Grofman, Bernard, Effects of Multimember Districts on Black Representation in
State Legislatures: A Research Note, Review of Black Political Economy, 14:4
(1986:Spring) p.65

Research Note

EFFECTS OF MULTIMEMBER DISTRICTS ON BLACK
REPRESENTATION IN STATE LEGISLATURES

Bernard Grofiman, Michael Migalski,
and Nicholas Noviello

We look at the most general featuie of multimember districts
(MMDs) as compared to single-member districting (SMD) plans: the
higiier likelihood of submergence of minority voting strength. We
focus on data on black legislative representation between 1977 and
1982 in the 11 states with more than 15% black populations, and
comparc states which use MMDs with those that usc SMDs, We also
examine changes in black representation in states which shifted
from MMDs to SMDs. In addition, for MMD state legislative elec-
tions in cight North Carolina counties between 1978 and 1982, we
examine in detail the nature of minority submergence including the
lack of geographic representativity of the persons elected from
MMBDs. The countics we examine contain four of North Cavolina’s
largest cities and a substantial portion of North Carolina’s black
population. Unlike almost all of the previously published literature
on racial representation in MMDs, our study deals with state legis-
lative races and not local elections.

This article examines the impact of multimember district plans on
black voter representation. Multimember district (MMD) plans typically
allocate the number of representatives to a district in direct proportion to
that district’s population, with each voter eligible to cast as many votes as
there are seats to be filled, and candidates elected on the basis of either
simple plurality or majority runoff provisions. At the municipal level
MMDs are often coupled with a numbered-place system and/or geo-
graphic residence requirement. For state legislatures, however, such re-
quirements are uncommon, with oaly 3 of the 16 states which still use
MMDs having such requirements: Idaho, Maryland, and some of the
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districts in Georgia. In the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s entrance
into the “political ticket” of reapportionment, the constitutionality of
multimember districts has been challenged (especially those which use
numbered places),' and particular MMD plans struck down. While the
courts have repeatedly held MMDs to not be unconstitutional per se? in
areas with substantial minority population and patterns of polarized vot-
ing, MMDs often have been found to have invidious effects on minority
representation and/or to have been adopted or maintained wth the intent
of reducing minority representation.?

In this article we focus on one overriding characteristic of multimember
districts: the tendency of MMDs to submerge the voting strength of racial
minoritiecs. We look at data on black legislative representation in
1977-1982 in the 11 states with more than 15% black population, compar-
ing states which use MMDs with those that use single-member district
plans (SMDs), and also examining black representation in states which
recently shifted from MMDs to SMDs, both before and after the change.
We also take a detailed look at the general features of multimember
district elections in countywide MMD elections to the state house and
state senate in eight North Carolina counties in 1978-1982. These count-
ies contain four of North Carolina’s five largest cities: Raleigh, Charlotte,
Durham, and Winston-Salem. Each countywide MMD had a substantial
black population concentration. In these counties the use of countywide
MMDs was struck down in 1984 as having dilutive effects on the voting
strength of black citizens.* The case findings came under criteria derived
from the new language in Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act, which makes
discriminatory effect, and not just discriminatory purpose, illegal.s

For city councils and county boards the at-large elections (the polar
type of mind contest) is the most common form of election method.® On
the other hand, in state legislatures multimemter districts are becoming
less common, although there are still 16 states which (as of 1984) used
MMBDs for some districts in one or both houses of their legislatures,” In
state lower (upper) houses in 1968, 66% (46%) used some multimember
districts but by 1978 only 40% (26%) did so.? By 1980 the percentages were
further reduced to 38% for state lower houses and 22% for state upper
houses, and by 1984 the percentages were down to 30% for state lower
houses and 14% for state upper houses—Nevada used MMDs for some
districts in the senate but none in the house; Arizona, Georgia, Idaho,
Indiana, Maryland, New Hampshire, New Jersey, South Dakota, and
Washington used MMDs for some districts in the house but none in the
senate, while only Arkansas, North ‘Carolina, North Dakota, Vermont,
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West Virginia, and Wyoming used MMDs for some districts in both
houses. Nonetheless, roughly a quarter of all representatives elected to
state lower chambers are elected from multimember districts, so an analy-
sis of MMDs in state legislative elections remains of considerable impor-
tance.’

