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After Republican candidates won seven of ten presidential contests from
1952 through 1988, and five of six of the contests between 1968 and 1988, pundits
proclaimed that the Republicans held an electoral college “lock.” This view of a
Republican lock on the electoral college was further supported by two facts.

First, it appeared that there were a number of states that the GOP could almost
always count on carrying in presidential elections (primarily located in the South
and the West), while the Democrats had relatively few “safe” states. For example,
Schneider observes that “In the nine Presidential elections from 1952 to 1984,
thirty-nine states have gone Republican at least five times. These states account
for 441 electoral votes, or 171 more votes than the majority needed to win the
presidency.”

Second, it appeared that Republican popular vote shares were being dispro-
portionally translated into electoral college gains. In 1980 for example Carter won
51.1 percent of the two-party vote, but only received 55.3 percent of the electoral
college. In contrast, in 1980 with 553 percent of the two-party vote Reagan cap-
tured a stunning 90.9 percent of the electoral college votes. Results like these sug-
gested that there was an inherent bias against the Democrats because their votes
were distributed state-by-state in a way that was stacking the electoral college vote
against them—a kind of inherent partisan gerrymander. Even after Clinton’s first
victory it was still being suggested that the Democrats were at such a disadvantage
in the electoral college that they might capture a majority in the popular votes
nationwide and still lose in the electoral college. On the other hand, since the
Democrats controlled the House of Representatives for just about all of that same
1952~1988 period, pundits also proclaimed that the Democrats had their “compen-
sating” lock on the House.

The 1994 and 1996 results suggest that American politics has turned topsy-
turvy. Now we have a Democratic president and a Republican-controlled House.
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Were the pundits wrong in identifying a supposed Republican electoral college lock
in the earlier period? Were the pundits wrong in identifying the supposed Demo-
cratic lock on the U.S. House of Representatives in this earlier period? Or were
the pundits right for the period from 1952 to 1988 but wrong now? Have previous
partisan asymmeiries in institutional control ended or reversed themselves due to
some type of overall change occurring in American politics in the 19905 that is tanta-
mount to the major electoral realignments of the past (such as those in 1896 and
1932)?

In this article we will only fook at the first question.? We will show that out-
comes in the clectoral college were never inherently biased in favor of the Repub-
licans; that is, the Republican electoral lock never exist » even during the Reagan—
Bush years. The seeming empirical support for the claim that there was such a lock
was based on 2 confusion berween bias (asymmetry in the elecioral college gains
earnied by the votes received by parties or candidates) and the swing ratio {the re-
sponsiveness of change in electoral college seat share to change in the popular vote).

Partisan Bias and Electoral Swing Ratio

To better understand party competition in American presidential poki-
tics, we need to examine closely two critical measures of the relationship between
seats and votes—partisan bias and swing ratio. The standard definition of partisan
bias is offered by Tufte and has been used by many other authors: in a two-party
competition, partisan bias is the difference between the seat share a party with
exactly 50 percent of the vote wins and the seat share that it should win if both
parties were treated equally by the electoral rules, (i.e., a seat share of 50 percent).?
Thus, bias is the (dis)advantage in seat share above/below 50 percent received by
a given party that wins 50 percent of the vote.* If partisan bias is near zero and/or
not statistically significant then we may reject the hypothesis that there is a Repub-
lican lock.

The swing ratio is 2 measure of the responsiveness of the electoral system to
the change in the vote. Generally, the swing ratio is the expected size of the percent
point increase in seats a party will get for a one percentage point increase in the
share of the two-party vote. For instance, in a system of proportional representation
the swing ratio will be very close to one; for €very one percent increase in the vote
(above 50 percent) a party gets one percent more of the seats in the legistature.
If the swing ratio is high in the electoral college, then whichever party gets 2 ma-
Jority of the popular vote will do remarkably well in terms of its share of electoral
college vote. Such seeming landslides may be confused with partisan bias in favor

of the winner’s party.
Analysis

The swing ratio for the 1996 presidential election was 4.67, in 1992 it
was 5.25. This number is rather high when compared to the same measure for the
House of Representatives of 1.7 in 19925 or for the Senate of 296 for the three

elections of 1992, 1994, and 1996.° The bias in 1996 was .038 (i.e., with 50 percent
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TABLE 1

Swing Ratio and Bias in the U.S. Electoral College 19801996
Democratic Demouralic
Two-Pary Share of

Yoar Swing Retio® Blas Vote Perceniage  Electorsl Cofiege (%)

1880 538 048 44,7 9.1

1984 557 047" 40.8 2.4

1588 544 017 46.1 20.8

1892 5.25 025 53.5 8.8

1998 4.87 038 54.8 0.4

':mmmmnmwmwmmp<m1m1mmmmbmmm 1885,
3rdediﬁon.Washingm.D.c:OQFmss.The1998dammmmmmsﬁnydas Times, November 7.
1906, Swing ratio and pias were calculated using Judgelt (Gelman and King, "A Unified Shathod.).

