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Abstract

Geographic clustering has been linked to contemporary political polarization by jour-

nalists and other researchers in recent years, most recently and notably by Bishop

and Cushing (2008). In these accounts, clustering is motivated, in part, by shared

tastes for combinations of place attributes that attract individuals with interrelated

values and similar characteristics or skillsets. In order to test whether political pref-

erences aligns with location choice, this paper proposes a sorting model based on

the composition of migrants’ preferences. Sorting is defined as the increase in the

variation of a parameter of preference distributions of different locations, in the ab-

sence of individual preference change. The model estimates the probabilities of party

identification in U.S. congressional districts among migrants and non-migrants.

Based on an empirical application using the 2006 Cooperative Congressional Elec-

tion Study, I find that a significant number of district satisfy the sorting condition.

Aa multinomial logit model predicts that individual ideology is significant explana-

tory variable in the partisanship of destination districts among migrants, even after

controlling for the partisanship of originating districts.

The final chapter evaluates polarization in U.S. congressional districts based on

intra-decade changes to population size. I show that overall polarization in high

growth districts exceeds sorting, and suggest this results from an increase in electoral

bias that could result from heavy migration into districts that begin the decade as

very homogenous.
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1

Introduction and Theory

1.1 Overview

Does domestic migration in the U.S. contribute the geographic clustering of politi-

cal preferences? The intuition underlying this link, and its potential significance, is

simple. Migration can reconfigure electoral constituencies, both locally and nation-

ally, without the migrants’ intent or any change in individual preferences. Migration

can also change every relevant consideration about the social context and its effect

on preferences and behavior. This possibility has special significance in the United

States, due to its geographic diversity and enormous array of communities and elec-

toral districts that support constituencies.

Residential mobility is a defining characteristic of the American experience, and

Americans generally regard changing residences as easy and unremarkable. But the

flow of internal migration in the U.S. is steady and its effects are cumulative. The

2000 census reports that 31.6% of all native-born Americans now reside in a state

that does not include their birthplace. Although the rates have declined slightly in

recent years, the percentage of all Americans who move to a new state has never
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fallen below 2% in any single year from 1947-2006, while the annual percentage of

residents moving between counties has never dropped below 7.9%. In some specific

instances, the magnitude and variation of recent migration can be enormous. In

Nevada, which is remarkable for its large influx of new residents between 1990 and

2007, the 2000 census reported that only 21.3% of its non-immigrant residents were

born there. In Louisiana, by contrast, this figure is 79.4%.

The combination of mobility and expansion generates a vast and diverse set of

residential configurations, each of which can change political outcomes. In order to

understand these effects of migration, changes in both the composition and size in

any given location must be taken into account, even if we suppose that political

preferences of migrants persist from one place to another. The factors that change

aggregated political preferences cited in the domestic migration literature are pre-

dictable: individual wealth, age, job prospects, family status, ethnicity, and variables

that can be generalized as matters of taste. The complexity is further compounded

to the extent that these factors are shaped, if not completely defined, by the ongoing

migration decisions of other people.

1.1.1 American Politics and Migration Research

For all of these reasons, migration in the American electorate has produced inter-

est in political science, generating research in both suburbanization (Burns 1994,

Oliver 2001) and electoral consequences of regional growth (Converse 1966, Brown

1988, Gimpel 1999, Gimpel & Schucknecht 2003). The literature on suburbanization

has focused on the links between new migrants, residential segregation, and local

politics. Converse (1966) launched an extensive literature on the effect of north-

ern migration into the south, and its effect on the gradual decline of Democratic

strength there. Converse argued that the initial preferences of northerners persisted

in the south; this persistence was an important reason for Republican emergence and
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greater class and income distinctions in southern voter preferences. Shortly there-

after, Elazar((1970),(1986)) presented a theory about regional diversity based on

the cultural norms of various streams of migrants into different destinations. Several

studies followed the lead of (Campbell et al. 1960) in exploring the impact of postwar

migration into the American south, which helped set the stage for the south’s emer-

gence as a Republican base of support (exceptions include Brown (1988), Glaeser

and Ward (2006), Gimpel (1999), Gimpel and Shucknecht (2001), Baybeck (2001)).

While some research in migration has accompanied the growth of the larger body of

research based on geography, migration has yet to receive a complete theoretical or

empirical treatment in political science.

The relative shortage of empirical research on the political effects of domestic

migration results from several inherent problems. First, the volume of domestic mi-

gration is generally not sufficient to change outcomes in a single electoral cycle. In

the last decade, approximately 14% of American residents change residences per year,

and this percentage has actually declined since World War II. Three percent of all

Americans move from one state to another in recent years, which means the political

consequences at a national level are hard to detect in any given cross sectional survey.

Second, there is no single and prevailing theoretical expectation about the effects of

migration. In some instances, migration may diversify constituencies, and in other

case, it may homogenize them, and these effects may simply cancel each other out

across locations and over time. Third, migration effects may differ completely based

on the level of aggregation; for example, migration between regions may generate

completely different outcomes compared than migration within metropolitan areas

or, generically, between cities and suburbs. The slow rate of migration means the

long term effects are difficult to isolate from every other consideration that shapes

preferences in given location. Finally, the migration data that surveys ordinarily

collect do not adequately support two important requirements: they generally do
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not specify where do migrants leave within a bounded period, and consequently,

do not reveal how far did they migrated. Standard surveys such as the ANES and

GSS only collect data about respondents birthplace and time in current residence or

current community. While the Census and Internal Revenue Service publish migra-

tion volumes with relative precision, their datasets do not provide information about

migrants’ political preferences.

1.2 Geographic Sorting and Migration

In the face of these empirical challenges, geographic clustering has recently become a

widely explored topic among journalists and popular scholarly works (Brooks 2004,

Florida 2002, Bishop & Cushing 2008). All of these authors have examined possible

connections between geographic clustering and political polarization. The Bishop

and Cushing (2008) account, which considers the cultural implications of clustering

in religion, economics, and politics, starts by considering the emergence of landslide

counties. When they compare the presidential elections of 1976 and 2004, they find

that the percentage of Americans who live in a county with 60% or more voter support

for its winning party has increased from 19% to 47.5% in 2004, despite the fact that

the vote totals in both of these elections were relatively close. They also found that,

in 2004, migrants from Republican counties are 2.5 times more likely to migrate

into another Republican county, in contrast with those moving from Democratic

counties who moved to Republican or Democratic counties in equal proportion.1

While Klinkner (2004) noted that this percentage in 1976 was artificially low from a

historical perspective, and that the recent increase in landslide counties is actually

more typical of American history. Whether or not this is the case, the percentage

of residents living in landslide counties has grown steadily since the 1970’s, and it

1 For 2008, the same metric, which is based on percentages of the entire vote including all candi-
dates, dropped to 45.2%.
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provides some evidence that a clustering trend of political preferences has occurred

over the last thirty years.

But the landslide counties statistic also illustrates a number of empirical prob-

lems that complicate inferences about geographic sorting and polarization. Consider

the challenge identifying geographic units that are stable, similar in size, and rich

with historical data. The variation among counties illustrates this problem. The

differences in county size and composition are especially noticeable moving from east

to west, as the size of counties grow and the population averages increase. To the

extent that sorting takes place in very large counties, it is difficult to argue that

clustering is less of a problem even if the county doesn’t meet the landslide county

definition. In addition, the Bishop and Cushing landslide county statistic does not re-

veal the distribution or location of landslide counties. The effect of landslide counties

could be concentrated in one region or group of counties with some kind of peculiar

characteristic that doesn’t present itself systematically across the country. For the

same reasons, it is conceivable that the victory margin of some perennially contested

counties is actually decreasing. In other words, the increase in the landslide county

statistic could be hiding an offsetting reduction in a party’s standing victory margin

while, at the same time, adding counties that are losing population to the landslide

county total. We do not know if the factors that make some counties more homoge-

neous are affecting all of them. The trends in non-landslide counties are not visible,

and these counties may be growing more competitive. Finally, while the landslide

county statistic presumes that counties are the geographic unit of interest that cap-

tures the underlying notion of clustering, the theoretical claims of interest related to

politics are more likely to be motivated by state, regional, neighborhood or city clus-

tering. It is certainly true that the county is an attractive unit of analysis because

county level data is very complete, especially in the case of migration. But county

level clustering only provides one clue to the dynamics and political implications that
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clustering might present.

