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This paper examines United States Congressional House races and the margin of victory for the 2002 through the 2010 elections to discern if those states which had districts drawn by any type of commission are more competitive than districts drawn by the “normal” legislative process. The paper uses cross-sectional time-series analysis, comparing the average margin of victory across a variety of explanatory variables including party control, open seats, and others, looking for significant differences in competiveness. Most research has documented the decline in competition in US House elections over time. In response, voters in a number of states have taken the power to draw districts away from partisan hands and enacted some form of commission drawn redistricting. This is one of the first opportunities to assess the impact of these reforms, since most were not in place in the previous decade. Some have questioned whether these new processes would be effective in increasing competition. This paper finds that certain types of commission do lead to closer margins of victory, and slightly higher challenger win rates.
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Introduction
In order to overcome incredibly high incumbent reelection rates, eleven states representing 25% of US House districts, have adopted some form of commission to conduct their redistricting process. Do US House districts that are drawn by commission instead of the normal legislative process experience more competition? Considering the political effort and maneuvering that it takes to implement commission redistricting processes, are there any significant differences in the margins of victory or other measures of competition to support bypassing the normal legislative process? This paper examines these questions for the period of 2002-2010, representing the entire life of the districts, examining the variation in competiveness by how the districts were drawn. The evidence from this period supports the idea that some types of commissions draw more competitive districts, as measured by margin of victory and challenger win rate.
Previous research 
Gary Jacobson notes in his seminal series: The Politics of Congressional Elections, that competition in US house races is declining, as measured by incumbency strength, reelection rates, and margins of victory (Jacobson, 2009). Additionally, as Thomas Mann notes in Party Lines, “recent congressional contests suffer from an unusually high degree of incumbent safety, (and) a precipitous decline in competitiveness.” (Mann, 2005, p. 92) 
As a response to these trends more states have turned to a variety of measures, including constitutional language changes, rules against certain procedures and tactics, as well as the institution of a variety of forms of commission. While numerous authors have noted the many differences and positives and negative of these various approaches to reform, Cain, Macdonald, and McDonald have asserted that specific language is needed to promote and prioritize competition. They point to Arizona, Iowa, and Washington as examples of states that have competition mandated through their laws, saying that they “provide examples of the types of redistricting institutions that may foster the creation of competitive districts.” (Cain, MacDonald, & McDonald, 2005).
Mann also asserts that commissions do not automatically lead to more competition, citing New Jersey and other states where commissions drew districts that protect incumbents “as efficiently as the normal legislative process.” (Mann, 2005, p. 110) He goes on to outline the best practices in shaping commissions that would lead to more competition and responsiveness, these include, “specific instruction to promote competition…priority to…standards of partisan fairness and competitiveness (and) a fully transparent process.” (Mann, 2005, pp. 110-111)
Since a number of states (like IA, WA, AZ) had these commissions in place at the beginning of the last round of redistricting, it is now possible to test Cain et al, and Mann’s assertions in Party Lines, by examining the five elections as a time series, looking to see if there are distinguishable differences in the rate of competitiveness.
Hypothesis
H1: States with districts that are drawn by commissions will have more competitive races as shown by closer margins of victory.
H2: States with districts that are drawn by commissions will have more competitive races as shown by challengers’ win rate.
Data and Methods
The paper uses a number of different measures of competitiveness to look for any differences by who drew the districts, starting with margin of victory, but also looking at incumbent win rate and number of open seats. Additionally, it will examine which party controlled the process, or if there was split control. The paper uses cross sectional time series GLS regression to analyze the entire decade’s worth of elections, controlling for the variation across elections. Additionally, a mean’s comparison, boxplots, and cross-tabulation with a chi-square test are used to identify and quantify the effects of differently drawn districts.
Findings
In the 2000s round of redistricting, 28 states used the normal legislative process to draw their congressional districts (261 districts), three used an independent  backup committee when the legislature failed to draw suitable districts (CT, IA, IN [19 districts]), three used an advisory committee (NY, OH, RI [49 districts]), two used a partisan commission (NJ,HI [15 districts]), three states had independent commissions (AZ, ID, WA [19 districts]), seven states only have one district (AK, DE, MT, ND, SD, VT, WY), and seven states had districts drawn by state or federal courts (ME, MN,NM, OK, OR, SC, TX[footnoteRef:1] [65 districts]). [1:  Texas had two elections under court drawn maps and 3 with “new” maps passed mid-decade.] 

