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ABSTRACT The descriptive representation of stigmatized groups has numerous benefits
both to groupmembers and society at large.We study the extent to which LGBmembers of
the US Congress provide increased support for LGBT rights. While LGBT substantive
representation has been studied extensively, descriptive representation has been examined
extensively at only the local and state levels. The absence of research at the federal level is
important because federal policy is essential to expanding gay rights. We overcome issues
related to the small number of openly LGBTMembers of Congress and the few bills either
introduced or receiving votes by examining LGB legislators over 24 years (i.e., 6,425
legislator–Congress pairs) using Human Rights Campaign scores. Using Coarsened Exact
Matching, we find a substantively small but statistically significant and consistently
positive effect: LGB members of Congress are more supportive of LGBT rights than other
members with a similar background and from a similar district. The use of matching may
provide a useful approach for scholars who are interested in studying the link between
descriptive and substantive representation for other small groups.

Members of the LGBT community are descrip-
tively underrepresented in the US Congress.
Despite the election of a record high nine
openly gay and lesbian legislators to the US
House of Representatives in 2020, their mem-

bership increased to only 2.1% of theUSHouse (Flores et al. 2020).1

Moreover, the first openly transgender member of Congress,
Sarah McBride (D-DE), was elected in 2024 (Haider-Markel
et al. 2017; Smith et al. 2017). By contrast, some polls show that
8% of Americans identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender

(Powell 2021). The gap between the composition of Congress and
society raises questions about whether and to what extent the
underrepresentation of LGBT citizens affects the consideration
and passage of policy that protects and advances LGBT rights.2

This article investigates one important aspect of this topic:
whether a legislator’s sexuality affects support for LGBT rights.
We study 12 Congresses from 1997 to 2021—a period that wit-
nessed a dramatic increase in the number of LGB legislators as
well as an increase in both the quantity of LGBT-related policy
considered and public support for LGBT rights. We compile a
dataset with measures of legislator and district background char-
acteristics and behavior, totaling 6,425 legislator–Congress obser-
vations over 24 years (Bishin and Weller 2025). We also use
Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) and ordinary least squares
(OLS) regression to compare the behavior of LGB legislators to
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non-LGB legislators with similar political preferences and from
similar legislative districts. Specifically, we examine whether
descriptive representatives provide increased policy representa-
tion on LGBT issues in the US Congress.

Studies of descriptive representation typically examine the
importance of electing legislators who look like or share the same
background or experiences as the people they represent (Mansbridge
2003; Pitkin 1967). To be sure, legislative behavior in theUSCongress

reflects only one of many ways that descriptive representatives may
benefit members of their group and society as a whole. Studies of
descriptive representatives demonstrate that in addition to work-
ing to achieve policy objectives by passing legislation, they can
“represent” through activities such as conducting casework, inter-
ceding with the bureaucracy on behalf of constituents, participat-
ing in committee hearings or providing bureaucratic oversight,
joining caucuses, and preventing legislation that damages their
interests (Lowande, Ritchie, and Lauterbach 2019; Snell 2017;
Stout, Tate, and Wilson 2021). Descriptive representation also
has benefits for constituents that include fostering a greater sense
of efficacy and trust, increasing the willingness to contact their
representative, enhancing public perception of group members as
legitimate participants in the polity, and providing role models for
fellow group members (Bos et al. 2022; Gay 2002; Tate 2001, 2003;
Wolak 2020). Consequently, we focus on the substantive benefits
of descriptive representation as only one important aspect of
representation for the LGBT community.

A central question emerging from this research concerns the
extent to which descriptive representatives increase substantive
representation, or the degree to which they “act for” or on behalf
of the people with whom they share these physical, background,
or experiential characteristics (Pitkin 1967). Research finds that
some descriptive representatives provide fellow group members
increased levels of substantive representation (Stout, Tate, and
Wilson 2021), whereas others (Wallace 2014) do not. This study
examines the extent to which LGB members of Congress are
more supportive of LGBT rights than non-LGB members.