1.2.1 Linking Migration to Sorting: Theoretical Explanations

In spite of these kinds of empirical challenges, clustering provides a compelling and

intuitive narrative, and could evolve into an important component in the polarization

literature. Two important bodies of literature in political economy suggest this

possibility: research motivated by the Tiebout (1956) hypothesis literature and the

dynamic segregation models developed by Schelling (1971) (1978). Tiebout sought to

demonstrate that migration, given no moving costs and complete mobility, would lead

to Pareto-optimal delivery of public goods and services. This opportunity creates an

incentive for migrants to sort based on their particular demand for public services

in differing quantity and types. Although the assumption of perfect mobility is

restrictive and never met in practice, the hypothesis supports many of the general

residential choice tendencies seen in suburban expansion and the definition of new

city incorporations(Ostrom, Tiebout & Warren 1961), (Miller 1981).

Schelling (1971) (1978) proposed a series of agent based models in which individ-

ual members of two groups migrate in order to achieve some degree of proximity to

other residents of similar type. Schelling’s models show that, given even a modest

expectation of similar types for the members of two groups in a dyadic relationship

will produce extensive or complete segregation under most conditions, well beyond

the requirements of most of the model’s individual agents. This means that migra-

tion can lead to completely segregated communities, only because individuals seek

to live near a relatively small percentage of other individuals with shared attributes.

These theoretical propositions can generate testable hypotheses related to migra-

tion and sorting, but they do not, by themselves, account for an explanation as to

why clustering in the U.S. may have increased in recent years or generate tests to

evaluate this claim empirically. Three driving forces, which at first seem unrelated

6



to one another, can also provide help theoretical understanding of migration’s clus-

tering potential. First, scholars have established that geographic and social context

interacts with migration, combined with the argument that migrants and their polit-

ical preferences are more fluid and impressionable (Brown 1988). Second, the factors

that motivate migration may correlate differently to political preferences at different

times. The alignment of migration’s drivers and political preferences fluctuate. A

closer alignment between migration and political preference may be explained by

a theory of post-industrialism (Bell 1973, Inglehart 1977), which supposes that the

large industrial base that fueled the U.S.’s economic expansion in the mid-20th cen-

tury was replaced by an underlying economy centered on information and service.

The work of Florida (2002) follows in this tradition, and it suggests that segregation

based on wealth, skills, and taste may be the defining feature of successful modern

metropolises. At the same time, migration can increase the geographic variation of

preferences, to the extent that migration patterns and motivations do, in fact, corre-

late to political preference. For example, by Gimpel and Schucknecht (2001, 2003),

if a person’s likelihood of migration is strongly correlated with personal income, then

migration should increase variation in political preference, to the extent that income

and preference are correlated.

Alternatively, if migration drivers are uncorrelated to political preference, then

preferences should, eventually, tend to converge across all regions. In the absence of

any relationship between migration and political preferences, I expect to see within-

location variation increase but the between-location variance eventually shrink or

disappear. It should not matter whether or not some places are growing and it

doesn’t matter who is left. This expectation is consistent with the Roy Hypothesis

(Roy 1951, Sjaastad 1962), which argues that migration tends to disperse specialized

skill sets in the labor force.

Finally, consider the potential consequences of the fact that Americans now oc-
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cupy a much greater percentage of the country’s land mass. To be sure, the United

States has been fully settled for many years, but it has never been fully occupied, in

terms of the percentage of the country that supports urban or suburban residential

growth. While the number of Americans residing in non-rural locations increased

dramatically after World War II, the amount of area turned over from rural to urban

residence grew even faster, along with the number of urban locations. Linneman

and Rybczynski (1998) claim that the U.S. decentralized its population faster than

any civilization in human history. The implications of these forces can be theorized

from a basic insight from the work of Schelling: given a fixed propensity to choose

residences based on shared characteristics with neighbors in a dyadic group rela-

tionship, and free movement, people will eventually produce an overall pattern of

self-segregation under most conditions. More importantly, this tendency can pro-

duces more self-segregation than the amount suggested by the average of individual

demand. Suppose, for example, that two groups occupy a set of neighborhoods.

Schelling’s theoretical claim is that whenever members of each group tend to expect

even a modest percentage of other members to share their characteristics, extensive

or complete segregation will still emerge.

Moreover, this pattern emerges when migrants are offered a choice set that in-

cludes new and unsettled prospective destinations. Schelling discovered that if mi-

grants prefer some minimal number of common cohort, this desire does not need to

be particularly large in relation to other determinants of location choice, in order

to produce complete segregation. As long as the preference persists over time, seg-

regation can emerge, to a much greater degree than individuals necessarily expect.

Access to new residential possibilities, in regions that were relatively unpopulated

until recent decades, as well as suburban and exurban locations across the country,

has presented migrants with a corresponding opportunity to sort themselves along a

variety of dimensions that are likely to have serious consequences on the composition
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of aggregated political preferences. These preferences may have little or no relation-

ship to the motivating forces that determine choice of residence. Indeed, the rate of

growth in the amount of land designated as urban has roughly quadrupled since 1945,

growing at twice the rate of growth in country’s overall population. Overall, while

the percent of urban population has increased from 64% in 1950 to 79% in 2000, and

from 151 million to 223 million. But the amount of urbanized area increased from

15 million acres to 60 million acres (Lubowski et al. 2006, 30). The U.S. now has

much larger array of possible destinations than ever before mid-20th century, and

much more of the country can be successful occupied.

The link between geographic expansion and clustering is suggested, but not

proven, by the recent electoral strength of Republican candidates in places with

significant population growth. Since the 1990’s, presidential elections have shown

a positive relationship between the population growth of a county or congressional

district and its level of Republican support. This relationship was quite noticeable in

2004; in the 50 congressional districts with the most growth, Republican candidate

Bush won a majority in 45. In 2008, despite winning in 240 of 435 districts overall,

Obama won majorities in only 13 of the 50 fastest growing districts. Overall, despite

the fact that Bush beat Kerry in a significant number of districts (255 to 180), the

average growth rate in Bush districts was 8.9% between 2000 and 2006. The growth

rate of Kerry districts was 2.75%. None of these measures implies that the overall

level of support for Republicans has grown as a consequence; in districts where he

won, Kerry’s margin of victory was generally substantial. Instead, they suggest that

clustering may be related to the U.S.’s growing residential footprint: more occupied

area creates the opportunity for greater clustering along many dimensions, political

preferences included.
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1.3 Sorting and Political Polarization

If migration has lead to clustering, does this result imply that migration is impli-

cated in the polarization of the American electorate? If migration adds to political

clustering, two conditions must be satisfied. First, clustering must be increasing in

a way that is consequential to a new set of political outcomes, or at least bear some

relationship to trends we would identify as increased political polarization. We can

safely assume that migration always leads to clustering along one or more dimen-

sions, such as shared employment in a single industry, climate preference, likelihood

of migration, and so on. But these shared attributes among migrants may never have

political implications. Second, the level of aggregation must have relevance to geo-

graphic organization. Usually, this means that clustering must occur in geographic

units that are large enough to produce political consequences. Any migration will

generate, within a city block or the floor of an apartment building, a potential sorting

effect. Gentrification of a single neighborhood may produce these effects as well. But

the trend must assume some level of aggregation that has meaning to the political

phenomenon we wish to describe.

1.3.1 The Distinction Between Sorting and Polarization

Although the terms sorting and clustering might seem interchangeable, I use the

term sorting to describe a set of processes that lead to either greater or reduced

sortedness, the formal outcome that arises from the clustering of preferences. Insofar

as geographic sorting has relevance as part of the larger polarization story in political

science, we should note that journalists and scholars discuss sorting in two different

ways. First, sorting is sometimes described as the alignment of opinions within

groups, such that individuals adapt and conform to a group or ideological norm.

These norms may be partisan, ideological, or neither. In a political context, this
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could mean that members with minority opinions gradually change their minds about

particular issues. For example, the concept of partisan sorting (Levendusky & Fiorina

2006) suggests that individual preferences tend to align with party positions. If

the issues have relatively little salience to partisan individuals, then the desire for

partisan alignment can become the most important determinant of that opinion

(Layman & Carsey 2002). Sorting could also result from greater ideological coherence

and its potential unifying effects (Hinich & Munger 1994).

