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e demonstrate the surprising benefits of legislative redistricting (including partisan

gerrymandering) for American representative democracy. In so doing, our analysis

resolves two long-standing controversies in American politics. First, whereas some
scholars believe that redistricting reduces electoral responsiveness by protecting incumbents, others,
that the relationship is spurious, we demonstrate that both sides are wrong: redistricting increases
responsiveness. Second, while some researchers believe that gerrymandering dramatically increases
partisan bias and others deny this effect, we show both sides are in a sense correct. Gerrymandering
biases electoral systems in favor of the party that controls the redistricting as compared to what would
have happened if the other party controlled it, but any type of redistricting reduces partisan bias as
compared to an electoral system without redistricting. Incorrect conclusions in both literatures
resulted from misjudging the enormous uncertainties present during redistricting periods, making
simplified assumptions about the redistricters’ goals, and using inferior statistical methods.

n 1982, the Michigan Supreme Court imposed a
Iredistricting plan on their state that was generally

believed to favor the Republicans. The Democrats’
alternative measure had to pass the legislature with a
two-thirds vote, which was difficult even though they
had a majority in both houses. Democratic leaders
tried to sneak through the legislation by gutting the
contents, but not the title, of an irrelevant bill at the
last minute and inserting redistricting legislation. The
Republicans discovered this ploy, making the situa-
tion extremely tense. In the heat of the long debate
during this midnight session, a Democratic senator
collapsed. Paramedics were called in, but he refused
to leave the Senate floor before the vote. In a classic
case of political hardball, a Republican senator used
parliamentary procedure to delay the vote by insist-
ing that the legal description of all 148 legislative
districts and their boundaries be read into the record.
Despite his failing health, the Democratic senator
stayed through the entire reading, and his party won
the vote.’

During the Illinois redistricting process,

Republican state Senator Mark Rhoads believed he had
the Democratic votes needed to pass a GOP map in the
Senate. In a rare Sunday legislative session Rhoads
became outraged over the parliamentary tactics em-
ployed by [Senator] Rock to delay a vote on reapportion-
ment. Unable to control his anger, Rhoads attempted to
charge the podium and get at Rock. However, before he
reached the burly Senate president, Democratic down-
state Senator Sam Vadalabene sucker-punched Rhoads
with a right to the jaw. According to eyewitness Al
Manning of the State Journal Register, “for a moment it
looked as though both benches were going to empty,”
but, with the television cameras grinding, the combat-
ants were pulled apart. Later in the day, Rock eventually
called the remap bill and with total party unity the
Democrats passed out their own bill, thus assuring a
reapportionment deadlock. (Green 1982, 32)
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These are among the most colorful recent redistrict-
ing stories, but they accurately portray the intensity
of the partisan conflict in many such processes
throughout the United States. From George Wash-
ington’s first presidential veto to the present day,
redistricting issues have been extremely controversial
at every level of government. Most redistrictings are
contested in state and federal court cases heard so
late that there is insufficient time to follow the usual
rules of discovery, evidence, or due process. In total,
legislative redistricting is one of the most conflictual
forms of regular politics in the United States short of
violence.

While partisan and bipartisan redistricting plans
can protect incumbents, they only protect some of
those who survive the redistricting process—and
many do not survive. Indeed, most incumbent poli-
ticians would give an awful lot to avoid redistricting
altogether. After all, they are fighting over the fun-
damental rules of the game (fights that might well
have been concluded at the founding of the republic)
and for their own political survival. As a result,
redistricting creates enormous levels of uncertainty,
an extremely undesirable situation for any sitting
politician. Indeed, because the costs of the political
fight frequently outweigh the benefits of government
service during redistricting, incumbents dispropor-
tionately choose to retire at this time.?

Some scholars assume that those who draw the
district lines are motivated by incumbent protection,
whereas others believe the motivation is partisan
advantage, but even the briefest discussion with
participants in the process indicates that redistricters
are concerned with both. Indeed, these are often
competing goals: incumbents are often forced to give
up votes (hence electoral safety) in order to increase
the number of legislative seats their party is likely to
capture. The tension between the goals of individual
and partisan advantage creates yet additional uncer-
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tainty about the outcome of a redistricting. Since
political party gain is the most predictable common
ground for otherwise competing incumbents, party
advantage will often take precedence over individual
incumbents’ advantage in the ultimate political com-
promise represented by a redistricting plan.

Moreover, not only do redistricters attempt to
maximize the competing goals of incumbency protec-
tion and partisan advantage, but incumbency protec-
tion is itself composed of competing goals: winning
the general election and winning (or avoiding) the
primary election. These goals conflict because adding
too many of a legislator’s political party members to
his or her district (hence piling up expected votes in
the general election) might leave the incumbent vul-
nerable to a now larger opposition faction within his
or her party primary.’

