make up the majority of voters in most districts, 
then only the most qualified POC candidates may choose to run for office (Anzia and 
Berry 2011). Strategic discrimination by primary voters (Green et al. 2022) and party 
elites (Doherty et al. 2022) could further narrow the pool of politicians of color to 
those with the clearest existing qualifications. Under this framework, white candi-
dates are not subject to the same degree of selective pressure. As a result, the subset 
of potential and actual candidates who go on to win congressional elections may 
include more highly qualified POC MCs and relatively less qualified white MCs, 
on average. If POC politicians have greater average qualifications, qualifications 
translate into legislative effectiveness, and effectiveness translates into constituent 
approval, then POC MCs could receive higher approval ratings via a mechanism 
independent of their constituents’ racial attitudes, referred to in the literature as the 
“Jackie Robinson” effect (Anzia and Berry 2011).

We can test two observable implications of this mechanism with our data. First, 
POC MCs would need to become more effective than white MCs over time. Second, 
this increase in effectiveness would need to align with the rise in approval among 
Democratic (but not Republican) white constituents.

To test these implications, we merge the CES data with effectiveness scores 
from the Center for Effective Lawmaking (Volden and Wiseman 2014). Volden and 
Wiseman (2025) define legislative effectiveness as the “proven ability to advance a 
member’s agenda items through the legislative process and into law.” These scores 
combine information about the bills legislators sponsor and cosponsor with the stages 
these bills reach. All scores are normalized to have an average of 1.0 within each 
Congress, but the maximum score is 18.7 and the minimum is 0.0.17

In Fig. 7, Panel A, we present the median effectiveness scores of MCs serving white 
Democratic and Republican respondents to the CES. Each respondent is assigned the 
effectiveness score of their district’s MC, and we calculate the median across all 
respondents in each group and year. This approach ensures that the effectiveness 
scores reflect the distribution of MCs serving survey participants. Panel A shows that 
average effectiveness scores for both POC and white MCs remain relatively stable 
over time, regardless of whether they represent primarily Democratic or Republican 
respondents. Moreover, the years in which POC MCs receive higher approval are not 
years in which their effectiveness scores are notably higher than white MCs’. This 

17 See Appendix K for analyses using MCs’ educational attainment as an alternative measure of MC qual-
ity, which further supports our finding that differences in qualifications or effectiveness in office is not the 
mechanism driving the relationship between MC race and approval.
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suggests that rising approval of POC MCs among white Democrats is not driven by 
increasing relative effectiveness.

Panel B of Fig. 7 further supports this interpretation. We present average effec-
tiveness scores for POC and white MCs across all years using our MC dataset, 
independent of survey respondents. The results show limited variation across the 
study period. POC MCs are neither consistently more nor less effective than white 
MCs, nor do they become markedly more effective in recent years. Collectively, the 
results suggest that explanations for rising approval must lie outside of MCs’ relative 
effectiveness.

Together, these results highlight the lack of change in legislative effectiveness 
over time for both POC and white MCs. This indicates that increasing approval for 
POC MCs among white Democrats is not simply a result of improved legislative 
performance among POC representatives. By ruling out the “Jackie Robinson effect” 
as a primary explanation, we strengthen our argument that the observed trends are 
shaped by changes in racial attitudes.

0
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5

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024
Year

Median MC
Effectiveness

(0−18)

Panel B: MC data only

POC MC White MC

Fig. 7  Average MC Effectiveness Over Time. Panel A displays the median effectiveness scores of POC 
and White MCs, based on the MCs representing white Democratic and Republican CES respondents. 
Each respondent is assigned the effectiveness score of their MC, and the median is calculated across 
all respondents in each group. Panel B displays the median effectiveness scores of all POC and White 
MCs in the MC dataset, not merged with the CES responses
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Discussion and Conclusion

This paper demonstrates that white Democrats’ increasingly positive evaluations of 
representatives of color are linked to their increasingly liberal racial attitudes. We 
also present evidence that weighs against the alternative explanations of ideologi-
cal stereotyping and differences in legislator quality. We provide evidence extending 
through 2024 that the reversal in white Democrats’ approval of POC versus white 
MCs has outlasted both the Trump presidency and the racial justice protests of 2020. 
The strong relationship between racial attitudes and approval ratings suggests these 
patterns reflect deep-seated changes in how white Democrats evaluate their represen-
tatives rather than expressive responses or short-term political dynamics.

Our findings advance understanding of both political representation and racial 
attitudes by showing that the relationship between racial attitudes and representative 
approval operates at both the individual and aggregate levels. Variation in racial atti-
tudes across respondents corresponds with differences in approval between white and 
POC representatives within each wave of the CES, while over-time shifts in average 
racial attitudes track closely with changes in relative approval. These parallel trends 
move in both directions—increasing through 2020 and diminishing slightly in 2022 
and 2024—although white Democrats remain substantially more racially liberal and 
more approving of POC MCs than they were a decade ago. This shift in evaluations 
of representatives is not driven by white Democratic constituents perceiving greater 
ideological closeness with POC MCs over time, nor is it accounted for by differences 
in legislative effectiveness.

Future research can address limitations of this work and build on it in important 
ways. First, using ratings of current MCs limits our analysis to approval of incum-
bent politicians near the end of their term, but the experience of having a POC MC 
itself might affect white constituents’ racial attitudes, meaning that new candidates of 
color might not enjoy the same advantage that incumbents do (Hajnal 2001). More 
work is needed to characterize the experiences of candidates of color when they run 
in majority-white districts. Second, although we find strong evidence that racial atti-
tudes shape representative evaluations, we cannot fully rule out other contributing 
factors. For example, perhaps expressing this preference helps to assuage feelings of 
white guilt (Chudy et al. 2019). However, additional explanations need not be mutu-
ally exclusive with the role for outgroup racial attitudes we put forth here. Future 
scholarship might also explore how changing racial attitudes influence other aspects 
of democratic governance beyond representative approval, such as approval and 
legitimacy of representative institutions themselves.

Our findings about the durability of these attitudinal shifts raise important ques-
tions about their resilience to future political shocks. The documented pattern, where 
shifting racial attitudes and representational preferences coincide with a response to 
major political events, suggests that significant changes in the national political envi-
ronment could again reshape these dynamics. Future research should examine how 
subsequent political developments affect whether white Democrats’ newly positive 
evaluations of representatives of color represent a durable realignment or part of a 
more dynamic pattern of response and counter-response to the broader political con-
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text. Such work will be important for understanding the long-term trajectory of racial 
attitudes and descriptive representation in American democracy.

Despite these caveats, our findings illuminate important changes in American 
political representation. The patterns we observe do not align with expectations from 
most previous descriptive representation research but correspond closely with shift-
ing racial attitudes. While Democratic party elites still perceive candidates of color to 
be less appealing to white Democratic voters (Doherty et al. 2022), our findings sug-
gest this conventional wisdom is outdated. The likely durability of white Democrats’ 
favorable attitudes towards representatives of color indicates a meaningful shift in 
how race shapes preferences about political representation. Although only one part 
of the electoral picture, white Democrats’ changing attitudes could contribute to the 
election of future legislative bodies that better reflect the nation’s diversity, poten-
tially improving both substantive representation of people of color and perceptions 
of democratic legitimacy.
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