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Single-winner districts vs. multi-winner block voting
On average, single-winner districts are better for Blacks and Latines, but 
multi-winner elections are better for women.

Single-winner districts only help racial/ethnic minorities when those minorities are 
geographically concentrated such that they can comprise the majority of a district.

When Black voters are highly dispersed, multi-winner elections appear to be better 
for them.

Only Black men benefit from single-winner districts; there is no discernible effect 
for Black women.

Trounstine, J. and Valdini, M.E. (2008), The Context Matters: The Effects of Single-Member versus At-Large Districts on City Council Diversity. 
American Journal of Political Science, 52: 554-569.



Why districts (sometimes) work for minorities
When minority group is concentrated enough to form the majority of voters in a 
district, they can ensure the election of a candidate from that minority group.

For single-winner districts to help minority groups:

● The district lines must be drawn with an eye towards clustering minority voters 
into just a few districts.

● The minority needs to be geographically clustered such that this is actually 
possible.



Why are multi-winner elections better for women?
Honestly, we don’t know. Some potential explanations:

● Single-winner Plurality leads to more negative campaigning since candidates 
can’t say, “Vote for me too.”

● Voters like voting for both women and men (impossible in single-winner 
Plurality) because:

○ They want gender balance in city councils/legislatures
○ Voting for four men but no women feels sexist

● Political parties and other groups that recruit and endorse candidates want to 
be (or at least appear) diverse.



Better single-winner 
voting methods

Voters can do more 
than “choose one”!

All of these voting 
methods protect 
against vote-splitting



Why could these voting methods help minorities?
Much less vote-splitting between members of the same ethnic group

Fear of vote-splitting should no longer incentivize political parties and other groups 
from discouraging candidates from running

“Electability” doesn’t matter much



Why could these voting methods help women?
Negative campaigning is less effective

● The prospect of an arduous mudslinging campaign may deter women from 
running.

● The average female candidate may have a more collaborative/less 
aggressive campaign style, which is more effective when being a voter’s 
second choice can help her win.

Without a major fear of vote-splitting, women should be less likely to be told, “Wait 
your turn.”

“Electability” doesn’t matter much



What’s our evidence?
Not enough elections have been held under Approval Voting or STAR Voting to 
conduct a useful study. Our best evidence comes from a study of Bay Area 
elections under Instant Runoff Voting (IRV), which found that:

● Under IRV, a larger fraction of candidates come from racial/ethnic minorities
● Under IRV, a larger fraction of winners are women, but this difference came 

from fewer women winning in the control cities and the evidence is weaker
● There were also more female candidates and more minority winners, but this 

wasn’t statistically significant

John, S., Smith, H., & Zack, E. August 2018. The alternative vote: Do changes in single-member voting systems affect descriptive representation of 
women and minorities?



Proportional 
Representation

All of these voting 
methods elect multiple 
candidates at once - they 
can’t be used in 
single-winner districts

All of these voting 
methods ensure that a 
sizable minority group can 
get representation



Proportional Representation and Minorities
By strongly supporting its own candidates, a sizable minority group can ensure it is 
represented - even if the group is spread out geographically.

When a minority group isn’t large enough, other factors may play a role:

● Parties may want to recruit minority candidates to appear diverse
● Relatively small numbers of non-minority voters who want diversity can more 

easily help elect minority candidates.

Empirically, Cumulative Voting (a semi-proportional voting method) yields greater 
Black representation than Block Plurality or single-winner districts.

David Brockington, Todd Donovan, Shaun Bowler and Robert Brischetto (1998). Minority Representation under Cumulative and Limited Voting. The 
Journal of Politics, 60(4), 1108–1125. doi:10.2307/2647733



Proportional Representation and Women
Proportional representation requires multi-winner elections, so the advantages of 
Block Plurality generally apply.

Internationally, proportional representation is correlated with greater women’s 
representation - but there are cultural differences that matter much more than the 
institutional differences, and we can’t say how much of this difference is causal.

The clearest comparison comes from Australia, where the House is elected from 
single-winner districts with IRV (single-winner RCV) and the Senate from 
multi-member districts with Single Transferable Voting (proportional RCV).



LWVBC, October 2021, Proportional Representation 



This is complicated!
Everything is dependent on the cultural context, and whether a particular voting 
method is good for a minority group depends on the voting behavior, geographical 
distribution, and size of the group

Even if a reform is helpful in two different contexts, it may be helpful for different 
reasons in one context than the other.

We have little evidence as to why some voting methods are better for women; our 
hypotheses are difficult to test.

What we’ve seen in the Bay Area and Australia is useful evidence, but it won’t 
necessarily generalize to the entire US.



Conclusions
In the context of Plurality elections, single-winner districts are better for clustered 
minorities, but Block Plurality seems better for women and unclustered minorities.

Single-winner voting methods that allow voters to support multiple candidates are 
better for minorities than single-winner Plurality.

Proportional representation does everything - it provides multi-winner elections 
(helping women) while ensuring that significant minorities get representation.

Better voting methods are a valuable tool for achieving equitable representation, 
but they aren’t always a silver bullet.