In addition to the high levels of political conflict
and uncertainty and the conflicting goals of those
who draw the district lines, the entire process in-
cludes several severe legal and political constraints.
These include the requirements of equal population,
contiguity, compactness, minority representation,
maintaining communities of interest, not splitting
local subdivisions, and especially protecting some
incumbents, all within the context of complicated
local geography. Other constraints are much less
widely recognized but no less important to incum-
bents, such as the inclusion of the right political
contributors, the exclusion of prospective challeng-
ers, and the keeping of each favored incumbent’s
several district offices within the district.*

Thus, in our view, the key to understanding the
effects of redistricting is to view redistricters as trying
to achieve consensus among-—or impose a solution
on-—incumbents who are operating in an extremely
uncertain environment and attempting to reconcile at
least three competing goals: to maximize their prob-
ability of winning or avoiding a party primary, to win
a general election (conditional on winning the prima-
ry), and to increase their political party’s seat advan-
tage. The resulting redistricting plan is usually a
compromise, heavily influenced by numerous formal
and informal constraints, which generally weights
the political party’s overall seat advantage most
heavily.®

We shall evaluate, and then resolve, two important
scholarly disagreements about the effects of legisla-
tive redistricting on two features of American demo-
cratic electoral systems: electoral responsiveness and
partisan bigs. Both sides in each debate are inconsis-
tent with part of the substance of redistricting as just
portrayed. The results of our analyses define and
establish new positions. They do not fully support
either side in what were previously portrayed as
either/or debates but are consistent with the political
substance of legislative redistricting discussed here.
Our empirical analysis also succeeds by using more
powerful methods, more accurate information about
more redistricting plans, and dozens of times more
data than have heretofore been brought to bear on
these problems. Our empirical results have important
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counterintuitive policy implications, since, in total,
they imply that the existence of legislative redistrict-
ing—and even partisan-controlled gerrymandering—
has beneficial effects on American electoral systems,
increasing electoral responsiveness and reducing par-
tisan bias.

THE SCHOLARLY DEBATE AND
PROPOSED RESOLUTIONS

We shall begin by introducing the scholarly debates,
proposing resolutions, and overviewing our empiri-
cal results.

Electoral Responsiveness

Electoral responsiveness is the degree to which the
partisan composition of the legislature responds to
changes in voter preferences. Although closely re-
lated concepts exist—including the competitiveness
of the electoral system, the probability that an incum-
bent will lose a reelection bid, the frequency of
marginal seats, and the swing ratio—we find electoral
responsiveness (which we shall define precisely later)
to be the most direct representation of the relevant
theoretical concept of interest.®

Political scientists have typically taken two contra-
dictory positions about the effect of redistricting on
the responsiveness of an electoral system. One set of
scholars maintain that partisan and bipartisan redis-
tricting plans reduce electoral responsiveness. For
example, Cain writes, “Because incumbents tend to
be risk averse—no margin of safety is too much—the
result [of a bipartisan redistricting plan] is greater
electoral inefficiency and more noncompetitive seats”
(1985, 321). Mayhew (1971} and Tufte (1973) also
argue that bipartisan redistricting plans are primarily
incumbent protection, hence reducing responsive-
ness of legislative seats to citizen votes. Owen and
Grofman (1988) show theoretically that optimal parti-
san redistricting plans should also produce a less
responsive electoral system. A different position has
been argued by another group of scholars: ““Redis-
tricting has no influence at all on the swing ratio”
(Ferejohn 1977; see also Burnham 1974).

This is an important scholarly debate, but neither
position is fully consistent with our prior qualitative
knowledge. For example, although some incumbents
benefit from redistricting, all (or even most) do not.
Many of the incumbents of the party not in control of
the process will lose support even if they are not
actually paired into the same districts. Some will
intentionally reduce their general election support in
order to avoid a primary. Moreover, because of
geographic constraints, redistricting even hurts some
incumbents of the party in control. Improving the
partisan composition of a district for one incumbent
requires modifying the neighboring district bound-
aries, and neighboring districts are not always con-
veniently open seats or held by opposition party
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members. As a result, in addition to interparty com-
petition, redistricting frequently creates intraparty
competition among rational officeholders seeking to
maximize their probability of reelection: “[The]
scrambling of incumbents can have momentous im-
portance for the election that follows the redistrict-
ing” (Cain 1985, 331).

