District vs. At-large Elections
North Carolina law permits cities, towns, and villages to elect their governing board members through at-large elections; through district elections using either voting districts or residence districts; through elections that use “blended” districts, in which primaries are on a district basis and elections on a residence district basis; or through some combination of at large and district.  

In at-large elections, voters from across the city vote for candidates running for office and the candidates do not represent a specific district within the city.  Davidson and Korbel (1981) explain that the concept of at-large elections was originally developed by the Progressives.  “While a major purpose of the structural reform was to take city government out of the hands of neighborhood and ethnic leaders, thus centralizing it under the control of businessmen, the ostensible reasons were the lofty goals of abolishing corrupt machines and bringing efficiency and businesslike principles to local government.”    
When cities, towns, or villages use district elections, some or all members of the governing board represent specific districts within a city.  With voting districts, only voters who live in a particular district may vote for candidates running for the seat representing that district.  In residence districts, candidates must reside in the district but all voters in the city vote in the election for that district’s board member.  In blended districts, which are used in voting systems with primaries, candidates must reside in the district, only district voters may participate in the primary, but all city voters participate in the general election.

In mixed systems, some number of candidates are elected on an at-large basis and some are elected on a district basis.  The districts might be either voting districts or residence districts.

Possible effects of choosing at-large or district elections
Diversity
A principal effect of district elections, particularly those using voting districts, is that they facilitate election of minority candidates.  For example, Welch (1990) found that district elections favor African American candidates. “No matter which representation measure is used, blacks are more often elected in district than at-large elections…Moreover, all cities with district elections and more than a 10 percent black population have at least some black representation, while a sizable minority of at-large and mixed cities do not yet have this representation.”  Similarly, Troustine and Valdini found that racial diversity of councils increases with district elections; in their study the mean number of different races in cities with at-large elections is 1.3 while the mean number for district elected members is 1.4.  They also found that district elections are only helpful for increasing black and Latino representation when these groups are residentially segregated within a city.  “When blacks are isolated, district elections increase their estimated proportion of city council seats to 7.7 percent from 5.4 percent under at-large systems; near parity with the 7.9 percent average proportion of African American residents in these cities.  When blacks are not isolated districts have no significant effect on representation…Under at-large systems Latinos represent on average 2.3 percent of city councils.  This nearly triples in district settings at 6.3 percent.”  Arrington and Watts (1991), though, found that residence districts did not offer this advantage: “Even more unresponsive [than at-large systems] are systems with at-large elections but district nominations.  In these systems, black candidates have to run one-on-one against white candidates for specific seats instead of the more usual multi-seat arrangement.”

Coming from the other direction, Arrington and Watts (1991) studied school board election results in North Carolina in 1987.  They found: “At all levels of black registration, blacks are underrepresented in at-large systems.”  

Some research, however, suggests that use of districts with black majorities may actually dilute black political power.  Meier et al. (2005) cite research reaching that conclusion and say that to the extent “that black Democrats are concentrated in legislative districts it is easier for Republican candidates to win more seats overall.  The creation of a newly black district is likely to drain black voters from other districts, many of them represented by white Democrats.”
If district elections are instituted to increase minority representation, and subsequently voting becomes less polarized along racial lines and/or voters become less geographically segregated, then districts may become less effective at serving that goal. Sass and Mehay (1995) examined local government election results in 1981 and 1991.  They write: “Over the last decade, however, the ability of blacks to win local at-large elections has increased significantly, and the effect of district elections on black representation has correspondingly waned…Blacks, particularly those in the South, still fare better in district elections than in at-large elections, but the gap has narrowed to about one-half what it was in 1981…We conclude that the waning efficacy of district elections has been due to a general reduction in the racial polarization of voters.”

If district elections lead to greater racial diversity on a governing board, this may in turn lead to greater diversity among professional staff.  Researchers have found that in the case of school board elections, district elections appear to lead to an increase in the hiring of administrators and teachers who are of the same race as new board members.  For example, Polinard, Wrinkle and Longoria (1990) studied 64 school districts in Texas that had changed from at-large to district systems for school board elections.  They found that district systems led to an increased number of Mexican-American school board members.  They also found that an increase in Mexican-American board members was correlated with an increase in Mexican-American administrators and teachers.  In another study of Texas school districts, Meier et al. (2005) showed that when district representation led to an increase in black membership on the school board, this was accompanied by an increase in the number of black administrators.  

Some research indicates that women candidates may not do as well under district systems (as compared to at-large).  For example, Trounstine and Valdini (2005) found that while single member districts are beneficial to minorities, they were not helpful for women.  

District elections can also increase geographical diversity on a governing board.  This is true with both voting districts and residence districts.

Effects on voters
Candidates in at-large elections may have difficulty meeting potential voters from across the entire city, with the result that voters may be less familiar with candidates.   Scarrow (1999) explains: “In at-large elections, the many candidates whose names appear on the ballot, several of whom a voter must choose, have been recruited from a wide geographical area and have been required to campaign over a wide area, and consequently are often complete strangers to most of the electorate.  Even incumbents may be unknown, having been unable to meet with most constituents and respond to their concerns during their term of office.”    

