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An analysis of voting patterns in the lower houses of legislatures in nine southern and border
states from 1968 to 1986 shows that the Republican party has benefitted from the use of single-
member districting. The Republican ratio of seats to votes has been consistently higher in single-
member than in multimember districts, though the magnitude of that difference varies considerably
from state to state. The Republican seats/votes ratio in particular types of districts varies from state
to state, however, depending on several other variables such as the size of the Republican vote and
those factors that affect the slope of the regression between votes and seats.

Since the mid-1960s there has been an unsteady growth in the number
of Republican seats in southern state legislatures; and in many of these there
has been an increase in the proportion of districts that elect only a single-
member. The purpose of this paper is to test the hypothesis that the Repub-
lican party, because of its minority status, is better able to convert votes into
legislative seats in single-member than in multimember districts. If that is
true, we can conclude that the shift toward single-member districting helps
to explain the growth in the Republican share of legislative seats.

Political scientists have assumed that, if group membership serves as
a voting cue, the use of multimember districts disadvantages the minority
group. Multimember districts afford the majority group a greater likelihood
of sweeping all of the seats in an election than do single-member districts.
Evidence concerning the under-representation of racial minorities in state
legislative elections supports this assumption (Grofman 1981; Grofman and
Handley 1991; Grofman, Migalski and Noviello 1986; Jewell 1980, 1982;
Bullock and Gaddie 1993). However, evidence concerning the impact of
multimember districts on partisan representation is mixed (Walker 1976;
Rosenthal 1981; Niemi, Hill and Grofman 1985; Bullock and Gaddie 1993).

In this paper we focus on southern states because this is the region in
which there have been the most drastic changes from large multimember to
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single-member districts and at the same time major increases in the propor-
tion of seats held by Republicans.

Data and Method

The State Legislative Elections Project under the auspices of the Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) has col-
lected and compiled computer files on legislative elections in the 50 states
for the 1968 to 1986 time period, making possible detailed analysis of legis-
lative elections. The analysis presented in this paper is based on general
election data from nine southern and border states—Georgia, Kentucky,
Maryland, Missouri, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and
Virginia for the 1968 to 1986 time period. (Alabama and Mississippi are
omitted from the analysis because the proportion of seats contested by
Republicans, and particularly the seats won, were substantially lower than
in the other southern states. Louisiana is omitted because its unique non-
partisan election system makes comparison with other states difficult.
Arkansas and Florida are omitted because of data limitations.)

The data analyzed in this paper come from the State Legislative Elec-
tions Project of the ICPSR and more specifically from the candidate-
constituency file. This file provides information on each candidate, including
party membership and the votes cast for the candidate, plus information on
the type of electoral district. Because there are typically a greater number
of house districts than there are senate districts in a state, and because most
state senates follow a staggered election schedule, the analysis will focus
solely on partisan competition in southern state house elections.

Kentucky and Missouri used single-member districts exclusively
throughout the period, and Tennessee almost exclusively. Georgia, Mary-
land, and North Carolina used a combination of multimember and single-
member districts throughout the period. South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia
used a combination of the two types at the start of the twenty-year period,
and shifted to exclusive use of single-member districts at various times
during the period.1

Thus we are able to compare the relationships between Republican
votes and seats in states using different types of districting, and in states
shifting from a mix of districts to exclusive reliance on single-member
districts.

It is important to make clear from the start the limitations of this
analysis. There are differences among the states in the patterns of distribu-
tion of Democratic and Republican voters. Therefore, if Republicans appear
to do better in a state using single-member districts exclusively than in one
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using a mixture, this does not prove that the districting system is the cause
of this advantage. The same point can be made about differences within
states. For example, if the Republicans have more voting strength in
metropolitan areas of a state, and if these areas make greater use of multi-
member districts, we should be cautious about jumping to the conclusion
that multimember districting benefits the Republican party.

