Alex Bell | Does a Representative's Background Affect Voting Trends?

Just so you know, everything on the website is in here. However, not everything in here is on the website. My URL is: http://sites.google.com/site/descriptiverepresentation/

My final results are in the Excel file “Alex Bell Descriptive Rep Research Final for Site.” This file is included in this package.

Most of my computations (data, matrix multiplications, etc.) are in an Excel document that exceeds the 25 MB limit for GMail. I can take it to somebody on a CD or USB key if you’d like to see it. Just let me know.

A Brief Overview


In modern-day political theory, there is a heated debate over whether a legislator of a certain ethnicity or other minority is best suited to represent the interests of that constituency (the idea of "descriptive" representation), or whether any able and motivated legislator can represent his/her entire constituency (substantive representation -- think wealthy Ted Kennedy's fighting for the poor).

Opponents of the theory of descriptive representation might argue that a representative would vote so as to satisfy his or her constituency, no matter what color skin that representative is. On the other hand, proponents of the theory of descriptive representation might argue that groups naturally form in which minority legislators band together over the common difficulties they have endured due to their backgrounds. In this project, I hoped to take this debate past the philosophical level to find some evidence to prove or disprove the theory of descriptive representation.

The Details of the Plan


I decided to use House data to research this theory because the composition of the House tends to be much more diverse, both in terms of race and gender. If a certain background actually does influence the way a representative votes, then we would expect to see voting blocks develop around these backgrounds. If this whole "descriptive representation" business is nonsense, then representatives of a specific background will not vote any differently from their fellow representatives, and no voting blocks will be formed.

Also, because many voting patterns are already determined by the voting blocs of parties, I'd want to take that into account. For example, if descriptive representation exists, I might still end up with two separate blocks of female representatives. The female Republicans might not agree with the female Democrats as much as they do with each other, but they might agree with each other much more often than they do with other Republicans, thus providing evidence of descriptive representation.

The Implementation


I downloaded all of the House data for the first session of 2009 using a Python script. Taking advantage of the vote format in XML, I used Excel to translate each representative's vote on each bill of the session into a number, and I used those numbers to determine on which bills representatives agreed, and on which they disagreed (this should all be in “Excel Unit Project Data”). I then used matrix multiplication to count the number of times each senator agreed and disagreed with each other senator. The agreement ratings in my tables are based off of the following formula:

Agreement Rate = (Agree-Disagree)/(Agree+Disagree)

This formula takes into account the fact that often times, there were bills that two given representatives did not both vote on, so such instances did not alter the agreement rate for those two representatives.


I then proceeded to use conditional formatting to highlight who agrees the most with each other (greenish) and the least (yellowish), with white being neutral. You will notice that a representative's agreement with himself is always 1, and completely green. 

I appended each representative's party next to his or her name using concatenation. Spike's macro allowed me to group Republicans together and Democrats together. The data shows clear trends for Republicans to agree with Republicans, and for Democrats to agree with Democrats.

The Findings


As a preliminary investigation into the validity of descriptive representation, I have pulled out representatives who consider themselves "Hispanic Americans," and placed them at the fringe of their party. So, Republican Hispanic Americans were placed at the bottom of the Republican bloc, which was on top, and Democratic Hispanic Americans were placed at the top of the Democratic bloc, which was on the bottom (see picture below). As it turns out, only three of those Hispanic Americans are Republicans, so they weren't very useful.

However, the large block of Democratic Hispanic-American representatives is revealing. They do, in fact, appear to have perhaps slightly higher agreement rates with each other than with any other Democrat chosen at random. While this influence doesn't seem to be anywhere near as large as the influence of parties on voting trends, it does at least seem to be present. Statistical analysis should be performed to test for significance. 
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Above, a screenshot of a portion of the agreement ratings data, with Hispanic American representatives outlined. Visitors can use the link on the left of the website to download all of the data in Excel format.

Taking the Data Further


Given these findings, I hope to analyze the data in two more ways. One way is to consider the effects of other backgrounds, such as African-American or female representatives. Also, in the future, I might look into performing a t-test on the data to see if the difference in agreement rates within a certain block is actually significantly different from the difference in agreement rates of a party as a whole.

Problems I Ran Into (not on website)

In downloading the data, it took me a while to figure out how to download numbers with 0’s before the first non-zero integer. Eventually, I figured out a way to do this in three batches by adding a “0” or “00” or nothing at all after “roll.”

The first major problem I ran into was using the House data instead of Senate data, because each representative’s vote wasn’t associated with a vote number. The vote number only appeared before all representatives’ votes on that vote number. Lyla showed me how to use a formula to fill in that vote number for each vote below it.

Probably the largest problem I had was in using the macros to rearrange representatives’ agreement rates. I wasn’t thinking, and counted the column labels as the first row when setting up the macros, causing the name column to move around the page. Spike highlighted this problem for me, and once I fixed it, things went very smoothly.

