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proportion of competitive states and districts has been shrinking. Figure 5-15 
displays the share of districts and states in which the presidential vote fell within 
2 points and within 5 points of the national vote in elections since 1972. By either 
standard, the number of more closely balanced House and Senate constituencies 
has decreased substantially. 

Deliberate gerrymandering is commonly blamed for the House trend, 
but the evidence in Figure 5-15 suggests the blame is largely misplaced. The 
trend for states, whose boundaries have of course not changed, closely parallels 
the downward trend for districts. Moreover, most of the district-level change 
occurred between rather than in the (redistricting) years ending in “2”; depend-
ing on the measure examined, between 64 and 90 percent of the falloff in the 
number of closely balanced districts since the 1970s resulted from changes in 
presidential voting patterns within established districts rather than changes in 
district boundaries.39 

Although fewer states and districts now have a close partisan balance, com-
petition for seats remains vigorous whenever conditions are conducive to competi-
tion. Figure 5-16 displays three measures of competitiveness in House elections 
during the past four decades: total turnover of seats, the number of incumbents 
defeated, and the number of seats won with less than 55% of the major-party 
vote.40 Competitiveness has varied a great deal from election to election over this 
period but shows no sustained trend. Low turnover in the late 1980s and again in 
the years 1998 to 2004 provoked considerable hand-wringing about the supposed 
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Figure 5-15  �Competitive States and Districts, Measured by the 
Adjusted Presidential Vote, 1972–2008

Source: Compiled by author.