The states that have shifted from a mixture of districts to exclusive
reliance on single-member districts offer a better opportunity for compari-
son. If the Republican party were to gain seats after such a change, there
would be more reason to conclude that a change in districting had made the
difference. But it is difficult to control for other variables, such as gains or
losses in Republican voting strength. Moreover, the scope of this analysis
is statewide and not local. If a particular metropolitan county shifts from
multimember to single-member districting, we have not analyzed the result-
ing changes in that county.

In theory, multimember districting hurts a minority party because, in
a given county or cluster of counties, pockets of minority party strength are
overwhelmed by the majority party; the minority party, which might win
some proportion of single-member districts, may win no seats in a large
multimember district. Whether the districting pattern actually has this effect
depends on a number of variables, including the extent of straight-party
voting, the size and geographical concentration of the minority party voting
strength, and the extent of partisan gerrymandering.

The states in this study employed two kinds of multimember districts.
Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia use (or used) what
we call "free-for-all'" multimember districts. Every candidate (of both or all
parties) runs against all of the other candidates. In Georgia and Texas multi-
member districts are divided into positions (or posts), designated 1, 2, 3, or
A, B, C. Candidates must file for a specific position and run against only
the others in that position. (Several of the North Carolina multimember dis-
tricts also used positions in the 1970 election.)

A party’s tactics in running candidates might be affected by the type of
multimember district. In a free-for-all district a minority party might run
fewer candidates to encourage "single-shot" voting and try to elect at least
one. In a district with positions, there is no tactical advantage to running
fewer candidates.

It is common knowledge that, in legislatures with single-member dis-
tricts, the majority party normally wins a proportion of seats greater than its
proportion of votes, and this advantage should be larger as the size of the
majority increases. The minority party wins seats only because it has major-
ity strength in some districts. In theory, the majority party should have an
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even greater ratio of seats to votes in multimember districts because pockets
of minority party strength are swallowed up by the majority. (This would
obviously be less true if the minority party held a majority in some
multimember districts.) Thus, if we can calculate the ratio of seats to votes
for each party in both types of districts, we should be able to determine
whether this ratio varies by district type, though we may be cautious is
asserting that the differences are caused by the different types of districts
used.

It is difficult, however, to determine what rules to follow in calculating
the votes cast for the candidates of a party in free-for-all multimember dis-
tricts, particularly when one or both of the parties runs fewer candidates
than the number of seats in the district. In such instances, voters are per-
mitted to vote for as many candidates as there are seats to be filled, though
they may not choose to cast that many. Therefore, we must use some
method for averaging these votes rather than adding them together, in order
to estimate the vote cast for each party. In calculating a party’s votes we
must not double-count or triple-count those voters who can vote two or three
times.

We have used two different methods for calculating these averages in
free-for-all multimember districts. First, we have divided the number of
votes for a party’s candidates by the number of its candidates running in the
district. The purpose is to provide a more accurate measure of the party’s
voting strength in each district, and ultimately in the state. This assumes that
voting strength is a meaningful concept and that, faced with less than a full
slate of candidates, many partisans will reduce the number of votes they cast
rather than cross party lines.

Secondly, we have divided each party’s vote by the number of seats in
the multimember district. This describes reality better if party allegiance is
weak and most voters choose to use all of their votes. It can also be argued
that this method of calculation is a more accurate measure of the votes
actually cast, as distinct from partisan voting strength. We will employ both
methods in the analysis of free-for-all multimember districts.

For each state and each election year from 1968 through 1986 we have
calculated the proportion of seats won by each party and the proportion of
votes cast for the legislative candidates of each party, and these data are also
broken down by the type of district. (There are ten elections for most states,
eleven in Virginia, nine in Kentucky, five in Maryland, and data are avail-
able for only eight elections in North Carolina.) (We have omitted a very
small number of multimember districts in Tennessee in 1968 and 1970
because the numbers are too small for useful analysis.)
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Translating Votes Into Seats

Table 1 shows the ratio between the proportions of Republican seats
and of Republican votes by state, type of district, and time period. The time
periods are divided into two equal parts except in states where there was a
major shift in the proportion of single-member seats; the time periods are
before and after that shift.