A second way the term sorting is used, and the one that will be the focus here, is

to describe a reaggregation of individuals, such that their preferences are more segre-

gated and clustered, while holding individual preferences constant. In other words,

I restrict the use of the word sortedness (and convergence, which is the antonym of

sorting) to describe the effect of a change in the way preferences are aggregated; this

means that sorting is never a consequence of individual preference change. By dis-

tinguishing the effect of re-aggregation from the effect individual preference change,

I hope to use an important conceptual distinction implied in the polarization litera-

ture.

Research in American political polarization has generated two competing, dia-

metrically opposed narratives about democracy and changes in the electorate. While

some persuasive evidence that public opinion has polarized (Abramowitz & Saunders

1998), and that policy preferences of elites respond to cues from party leaders, other

researchers (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope 2006, Levendusky & Fiorina 2006). Fiorina et

al. (2008b) state the argument in this way:

...centrist voters can register polarized choices, and even if the be-

liefs and positions of voters remain constant, their voting decisions and

political evaluations will appear more polarized when the positions can-

didates adopt and the actions elected officials take become more extreme.
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When statistical relationships change, students of voting behavior have

a tendency to locate the source of the change in voter attitudes, but

unchanging voters may simply be responding to changes in candidate

strategy and behavior. (2008b, 556)

In this account, when parties, activists, and poltical elites are more polarized (that

is, the differences between party agendas and political elites are greater), voters can

more easily identify which party or elites should receive their support. Party elites are

less accountable to a diverse set of policy preferences are more accountable to activists

and primary election constituencies, and less concerned with keeping more centrist

supporters from straying. Centrist voters become, at once, both more consistent

supporters of the party closest to them, yet more alienated from party elites.

The distinction between the concepts of sorting and polarization reveals the fun-

damental question raised in the polarization literature: have individual the American

electorate become more radicalized and ideological in ways that have consequences

in the practice of politics? Conversely, are the consequences attributed to this al-

leged radicalization only the result of changes and processes that are alienated from

individual citizens and the electorate at large? A clear distinction between polariza-

tion and sorting can help analyze these questions and evaluate them empirically. In

short, I apply the definition used by McCarty Poole and Rosenthal (2009) suggesting

that the meaning of these terms is distinct but their definitions overlap: sorting is a

component of polarization.

By themselves, sorting and polarization are not necessarily difficult to define or

operationalize. If we are discussing the electorate, the term polarization describes a

measurable shift in the distribution of preferences between groups of citizens. For

example, suppose we want to describe polarization between preferences of citizens

who either want, at some fundamental level, more or less taxation of high income
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earners. If more of these citizens have expressed the desire for a relatively extreme

deviation from the median position, we would describe the result as increased polar-

ization. In the context of a legislature, the principle is the same. Given a cardinal

measure of ideology, if the mean ideologies of members from two parties have grown

further apart, increased partisan polarization has occurred.

Sorting, on the other hand, describes an increased correlation between underlying

preferences and affiliation with some subgroup or category. In the example above,

we would say that sorting (or, more accurately, sortedness) has increased, if the

expression of preferences about tax policy result from an increased alignment between

partisanship and the underlying preference. In the legislative example, we would

say that members with a certain ideological characteristics are more likely to be

members of one party as opposed to the other. In these circumstances, we see greater

polarization that is a consequence of sorting. Stated another way, sorting causes

polarization to grow or shrink based on the way individuals aggregate themselves,

given fixed preferences. If underlying preferences of individuals never changed, and if

the composition of individuals within the electorate at-large never changed, sorting

and polarization would always be equivalent.

My thesis is based three propositions that will help establish the distinction be-

tween sorting and polarization. First, we start with the unremarkable presumption

there is a distinction between underlying and expressed preferences2. This proposi-

tion does not mean that individuals misrepresent their preferences, but rather pref-

erences are expressed as a choice that maximizes the realization of underlying pref-

erences, even if choices and preferences never coincides. As a result, changes in

the choice set presented to individuals may change their expressed preferences that

are constrained by the choice set, even though their underlying preferences may be

2 Without this distinction, we would presume that changes to any choice set would always reflect
a change in underlying preferences, and that the meaning attached to choices would be static
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constant.

Second, individuals with unchanging preferences can be reaggregated, and thus

change the composition of groups whose expression of aggregated preferences affects

political outcomes. These changes in composition may occur without any change

in underlying preferences, but may increase (or decrease) the apparent gap in the

way that a aggregated preference distribution is characterized and often anthropo-

morphized. Sorting occurs within an electorate when individuals are reaggregated

without changes to individual preferences, and the newly aggregated subgroups show

an increased correlation between an underlying preference and likelihood of associa-

tion with a given category.

Finally, a shift in the difference between two preference distributions may be the

result of any combination of the following:

• Changes in expressed preferences

• Rearrangement of the composition of subgroups

• Changes to the underlying preferences of individuals, or

• Replacement of individuals within the universe of citizenry with different indi-

viduals

Any and all of these considerations can lead to the outcome that we call po-

larization. But each element has important differences about the way we interpret

polarization, and categorizing and operationalizing these differences can be surpris-

ingly difficult. In the first two instances, where individual preferences do not change,

polarization results from re-aggregation of a fixed set of preferences, or a different

aggregation of subgroups. I contend that these causes of polarization, in which un-

derlying preferences stay constant, lead to the phenomenon called sorting. Moreover,
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if polarization results only from rearranging individuals into newly configured sub-

groups, then the effect of sorting is indistinguishable from the effect of polarization.

In the latter two instances, the composition of individual preferences changes in

the absence of any re-aggregation. Polarization has changed, but sortedness has not.

I propose that polarization is therefore the sum of the effects of sorting (which

we can call sortedness) plus individual preferences changes. This means that po-

larization is a superset of sortedness: all sorting increases polarization, but not all

polarization is the result of sorting. 3

Differentiating between sorting and individual preference change is both a signif-

icant analytical challenge and empirical challenge. Re-aggregation of preferences by

geography is a fairly straightforward example of sorting. Migration is one process

that increases or decreases sortedness and correspondingly increases polarization.

But preferences can be reaggregated by simply changing the choice set. How would

we know, for instance, that one-time Democratic party member Ronald Reagan was

accurate when he said, ”I didn’t leave the Democratic party. The party left me.”

If Reagan correctly read his own mind, he illustrated a perfect example of sorting.

To confirm, we can begin by looking for evidence that the Democratic party did

indeed change. But we might suppose that Reagan’s underlying preferences really

did change, despite his protestation to the contrary, and that he and the Democrats

left each other by mutual consent. Reagan essentially made a counterfactual claim:

had the Democratic party remained unchanged, so would his partisanship.

This distinction between changes in underlying preferences, versus changes in

expressed preferences resulting from changes in the choice set, reveals the empirical

challenge faced in the polarization literature. In reality, it seems likely that both

underlying preferences and the aggregation of those preferences changes all the time,

3 This formulation is described mathematically by McCarty Poole Rosenthal (2009) in the context
of legislative polarization, and is explored in detail in the chapter on migration and polarization in
Congress.
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in different amounts, in all directions, for various components of the electorate. The

empirical problem becomes even more difficult to unpack when we consider legisla-

tive polarization, where the focus shifts to the complexity of legislator behavior as

opposed to legislator preferences.

In summary, this thesis considers sortedness and polarization as measurable out-

comes. They are driven by a variety of processes that, as best we can determine,

leave traces that can facilitate empirical research and theory development. Sorting

processes, such as migration, legislative redistricting, and changing choice sets are all

potential components of polarization, but not every force contributing to polarization

implies sorting.

Migration is one example of a process that either increases or decreases sortedness.

To be sure, migration is an important topic in its own right: for one thing, migration

can reveal important tendencies among citizens to choose or reject new locations

based on shared political preferences. But as a process that increases or reduces

polarization, the immediacy of migration has an important and helpful feature: in

the moment that it occurs, migration is a relatively pure instance of a sorting process.

In other words, to the extent that migration changes polarization in the short run, its

effects will not be conflated with individual preference change or generational change.

Eventually, this purity is compromised, in the sense that migrants assimilate or

change preference in complex ways, but in the immediate wake of any given instance

of migration, we see nothing but pure sorting.

