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Measuring gerrymandering by recovering individuals’ preferences and turnout costs

Abstract: Legislative maps are often evaluated along dimensions of proportionality (the alignhment
between parties’ seat shares and their state- or nation-wide vote shares) and competitiveness (the
fraction of contests with uncertain winners). Since a map is intended to be used for multiple
elections, policy-makers want to accurately predict how it will perform on these dimensions in
the future. Doing this is difficult because future elections will differ from past ones due to
changes in the demographic composition of the electorate and as a result of electoral shocks to
preferences and turnout costs. Citing this uncertainty, the U.S. Supreme Court recently ruled
that the judicial system is incapable of adjudicating claims of partisan gerrymandering. In this
paper, I develop a method for predicting the uncertainty in a map’s performance due to these
factors. The method relies on a structural voting model, which describes the preference and
turnout decisions of a potential voter. The model decomposes an election into (i) a set of candidate
qualities and (ii) individual-level utility parameters. I assess map performance in two steps. First,
I examine the effect of electoral shocks by simulating alternative values of the candidate qualities
and utility parameters. Second, I investigate the influence of demographic changes by re-running
the simulations using different electorates. I apply the method to rich data from the 2008 to
2018 general elections in North Carolina and show that it allows credible and precise evaluations of
maps. I also show that the method is better than existing approaches at predicting gerrymandering
outcomes in excluded elections.
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“Teaching global health in the undergraduate liberal arts: a survey of fifty colleges,” (with David
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