Effects of Districting

For the states as a whole, the ratio of the proportion of Republican
seats to votes is considerably higher in single-member than in free-for-all
multimember districts (measured either way), and it is lowest in the multi-
member districts that use positions (Table 1). But, because Republican
strength varies considerably from state to state and from time to time, it is
more meaningful to examine differences in the individual states for
comparable periods.

In both Georgia and Texas, the Republican ratio was considerably
higher in single-member than in than in multimember position districts. In
both states Republican candidates won both a larger share of the vote and
fewer seats in multimember than in single-member districts. In North Caro-
lina the Republican ratio was much lower in multimember position districts,
but these were used only one year.

The contrasts between types of districts are less well defined in the
states that have used both single-member and free-for-all multimember dis-
tricts. This is partly because we have used two methods to define the Repub-
lican proportion of votes in these multimember districts. The use of the total
number of seats in a district, instead of the number of Republican candi-
dates, as the divisor reduces the party’s proportion of votes and thus in-
creases the Republican ratio of seats to votes.

In Maryland the Republican ratio is much higher in single-member dis-
tricts, but there are so few of these (10% or fewer of such seats) that the
differences are less important. Moreover, the proportion of the Republican
vote was higher in single-member districts, which helps to explain the
higher ratios. In North Carolina the Republican ratio is higher in single-
member districts than in free-for-all multimember districts, but the differ-
ences are modest, and are even smaller when the district seats are used to
calculate the Republican share of the vote. Moreover, the proportion of
members elected in single-member districts was eight percent or less until
the 1982 election.
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Table 1. Ratio of Republican Seats to Votes, by State,
Type of District, and Time Period

Multimember
Single- Multimember Free-for-all*
States All Member Position Candidate Seats
Kentucky 678 678 (100)
1969-75 623 623
1977-86 122 722
Missouri 167 767 (100)
1968-76 173 773
1978-86 761 761
Tennessee 943 943 (100)
1968-76 989 989
1978-86 800 .800

Georgia 545 629 452
1968-72 503 693 (42) 454 (58)

1974-86 560 614 (78) 451 (22)

Texas 534 621 .166
1968-74 319 481 (61) 166 (39)

1976-86 677 677 (100) -

Maryland .363 579 332 387
1970-78 341 591 (7) .306 (93) .361
1982-86 397 561 (10) 371 (90) 426

Virginia 770 833 .688 .768
1969-81 122 791 (26) .688 (74) .768
1982-87 .854 .854 (100) - -

S. Carolina 623 678 402 512
1968-72 .390 .000 (15) 402 (85) 512
1974-86 122 722 (100) -

N. Carolina 464 .613 .066 468 550
1970-76 .382 503  (8) 066 (12) 411 (80) 496
1978-84 545 678 (16) - 522 (84) .603

All States .652 687 335 508 579

The numbers in parentheses show the proportion of members elected in each type of district.

*In this and other tables, in free-for-all multimember districts, the proportion of Republican seats
is divided, in the first column, by the number of Republican candidates and, in the second column,
by the number of seats in the district.
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During the three elections in which South Carolina used multimember
districts (for most seats) the proportion of the vote in these districts
(however measured) was greater than in single-member districts; the party
won a modest number of multimember seats, compared to none in single-
member districts. When the state shifted entirely to single-member districts
in 1974, however, the Republican ratio became much higher than it had
been in the multimember districts in the earlier period. In the 1974-86
elections Republican candidates never gained as large a proportion of the
vote as they had done in multimember districts in 1970 and 1972 (measured
by either method); but their share of seats in the later period was higher
than in those early elections. This comparison over time suggests that in
South Carolina the shift to single-member districts helped the Republican
party.

In Virginia, during the period when both kinds of districts were used,
the Republican ratio was higher in single-member districts, but the differ-
ence becomes very small when Republican votes are calculated on the basis
of district seats. During most of the 1969-81 period, a fourth or fewer of the
seats were in single-member districts. During that period, Republicans won
a larger proportion of the vote (by either calculation) in multimember dis-
tricts, but Republican candidates in single-member districts increased their
share of both votes and seats in the 1977-81 elections. In the 1982-87 elec-
tions, with only single-member districts in use, the Republican ratio was
higher than it had been in either type of district previously.