1.4 Measuring and Analyzing Sorting and Convergence

Applying the distinction described above, I refer to an increase in the correlation

between geographic subunits and political preferences as changes in geographic sort-

edness. Any process that increases this correlation is a sorting process; those pro-

cesses that decrease the correlation are converging processes. Convergence implies
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that the correlation between preferences and a categorization has decreased, which

means that the distributions of preferences across subgroups (such as geographic

units) have become more similar. In his account of post-WWII migration from the

north into the south, Converse (1966) showed that migrants increased the number

of Republicans while, at the same time, increased class and income based differenti-

ation. In both respects, migration tended to converge preference distributions in the

north and south rather than sort them. Convergence can be defined as the opposite

of sorting; it is the result of migration that tends to make preference distributions

more similar between locations. While the Tiebout and Schelling literatures devel-

oped predictions of sorting, another stream of political economy literature (c.f. Roy

1933) predicts convergence.

First, the potential correlation with political preferences may never reflect any

self-conscious desire for sharing these preferences. Migrants don’t have to consider, or

even know, the place attributes or preferences of residents in order to induce a sorting

or convergence effect. Migration always implies that people with some kind of shared

motivation end up in the same place. We can generally assume that the motivation

is never political, and we can even assume that the motivation is never self-conscious.

But if that motivation correlates with political preference, political sorting will occur.

The indirectness of political homogenization has serious consequences for the way we

think about, and measure, utility of place selection.

Second, unless every imaginable kind of political preference collapses into a sin-

gle dimension, it is likely that both sorting and convergence will be taking place,

simultaneously, in different places, depending on the definition of the geographic

(referred throughout as the areal) unit. Additionally, sorting and convergence can

depend on the preference dimensions we might consider, along with an increased like-

lihood of support for the parochial interests of the new destination. For example, the

wide variety of politically diverse migrants who moved into Michigan in the 1950’s
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generally shared an abiding and homogeneous support for the interests of the U.S.

auto industry. An extensive political economics literature theorizes that migration

will generally converge preferences rather than sort them. Did migration converge

or sort their preferences? Until we specify the relevant dimension of interest, the

answer is unclear.

Third, the granularity of locations will change any analysis of sorting or con-

vergence. When we examine relatively small area units, such as neighborhoods, or

even the suburban component of a metropolitan area, we may find sorting that is

undetectable within and between large regions, counties, or states. Our ability to

observe and evaluate either sorting or convergence depends completely on the unit of

analysis, and the particular consequences also depend completely on how we choose

to aggregate.

Finally, sorting and convergence are dynamic and variable forces, and the conse-

quences are easily confounded by temporal considerations. The effects of migration

may not mean very much in a single shot. But the composition of migrants changes,

their effect on a new destination is endogenous, and a given wave of migration with

uniform characteristics may tend to converge a destination at one stage and then

sort it later on. Suppose we identify a single stream of migration that, over time,

redefines the electoral composition in a place like Idaho or Montana. In the early

going, this stream may change these places into more heterogeneous ones, and later

on, without any change in the migrant composition itself, make them more homo-

geneous and completely different than before the migration began. For this reason,

it is impossible to say that any given instance of migration either sorts or converges

with consistency. Furthermore, it is safe to assume that, in any given moment of

time, migration generates sorting in some places and convergence in others, even

if the prevailing trend favors sorting over convergence, or vice versa. Because of

this, it is difficult to generalize about overall sorting or convergence trends by simply
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examining one instance of migration or even one kind of migration.

Sorting describes the outcome in which aggregated preference distributions be-

tween groups have become more distinct; convergence means aggregated preference

distributions have become more similar. If there is no relationship between political

preference and the reclassification mechanism at all, I expect complete convergence.

Under this scenario, migrants would always reflect the distribution from which they

emerge. We may see occasional instances of sorting under these circumstances, but

if they are completely unrelated to political preference, convergence will be the pre-

dominate. If, on the other hand, migrants segregate themselves in ways that correlate

to political preference, then sorting will predominate. Both sorting and convergence

can occur in different places at the same time.

This definition raises important questions about the meaning of political prefer-

ence changes that are central to the debate about mass polarization: does an elec-

torate’s seemingly radicalized response to a more polarized and radicalized choice set,

by definition, imply that the electorate has radicalized accordingly? The argument

by Fiorina is clear: it does not. At the same time, this argument does not imply

that the electorate hasn’t polarized for other reasons. Generational forces, people

entering and leaving the electorate, or endogenous factors triggered by changes in

the choice set, can induce or reveal mass polarization are potential motivators, even

if we concede that reclassification is not one of them. Importantly, this definition of

sorting excludes any individual opinion change, it also excludes the situation where

individuals who change their preferences in order to align their preferences with a

party or ideology. This distinction is important because it excludes the Levendusky

(2006)construct that he calls partisan sorting. In my restrictive definition, sorting

only takes place when individuals are reaggregated, even if opinion change, or parti-

san alignment, follows as a consequence.
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1.4.1 Modeling the effect of migration and growth

In this section, I describe a simple algebraic model which I use in the next chapter

by applying it to individual level migration data from the 2006 Cooperative Con-

gressional Election Study. This purpose of this model is to show how the quantity

and the expected value of a binary preference of migrants, when separated from non-

migrants, change the composition of those preferences in the places where migrants

leave and the places where they arrive. If we wish to estimate the effect of migration

using individual level data, we have the opportunity to consider a variety of factors

besides the net population change in a given location. In a given location, migration

generates three discrete sets of individuals: new arrivals, leavers, and stayers. The

computation strategy shown below takes advantage of this separation afforded by

the survey data. We may find, for example, that two locations with similarly sized

inflows and outflows of migrants are affected by migration very differently, if the

preferences of new arrivals differs greatly from leavers. In addition, the differences

between migrants and non-movers will matter a great deal in places where the num-

ber of migrants is relatively large. While the computation shown below is relatively

straightforward, it leverages the data’s ability to completely isolate the preferences

of each subgroup under the presumption that preferences stay constant.

The strategy is to estimate parameters of a preference distribution for each of the

three categories, then evaluate the parameters as leavers leave and arrivers arrive. In

general, changes in the values of the parameters for a particular distribution indicate

the presence of sorting or convergence. Two locations are sorting if the differences in

parameters are increasing; they are converging if the parameters are coming closer

together.

The parameter choice depends on how we characterize the distribution. In the

simplest case, we examine the p parameter in a Bernoulli distribution, or a binomial

20



distribution with two parameters: n and p. We’ll consider two binary preferences,

separately: the probability that a respondent expresses Republican party identi-

fication and probability of Democratic party identification. By considering these

probabilities separately, we can generate a more tractable hierarchical model and

validate one set of results against the other.

As described below, I generate six separate sets of probability estimates; this

means an estimate for of the likelihood of Republican or Democratic identification

among the three different categories of respondents. I generate a multilevel partial

pooling, logit model, calculate the variance for each location of interest, and gener-

ate a probability estimate for each of three classes of migrants using an empirical

Bayesian estimation. In addition, I predict the likelihood of a particular type of place

choice with a multinomial logit model.

In one sense, this exercise is descriptive, since the model presumes that places are

moving towards sorting or convergence at any given instance. But we can also use

this model to examine hypotheses about whether or not sorting is a prevailing trend,

and if so, under what conditions. The focus throughout will be on U.S. congressional

districts as the unit of analysis.

Suppose we have two preference distribution parameters based on the composition

of preferences before and after one period of migration for location l. The instance

represents migration over some defined period of time. To capture the effect of sorting

as defined earlier, this transformation presumes that the preferences of individuals

are held constant, and the composition of aggregate preferences is changed only

because migrants either move into location l, or away from it.

The parameter in question needs to reflect an overall movement of mass of pref-

erences either toward or away from another location (or group of locations) that

serve as the reference. In the simplest possible example, this parameter would be

the probability of a binary preference in a binomial distribution, but it could also
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be represented by the mean parameter in a normal distribution. If the appropriate

parameter between two preferences distribution grows apart, we have satisfied a con-

dition characterized by sorting. If the parameters grow closer together, then we have

seen convergence. It is less obvious in the case of a joint probability distribution

with multiple parameters of interests for different dimensions. A conjecture about

sorting or convergence could be based on changes between the Euclidean distance of

the parameters, or some weighting of them.

