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A B S T R A C T

There exist two, conflicting, conventional wisdoms in the United States about which electoral systems best
provide for descriptive representation. On the one hand, single-member districts are understood to be the best
way to ensure representation for ethnic and racial minority groups, at least when populations are geographically
concentrated. On the other hand, it is well-established that a greater proportion of women are elected in multi-
member districts in the United States, especially in state legislatures. At the intersection, minority women are not
well served by single-member districts, at least using plurality or majority runoff election, but it is far from clear
that multi-member districts are much better. This paper takes a fine-grained approach to electoral systems
reform and descriptive representation, exploring the impacts of the reform of the electoral formula in single-
member systems in the context of the adoption of the alternative vote (AV) in several California Bay Area cities.
Using similar cities in the area that did not adopt AV as controls and a difference-in-differences research design,
we show that reform of single-member electoral formulae can have a significant positive effect on descriptive
representation.

1. Introduction

Any discussion about descriptive representation in the United States
is guided by the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (and associated laws and
amendments), which establishes single-member districts as the stan-
dard for ensuring representation of racial and ethnic minorities.4 In
many contexts, single-member districts were an improvement over the
multi-member systems used before them (Bullock and MacManus,
1993; Casellas, 2009; Engstrom and McDonald, 1981; Grofman et al.,
1986; Trebbi et al., 2008; Welch, 1990; Richardson and Cooper, 2003).
In part, the positive impact of single-member districts was a legacy of
the use in the American South of a non-proportional multi-member
system (block voting, often called “at-large” voting in the U.S. local
context) to limit African-American representation. Under block voting,
a cohesive plurality of voters can elect candidates to all seats up for
election. By contrast, in single-member systems like plurality or ma-
jority runoff, districts can be drawn to ensure a minority population
makes up a majority (or a sizeable plurality) in at least one district,

thereby affording a greater opportunity for that population to elect a
candidate of choice (assuming that population votes as a bloc). As the
decades pass, studies suggest that the efficacy of single-member dis-
tricts in the U.S. has declined (Bullock and MacManus, 1993; Welch,
1990; Bullock and MacManus, 1993; Welch, 1990) and may be limited
for some racial and ethnic groups, such as Latinos (Casellas, 2009;
Karnig and Welch, 1979; Casellas, 2009; Karnig and Welch, 1979), yet
single-member systems remain accepted as the standard means by
which to protect minority representation in the United States
(Brischetto, 1995).

By contrast, numerous studies of women's representation, inter-
nationally and in the United States, show that more women are elected
to legislative office in multi-member electoral systems, whether pro-
portional or not, than in single-member systems (Barkman, 1995;
Kaminsky and White, 2007; Kenworthy and Malami, 1999; King, 2002;
Paxton et al., 2010; Rule, 1987; Trounstine and Valdini, 2008; Crowder-
Meyer et al., 2015; Fortin-Rittberger and Rittberger, 2014; Matland,
1993). At least one study found the electoral system to be the most
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determinative predictor of the percentage of women in legislative office
(Rule, 1987).

Cross-national studies generally conclude that more women are
elected to chambers elected using party-list proportional systems than
chambers using non-proportional multi-member systems, like the block
vote. Party recruitment strategies appear to be key to explaining why
more women are elected in party-list proportional systems, with evi-
dence indicating that, in many electoral contexts (especially partisan
elections in which voters vote for their party rather than for a candi-
date), women appearing on the ballot are not electorally disadvantaged
(Darcy and Slavin Schramm, 1977; Darcy et al., 1994; Lefteris, 2016;
Dolan, 2014). Rather, the underrepresentation of women tends to stem
from a dearth of female candidates either choosing to run in winnable
seats or being recruited and nominated by political parties in winnable
seats (Lane, 1995; Lawless and Fox, 2012; Matland and Studlar, 1996).

Internationally, there is debate as to whether a proportional elec-
toral formula or higher district magnitude is more important to the
election of women (Welch and Studlar, 1990; Matland and Brown,
1992). In the United States, only a handful of the more than 10,000
election jurisdictions use proportional systems for their elections, but
hundreds of state and local jurisdictions (including about 450 county
commissions and boards of supervisors) do use multi-member districts.
In the U.S., it is widely accepted, by academics, activists, and practi-
tioners, that more women tend to be elected in non-proportional multi-
member districts than in single-member districts (Darcy et al., 1994;
Hogan, 2001; Kaminsky and White, 2007; King, 2002; Matland and
Brown, 1992; Paxton et al., 2010; Pyeatt and Yanus, 2016; Trounstine
and Valdini, 2008; Vermont Legislative Research Service, 2011; Darcy
et al., 1985; Zimmerman, 1994).5 King (2002 at 163) notes that “[t]
here is little question regarding the relationship between the use of
MMDs [multi-member districts] and the representation of women in
[U.S.] state legislatures.” This relationship exists even within states that
elect a legislative chamber using a mix of multi-member and single-
member districts, with a greater proportion of women winning in the
multi-member districts within a chamber than in the single-member
districts (Darcy et al., 1994 and King, 2002).