Because minor party legislative candidates were particularly strong in
the 1969-75 Virginia elections, Republican and Democratic votes are calcu-
lated as a percentage of the vote for all parties (not just the vote for major
parties as in the other states). Although the minor party candidates won a
few seats, most votes were wasted; this results in an increase in the
seats/votes ratio of both major parties.

Effects of VVariations in Contested Elections

The seats/votes ratio in all states is also affected by the proportion of
seats that the Republican party contests. There is a positive correlation
between the proportion of seats the Republicans contest and the proportion
they win, but it is a relatively modest .566.

If only contested races are measured, the Republican party’s share of
both seats and votes increases; some increase in its seats/votes ratio might
be expected. We have looked at the Republican seats/votes ratio in those
single-member districts that were contested by both parties. (This excludes
a substantial number of seats uncontested by Democrats, particularly in
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Kentucky, Tennessee, and Missouri, and in other states in the most recent
years). We examine only single-member districts because many multi-
member districts are partially contested. (Virginia is excluded because of the
large number of third-party candidates.)

The Republican ratio of seats to votes in single-member districts aver-
ages .06 higher in contested races, but there is some variation among the
states. The ratio is actually very slightly lower in contested districts in two
states, Maryland and Missouri, that have the highest proportion of seats
contested by Republicans (though Maryland has a very small number of
single-member districts). In Tennessee, the very high Republican ratio of
.943 increases to 1.034 in contested races, where the party actually won a
majority of seats. The largest difference is in Georgia, where the Repub-
licans contested the fewest seats; the ratio increases from .629 to .788 in
contested seats.

If the Republican party contests a large number of seats where it gets
relatively few votes and has no chance of winning, it is wasting votes and
its ratio of seats to votes should be lower. Alternatively, if the Republican
party targets districts more carefully and discourages candidates from run-
ning in hopeless seats, it should get fewer total votes but a higher ratio of
seats to votes. In recent years, in states such as Texas and South Carolina,
the Republican party has been improving its seats/votes ratio in single-
member districts, winning seats faster that it has increased the number of
candidates, which suggests a policy of more careful targeting.

Table 2. Comparison of Republican Seats/VVotes Ratios in All
Single-Member Districts and in Those Contested by Both Parties

Percentage of

Single-Member Districts Seats Contested
States All Contested Difference By Republicans
Kentucky 678 .695 017 57.7
Missouri 767 .759 -.008 71.8
Tennessee 943 1.034 091 63.6
Georgia 629 .788 .159 27.8
Texas .621 713 .092 45.5
Maryland 579 567 -.012 80.7
S. Carolina 678 750 .072 36.6

N. Carolina 613 687 074 69.0
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Other Causes of Interstate Variation

We would expect to find variations among the states in the ratio of
Republican seats to votes that can not be explained by differences in
districting. In seeking explanations of interstate variations within each type
of district, we will examine the results of regression analyses (Table 3) and
estimate how many seats Republican legislators would win if the party got
50% of the vote (Table 4).

The larger the proportion of the total statewide legislative vote won by
a party, the larger its ratio of seats to votes should be. A party that gets
two-thirds of the votes in a state, for example, would be expected to win a
substantially larger proportion of seats. On the other hand, a party winning

Table 3. Regression of Republican Percentage of Seats on
Percentage of Votes: Intercept and Slope

Multimember

Single- Multimember Free-for-all*
States All Member Position Candidate Seats
Kentucky Intercept 13.045
Slope 313
Missouri Intercept 5.092
Slope .646
Tennessee Intercept -19.768
Slope 1.407
Georgia Intercept 435 5.337
Slope 615 242
Texas Intercept -10.635 -32.428
Slope 1.023 1.112
Maryland Intercept -2.498 6.111 2.702
Slope 642 153 294
Virginia Intercept -4.105 33.564 25.184
Slope 967 -.231 -.005
S. Carolina Intercept -3.937 -3.922 943
Slope 913 563 441
N. Carolina Intercept -21.642 -51.006 -23.619
Slope 1.177 1.919 1.322
All States Intercept -5.899 7.823 -9.756
Slope 913 .046 815
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Table 4. Percentage of Seats Republican Party Would Gain If it Won
50 Percent of Seats, by State and Type of District