For any two locations a and b, assume the parameter of interest is Θ0
a and Θ1

a

for location a and Θ0
b and Θ1

b for location b. We then define a function that defines

the change in the distance between Θa and Θb over the relevant time period. This

means:

|Θ1
b −Θ1

a| > |Θ0
b −Θ0

a| (1.1)

describes the sorting condition while

|Θ1
b −Θ1

a| < |Θ0
b −Θ0

a| (1.2)

describes convergence.

Each parameter is determined by a function that decomposes migration activity

into three categories: arrivers, leavers, and stayers. This approach looks to transform

individual prefrences into a parameter that describes an aggregate preference. No

matter how we choose to do this, the important feature of this approach is to isolate

leavers and to identify separate characteristics of each of three groups, rather than

try to simply analyze net migration. The need to isolate both leavers and arrivers

emerges for three reasons. First, leavers change aggregate preferences in a given

place as much as a new arrival. Second, even if net migration is marginal, arrivers

can, hypothetically, bring a very different set of preferences into the mix. Finally,
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two places with the same amount of net migration can have very different levels of

circulation; the greater the number of residents cycling through a particular place,

the greater the effect of any significant difference between arrivers and leavers.

In the simplest possible example, suppose that individual preferences are drawn

from a Bernoulli distribution with the relevant parameter p (the probability of an

individual having a particular preference, such as party identification). To illustrate

this example, I use the following notation. Let Pr(X t
l ) equal the probability of a

binary preference (e.g., Republican or Democratic party identification) in location l

at time t (either zero or 1, denoting probability precding or following migration time

interval.

X t
l ∈ {0, 1} (1.3)

Suppose we ignore, for now, changes to the population between t(1) and t(0)

that result from any factor other than migration, including immigration, births,

and deaths. The analysis looks for evidence that migration has either increased or

decreased the differences between two locations. If we restrict t to two instances in

time (0 and 1), we can define Pr(X0
l ) and Pr(X1

l ) as follows:

p1
l =

n0
i p

0
i + n0

jp
0
j

n0
i + n0

j

(1.4)

and

p0
l =

[n0
i p

0
i + n0

kp
0
k)]

[n0
i + n0

k]
(1.5)

where:

n(0
i ) = n(1

i ) = non-migrants (stayers)

n(1
j) = arriving migrants (arrivers)

n(0
k) = departing migrants (leavers)
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Consequently:

n1
i = n0

i + n1
j = stayers + arrivers in t(1) = total population in t(1)

n0
i = n0

i + n0
k = stayers + leavers in t(0) = total population in t(0)

n1
i − n0

i = n1
j − n0

k = arrivers in t(1) - leavers in t(0) = net migration

Equations 4 and 5 are nothing more than the weighted average of the probabilities

of non-movers, and the departing and arriving migrants, respectively. The simplicity

of this formula is afforded in two ways: first, departing and arriving migrants are

isolated as noted above, and secondly, the relative effect of each flow of migration is

affected by its size.

In the case of three of more individuals, we say that a group has sorted when

the parameter of interest has moved further away from the weighted mean of all

the groups. Since individual preferences do not change, the weighted mean stays

constant from one time period to the next. But any or all individual groups can sort

in relation to the mean, and any combination of groups can either sort or converge.

1.5 Conclusion

This chapter introduces my proposed application of migration to the related yet

distinct concepts of sorting and polarization. Migration is a sorting process, given

the presumption that the instance of migration does not, by itself, induce changes

in a migrant’s underlying political preferences. The effect of migration as a sorting

process depends on several factors, including the degree and the manner to which

migration drivers are correlated to political preferences, the composition of migrant

preferences relative to non-mover preferences, the differences between arriver and

leaver preferences in a given destination, and perhaps most importantly, the sheer

magnitude of migration The variation in the amount of migration, as opposed to

the composition of migrants, has the potential to create the most interesting and
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counter-intuitive outcomes, which the empirical analysis in the next chapters will

demonstrate.
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2

Migration and Sorting in the Electorate: Evidence
from the 2006 Cooperative Congressional Election

Study

In this chapter, I look for evidence of migration-induced clustering in the U.S. elec-

torate, using a unique dataset that identifies recent migrants from the 36,421 respon-

dents in the 2006 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). These records

are then matched to the U.S. Postal Service’s change-of-address database covering

the period between 2004 and 2007. First, I elaborate on the distinction between two

terms identified in the previous chapter: sorting and convergence. Next, I apply the

formal definition and model of sorting discussed in the previous chapter, and then

evaluate them empirically with the CCES dataset. Finally, I apply the data to two

separate empirical tests of sorting hypothesis: an individual level model that predicts

the partisanship of migrants’ destination districts, and an estimate of the number

of U.S. congressional districts that show evidence of sorting over the 18 months of

migration reflected in the database. 1

1 Ansolabehere and Lovett ((2008), unpublished) use the 2006 and 2007 panel data from the CCES
in an alternative design.
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With these challenges in mind, my analysis focuses on the changes in preference

composition that result directly from migration. By narrowing the question into a

discussion about composition, we can then make inferences about whether migration

tends to sort or converge, along with the conditions that lead to one outcome or the

other. I treat increases sorting and convergence as outcomes, driven by some kind

of process. As noted in the previous chapter, migration is one kind of process that

can induce these outcomes, but there are other processes as well, such as changing

individuals’ choice sets. I can then apply the CCES data and determine whether

migrants induce sorting or convergence, and identify the places where these outcomes

take place.

The two empirical models in this paper looks at the the characteristics of new

arrivals, non-movers, and leavers from any given location, which can then gener-

ate predictions about their effect on an overall preference distributions. Using the

CCES 2006 data described below, I estimate separate probabilities of Democratic

and Republican party identification, for migrants (both arriving and departing) and

non-movers for each district in the 109th U.S. Congress. Next, I apply these prob-

abilities to estimates of each of these three classes of residents, which will predict

the effect of migration since 2006 on each district. Finally, I will estimate a discrete

choice model on the significance of preference composition of existing residents in

location decisions. 2

2 The model proposed here leaves aside some well known techniques to measure clustering and
dispersion within and between subgroups, such as the Herfindahl Index, the metrics proposed by
Massey and Denton (1988), and the Sullivan (1973) and Koetzle (1998) indices. The model proposed
here is exclusively focused on a binary preference. Because my interest focuses on both the change
in population and the specific effect of movers and leavers, I chose to develop a new, relatively
simple model to evaluate sorting that provides these features.
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2.0.1 Sorting versus Convergence

In the formal definition below, sorting and convergence result from assignment of

individuals into new locations. These new assignments change the likelihood of par-

tisan identification for each major party; this change results in some distribution of

districts that have either sorted or converged. Note that while sorting may describe

a predominant tendency for individual locations to sort, the model treats sorting and

convergence as attributes of individual locations. As mentioned above, we can think

of migration is a kind of reclassification: individuals who migrate have aggregated

into a different geographically defined subset of individuals. In turn, migrants have a

preference distribution that modifies the distribution of the original group of native

residents. The essential idea is that two distributions are sorting if they become more

distinct, and they are converging if they become more alike. More formally, conver-

gence means that the difference between two values of an important parameter in the

two distributions is shrinking. Sorting means the distributions of different locations

are becoming more distinct, or that the difference in the parameter of interest is

increasing. Naturally, the functional form of the preference distribution can generate

two or more parameters moving in different directions, and we can’t always form a

clear assessment whether the sorting or convergence effects are more relevant. In the

discussion below, I will sidestep this problem by supposing that individual prefer-

ences are drawn from a Bernoulli distribution of some binary variable (e.g., is the

individual a Republican, or not). As noted earlier, sorting and convergence reclassify

individuals, in the absence of change to these individual’s individual preferences.

Convergence implies greater intra-group variation, as Converse (1966) noted in his

description of migration and its overall effect on southern politics. But the important

feature is that two converging distributions start to show greater resemblance, mo-

tivated by reclassification. Unless the distribution of reclassified individuals doesn’t
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change parameter of interest in the original distribution, the distributions will either

sort or converge. This exception might occur because the distribution of reclassified

individuals and the original distribution share exactly the same parameter. A more

likely outcome is that the parameters of the reclassified and original distributions are

close enough that the effect is inconsequential. Nevertheless, we could reasonably

presume that for parameters drawn from a continuous distribution that some mea-

surable sorting or convergence always takes place any time migrants enter or leave a

particular location.