In district elections, candidates may have greater opportunity to meet with potential voters because they only have to focus on one district, not the entire city.  Welch and Bledsoe (1986) suggest that district systems minimize the amount of financial resources necessary to win and therefore candidates who have minimal financial resources but strong neighborhood support may have better chances of getting elected.  (This effect does not apply with residence districts.)

District elections may lead to lower voter turnout than at-large elections.  Hajnal and Lewis (2003) found in their study of California cities that cities with district elections had lower turnout than cities with at-large elections, though they also suggest caution in interpreting their results: “We suspect that the negative relationship found in California is at least partially tied to the fact that district elections have often been instituted in cities where there has been a history of disenfranchisement of minorities and immigrant groups.  Thus district elections are a response to low turnout rather than a cause of low turnout.”


If the council elects all members from districts, a group that is in the minority in its own district might believe it has no representation at all on council.


In an at-large system, because each voter has an opportunity to vote for several candidates, he or she is more likely to have voted for at least one winning candidate.  This might cause voters to feel more “represented” on the council.

With district elections citizens have a specific council member to whom they may turn for help with city problems and whom they can hold accountable for council actions.

Campaign costs

At-large campaigns may be more expensive to run, because a candidate must appeal to all the voters rather than those in a single district.  At-large campaigns may also rely more on media advertising than grassroots work and thereby separate candidates from voters.  The increased cost may hinder campaigns by lower income or minority candidates.

District elections, especially voting districts, may reduce the cost of running for public office.  Welch and Bledsoe (1986) suggest that district systems minimize the amount of financial resources necessary to win and therefore candidates who have minimal financial resources but strong neighborhood support may have better chances of getting elected.

Effects on council decision-making

At-large candidates may take moderate stances in order to appeal to the broadest possible range of voters.  Once elected, these candidates may come to the council already holding consensus views.

Council members in an at-large system may be more likely to have a city-wide focus rather than a district focus.  Scarrow (1999) explains that Progressives cited the at-large system as a system to ensure that the overall public interest is served as compared to narrow interests.  By contrast, though, Langbein, Crewson, and Brasher (1994) suggest that politicians who are elected at-large may also serve a specific constituency:  “This constituency may be geographic; but, more likely, it will be a functional or a policy constituency (e.g., a group that is pro- or anti-growth or a downtown business group).”  In a related vein, Edelman (2005) cites Welch and Bledsoe (1988) who found that at-large representatives spend less time serving as ombudsmen and instead focus on citywide and business constituencies. 

Council members in an at-large system may not have an incentive to vote for increased spending in a particular section of the city because they serve the entire city (as compared to council members in a district system).  In addition, it is suggested that there may be less “log-rolling” in at-large cities; log-rolling is the practice of one council member voting for another member’s projects as a means of securing support for one of his or her own projects in his or her own district.  Edelman (2005), however, explains that researchers have found evidence to both support and disprove these claims.  


Conversely, council members who represent districts may focus on their districts’ interests and ignore the interests of the broader city.

Council members elected under a district system may be more responsive to citizen preferences in making land use decisions, especially if voters are geographically concentrated.  Langbein, Crewson and Brasher (1996) found that board members elected by districts are more responsive to their constituents’ preferences when making land-use decisions.  They studied how elected officials made decisions about LULUs (locally undesirable land uses) and “Pork” projects like parks that all constituents would like to have located near them.  They found: “For divisible 
policies that are not universally desirable, councils elected from wards are more likely than at-large councils to respond to the preferences of geographically concentrated groups- no matter whether those preferences are for a greater or smaller quantity of services.”  

Some research has shown that councils elected under at-large systems may be more likely to raise taxes.  Edelman (2005) cites Welch and Bledsoe (1988) who found that “the only significant difference between those elected by district and at-large was that at-
large members favored raising taxes slightly more than those elected by district.” 

Administrative effects

In district systems the council must redraw the district boundaries after each census and may have to do so after each annexation as well.

Effects of mixed at-large and district elections:
Having a combination of at-large and district members is an attempt to gain the advantages of both at-large elections and district elections.  That is, with some board members elected at large, the hope is that they will consistently focus on city-wide concerns; and with some board members elected from districts, the hope is that the result will be increased minority or geographical representation on the governing board.

 With a combination of at-large and district seats on the board, however, the number of district seats might not be sufficient to successfully increase minority representation.  Welch (1990) found that cities with mixed systems did not improve black representation to the same degree as cities using at-large systems.  Welch studied every U.S. city with a 1984 population of at least 50,000 and a minimum of five percent Hispanic or black population in 1980.  She found that “only slightly more than 10 percent of the cities with mixed electoral systems elect any blacks from the at-large portion of the mixed system.”  She also found that within mixed election systems, Hispanics are considerably more likely to be elected in the district seats than the at-large ones.
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