Table 1. Who Drew the 2002-2010 US House Districts
	Who Drew District:
	#of States(districts)
	Percent of Districts

	Normal Legislative Process
	28(261)
	60

	Backup Commission
	3(19)
	4.37

	Advisory Commission
	3(49)
	11.26

	Partisan Commission
	2(15)
	3.45

	Independent Commission
	3(19)
	4.37

	Single District State
	7(7)
	1.61

	Court Drawn Districts
	7(65)
	15

	Total
	50(435)
	100



Shown in table 1 is that 60% of districts were drawn using the normal legislative process, another 15% were court drawn districts (which Cox and Katz (Cox & Katz, 2002) point out, often ultimately rely on partisan maps). This leaves (after the 1.6% for single district states), the remaining 23.4% drawn by some form of commission.

Table 2. Margin of Victory (MOV) by Who Drew the Districts
	Who Drew District:
	Mean
	Median
	Std. Dev.

	Normal Legislative Process
	40.08
	35
	27.22

	Backup Commission
	22.31
	21
	14.78

	Advisory Commission
	40.23
	35
	27.37

	Partisan Commission
	36.48
	35
	21.97

	Independent Commission
	26.63
	26
	17.15

	Single District State
	26.65
	24
	17.59

	Court Drawn Districts
	37.21
	33
	24.38

	Total
	37.96
	33
	26.1



Table 2 examines the mean margin of victory by who drew the districts, and finds that the average margin for the entire decade was almost 38%. The average margin was 26.65 for single district states that are not subject to gerrymandering. The table shows the highest mean margins for the NLP (40.08), Advisory commissions (40.23), Partisan commissions (36.48), and Court assisted districts (37.21). The districts with below average margins were drawn by Backup commissions (22.31), and Independent Commissions (26.63). The medians also show the same pattern with NLP, Advisory, and Partisan with median margins of 35 each, and court drawn districts equal to the overall median margin of 33. Finally, the Backup had the lowest median margin at 21, followed by single district states (24) and Independent commissions (26).
Figure 1 shows a boxplot comparison of margin of victory by who drew the district, and it shows that politically drawn districts (NLP, Partisan, Advisory, and Court drawn) in addition to being less competitive on average, are more susceptible to outlier (landslide/unopposed) elections. In advisory commissions landslide/unopposed elections are so common as to not even qualify for outlier status. Additionally, backup, independent, and single district states are the only categories with portions of their interquartile range to fall below 20 point margins. This appears to support the hypothesis that (some types of) commissions lead to closer margins.

Figure 1. Boxplots of MOV in US House Districts 2002-2010, by Who Drew
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Table 3, shows the margin by who drew and by party in power during redistricting. The difference between democratic and republican drawn districts is 2.66 points overall. The other note is that commissions appear to be more common among states that are split (with almost as many districts drawn by commission as by the NLP in split states).




Table 3. MOV in US House Races 2002-2010, by Party &  Who Drew Districts
	
	Dem.
	Non-
partisan
	Rep.
	Split
	Single State
	Total

	Normal Legislative Process
	43.21
	36.73
	38.73
	37.08
	
	40.08

	n=
	535
	15
	385
	369
	
	1304

	Backup Commission
	24.08
	 
	
	20.72
	
	22.31

	n=
	45
	
	
	50
	
	95

	Advisory Commission
	36
	
	30.64
	46.47
	
	40.23

	n=
	10
	
	90
	145
	
	245

	Partisan Commission
	
	
	
	36.48
	
	36.48

	n=
	
	
	
	75
	
	75

	Independent Commission
	
	
	