Types of Districts-------------m--mn---
Multimember

Single- Multimember Free-for-all*
States All Member Position Candidate Seats
Kentucky 29
Missouri 42
Tennessee 51
Georgia 31 17
Texas 41 23
Maryland 30 14 17
Virginia 44 22 25
S. Carolina 42 24 31
N. Carolina 37 45 42
All States 40 10 31 34

less than a third of the vote might win a much smaller share of seats because
most of its votes are wasted in districts where it loses.

If a political party’s share of seats increases faster than its share of
votes, this phenomenon might take either of two forms. If the relationship
is linear, the gain would be at a steady rate; if it is curvilinear, the rate
would increase as the share of votes grows. For example, in a linear rela-
tionship, if the intercept were -15 and the slope were 1.3, the party would
get 24% of the seats for 30% of the vote, 50% for 50%, and 76% of the
seats for 70% of the vote. If the relationship were curvilinear, the party
might get only 18% of the seats with a 30% vote, 50% for 50%, and 95%
with 70% of the seats, for example.

The Republican party did not win a majority of votes or of seats in any
of the states for any of the elections covered in this study. Therefore, we
would not expect the Republican seats/votes ratio to approach 1.0 in any
state. But we might expect to find that the ratio was higher, controlling for
type of district, in those states where the average Republican percentage of
the vote was higher.

The four states with the highest Republican ratios of seats to votes (for
all districts and for single-member ones) are (in order) Tennessee, Virginia,
Missouri, and Kentucky. If we exclude two states, Maryland and North
Carolina, with very few single-member districts, the three states with the
highest average proportion of Republican votes in single-member districts
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highest average proportion of Republican votes in single-member districts
are Tennessee, Missouri, and Kentucky, in that order. (The high ratio in
Virginia results in part from the substantial number of votes cast for third
party candidates.) South Carolina, with the smallest average proportion of
Republican votes has the lowest Republican ratio.

A scattergram of single-member districts in all states shows that the
relationship is roughly a linear one (with an intercept of -5.899, a slope of
913, and a correlation of .890) (Table 3). At the top of the slope are
several Tennessee elections, including three in which the share of seats
equalled or slightly exceeded the share of votes. The slope for Tennessee
single-member districts is 1.407, and the regression indicates that the
Republicans could win 51 % of the seats with 50% of the vote—the highest
proportion for any of the district systems in any state. There is an additional
explanation for the unusually high Republican ratio in Tennessee. The
Republicans won slightly more than half of the contested races in Tennessee,
but less than one-third of the uncontested races. Over 60% of Democratic
victories came in uncontested seats, where the Republican party was not
wasting votes, and thus the Democrats did not enjoy as large a seats/votes
ratio as the majority party would normally gain.

Also high on the slope are several Missouri elections; but the slope is
only .646, and 50% of the vote would win only 42% of seats. In several
Virginia elections the Republican share of single-member seats came close
to the share of votes, even though the latter was one-third or less, partly
because of the large number of wasted third-candidate votes; the slope was
967, and Republicans could win 44% of seats by winning half the votes.
Although Kentucky Republicans averaged 36% of the vote (and ranged from
32 to 45%), there was little relationship between the share of seats and of
votes; the slope was only .312, the correlation only .536; and half the votes
would produce only 29% of seats.

Near the bottom of the slope are some of the early single-member dis-
trict elections in South Carolina and Texas and most of the Georgia elec-
tions, in which the Republican proportion of the vote was quite low. When
the Republican vote began to grow in South Carolina and Texas, there were
substantial increases in seats, as the size of the slopes indicate, and each
party could win over 40% of the seats with half the vote. By contrast,
growth in seats was limited in Georgia.