Studies that examine the substantive effects of descriptive
representation often face a difficult challenge. Due to a series of
factors that include structural racism and segregation, legislators’
background characteristics (e.g., race and ethnicity) often are
correlated highly with the characteristics of their congressional
district, making it difficult to disentangle legislator and district
effects on legislator behavior. According to the 2019 American
Community Survey, for example, nine of the 10 congressional

districts with the largest Black and Latino populations, respec-
tively, are represented by Black and Latino members of Con-
gress. By contrast, none of the 10 districts with the largest LGBT
populations is represented by an openly LGB member of Con-

gress. Studying LGB representatives allows us to examine the
descriptive–substantive representation link in a context less
affected by these challenges. We do this because LGB legislators
often are from districts with more variation in their population

demographics, which makes it potentially easier to identify the
impact of LGB status on behavior.

EXPECTATIONS

In at least some ways, almost all racial, ethnic, and gendered
groups are better served by descriptive legislators (Stout, Tate,
and Wilson 2021). Research demonstrates that the shared experi-
ence of being LGBTQ fosters group identity, which leads to
increased political homophily (Proctor 2022). LGB state legislators
report working diligently to reflect their background through the
issues they prioritize as well as the legislation they introduce
(Haider-Markel 2010; Herrick 2009). This research implies the
following hypothesis:

LGBT Responsiveness Hypothesis: LGBT legislators are more
supportive of LGBT rights than non-LGBT legislators.

DATA AND METHODS

This study is the first to examinewhether LGB legislators aremore
supportive of LGBT rights in the US Congress. Studying LGBT
representation is difficult. Public position-taking opportunities on
LGBT rights, such as roll-call votes and bill co-sponsorships,
seldom arise (Bishin, Freebourn, and Teten 2020). Furthermore,
few openly LGBT members serve in Congress, and measures of
constituents’ preferences on the issues before Congress are seldom
available, making it difficult to compare constituents’ preferences
with legislators’ behavior.3 Consequently, few studies examine the
link between descriptive and substantive representation of LGBT
legislators in the US Congress.

We overcome these challenges by using Human Rights Cam-
paign (HRC) data because it incorporates a wide range of indica-
tors over a long period—which allows us to examine the behavior
of the largest number of openly LGB legislators on the widest
number of indicators.4 In fact, all of the alternative measures we
otherwise might use are incorporated into the HRC scores. If these
other measures are used alone, they either convey less information

This article investigates one important aspect of this topic: whether a legislator’s sexuality
affects support for LGBT rights.

Due to a series of factors that include structural racism and segregation, legislators’
background characteristics (e.g., race and ethnicity) often are correlated highly with the
characteristics of their congressional district, making it difficult to disentangle legislator
and district effects on legislator behavior.
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or cover a shorter period, making them less valid or reliable than
HRC scores for assessing general support for LGBT policy and
people. The HRC rates legislators on a scale from 0 to 100. The
scores incorporate between five and 16 items, depending on the
Congress.

We study the period from 1997 to 2021 because it covers
an important era in gay rights in which the number of LGB
legislators grew and public support for LGBT issues increased
nationally. Moreover, basic measures needed to conduct our
analysis became available in this period. Although the HRC
began rating legislators in the 101st Congress, the data needed
to examine the influence of LGB legislators on policy did not
exist in meaningful numbers until 1997 (i.e., the 105th Congress).
Previously, there was either no or only one openly LGB member
of Congress, and important district-level data, such as reliable
estimates of the size of the district-level LGB population, were
unavailable.

HRC scores also have limitations. Three primary concerns
stand out. First, what counts as support can vary over time
because both the social context and the nature of the pro-gay
rights coalition changes. HRC scores therefore reflect their
perspective on legislators’ support for LGBT rights relative to
when the scores were issued. Second, as an index, the meaning
of the measures must be interpreted with caution. Often, these
measures indicate neither strength nor extremity of issue sup-
port but rather consistency of support (Broockman 2016).5

Third, the scores and inclusion of items in the HRC measure
are almost certainly strategic and designed to influence legis-
lator behavior.6

To examine whether LGB legislators are more supportive of
LGBT rights than non-LGB legislators, we use CEM to match
LGB and non-LGB legislators who are similar in their political
behavior and who come from similar districts (Iacus, King, and
Porro 2012). Because of potential differences that we could not

adjust for statistically, most of our analyses are cross sectional to
avoid comparing congressional sessions to one another.