	26.63
	
	26.63

	n=
	
	
	
	95
	
	95

	Single District State
	
	
	
	
	26.65
	26.65

	n=
	
	
	
	
	35
	35

	Court Drawn Districts
	34.8
	
	43.34
	30.83
	
	37.21

	n=
	20
	
	159
	145
	
	324

	Total
	41.40
	36.73
	38.74
	35.49
	26.65
	37.96

	n=
	610
	15
	634
	879
	35
	2173



Table 4. CSTS Regression of MOV by Dummy Variables of Who Drew
	Random-effects GLS regression
	Number of obs      =      2173

	Group variable (i): US Congressional District
	Number of groups   =       435

	R-sq:  within  = 0.0445
	Obs per group: min =         4

	       between = 0.5971
	avg =       5.0

	       overall = 0.3383
	max =         5

	
	

	Random effects u_i ~ Gaussian
	Wald chi2(8)       =    713.25

	corr(u_i, X)       = 0 (assumed)
	Prob > chi2        =    0.0000

	

	DV: MARGIN
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	Z
	P>|z|
	[95% Conf. Interval]

	      Backup
	-11.66
	2.91
	-4.01
	0.000
	-17.37
	-5.95

	    Advisory
	.0549
	1.89
	0.03
	0.977
	-3.66
	3.77

	    Partisan
	-.5434
	3.24
	-0.17
	0.867
	-6.89
	5.81

	  Independent
	-9.68
	2.90
	-3.33
	0.001
	-15.37
	-3.99

	  Single Dist
	-12.31
	4.67
	-2.63
	0.008
	-21.47
	-3.15

	Court Interv
	-3.59
	1.69
	-2.13
	0.034
	-6.91
	-.2803

	        open
	-14.71
	1.55
	-9.44
	0.000
	-17.76
	-11.65

	      Abspvi
	1.56
	.0674
	23.27
	0.000
	1.43
	1.70

	       _cons
	22.52
	1.12
	20.11
	0.000
	20.33
	24.72

	

	     sigma_u =  8.51

	     sigma_e =  19.55

	         rho     =  .1591   (fraction of variance due to u_i)


Table 4 is the cross sectional time series regression analysis of margins by who drew the district, controlling for open seats, and the absolute value of the PVI (a measure of the size of the preexisting partisan balance), showing a y intercept of 22.52. The time series analysis allows us to distinguish variance that is caused by our hypothesized IV, and controls for variation in average margins across elections. It shows that backup commissions (CT, IA, and IN) had the largest effect on margin with a predicted 11.66 reduction in the average margins. Also, independent commissions (AZ, ID, and WA) had a major reduction in margins of around 10 points. Single district states had margins that were on average 12.31 closer. Districts drawn with court intervention had 3.59 point closer margins on average. Advisory and partisan commissions did not have statistically significant impacts on margins. Open seats were 14 .71 points closer, and each point of absolute value of PVI leads to elections with 1.5 point larger margins. The overall r-squared of 33.84 indicates that about 34% of the variation in the margins in US house races from 2002-2010 was explained by the model. This supports the hypothesis that (independent and backup) commissions have a statistically significant impact on the margins in US house races, lowering them on average by 10-12 points.


Table 5. Crosstab of Incumbent Win Rate by NLP vs. Independent/Backup Commission
	                      
	NLP
	Commission
	Total

	Challenger wins
	74
	15
	89

	percent
	4.99
	8.52
	5.36

	 Incumbent wins
	1,410
	161
	1,571

	percent
	95.01
	91.48
	94.64

	          Total
	1,484
	176
	1,660

	
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00

	Pearson chi2(1) =   3.8776   Pr = 0.049




Table 5 examines the win rate of incumbents and challengers in the 2002-2010 US house races, finding that independent and backup commissions had a (statistically significant and) modestly higher success rate for challengers, increasing by 70%, and going from almost 5% to an 8.5% win rate. While the rate is still low, this change could be a consequence of the slightly closer margins, leading to slightly higher win rates. 