of the popular vote the Democratic candidate might be expected to get 538 per-
cent of the electoral college vote). However, this estimate is not statistically signifi-
cant (L.e., is not statistically different from zero). The bias in 1992 was 025 (i.e.,
with 50 percent of the popular vote the Democratic candidate might be expected
to get 52.5 percent of the electoral college vote; but again, this estimate is not sta-
tistically significant). Thus, for all practical purposes there was no partisan bias in
the electoral college in 1996 or 1992 for the country as a whole.” We report in
Table One swing ratio and bias figures for the electoral college calculated using
the King and Gelman program Judgelt for the period 1980-1996.°

What the data in Table One show is that not only was there no statistically

significant partisan bias in any year in which there was a Democratic presidential
victory, but there was no statistically significant bias in a pro-Republican direction
in any election in the period 19801996, not even during the years of Reagan elec~
toral college landslides. Indeed, there was only one year in which there appeared
to be a statistically significant bias, and that year was 1984—but the bias was actually
in a pro-Democrat direction.

Why then did it appear that the electoral college favored the Republicans from
1980 through 1988 (as well as earlier)? Well, quite simply, it was because the swing
fatio in the electoral college was sO high, averaging a fittle over five. Thus a two-
party vote share of, say, 54 percent, will translate into an expected electoral college
vote share of 70 percent. In 1996, Clinton won 54.6 percent of the two-party pop-
ular vote® and captured 3 full 70.4 percent of the electoral college votes—not
because the electoral college was biased in favor of Democrats, it was not, but
because the swing ratio was an estimated 4.67. (Note that 50 + 4.6 x 4.67 = TL5,
reasonably close to the observed value of 70.4.)

As 2 check on our intuitions we reran the data with the ten southemn states
remnoved. In these states we would expect there to be 2 pro-Republican bias in that
the Republicans only averaged 54.9 percent of the two-party popular vote, but on
average won 8.2 of the ten southern states.’ If there 15 a pro-Republican bias in
the southern states then removing them should increase the observed bias in a pro-
Democrat direction and make it more likely that the bias estimates we do get
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TABLE )
Swing Ratio and Bias in the U.S. Electoral College,
Non-Southern States 19801996

Democratic Democratic
Two-Parly Share of

Year Swing Ratio* Bias* Vote Percontage  Electoral Gollege (%)

1880 5.48 078 42,7 9.0

1884 5.56 08e 39.9 3.2

1888 591 067 46.7 273

1942 575 074 53.3 85.1

1998 5.11 102 54.5 84.3

" Indicates statistically significant resulis at p < 05, 1980-1992 data from CQ's Gufcre to Elections, 1895,
3rd edition, Washington, D.C.: CQ Press. The 1986 data are from the Los Angeles Times, November 7,
1996. Swing ratio and bias were calculated using Judgelt (Gelman and King, “A Unified Method.).

will be statistically significant. As we see from Table Two both expectations are
confirmed. Bias estimates more than double on average, and all five (rather than
Just one out of five) are now statistically significant, Indeed, for 1992 and 1996 the
bias estimates are considerably higher in the non-South than in the country as a
whole. In contrast, the swing ratio only goes up slightly when we remove the south-
ern states from our analysis.

In 1996, just as it had done with previous Republican victories, the high swing
ratio in the electoral college translated a strong (but far from overwhelming) show-
ing by the Democratic party winner into an electoral college rout. For all practical
purposes, neither party is advantaged by the electoral college.'* The popular vote
percentage is still the dog that wags the electoral college tail. 2 A candidate who
wins a majority of the votes nationwide is very likely to capture the electoral col-
lege. For every one percentage point increase in the two-party vote above 50 per-
cent that a candidate secures, he or she will see that percentage point gain subject
to a multiplier effect of nearly five.
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"This is true despite the fact that the geographic dispersion of third party votes in 1992 and 1996
might have been expected tO induce partisan bias ifit acted to influence plurality outcomes more
in favor of one major party than the other.

Gelman and King, “A Unified Method.”

I terms of the two-party VOie, this is the biggest victory for the Democrats since Johnson in 1964.
These data refer to the five presidential elections from 1980 to 1996.

Moreover, to the exient that there was any bias in the electoral college system it has favored
the Democrats and not the Republicans for 2 long time, so the period of alleged Republican

lock was doubly mythical.
I. M. Destler, “The Myth of the ‘Electoral Lock?” PS 29, no, 3 (1996): 491494, As Destler states,

“rarget specific states if you like, but above all win 31 percent of the two-party populat vote.”