In the 1960s the most common reason for the abolition of MMDs was
the need to do so because of legal challenges to county- (or township-)
based apportionment schemes on one-person, one-vote grounds. Since
the early 1970s the Justice Department has strongly discouraged the use of
multimember districts in states with significant racial or linguistic minor-
ity populations in jurisdictions covered by Section 5 of the Voting Rights
Act. As a result, a number of southern states have ceased or nearly ceased
legislative use of MMDs in counties subject to Justice preclearance. For
example, at the insistence of the Justice Department, multimember dis-
tricts in which blacks were a population minority were eliminated in 1982
in almost all of the 40 North Carolina counties that fell under the Section
5 Voting Rights Act preclearance provision. In 1981 the American Bar
Association adopted a resolution urging that pure single-member district-
ing be adopted in both houses of all state legislatures,

BLACK SUBMERGENCE IN MULTIMEMBER DISTRICTS IN STATE
LEGISLATURES, 1977-1982

Multimember districts often act so as to submerge racial or linguistic
(or political) minorities. For MMDs, the “winner-take-all” character of
plurality (or majority run-off) elections creates the strong possibility that
the majority bloc will elect all the representatives from the district, es-
pecially if voting is polarized; whereas the outvoted minority might have
been able to elect some representatives if the multimember district had
been broken up into several single-member districts, especially if minority
strength is geographically concentrated.”® For at-large elections at the mu-
nicipal level this minority submergence feature of multimember districts
is extremely well documented; indeed it is one of the most strongly sub-
stantiated generalizations in political science." However, of the well over
two dozen articles that offer empirical studies of the effects of MMDs on
racial representation, only a handful deal with state legislative elections.!?
While we expect MMDs to have the same dilutive effect on minority
representation at the state level as they do at the local level, the conclusion
is not foregone, since the most thorough study of partisan representation
in MMDs and SMDs in state legislatures finds no overall difference be-
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tween MMDs and SMDs in minority party representation.'® While the
minority party in a given district is often (more than 70% of the time)
shut-out of representation in that district in an MMD election, often
different parties are in the minority in different parts of the state. For the
statc as a whole the effects of MMDs on the different parties often tended
to roughly balance out. In any case, over the entire set of states being
compared, Niemi, Hill, and Grofman find minority representation 1o be
no greater in SMDs than MMDs. 4
Although, Niemi, Hill, and Grofman show that MMDs do not have the
expected dilutive effect on partisan representation in state legislatives, for
racial representation in state legislatures the evidence of the pernicious
effects of MMDs is overwhelming, as we sjhall show below.!s
A review of Southern state legislatures (Jewell, 1980) shows that those
lower houses having a substantial minority of black legislators are ones
that use single-member districts exclusively (or like Georgia use them
in the counties with the greatest black political strength): Alabama,
Georgia, Louisiana, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas. The states
with very few black representatives (in 1980) are all ones using large
multimember districts in metropolitan areas: Arkansas, Florida, Mis-
sissippi, Virginia, and North Carolina, Moreover, in states such as
Texas, Tennessee, Georgia, and Louisiana, there is evidence of a sharp
increase in black representation (and of Mexican-American represen-

tation in Texas) following the shift to single-member districts (Jewell,
1982).16

We have tabulated data on black state legisiative representation in the 11
southern and border states with black populations above 15% as a func-
tion of the predominant type of election method used in the areas of the
state with substantial black population concentrations.” The data in
Table | show that in each of the three years we examined (1977, 1982, and
1983), black state legislators were three times more numerous in those
slates using predominantly single-member districts in areas of black con-
centration than in those states that used predominantly MMDs in areas of
black concentration. (We have omitted Maryland from the summary tab-
ulation at the bottom of Table I because in both the 1970s and 19805
plans, MMDs with a black population majority were created where possi-
ble.)