How could redistricting have no effect on—or even
reduce—electoral responsiveness when it loosens the
hold of many incumbents of both parties on their
electoral constituencies and reduces their chances of
reelection? In fact, our empirical results indicate that
both prevailing positions in the literature are incor-
rect. Redistricting (whether partisan or bipartisan)
tends, on average, to increase electoral responsiveness
(see also Campagna and Grofman 1990; King 1989).
Redistricting does this by shaking up the political
system and creating high levels of uncertainty for all
participants. Moreover, when redistricters draw lines
by jointly maximizing the advantages to their party
and their incumbents, they create additional uncer-
tainty and also produce a direct increase in respon-
siveness by attempting to gain partisan advantage by
creating more districts with smaller likely victory
margins.

Partisan Bias

Partisan bias is the degree to which an electoral system
unfairly favors one political party in the translation
of statewide (or nationwide) votes into the partisan
division of the legislature. Politicians, journalists,
some judges, and many political scientists believe
that political parties in control of redistricting pro-
duce sizable effects on the degree of partisan bias in
the electoral system (see Abramowitz 1983; Born
1985; Cranor, Crawley, and Sheele 1989; Erikson
1972; Gopoian and West 1984; Hacker 1963; Niemi
and Winsky 1992). This results in important political
consequences. For example, Robert Dixon insists,
“Apportionment and districting decisions are pri-
mary determinants of the quality of representative
democracy” (1968, 14). As a state legislator explained
to one of us, “Control of redistricting here is worth
$50 billion—the value of the state’s budget per year
for ten years.”

In contrast, much recent work in political science
has found relatively minor partisan effects of redis-
tricting (Bullock 1975; Campagna and Grofman 1990;
Ferejohn 1977; Glazer, Grofman, and Robbins 1987;
Scarrow 1982). Cain argues that “even the most
egregious partisan gerrymanders do not ‘lock-in” one
party’s control over the state: Districting only affects
control of a few seats, and it can be rendered mean-
ingless by large state or national shifts in voting
patterns’ (1985, 226). Niemi and Jackman conclude
that “as in the congressional case, redistricting of
state legislatures is less subject to partisan gerryman-
dering and resulting partisan bias than popular com-
mentary would suggest” (1991, 198).

Thus, one side holds that gerrymanderers draw
district lines in order to maximize only their party’s
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seat advantage and have a large and lasting effect,
while the other argues that whatever gerrymanderers
maximize, they have only a small or transitory effect.
Paradoxically, we find that both sides in this debate
are correct. The disagreement appears to lie in a
difference over the precise causal question asked.
From the perspective of a close observer of the
process and the first group of scholars, redistricting
certainly has a partisan “effect”, but this effect is de-
fined (implicitly) as the consequence of Democratic-
controlled versus bipartisan- or Republican-con-
trolled redistricting. The causal effect of interest to
this first group is the difference between bias in the
electoral system when redistricting is controlled by
Democrats versus Republicans (although obviously
only one kind of redistricting is observed at any one
time). Any good politician knows the consequences
of letting the opposition party draw the district
boundaries. We find that the difference here is as
predicted: on average, redistricting favors the party
that draws the lines more than if the other party were
to draw the lines. In fact, the effect is substantial and
fades only very gradually over the following 10 years.

The second group of scholars in this debate finds
no “effects,” or else finds effects that disappear
quickly over time. It appears that the causal question
asked by this group is distinct from the first, focusing
not on the difference between Democratic- and Re-
publican-controlled redistricting but on the difference
between the consequences of redistricting versus no
redistricting. We find that on average, redistricting
(either partisan or bipartisan) actually reduces the
degree of bias as compared to no redistricting. Most
of the especially effective partisan gerrymanders take
a political system severely biased in favor of one party
and make it slightly biased in favor of the other,
hence reducing the overall bias. This result does not
contradict the position of the first group, since parti-
san plans do favor the party in control compared to
bipartisan plans, but they all reduce the overall
degree of bias compared to what would have been if
no redistricting had occurred. We now turn to the
evidence for our claims.