Party recruitment practices may explain part of this relationship.
The decentralized, county-based political parties that recruit candidates
for U.S. state legislative office may adopt differing strategies in the
multi-member districts within their jurisdictions than in the single-
winner districts. This explanation notwithstanding, the relationship
between multi-member districts and more women being elected is
widely accepted in the United States, with Crowder-Meyer et al. (2015)
offering a rare counterpoint.

On balance, the literature suggests that in the United States (where
party-list proportional systems do not have widespread acceptance),
single-member systems advance descriptive representation for people of
color while multi-member systems, including the block vote, advance
descriptive representation for women (see Trounstine and Valdini,
2008)). Designing American electoral systems to simultaneously ensure
descriptive representation for women and racial and ethnic minorities
appears difficult. Increasing representation of minority women, one of
the most underrepresented groups, is especially complicated
(Trounstine and Valdini, 2008; Lien, 2015). Research shows that min-
ority men tend to benefit most from single-member districts, with some
studies showing that minority women fare better in multi-member
systems (Darcy et al., 1994; Trounstine and Valdini, 2008). Further
complicating matters, electoral systems appear to affect men and
women from different minority groups differently (Swain and Lien,
2017; Trounstine and Valdini, 2008).

As part of an effort to disentangle these strands, we explore the
impact on descriptive representation of the reform of the electoral

formula used in non-partisan single-member systems at the municipal
level. In these non-partisan elections, political parties and their re-
cruitment practices ought to have less impact on candidate supply,
recruitment, and victory and the other effects of electoral systems re-
form should be clearer. Taking the opportunity afforded by the adop-
tion of the alternative vote (AV) in several California Bay Area cities in
the 2000s, we use a differences-in-differences design to explore whether
the recent adoption of AV caused an increase in female, minority, and
minority female candidacy and whether those candidates were more
likely to win than under the previous plurality or majority runoff
electoral formulas. As an ordinal system, in which voters rank candi-
dates in order of preference, and a system that is more resistant to vote
splitting and the spoiler effect than other single-member systems, AV
might encourage different candidate campaign strategies or create en-
vironments that reward different candidate attributes.

Given that AV is compatible with the entrenched system of single-
member districts in the U.S., it is valuable to know what effect the
adoption of AV had on the representation of women, minorities, and
minority women. Our results show that reform of the electoral formula
used in single-member systems can have a significant impact on de-
scriptive representation. AV never caused a decline in descriptive re-
presentation. For women and minority women, in particular, AV ap-
pears to have improved descriptive representation, with more female
and female minority candidates winning elective office.

In light of our findings, we suggest that greater consideration should
be given to the electoral formula when studying electoral systems and
descriptive representation. While AV did not produce a large im-
provement in descriptive representation for all studied groups, fine-
grained study of different electoral formula may uncover a system that
does.

2. Studying electoral formula reform

The apparent dichotomy between multi-member districts being as-
sociated with the election of more women and single-member districts
being associated with the election of more ethnic and racial minorities
may, in part, be caused by a limited set of comparisons and a lack of
precision about the electoral systems, and their formulas, being con-
trasted (see: Richardson and Cooper, 2003). American literature tends
to contrast one type of multi-member system, the block vote, against
two forms of single-member system, plurality and majority runoff. This
is natural given these are the most common electoral systems in the
United States. Meanwhile, the international literature on women's re-
presentation often groups all single-member systems (including AV,
plurality, and majority runoff) together, with a focus on contrasting
proportional systems, especially party-list proportional, against others
(See: Barkman, 1995; Kenworthy and Malami, 1999; McAllister and
Studlar, 2002; Paxton et al., 2010; Rule, 1987; Schwindt-Bayer and
Mishler, 2005).

A key exception to this broad-brush characterization is a small
American literature that explores alternative multi-member systems
that may create incentives for candidate and voter behavior that ad-
vances the representation of women while equaling the representation
of racial and ethnic minorities afforded by well-drawn single-member
districts. Cumulative and limited voting are semi-proportional multi-
member systems that are used in over 50 local jurisdictions in the
United States (Brockington et al., 1998). These systems do not allow a
cohesive plurality to win all seats the way block voting does. Studies
show that cumulative and limited voting systems achieve levels of
minority representation equivalent to or better than those under single-
member districts in the U.S. (Bowler et al., 2003; Brockington et al.,
1998. See also Cooper, 2007; Cooper and Zillante, 2012; Gerber et al.,
1998). While few have studied cumulative or limited voting specifically
for their impact on women, the wisdom about multi-member districts is
likely to be borne out (Amy, 2002; Pildes and Donoghue, 1995).

Understanding the impact of multi-member systems is important,
5 For a note of caution about the magnitude of the effect of multi-member systems, see:

Hogan (2001).
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