Figure 1 presents the names and tenures of openly LGB House
members and when they served in our data, which highlights a
difficulty in studying substantive representation provided by LGB
Housemembers.7 Legislators are listed alphabetically; the diamond
symbol indicates the Congress in which they first served and the
circle indicates their last. Legislators without a circle next to their
name served only in one Congress during the period studied.

The results in figure 1 reveal how few openly LGB people have
served in Congress. The total number of LGB members who
served at any one time is shown by selecting a Congress and then
observing which members’ tenure covered that period. Most
striking, before the 113th Congress, there never were more than
four LGB members—and, most commonly, only two. The small
number of members in any one Congress explains the difficulty in
studying the behavior of LGB members.

In theory, the ideal identification strategy to estimate the
effect of LGB status on behavior would be to randomly assign
sexuality to legislators and districts and then observe differences
in their behavior; however, doing so is clearly impossible. Instead,
we use CEM to creatematched LGB and non-LGB legislators who
are similar in political ideology and from similar legislative
districts.

We begin by identifying key variables on which the LGB and
non-LGB legislators will be matched. These are variables thought
to be important for explaining legislator behavior and, therefore,
for matching to ensure that these characteristics do not explain
differences in support for LGBT rights between LGB and non-LGB
legislators. TheCEMapproach is to divide each variable into “bins.”
Within each bin, we consider the observations to be substantively
similar. In the case of discrete variables such as political party, bins
naturally emerged and, in this case, were based on shared party
membership (i.e., Democrats and Republicans).

Figure 1

Congressional Terms for LGB Members

Angie Craig (MN)

Barney Frank (MA)

Chris Pappas (NH)

David Cicilline (RI)

Jared Polis (CO)

Kyrsten Sinema (AZ)

Mark Pocan (WI)

Mark Takano (CA)

Mike Michaud (ME)

Sean Maloney (NY)

Sharice Davis (KS)

Tammy Baldwin (WI)

104 105 106 107 108 109 110 111 112 113 114 115 116
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After the bins for all variables are determined, observations are
assigned to a stratumbased on their pattern of bins (e.g., aDemocrat,
ideological moderate, from a suburban district). Following the
assignment of observations to strata, LGB legislator-districts
are matched to non-LGB legislator-districts with identical bin
signatures.We then estimate the sample average treatment effect
on the treated (SATT) using OLS regression to adjust for any
remaining imbalance (i.e., variation within bins) on the matched
variables. Matching before OLS regression reduces model
dependence of our estimated treatment effect by ensuring that
we are not extrapolating beyond the data in our sample.8

To implement the CEM algorithm, we focus on variables
related to the three primary factors believed to affect legislative
behavior: political party, ideological preferences, and constituency
interests and preferences (Weller 2009).9 Specifically, we used the
following variables for both matching and regression:10

• Urban population: percentage of a congressional district classi-
fied as urban using US Census data

• LGB population: percentage of a congressional district likely to
be LGB (Haider-Markel, Joslyn, and Kniss 2000)11

• Ideology: First Dimension of NOMINATE (VoteView)
• Democratic presidential vote share: in the most recent election
(Almanac of American Politics 2022)12

Table 1 indicates the number of matches and reveals that there
are very few LGB (and no transgender) legislators in our analysis

The total for “All Congresses” includes repeated observations,
such that a single LGB legislator serving in the 105th, 106th, and
107th Congresses would count as three LGB legislators.

RESULTS

The LGBT Responsiveness Hypothesis holds that LGBT legisla-
tors are more supportive of LGBT rights than non-LGBT legisla-
tors. To test it, we estimate the relationship between LGB status
and HRC score using an OLS regression that includes the same
control variables used for matching. This accounts for the fact that
the matches do not have the exact same score on those variables.
In the pooled analysis, we also include fixed effects for each
Congress.