The defining characteristic of sorting is that individuals are reaggregated in a

way that changes some characteristic of aggregated group preferences, given that

individual preferences remain constant. This modified aggregation of preferences

can occur on any dimension, such as race, party, taste, ideology, or changes to a

choice set, such that the expressed preference or behavior of individuals becomes

more internally consistent.

Given this definition of sorting, I address two questions. First, do individual

preferences in a cross-sectional survey reveal any tendency for migration to sort or

converge? Specifically, does the destination of migrants predict their party identi-

fication? Does the overall migration pattern predict the effect of migrants on the

preference distribution in a given location? Where sorting occurs, migration should

strengthen and homogenize preferences; where convergence occurs, migration will

pull preferences back to the mean. By applying a simple model of sorting and con-

vergence, I can evaluate whether or not these effects have occurred. Second, does the

presence of residents who share party identification increase the appeal of a given

destination? I will apply a discrete choice model to evaluate this possibility and

try to parse shared political preferences from other considerations that determine

location choice.
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2.1 Data: Cooperative Congressional Election Study of 2006

Migration questions, if asked at all in survey research, are generally limited in speci-

ficity or do not specify the places that people migrate from or when they migrated.

In some cases, respondents may be asked where they were born, or where they lived

five years ago. In particular, we generally cannot combine political preference data

with detailed migration information at the individual level, particularly data that

provide specific information about the source and destination of migrants. The U.S.

Census does provide individual level data for Public Use Micro Areas (PUMA), and

asks respondents to identify the place they left, but only at the U.S. state level of

detail. In any case, the census does not provide individual level political prefer-

ences. Inferences about the preferences of migrants are difficult to extrapolate from

aggregate data, because we cannot compare an individual’s own preferences, and the

correspondence between these preferences and those that prevail in the migrant’s

destination or origin. Usually, migration is analyzed using states or counties, partly

because the data are available at those levels, and partly because states essentially do

not change boundaries. Sometimes census metropolitan service areas are used, but

MSA’s do not span the entire country. For reasons specific to this analysis, I have

chosen to focus on migration between U.S. Congressional districts from the 109th

Congress (2005-06).

Using the U.S. Postal Service’s address matching database with the 2006 CCES,

we can link political preferences with very precise information about their migration

patterns. Thanks to this precision, we have an unusual opportunity to choose the

areal unit of analysis, in order to determine where sorting or convergence prevails

in the data. The unit of analysis will be 110th U.S. Congressional districts in the

2000-2006 time frame, based on responses to the 2006 Cooperative Congressional

Election Study (CCES). The survey was conducted over the course of 2006 and 2007,
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with both pre- and post-election responses. Developed by a consortium of thirty

U.S. universities, CCES includes 36,421 respondents and asks a variety of questions

related to the 2006 midterm election and relevant preferences and demographics. In

the cross sectional post-election data used here, nearly every respondent identified as

a migrant responded to the survey before moving, which should eliminate contextual

effects of a new destination from the responses.

2.1.1 Linking with USPS Change of Address Database

All CCES respondents who submitted a change-of-address form with the postal ser-

vice appear in the publicly available change-of-address matching database, which is

used by organizations who wish to forward mail. The matching technique captures

moves for respondents who provided a change of address after establishing a record

for the 2006 survey (as of January 2008). Of the 36,421 respondents, approximately

4,300 appeared as matches in the change-of-address database. In each instance,

the database provides the Zip+4 record for both the origin and destination of each

matching record. For the analysis used in this paper, 1,417 of these matches indicate

migration into a new congressional district, and include approximately 3.9% of all

respondents.3

2.1.2 US Congressional District as Unit of Analysis

The size of the CCES database presents an unusual opportunity to use U.S. congres-

sional districts as a unit of analysis. Surveys based on congressional district must

contend with the large number of individual districts and the relatively small num-

ber of respondents per districts. In addition, congressional districts, unlike states

and counties, are moving targets: in the contemporary setting, all districts must

be redefined every ten years, at minimum, and often substantially. These changes

3 The USPS matching was administered by Polimetrix, who also administered the CCES itself.
Polimetrix released only the Zip+4 information.
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pose serious problems for cross decade comparisons between congressional districts.

In addition, congressional districts, counties, and states or any geographic definition

risks the modifiable areal unit problem, in which the effect of a phenomenon like

sorting result from an aggregation bias based on the way lines are drawn. Congres-

sional districts are not organized randomly but are instead designed, at least in part,

to serve political purposes, regardless of whether we believe that redistricting con-

tributes significantly to incumbency advantage or protection of seats for a particular

party. These designs can arguably exaggerate or conceal a given sorting tendency.

Despite these drawbacks, there are significant advantages for this analysis by

using congressional districts in comparison to either states or counties. First, con-

gressional districts are relatively consistent in terms of population size. Following a

reapportionment, district population sizes are expected to be identical within states

and reasonably consistent within a fairly narrow range across states. This means

that the likelihood of migration is less likely to be correlated to the size of a par-

ticular areal unit. In contrast, the variation of county size is greatly affected by

region; in particular, counties are vastly larger and more populous in western states

compared to the rest of the country. In addition, any inference about sorting based

on a county-level analysis risks bias in the direction of the effects generated by the

large number of counties with very small populations. For example, despite the fact

that the number of landslide counties has grown significantly since 1976, we must ac-

count for the fact that a relatively small outmigration from rural residences to cities

and suburbs and can dramatically change an election outcome for a large number of

counties without effecting most voters in counties with more people.

In comparison to the states, congressional districts are both more uniform and

more granular. A sorting pattern that may be hidden within a state such as Colorado,

which may have become more competitive at the state level in national politics,

becomes more visible at the congressional district level. Since very large, urban or
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western counties may contain multiple congressional districts, we may see patterns

emerging in these places by using districts instead of counties or states.

Finally, examination of sorting at the U.S. Congressional district level blends

naturally into an analysis of sorting and potential constituency effects on the behavior

of Congress members. For example, can we see evidence that sorting of preferences,

where it occurs, generates a different kind of behavior in congress members that

reflects, rather than initiates, radicalization of the aggregated preferences within

their constituencies? Ultimately, we want to see whether geographic sorting helps

induce, or at least facilitates, polarization in aggregated electorates and in political

institutions.

2.1.3 Descriptive Results from CCES Data

The individual level CCES survey data can help determine whether this growth shows

a relationship with the individual political preferences of movers. Using an overall

count of migrants, based on the summary shown in Table 2.1 I compare the partisan

preferences of movers against the aggregate preferences of districts, both at the origin

and destination. Although the CCES contains a substantial number of respondent

attributes, this analysis will concentrate on partisan identification; specifically, I use

the survey’s three-point partisan id question (Democrat, Republican, Neither).

From the survey responses, each respondent is coded as either a Democratic

identifier, Republican identifier, or Independent. Irrespective of the kind of source

district, movers to Democratic districts appear to be disproportionately Democratic

as shown in Table 2.2. To a lesser degree, the same is true for Republicans and

movers to Republican districts. In other cases, the percentages show sorting. For

instance, non-moving Democrats comprise 41.4% of the respondents in Democratic

districts. But 51.5% of those moving from one Democratic district to another Demo-

cratic district are Democrats. Only 11.5% of this kind of mover is Republican, but
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Republicans comprise 21.2% of the non-movers in Democratic districts. These pat-

terns hint at the possibility of sorting; migrants are increasing the percentage gap

between identifiers. However, 27.7% of those moving from Republican Districts to

Democratic districts are Republican. This tendency illustrates convergence, in which

the percentage gap between Democrats and Republicans will shrink. Even so, the

shrinkage of the gap will be less than if the percentage reflected the presence of Re-

publicans as a whole, or all Republicans moving from Republican districts, which

would be the case if party had no relationship to destination whatsoever.