The evidence is equally clear from before-and-after comparisons. For
example, when Florida switched to single-member districts in 1982, the
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Black Legislative Representation in States with Black Population Over 15%
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number of blacks elected to the legislature increased from 5 to 12, includ-
ing two blacks in the senate for the first time since Reconstruction. '8
Similarly, when Mississippi shifted to single-member districts, the number
of black representatives went from four to 17 (see Table 1), Thus, whether
we look at cross-sectional data or before-and-after longitudinal com-
parisons, the dilutive effect of MMDs on black representation in state
legislatures is indisputable.

Now we turn to a more detailed look at the effects of MMD:s in one
state, North Carolina.

EFFECTS OF MULTIMEMEER DISTRICTS IN EIGHT NORTH
CAROLINA COUNTIES

Submergence

In the MMDs in each of the eight North Carolina counties we examined
(Cabarrus, Durham, Edgecombe, Forsyth, Mecklenburg, Nash, Wake,
Wilson), we found a submergence of minority voting strength.? For each
of the house or senate districts largely or :holly in these eight counties, we
show in Table 2 the number of black representatives elected during the
three elections that took place between 1978 and 1982, hypothetical repre-
sentation proportional to 1982 black population, and the number of con-
tiguous and reasonable compact majority black single-member districts
that were created in each county in the new {mostly single-member dis-
trict) plan adopted in 1984, It is apparent from Table 2 that black repre-
sentation should be substantially improved (especially in the -lower
chamber of the North Carolina legislature) now that MMDs have been
replaced with SMDs in the counties at issue, although in the short run,
1984 election trends left Democrats (both white and black) in a disadvan-
taged position throughout North Carolina. Table 2 provides us the basis
for an explanation of why on balance, MMDs harm black candidates,
When we look at the partisan effects of MMDs, we see that the party that
is in the minority in one area of the state (e.g., Republicans in urban
areas) may be the majority party elsewhere in the state (e.g., in rural and
suburban counties.) In North Carolina black voters in urban areas are
always submerged in county-based white-majority districts. There are no
instances of significant white submergence in majority black county or
multicounty districts, This North Carolina pattern is found elsewhere in
the South and helps account for changes in racial representation following
shifts from MMDs to SMDs shown in Table | above,
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f of elected Potential black representation  # seats proportional to
black representatives  from majority black smds 1980 black population f of seats up
{1978-82) {1978.82) (1978-82) exch election year
Semte
KuckTenburg-Cabarrus 1 3 312 4
Nike 0 0 1,91 3
Durham 0 0 2,28 2
farsyth 0 0 1,44 2
House
Heck lenburg 1 6 6,24 8
Durham k] 3 .33 3
Forsyth 2 3 3.60 5
Edecortie-Wi1son-Kash 0 3 3.4 4
Wale 2 3 4,14 6

Source: Data stipulated in Gingles v. Eduisten (D.C. North Carolina, 1983).

Copyright (c¢) 2000 Bell & Howell Information and Learning Company
Copyright (¢) Transaction Publishers

£85I ul sapuno)
3S0Y} U] FIILIL)) 1A 1BY) SINSI IIGUIIIAI-31BuIS £)LI0fefA] Moelg woy

uonLINaSIIday Nouly [BRuUaled put (Z8-8L61) SN0 BUI[OIE)) 10N WEiF

nejuasaiday Moy pardoIE

I S2A

GQIAIAL 9IBUAS PUE ISROL] BUI{OIE) YJION] Ul

ur s

23d371dVL

O[I21AON] PUE ‘pyS[ESIAl ‘uBIyo1D)