We also separately analyze the Democrats to ensure that our
conclusions are not driven by the single openly gay Republican
legislator who served during this period (i.e., Jim Kolbe, R-AZ).
His HRC scores are much higher than the rest of the Republican
Caucus.13

Figure 2 summarizes the coefficients for each Congress and
also pooled across Congresses. It presents the coefficient esti-
mate (circle) for the effect of the LGB legislator and the 90%
confidence interval (line) around that point for individual Con-
gresses and for the pooled period. Confidence intervals that do
not overlap the vertical line at zero are significant at p<0.05 for a
one-tailed hypothesis test, which is consistent with our direc-
tional hypothesis.

The results displayed on the left side of figure 2 show the
estimated relationship between LGB status and HRC score for
Democratic legislators.14 Whereas every coefficient is positive,
those for only four of the Congresses are significantly different
than zero. We also estimate positive and significant coefficients
for the pooled results (measured both ways). The right side of
figure 2 includes all legislators.15 The overall pattern of esti-
mates is similar, with uniformly positive estimates for each
Congress and for the pooled “All Congress” estimates—both
of which are statistically significant. These estimates should be
interpreted in the context of our small sample size (especially
within each Congress), and with a ceiling effect because the HRC
score cannot exceed 100, which makes it difficult to detect effects
as HRC scores move close to 100. Among the Democratic
legislators, the average HRC score for even the non-LGB legis-
lators in our matched sample was consistently higher than 95,
making it difficult for LGB legislators to receive a higher score.16

Reviewing the coefficient estimates in figure 2, it appears that
the difference between LGBT and non-LGBT legislators declines
over time. A likely cause seems to be the increase in the average
HRC score among all Democrats. In the 112th Congress, for
example, the average HRC score among Democrats was 88; how-
ever, in the 113th Congress, it climbed to approximately 96.5—a
level that was maintained throughout the rest of the study period.
At the same time, the standard deviation was approximately
halved, from 23 to approximately 9.5. An increased willingness
to elect LGB candidates beginning in 2012, increased support for
LGBT rights, and decreased variation in the support among
members, is consistent with a political party in which LGBT
constituencies appeared fully incorporated in the coalition. There
is relatively little disagreement on issues of LGBT politics; there-
fore, LGBT legislators are unlikely to have higherHRC scores than
non-LGBT legislators.17

Table 1

Number of Matched LGB House Members
and Matched Non-LGB Legislators by
Congress*

Congress
All LGB

Legislators

Non-LGB
Legislators
as Matches

Democratic
LGB

Legislators

Democratic Non-
LGB Legislators
as Matches**

105th 2 99 1 51

106th 3 122 2 75

107th 3 86 2 51

108th 3 96 2 57

109th 3 62 2 39

110th 2 30 2 54

111th 3 50 3 48

112th 4 81 4 114

113th 4 22 4 25

114th 5 29 4 22

115th 6 64 5 53

116th 5 29 5 32

All
Congresses

39 331 38 362

Notes:
* The number of matches varies across the columns because although we match
within party (i.e., Democrats to Democrats), where legislators fall in the strata for
each variable is a function of all of the legislators in the dataset; therefore, the
matches vary across the samples. This affects the number of LGB and non-LGB
legislators in the estimation sample.

** In some Congresses, we were unable tomatch some LGB legislators. An important
aspect ofmatching is that it helps to identify even those LGB legislators who are too
dissimilar fromnon-LGB legislators to use in the analysis. Our analyses include only
the LGB legislators for whom we could find a suitable match.
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CONCLUSION

This article examines the link between descriptive and substantive
representation on LGBT rights from 1997 to 2021 and presents the
first evidence that LGB representatives provide greater substan-
tive representation than non-LGB members of Congress with
similar political preferences elected from similar districts. We
emphasize, however, that whereas the increase in support for
LGBT rights by LGB legislators positive in every Congress, it is
substantively very small.

Despite a dramatic increase in public support for gay rights
during the past two decades and the incorporation of LGBT rights
groups into the Democratic Party coalition, recent increases in
anti-gay and anti-transgender policy passed in many states high-
lights the importance of studying representation at the federal
level as an important check on state law (Bishin et al. 2020; Flores
2014; Taylor, Lewis, and Haider-Markel 2018). The results suggest
that electing LGB legislators over similar non-LGB legislators
from similar districts has a small but significant effect on support
for LGBT rights. These results depend on comparisons between
similar legislators from similar districts. In practice, however, in
many races, the choice before voters is not between similar

legislators. Replacing a non-LGB legislator with an LGB legislator
in those casesmay havemore significant effects than those reported
in this article.