Table 6. CSTS Regression of Incumbent Win Rate by Dummy Variables of Who Drew
	Random-effects GLS regression
	Number of obs      =      1988

	Group variable (i): US Congressional Dist.
	Number of groups   =       435

	
	

	R-sq:  within  = 0.0000
	Obs per group: min =         3

	       between = 0.0117
	avg =       4.6

	       overall = 0.0032
	max =         5

	
	

	Random effects u_i ~ Gaussian
	Wald chi2(6)       =      4.90

	corr(u_i, X)       = 0 (assumed)
	Prob > chi2        =    0.5569

	

	INC WINS
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	Z
	P>|z|
	[95% Conf. Interval]

	      Backup
	-.0499993
	.0286421
	-1.75
	0.081
	-.1061368
	.0061383

	    Advisory
	-.016807
	.0188746
	-0.89
	0.373
	-.0538005
	.0201864

	    Partisan
	.0218234
	.0320408
	0.68
	0.496
	-.0409754
	.0846222

	  Independent
	-.0197263
	.0288749
	-0.68
	0.495
	-.0763201
	.0368676

	  Single Dist
	-.0101406
	.0465381
	-0.22
	0.828
	-.1013535
	.0810724

	Court Interv
	.0039483
	.0169105
	0.23
	0.815
	-.0291956
	.0370921

	       _cons
	.9491964
	.0075307
	126.04
	0.000
	.9344365
	.9639562

	

	     sigma_u = .06653182

	     sigma_e = .21752476

	         rho = .08554665   (fraction of variance due to u_i)



Table 6, a cross sectional time series analysis of win rate by the different commissions, shows that only backup commissions have a significant (P<.1) impact on the incumbent win rate, having almost a 5% lower rate. Independent commission are also predicted to have nearly 2 percentage point lower win rates as well, although the results are not statistically significant. More importantly, the overall R-square of .0032, indicates that almost none of the variance in incumbent win rate is explained by this model. This does little to support the hypothesis that commissions draw more competitive districts than the normal legislative process.

Table 7. Incumbent Win Rate and Open Seat Rate, by Who Drew the Districts
	Who Drew District:
	Incumbent Win Rate
	Open Seat Rate

	Normal Legislative Process
	94.96
	8.81

	Backup Commission
	89.89
	6.32

	Advisory Commission
	93.36
	7.76

	Partisan Commission
	97.14
	6.67

	Independent Commission
	93.10
	8.42

	Single District State
	93.75
	8.57

	Court Drawn Districts
	95.23
	9.54

	Total
	94.56
	8.60




Table 7 examines incumbent win and open seat rate for each type of district. It shows that backup commissions had the lowest incumbent win rate (89.89), followed by independent commissions (93.10), with both of them lower than the overall total (94.56) and the NLP rate (94.96). However, the open seat rate was actually lower for backup commissions than the overall or NLP rate, indicating fewer opportunities for competitive races.

Conclusions
The past decade has provided an opportunity to assess the impact of the various types of redistricting commission, and this analysis supports the hypothesis that some forms of commissions can lead to closer races. The key seems to be to ensure that they commissions are independent, and that they require competition as a criteria in their rules. Partisan and advisory commissions do not seem to have an effect on margins. The independent/backup commissions found in AZ, CT, IN, ID and WA have led to margins that are on average over 10-12 points closer than NLP drawn districts. Furthermore, this research showed that backup commissions improved challenger chances by nearly five percentage points, representing a 70% increase in their chances over NLP. Other forms of commission had negligible impacts on incumbent win rates. Finally, Commissions seemed to have no effect on the rate of open seats. 
While these seem to be modest improvements, if the closer races lead to more accountable legislators, even if incumbents win, then the reforms will have had a positive measurable effect. I will be presenting the next step in this analysis next month in Portland at the WPSA annual meeting, showing that margins in US house races are a significant predictor of how radical a legislator is likely to be in the subsequent session of congress (using Poole and Rosenthal’s DW nominate scores).
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