iL



72 The Revien of Black Political Economy/Spring 1986

The Federal District Court in Gingles v, Edmisten accepted the con-
clusion of the plaintiffs’ expert witness testimony that all of the MMD
districts in the cight challenged courtics displayed a pattern of racially
polarized voting that was both statistically and substantively significant.
In the legislative elections in these counties in the period 1978-82 involv-
ing at least one black candidate, correlation coefficients derived from a
precinct level ecological regression of the proportion of votes share re-
ceived by the black candidate(s) on the proportion of black voter registra-
tion ranged from .67 to .98, with almost all above .9.2 Moreover, the
pattern of racially polarized voting was persistent and showed no traces of
erosion, In none of the elections anaty-ed did white voters give any black
candidates more than 50% of their vites—even in general clections in
which there was no contest and/or in which there was a black incumbent;
indeed, in the primaries racial polarization was dramatic, with black can-
didates receiving on average votes from less than 15% of the white electo-
rate. In most elections black voters ranked the black candidate(s) at the
top of their preference order while white voters ranked the black candi-
date(s) at the bottom of their preferencs order. If we look at election-pairs
(primary plus general), in 14 out of 16 such pairs a black candidate whom
black voters would have clected (in either a primary or a general) if the
clectorate were all black would not have been elected if the election had
been left solely up to white voters. The only two exceptions came in
(essentially uncontested) elections with a black incumbent.

The highly polarized voting dramatically diminished black candidacy
and black clection chances. For example, during the period 1970-1982, no
black Republican candidate cver won; and black Democrats were three
times as likely to lose as white Democrats (see Table 3).

Geographic Concentration

A second problem with multimembes districts is that they often lead to
the election of representatives who are not broadly geographically repre-
sentative of the area which they are supposed to represent. Frequently, in
multimember districts, many or all of the representatives will reside
within a limited geographic area, unless there is a rule requiring represen-
tatives to reside in geographically desigaed districts.

In each of the 8 North Carolina counties, the elected representatives in
1978-82 were not broadly geographically representative of their districts,
In particular, areas of heavy black population went almost unrepresented
(sometimes cven when black candidates were elected). In Wake (which
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TABLE 3
Participation in General Elections (% of candidates of each party by race)
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contains the city of Raleigh), Meckienburg (which contains the city of
Charlotte), Durham (which contains the city of Durham), and Forsyth
(which contains the city of Winston-Salem), the residences of all state
legislators (both house and senate) were identified on maps that also
showed equipopulous single-member city council districts (7 in Raleigh, 7
in Charlotte, 6 in Durham, 8 in Winston-Salem).2 (Representatives elec-
ted more than once are counted once for each time they are elected.) In
Wake during the period 1978-82, 22 of 26 representatives had lived in the
city of Raleigh. Of these, none lived in the city council district with sub-
stantial black population, which included 14% of the city population. On
the other hand, 17 of the 22 lived in District E. one of the wealthier white
sections. In Mecklenburg, 22 of 24 representatives had lived in Charlotte,
Of these, none lived in any of the three city council districts with very
substantial black population, which included 42% of the city population
while 11 of 22 lived in District 6, a wealthy white section, Sirnilarly, in
Durham, 11 of the 19 representatives lived in the city of Durham but none
lived in the Durham city council district with substantial black popula-
tion, which included 17% of the city population, while 9 lived in District
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6, a wealthy white section. In Forsyth, 17 of the 21 representatives lived in
the city of Winston-Salem, but onlv 2 lived in one of the 4 city council
districts with substantial black population, which together included 50%
of the city population, while 8 of tke 17 city-dwelling representatives had
residznces in the west ward, one of the wealthier wards.

We believe this pattern of concentrated representation is characteristic
of MMD elections from socioecoromically mixed districts—i.e.,, MMD

representatives live in disproportionate numbers in the wealthy sections
of the districts.23

Campaign Costs

A third problem of multimembcr districts is that they significantly
increase the cost of campaigning by requiring campaigning among a
much larger electorate. This will often work 1o discourage candidates
from racial or linguistic minorities who are less able to afford the cost ofa
large-scale campaign.