Since we don’t know how inflows and outflows of migrants actually change the

distributions of identifiers, summary statistics of movers of this kind do not suggest

very much about whether or not they are consistent with a sorting hypothesis.
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Table 2.1: Count of Migrants by Partisanship of District of Origin and Destination

Origin Type Dest: Dem Dest: Swing Dest: Rep Total
Origin: Dem 165 85 182 432

Origin: Swing 104 97 144 345
Origin: Repub 137 125 378 640

Total 406 307 704 1417

4

4 Computation based on the Haversine formula between longitude and latitude; essentially, this
computes the distance between a straight line, adjusted for the earth’s curvature
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Table 2.2: Migrant Democratic and Republican Identifiers by District Type

All Moves
Democratic Identifiers To Dem District To Rep District Total

From Dem District 131 96 227
From Rep or Swing District 87 128 215

Total 218 224 442

Republican Identifiers To Rep District To Dem District Total
From Rep District 186 75 261

From Dem or Swing District 96 51 147
Total 282 126 408

Moves > 200 Miles
Democratic Identifiers To Dem District To Rep District Total

From Dem District 37 40 79
From Rep District 30 53 81

Total 67 93 160

Republican Identifiers To Repub District To Dem District Total
From Rep District 88 34 121

From Dem District 49 9 58
Total 137 43 180

This table shows the number of migrants in the CCES 2006 dataset who were party
identifiers, by partisanship of source and destination districts. It also includes the

subset of migrants who moved at least 200 miles.

2.2 Individual Selection of District Type

2.2.1 Model Specification

In this section, I use a discrete choice model that focuses on individual migrant

characteristics and their relationship to political preferences in a given destination.

The goal of this model is to predict the likelihood of an individual migrating to

a particular type of district characterized by its overall party preference. We can

then determine if individual political preferences persist as meaningful explanatory
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variable. In other words, we want see whether an ideologically conservative (liberal)

migrant more likely to migrate into a Republican(Democrat) district, once we have

accounted for the migrants’ places of origin and other well known predictors of par-

tisanship. The model should also try to account for the possibility that migration

may rearrange migrants in similar places without sorting or converging them in the

aggregate. As always, I make no assertion that the prevailing political ideology en-

ters migrants’ decision making process. For the sake of simplicity in this polytomous

model, I do not include any place attributes or a hierarchical model, although I do

include variables associated with the migrants’ district of origin. However, the model

does include several explanatory variables associated with the originating district of

migrants. I treat originating districts, combinations of originating and destination

districts, and originating district attributes as individual level variables.

The model predicts partisanship as a proxy for political preference, but instead of

a separate binary estimate for each party as seen previously, I generate a polytomous

estimate using three categories. A discrete choice framework makes sense because

I am not especially interested in the degree of partisanship among those districts

that are uncompetitive. In this instance, the boundaries are defined at 55% of the

two-party vote in the 2004 presidential election. Swing districts, which are used as

a base alternative, are those with vote share percentages between 45 and 55.

In this model, the crucial explanatory variable is respondent’s ideology. I focus

on ideology because it provides a more conservative and difficult test of sorting

than partisanship. If the sorting hypothesis holds, then ideology should stand as

significant and consistent with the destination type, even when controlled for the

migrants’ partisanship in the district of origin and other alternative explanatory

variables. Convergence suggests that ideology conflicts with the type’s prevailing

preference, or is insignificant.

Since the model needs to predict the probabilities in a polytomous choice set,

and the explanatory variables are based on individual attributes, this model uses

the multinomial logit functional form. Multinomial logit models have two important

properties. First, multinomial logit generates a coefficient for every variable for each
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choice, excluding a base alternative. This will make significance for one party visible

even if the other is not, and vice versa. Second, multinomial logit models provides a

relatively strenuous test of parameter signficance. 5

In the multinomial logit specification, we begin with a utility function

Uij = X ′jβ + εij (2.1)

where individual i selects choice j from a choice set J, and X is a vector of inde-

pendent variables. Given the individual seeks to maximize Uij, the model predicts

the probability

P (yi = j|xi) = p(Uij > Uik)∀j 6= k (2.2)

Assuming the independence of irrelevant alternatives criterion is met, it follows that:

P (yi = j|xi) =
eX

′
jβ∑J

j=1 e
X′
jβ
, j = Democrat, Swing,Republican (2.3)

One alternative needs to be withheld in order for the model to be identified.

Withholding Swing districts leaves:

P (yi = j|xi) =
eX

′
jβ

1 +
∑J

j=1 e
X′
jβ
, j = Democratic, Republican (2.4)

The estimation maximizes a likelihood function representing these choices for all

individuals is

L =
N∏
i=1

J∏
j=1

P (yi = j|xi)d (2.5)

5 An alternative strategy is to apply the new class of equilibrium sorting models from the political
economy literature. These models are based on the discrete choice framework developed by Berry
(1994) that generates group and individual level predictors, and then accounts for unobserved group
level variation with an instrumental variables strategy. These models are especially useful in pre-
dicting probabilities of specific individual choices and accounting for agglomeration and congestion
effects (i.e., the endogeneity associated with choice based on the choices of others). In some re-
spects, this would be the best strategy for a discrete choice problem such as this one, but the focus
in this exercise is not on isolating endogeneity or decomposing the elements of a utility function.
Rather, the goal is simply to examine whether the correlations partisanship or ideology disappear
in a model that includes other variables associated with migration.
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if option d is chosen by individual i.

Thus, the choice set has three elements: moving to a Democratic, Republican,

or Swing district. The model estimates coefficients that predict a Democratic dis-

trict and a Republican district, compared to the probability of moving to a Swing

districts as the baseline alternative. Other migration models have included staying

as an option in estimating a utility model, but as suggested earlier, the focus in

this analysis is to explain the direction of migrants once the migration decision has

been made. We do know that migrants are more likely to be Republican (Gimpel

& Schucknecht 2001), an expectation supported in Table 1, but it is not obvious

from that generalization how the movement affects the distribution of individual

places. Finally, I apply the Hausmann (1984) test too the final result to test the

validity of the Independence of Irrelevant Assumptions requirement for multnomial

logit models.

Since this particular approach only includes migrants, and excludes migrants who

did not move far enough to change congressional districts, it presumably generates

selection bias, insofar as the preferences of non-migrants are excluded from the model.

Despite this potential shortcoming, note that I have defined sorting as an outcome

that might reflect individual preferences for more homogeneous destinations, but

might also merely reflect the incidental result of every other driver of migration,

whether those drivers are observed or unobserved. The purpose, for now, is not

to demonstrate a revealed preference for political homogeneity. Instead, I hope to

show that migration, in the aggregate, can contribute to homogeneity, whether or

not homogeneity is a desired outcome for individual migrants.

The model includes three sets of explanatory variables: ideology (as noted above),

attributes of the migrant’s originating district, and demographics. The important

test is the comparison of ideology to the partisanship of a migrant’s destination

district, after controlling for the partisanship of a migrant’s originating district. In

this model, ideology is based on the five point Likert scale used in the CCES (rescaled

to -2 = Very Liberal and 2 = Very Conservative). District partisanship is a discrete
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variable based on the 2004 presidential vote share.6 The dependent variable in the

model is the partisanship of the destination district. I represent partisanship as

a discrete variable, since the qualitative difference between districts with 60% and

70% Democratic or Republican vote share is less apparent, and less relevant, to the

analysis than the difference between districts with 50% versus 60%. I also represent

Democratic partisanship and Republican partisanship as separate binary variables,

both as dependent variables and as controls. In doing so, I imposed a more strict test

of statistical significance, but I can show whether or not the effects of Democratic

partisanship differ from Republican partisanship. In all four versions of the model,

I include the distance of the move, accounting for the fact that moves between

Democratic districts tend to cover less distance than moves between Republican

districts, irrespective of region. I also include variables for age and dummy variables

for black and hispanic ethnicity of respondents.

In Model 2, the first variation of the baseline model, I reduce the dataset to

include only migrants who migrated at least 200 miles. Because this selection elimi-

nates migrations between the most proximate districts, it significantly reduces spatial

autocorrelation, but also reduces the number of observations. Model 3 includes all

observations but controls for the change in percent of urban area in the respondent’s

new district compared to the old district. This variable accounts for the fact that re-

spondents who live in districts with higher percentages of urban area are more likely

to identify as Democratic party members and therefore political preference may sim-

ply mediate a shift in migrant’s location density. Finally, Model 4 adds fixed effects

for census regions of originating districts (using Midwest region as a baseline).