Notably, we examine only one aspect of representation. LGB
legislators perform many functions that advance the interests of
the LGBTQ community but that are not included inHRC scores or
other typically used indicators of legislator behavior (e.g., roll-call
votes and co-sponsorship). Like other descriptive representatives,
LGB legislators may be more likely to attend hearings or conduct

oversight that is relevant to LGBT people, work to prevent
discriminatory legislation from getting on the agenda, or work
on behalf of LGBT constituents in their districts and help them to
navigate federal bureaucracies (Lowande and Proctor 2020; Low-
ande, Ritchie, and Lauterbach 1999). Our empirical approach does
not account for different aspects of representation including
surrogate representation, service responsiveness, and allocative
responsiveness to LGBT constituencies (Eulau and Karps 1977).
Nor do we examine the well-documented and important symbolic
representation that electing LGBT members may provide to both
in- and out-group members by reifying the legitimacy of the group
as valued and important members of the polity (Mansbridge 1999;

Figure 2

Effect of LGB Status on HRC Scores

–10 0 10 20 30 0 20 40 60 80
Estimates for Democratic Legislators

105th Congress

106th Congress

107th Congress

108th Congress

109th Congress

110th Congress

111th Congress

112th Congress

113th Congress

114th Congress

115th Congress

116th Congress

All Congresses*

All Congress**

Estimates for all LGB Legislators

Note: The “All Congresses*” estimate does not include district-level LGB population in the matching and OLS regression and therefore includes all Congresses except the 105th and
112th in the estimate. The “All Congresses**” estimate includes district-level LGBpopulation in thematching andOLS regression and therefore includes only thoseCongresses after the
108th but excludes the 112th Congress due to data availability.

This article examines the link between descriptive and substantive representation on LGBT
rights from 1997 to 2021 and presents the first evidence that LGB representatives provide
greater substantive representation than non-LGB congressional members with similar
political preferences elected from similar districts.
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Tate 2003). Future research should examine the various ways that
descriptive representation can incorporate more fully those who
are stigmatized and marginalized along these important but less-
well-studied dimensions.

The study of LGBT representation faces challenges that differ
somewhat from studying other groups. These challenges may be
unappreciated by scholars who are less familiar with LGB politics.
By their nature, stigmatized and minoritized groups tend to be
physically underrepresented in government, and the gap is par-
ticularly acute for openly LGBT officials. Concomitantly, issues
important to the LGBTQ community are underconsidered in these
public spaces. Many hard-won gay rights (e.g., marriage) remain
tenuous due to their dependence on court rulings rather than
legislative action (Bishin et al. 2021). Nevertheless, in many
sessions of Congress, legislation enshrining of even the most
popular of these rights is not often introduced and, when it is, it
seldom makes it to the floor for a vote. The combination of the
small number of legislators and the rarity of legislative policy
advances creates significant obstacles to studying LGBT politics.
Although it is difficult to conduct empirical research in this
domain, it nevertheless is an important topic and should not be
ignored simply because of the difficulty of making reliable infer-
ences. The methods used in this study—in particular, the use of
matching—may provide an option for scholars who are interested
in studying the link between descriptive and substantive repre-
sentation for other underrepresented groups.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit http://
doi.org/10.1017/S1049096525000289.
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NOTES

1. We use the terms “LGBT,” “gay,” and “lesbian” interchangeably for semantic ease
to describe people who consider themselves lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender
and as shorthand for the broader community. We recognize the important
distinctions among these groups (Smith et al. 2017; Snell 2020). Similarly, we
use the term “gay rights” to refer to policies that benefit the LGBT community
because they often address the fundamental democratic rights of equality and
liberty.

