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because their regular voters are distributed more efficiently across House districts 
than are regular Democratic voters. The Democrats’ problem is that their core 
supporters tend to be concentrated in urban districts with lopsided Democratic 
majorities, giving them a larger share of “wasted” votes compared to Republicans, 
whose voters, spread more evenly across suburban and rural areas, typically deliver 
narrower victories. After the 2008 election, for example, there were 177 districts 
where Obama ran at least two points ahead of his national average, but 217 dis-
tricts in which he ran at least two points behind (the remaining 41 districts were 
in the neutral category). Thus in theory Republicans need to win only one seat 
outside Republican-leaning territory to achieve a majority, while Democrats have 
to win 41. The Republicans’ structural advantage, which applies to states as well 
as districts, is nothing new,49 but it has grown more significant because of the 
trends in voting behavior documented in this chapter. The more partisan elec-
toral context means that Democrats now face a steeper uphill battle in pursuit of 
congressional majorities. The 2006 and 2008 elections proved that, with a strong 
wind at their back, they can succeed, but 2010 showed how ephemeral that success 
was, depending, as it did, on holding onto Republican-leaning territory where the 
party’s president, policies, and national image could become a liability. 
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Note: Leaning districts are defined as those in which the district-level presidential vote was 
at least two percentage points higher than the national average for that party for that year's 
election, or, for midterms, the previous presidential election.

Source: Compiled by author.

Figure 5-17  Winning Against the Partisan Grain, 1972–2010