DATA

Our data include every individual-level district elec-
tion from every state legislative lower house in the
United States that elected its members from solely
single-member districts in any election from 1968 to
1988. These data span 30 state legislatures, 60 redis-
trictings (with 1, 2, or 3 per state), 267 statewide
elections, and 29,679 district-level elections, in total
providing a much wider and more detailed base for
comparative empirical analysis than has been previ-
ously brought to bear on these problems.”
Furthermore, in order to assess the effects of redis-
tricting, we must determine when redistrictings occur
and whether each redistricting plan was Democratic-
controlled, Republican-controlled, or bipartisan.® Un-
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fortunately, adequate information about state redis-
tricting processes have never been compiled. Sources
such as Hardy, Heslop, and Anderson 1981 and
Cortner 1970 and numerous court cases provide valu-
able but insufficient information. Previous studies of
political gerrymandering either analyze a single case
or a few cases in depth (e.g., Cain 1984; King 1989;
Scarrow 1982) or use only indirect evidence of parti-
san control of redistricting (see Morrill 1990 for a
partial exception). For example, Erikson (1972), Born
(1985), and King and Browning (1987) infer control of
redistricting processes indirectly by noting the party
that controlled the state legislature and governorship,
with special rules to deal with court challenges and
other exceptions. (If one party controlled all three,
the plan was assumed to have been gerrymandered
by that party; if control was split, they concluded the
plan was bipartisan.) This inferential procedure has
the advantage of being easy to implement and is
often correct, but it is misleading in many cases. For
example, some state constitutions give control of
redistricting to bipartisan commissions, regardless of
who controls the government. In other states, the
courts have at times implemented the minority par-
ty’s redistricting plan (on grounds other than political
gerrymandering but presumably with the same ef-
fect). And in all states, creative maneuvers by politi-
cians, using techniques such as court challenges and
legislative impasses, can cause redistricting to occur
at times other than immediately following the decen-
nial censuses. Using these indirect methods causes
many redistrictings to be missed and many of those
not missed to be misclassified.

To avoid problems with existing measures, we
conducted an in-depth study of each redistricting
process in every state. We mailed a questionnaire to
every state legislature, requesting the names and
party affiliations of all individuals who participated in
the redistricting process, the official and unofficial
rules of the apportionment and districting process,
copies of the final redistricting bills, and certain
district maps. We then interviewed state election
officials, state court justices, commission members,
attorneys, academics, legislators, and political party
officials, as well as looking at many state newspapers
and scholarly literature. Throughout, the goal was to
gauge the intention, rather than the perceived effect,
or publicly stated goal, of a particular redistricting
plan. Regardless of whether the redistricting was
implemented by a legislature, a governor, a commis-
sion, or a court, we categorized each plan by its
partisan intention. We finished collecting the redis-
tricting data before calculating any estimates from our
electoral data to eliminate possible coder-induced
endogeneity (in fact, an early version of our data
were used almost three years ago; see Niemi and
Jackman 1991). From this information, we identified
60 redistrictings and classified each as Democratic-
controlled, Republican-controlled, or bipartisan.9 The
states, years, and classifications of the redistrictings
appear in Appendix B.
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DEFINING AND ESTIMATING
ELECTORAL RESPONSIVENESS AND
PARTISAN BIAS

We estimate electoral responsiveness and partisan
bias in each state legislature, for each of the 267
election years, using the model described by Gelman
and King (1994) and the associated computer pro-
gram. Although we developed this statistical model
to estimate bias and responsiveness in legislative
data, it has numerous other applications. This meth-
odology is briefly summarized in Appendix A. For
each state and election year, we calculate a point
estimate and standard error for electoral responsive-
ness and partisan bias and the same quantities in the
counterfactual situation in which all incumbents sud-
denly retire; we use these for all subsequent analyses.
Results from our numerous auxiliary analyses not
reported here, with alternative measures of these and
related concepts, strongly support our substantive
conclusions described. For each state election in the
data set, our estimates of electoral responsiveness
and partisan bias, along with the number of seats in
the legislative house, appear in Appendix B.

In order to define these concepts more precisely,
we define 7 to be the average Democratic proportion
of the two-party vote across districts in the state
(corrected for uncontested seats; see Gelman and
King 1994 for details) and § to be the Democratic
proportion of the seats in the legislature. We also
account for the effects of differential turnout.’® For
each state’s electoral system in each election year, we
estimate electoral responsiveness and partisan bias.
(We take our definition of these concepts from King
and Gelman 1991, which generalized the definitions
introduced in King and Browning 1987 and King 1989.)

Electoral Responsiveness

We define electoral responsiveness as the change in the
expected seat proportion given a small change in the
vote proportion, from slightly more Democratic than
the average district vote to slightly more Republican
(see King and Browning 1987; Gelman and King
1994). For present purposes, we use a swing of 1% in
each direction from the election outcome: responsive-
ness is the average difference, [E(3/0 + .01) — EG|o —
.01)], divided by the vote swing, .02.!! For example,
a value of responsiveness of 1.0 is (in the absence
of bias) de facto proportional representation. A value
of 2.0 (approximately the average value across all
the data we analyze) indicates that a 1% increase in
the average district vote share for Democratic candi-
dates statewide will produce a 2% increase in the
Democratic share of the state legislature. Scholars of
American politics almost uniformly take the norma-
tive position that higher values of responsiveness
indicate a healthier democracy (e.g., Ferejohn 1977).
(In stark contrast, scholars from most other countries
prefer proportional representation and therefore
lower values of responsiveness nearer 1.0; a valuable
















