2. Although we are interested in the effect of being represented by an LGBT
legislator, to emphasize that there are no transgender legislators in our data,
we refer to LGB legislators when discussing the composition of the US Congress
and our data, analysis, and results. However, because our study speaks broadly to
questions of equality and the measure we use to assess support for gay rights
considers issues of transgender equality central to its mission, we include the “T”
in our discussion of policy and reference to the broader community or other
research that includes transgender politicians (Smith 2011).

3. The study of descriptive representation often is hampered by the fact that
legislators from diverse backgrounds tend to come disproportionately from the
Democratic Party. Only one openly gay Republican Representative, Jim Kolbe (R-
AZ), served during the study period. George Santos (R-NY) subsequently was
elected but expelled less than a year later.

4. The indicators we use vary across years. Beyond roll-call votes and co-sponsor-
ships, they include public position statements, the signing of “Dear Colleague”
letters, and whether legislators adopted office policies protecting LGBT staff,
among others. Unlike other measures of LGBT support, HRC includes bills that
are not primarily about LGBT issues if they have a significant impact on the
LGBT community.

5. Another concern about the use of interest-group ratings (e.g., HRC scores) is that
by differentiating allies from enemies and attempting to shape members’ behav-
ior to discourage ideological outliers within parties, interest groups produce
skewed measures of legislator preferences (Charnock 2018; Snyder 1992). A
central finding is that groups construct scores “…to distinguish among their
ideological friends” (Brunell et al. 1999, 97). Given the small number of Repub-
lican LGB legislators, this analysis focuses primarily on Democrats. Consequently,
differentiating among allies—in this case, Democrats—is an additional feature of
the use of HRC scores.

6. For example, scores are released before the conclusion of each Congress to
influence voters and therefore legislators’ decisions. Anecdotal reports suggest
that the HRC’s agenda may have been influenced disproportionately by Barney
Frank (D-MA). The results, shown in online appendix B, are robust to his
exclusion.

7. Katie Hill, who was elected to the 116th Congress, is not included because she
resigned during that same Congress, and she is not in our analysis because she
was not issued an HRC score.

8. For a brief overview of CEM, see the discussion in online appendix A.

9. We also used a Nearest Neighbor Matching algorithm and the results were
similar. Results are reported in online appendix D.

10. We do not include constituency opinion about gay rights because we lack opinion
data akin to our dependent variable (i.e., HRC scores) that corresponds to general
support for gay rights for bi-yearly periods.Most questionsmeasuring support for
gay rights are asked intermittently, often about issues that have not come before
Congress, and the data that exist are unavailable at the level of granularity needed
for our analysis (i.e., district level). If bi-yearly opinion data were available, we
could employ multilevel regression and poststratification to impute the district-
level opinion.

11. This measure is based on the percentage of unmarried, same sex, two-person
households in a congressional district and is available starting only in the 109th
Congress.

12. We use the 2008 presidential election results for the 112th Congress (2011–2012)
because 2012 presidential vote share by 2000 US Census districts is unavailable.
Additionally, we employed other measures of district-level ideology from War-
shaw and Tausantovich (2022), but they did not substantively change our results.
See online appendix C for these results.

13. Jim Kolbe’s (R-AZ) HRC score during five Congresses averages 96, whereas the
average Republican’s score is approximately 15. The results are also robust to
Barney Frank’s (D-MA) exclusion.

14. Because we have a directional hypothesis, the 90% confidence interval corre-
sponds to p<0.05 using a one-tailed test. The standard errors are calculated using
weights from the CEM algorithm to ensure that after weighting we have the same
number of treated and control units within each strata.

15. In figure 2, the coefficient for “All Congresses” excludes the 105th and 112th
Congresses becausewe lack comparable data for those Congresses andwewant to
match on the fullest extent of variables possible.

16. We also used a nonparametric test to estimate the probability that we would
observe 12 positive coefficients if the probability of observing a positive result in
any one Congress was 50% (a coin flip). The result is statistically significant
because we observed 12 positive coefficients in 12 trials fewer than five times
in 10,000 (p<0.0005) due to chance alone.

17. As another indicator of theDemocratic Party’smore fulsome acceptance of gay rights,
President Barack Obama announced his support for gay marriage in May 2012.
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