When we examine the scattergrams for free-for-all multimember dis-
tricts, as a whole (using both methods of measurement), we find that the
slopes are smaller than in single-member districts, indicating that increases
in votes produced smaller gains in seats. The correlations are also smaller
(.610 and .669 by the two measurements, compared to .890 for single-
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member districts). The pattern of seats and votes is quite different for the
various states. In North Carolina both the slope and correlation are high. It
is the only state in which the Republicans would win over 40% of the multi-
member seats if it could get 50% of the vote. In South Carolina (which had
only three elections with multimember seats), the slope is much more
modest though the correlation is high. In Virginia the slope is slightly
negative but the correlations are so low as to make the relationship almost
meaningless (in sharp contrast to the high correlation in the state’s single-
member districts). Finally, in Maryland the slope is positive but nearly flat
and the correlations are weak; this is compatible with a very low ratio of
Republican seats to votes, and a very low projected share of seats if the
party got half the vote.

The Republican seats/votes ratio is lowest in multimember districts with
positions (.335), but the small number of elections (mostly in Georgia)
makes analysis more difficult. In Georgia the slope is very small, and thus
a win of half the votes would only produce one-sixth of the seats for Repub-
licans. The ratio of seats to votes had not improved in recent years. In the
first two Texas elections the Republicans averaged eight percent of seats for
36% of the vote; in the next two they won no seats with an average of
29.5% of the vote. The result was a minuscule .166 ratio of seats to votes.

Conclusions

The Republican ratio of seats to votes in southern and border states has
been consistently higher in single-member than in multimember districts. In
those states that have used both single-member and multimember districts,
the Republican ratio has been higher in single-member districts, and in those
states that abandoned multimember districts during the period covered there
has also been an increase in the Republican seats/votes ratio.

The differences in the Republican ratios between the two types of dis-
tricts is particularly striking in Georgia and Texas, the two states using
multimember districts with positions. In South Carolina the shift to the
exclusive use of single-member districts seems clearly to have contributed
to a large increase in the Republican seats/votes ratio. In Maryland, the im-
portance of a relatively large contrast between types of districts is reduced
because very few seats (10% or fewer) were in multimember districts. In the
other two states, North Carolina and Virginia, the contrasts between the two
districting systems are more modest.

In these two states where the contrasts are smallest, they almost vanish
when the Republican proportion of the vote is calculated using the number
of seats (not Republican candidates) in each district. The problem of making
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this calculation is not just a methodological one; it raises a question of just
what we mean by a party’s vote in a free-for-all multimember district. There
is really no "right" or "wrong" answer, particularly in the absence of infor-
mation about how many votes minority-party loyalists cast when their party
runs less than a full slate of candidates.

Variations among the states in the Republican seats/votes ratio can be
explained by several factors other than the type of districts used. States with
a higher proportion of Republican votes, like Tennessee and Missouri, have
higher Republican ratios, while the lower proportion of Republican votes in
states like South Carolina and Georgia contributes to a lower ratio. There
are interstate differences in the distribution of Democratic and Republican
voters and the pattern of contested seats. These contribute to considerable
differences in the size of the slope, when Republican votes are regressed
against seats. And this obviously affects how large a share of seats the
Republicans get when they begin to make electoral gains.

There is evidence that in recent years both political parties in southern
and border states have become more selective in the seats they contest
(Jewell and Breaux 1990). We need to learn more about how districting
patterns affect these decisions on running candidates. We need more
research on split-ticket voting in multimember districts, particularly in the
South (see Niemi, Hill and Grofman 1985, and Niemi, Jackman, and
Winsky 1991). Virtually nothing is known about voting patterns and the
number of votes cast in multimember districts when one party runs an
incomplete set of candidates (see Niemi, Jackman, and Winsky 1991).

NOTES

Data for this paper come from the State Legislative Elections Project and were
made available by the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research. The
Consortium bears no responsibility for the analysis or interpretations presented here.

Tennessee and Georgia made some use of floterial districts during this time period.
A floterial district is one that encompasses or overlaps two or more smaller districts. The
floterial district and the districts it overlaps may be either single- or multimember. Since
there are so few of these districts, and since they overly complicate the task of calculat-
ing the number of votes cast in a district, they are excluded from our analysis.
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