While we do not have comparative data on carapaign costs in single-
member vs. multimember districts in the North Carolina legislature from
the counties we examined, we did gather data from the Charlotte City
Council and Raleigh City Council elections of 1979 and 1981. These were
elections which had both a district and an at-large (multimember) compo-
nent. Analysis of this campaign cost data demonstrates that in these two
cities successful multimember district campaigns were roughly twice as
costly as single-member district campaigns for both incumbent and non-
incumbent candidates. Similar conclusions were derived from a some-
what different Mecklenburg County data base by Arrington.

CONCLUSION

The evidence we presented for state legislative elections in the South,
and for North Carolina in particular, provides clear support for the claim
that multimember districts commonly act to strongly reduce the like-
lihood of minority electoral success and to deny minorities an equal
opportunity to achieve political representation of their choice in state
legislative districts as well as in local elections. There are, however, defen-
ders of multimember districts.

The principal arguments used in their favor is that they avoid “ghet-
toization” of political conflict and lead to election of representatives with
a less narrow (and more county-wide) point of view. For example, Bryce
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deplored the increase of single-member district elections apparently oc-
curring at the time, holding them responsible for the decline in quality of
state government. “The area of choice being smaller, inferior men are
chosen.”? Also, it has been argued that a multimember district may actu-
ally advantage a minority group even though it does not facilitate the
actual election of a minority representative,

Assume a black population totalling one quarter of the electorate in a
district electing four representatives. Even though no blacks are likely
to win election to the legislative, each of the four whites will depend in
large part on the black votes. Consequently, black interests, except
where they clash directly with white ones, are likely to be represented
by four members of the legislature. If the multimember district were
split into four, with one of the four predominantly black, then one
black and three white representatives would almost certainly be elec-
ted. But blacks would be concentrated in one district and would have
virtually no leverage on the white legislators. Thus, it is conceivable
that their interests would be represented to a lesser degree.”

However, where voting is already racially polarized and minority electoral
success in existing MMDs precarious and limited (if it exists at all), we do
not find any of these arguments compelling. In effect, they simply justify
continued white political predominance.
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predominantly or exclusively of the same party, the identity of interests among the
group of representatives elected fran an MMD can be expected to be greater than that
which would have arisen had representatives been chosen from distinct districts. Thus,
the set of representatives elected from a given MMD might not fully mirror the views of
all the citizens in the district. In particular, representatives elected from MMDs may be
unresponsive to the minority groups in the district whose candidate(s) have been
defeated. This problem is exacerbated if MMD representatives are geographically unre-
presentative.

24, Arrington, 1983.

25, James Bryce. The American Commonwealth. London: 1839,

26. Alan Rosenthal, Legislative Life: People, Process and Performance in the States
{New York: Harper and Row, 1981), p. 16. A problem with multimember districts not
directly related to any of the above issues, one which to our knowledge has never
previously been raised, is that multimember districts without a numbered-place system
fail to satisfy a criterion which social choice theorists call * vonsistency.” H. Peyton
Young, “An Axiomatization of the Borda Rule,” Journal of Economic Theory, vol, 9
(1974), 43-52. A voting method is said to be “consistent™ if. when you divide the
constituency into two parts, and if a candidate wins in cach part, then s/he also wins
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overall. It might appear that the consistency criterion is trivial and that any election
method would satisfy it. This is erroneous. Consider the example below of four candi-
dates running for three seats in a multimember district:

C| Cz CJ C‘
Yotes in Precinct | 40 30 20 10
Votes in Precinct 2 10 30 20 40

In Precinct 1 {C,, Cy, Cy} will be chosen; in Precinct 2 {{C;, C,, C) will be chosen: yet
the overall winners are (C,, C;, C,). Even though C; won in each precinct (coming in
3rd), C, loses overall. Plurality elections in single-member districts do satisfy the con-
sistency criterion,
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