2.2.2 Results

The results of all four models are reported in Table 2.3. If sorting occurs, we should

expect an migrant’s ideology to predict the kind of district chosen. Conservative

ideology should predict a greater likelihood of Republican district, and liberal ide-

ology should predict a greater likelihood of Democratic districts. Note that in the

6 Districts with 55% or more of the Democratic 2-party vote share are categorized as Democratic;
45% to 55% as Swing ; 45% or less as Republican.
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multinomial logit model, each kind of district is being predicted separately; it is pos-

sible, for example, for ideology to have significance in Democratic districts but not

Republican districts, or vice versa.
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2.3 Estimating Effect of Ideology and Partisanship with Selection
Models

The models in Table 2.3 estimate the relationship between an individual migrant’s

ideology and the prevailing partisanship of the destination, while controlling for the

partisanship of a movers place of origin. We know that migrants are not selected

randomly from the population at large: as a group, they tend to be younger, wealth-

ier, and better educated. Using the entire CCES dataset, I use a Heckman selection

model to determine whether the observed significance of individual ideology results

from selection bias.

The selection model considers age, income, education, home ownership, and mar-

ital status to estimate likelihood of moving to a new congressional district. I estimate

two sets of probit models: one model that uses a probit estimate of the likelihood of

moving to a Democratic or Republican district among movers, and another model

that uses the Heckman selection process to estimate the same likelihood amongst all

respondents, accounting for the initial likelihood of actually moving.

I then create two alternatives to self-reported ideology in the explanatory vari-

ables. In addition to using self-reported ideology, I use a principal-components factor

analysis to estimate a latent value for ideology based on a series of survey questions,

including support for the president, religious preference, and policy preference items.

This predicted score has a .66 correlation with self-reported ideology. Finally, I re-

place ideology with partisan identification based on the seven point Likert scale used

in the CCES.

Results appear in Tables 2.4, 2.5, and 2.6. In each of the six sets of models

presented, ideology (in both forms: self-reported and latent) persists as a statistically

significant explanatory variable, as does partisanship.
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Across the different variations of the model, the sorting hypothesis is supported,

even when controlling for the prevailing ideology of a migrant’s originating district.

This means that liberal migrants are more likely to arrive in Democratic districts and

conservative migrants are more likely to arrive in Republican districts, even after we

control for the fact that each kind of migrant is also more likely to originate in these

kinds of districts. In each of the four variations of the multinomial logit model, the

coefficient estimate of the individual respondents’ ideology is statistically significant

and properly signed, with only one exception: the Republican district destination in

Model 2. The result persists, with almost no change to the coefficient estimate and

standard error, in Models 3 and 4, even though the change in urban area percentage

has a powerful effect and the fixed effect of particular region is often significant.

By comparison, and surprisingly, similar partisanship of respondent’s origin district

emerges as a significant variable only when the change in urban percentage is added

to the model. Moreover, adding ideology to the model increases the number of correct

predictions from 725 to 732 in the baseline model and 807 to 819 in Model 4.

2.3.1 Spatial Autocorrelation and Distance

One possible motivating factor in the sorting or convergence pattern is the relative

proximity of Democratic districts to other Democratic districts, and Republican dis-

tricts to other Republican districts, revealing some pattern of spatial autocorrelation.

For this reason, I determined the distance between the origin and destination of each

move, based on the Haversine distance formula. The presence of significant spatial

autocorrelation among Congressional districts can be safely presumed. Its effect will

be to dampen any pattern of sorting or convergence, insofar as it tends to bias toward

migration between similar types of districts. In the cross-tabulation shown in Ta-

ble 2.2, I compare the number of district matches for partisan migrants. We can get

some sense of the effect of spatial autocorrelation by comparing the number of dis-

trict matches and non-matches, and then see if that proportion changes as distance

increases.

Spatial autocorrelation of partisan preference reduces our ability to infer that mi-
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gration induces sorting. The reason is that spatial autocorrelation changes the choice

set of migrants for potential destinations. For example, the proximity of Democratic

districts in the northeast may fully explain the a tendency of a given migrant to

choose Democratic districts there, given that distance is a known limiting factor in

migration choice. The modeling strategy must account for this possibility, but the

possibilities increase tremendously when we know the details about a migrant’s origi-

nation point. First of all, we can exclude migration between similar types of districts

in the sorting formula. Secondly, we can control for originating district partisanship.

Third, we can account for the fixed effects of the originating region. Finally, we can

account for the migration distance. 7

In the case of Democratic migrants, we see an overall total of 131 moves from

Democratic-to-Democratic districts, and 128 moves from Republican-to-Republican

districts; i.e. 259 of the 442 moves. For moves of greater than 200 miles, this

proportion stays consistent; 90 of the 160 moves are between the same kinds of

districts. In the case Republican partisans, a move of 200 miles seems to increase

the likelihood that a respondent will move into a Republican district. Relatively few

Republican respondents move from one Democratic district to another, although this

likelihood decreases for moves greater than 200 miles.

These tabulations suggest a greater propensity for Republican migrants, more so

than Democrats, to arrive in a district with shared preferences, irrespective of the

move’s distance. While we still don’t know if moves greater than 200 miles are free

of spatial autocorrelation, they are less likely to be affected by it.

2.4 Estimating Migration’s Effect on District Partisanship for Ar-
rivers, Leavers, and Non-movers

2.4.1 Formal Model of Sorting and Convergence of Aggregate Constituencies

This formal description of sorting and convergence looks at the characteristics of

groups, as opposed to individuals. In the final section, I estimate a hierarchical logit

7 An alternative modeling strategy uses these differences as a instrumental variable that reveals a
preference for agglomeration or resistance to congestion; see (Bayer & Timmins 2007).
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model to estimate the probability of partisanship for each respondent, and then I

aggregate these probabilities by congressional district.

2.4.2 Estimating Sorting and Convergence with a Partial Pooling Model

Next, I use the sorting model to generate predictions of partisanship for each sub-

group of respondents: movers, leavers, and stayers. Using a multilevel logit model

based on the partial pooling formula defined by Gelman and Hill (2007), I use these

two classes of respondents to generate three predictions for each party in each dis-

trict: a) probability of party identification for new arrivals, b) probability of party

identification for departing migrants, and c) probability of party identification for

non-movers.

Using this technique, I first generate a hierarchical model that predicts the prob-

ability of party identification for individuals based on the CCES survey responses.

In this case, I use a random-intercept logit model specification, based on the partial-

pooling technique described in Gelman and Hill (2007). A difficult modeling prob-

lem emerges from the need to adapt to relatively sparse migration data between 435

US Congressional districts. Of the 36,421 weighted responses, only 1400 moved far

enough to change congressional districts. The total movement never exceeds 17 and

the median is about 5, while 68 districts had either no movers in, or no movers out.

The partial pooling model addresses this shortcoming by leveraging information

available within districts with many observations, and leveraging information from

the entire dataset when observations are few. The goal is to produce a model that

reliably predicts party identification for individual respondents, while accounting for

unobserved group level district effects. One way to achieve this would be to apply a

fixed effect for each district, without any pooling. Because of the sparseness across

districts, some kind of pooling strategy is necessary; otherwise, the variation between

districts will be overstated. Complete pooling, in which congressional districts are

ignored, defeats the purpose. The partial pooling technique is a compromise between

these two extremes; its purpose is to leverage district specific information where it is

available, and otherwise use information from the rest of the dataset. This strategy
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essentially weights the effect of respondents from a particular district and the total

respondent pool based on the number from that particular district.

From these estimates for individual respondents, we can then aggregate accurate

mean predictions for individual congressional districts.

In order to apply the sorting and convergence model for these estimates, three

separate types of estimates will be necessary: probabilities of party identification

for movers, leavers, and non-movers. As noted earlier, the CCES dataset contains

the original and destination nine-digit zip code for each respondent. For those who

matched the zip+4 forwarding address lookup database, the original and destination

zip codes are different. Each nine-digit zip code is linked to its congressional district

for the 109th Congress. A respondent is then labeled a ”mover” if the move crossed

into a new congressional district.

2.4.3 Partial Pooling Random Intercept Model

For respondent i associated with congressional district j, the multilevel varying-

intercept model specifies

P (y∗i = 1) = logit−1(αj + βijXi) (2.6)

In a partial pooling model, which a(j) is drawn from a normal distribution,

aj ∼ N(µa, ξj) (2.7)

In the logit model specification, y* represents the latent variable based on the

the probability of observing y in the model. For this particular hierarchical logit

model specification, aj comprises the entire group level effect. In a model based on

complete pooling, aj always equals µa and is constant regardless of group j. In a

model with no pooling, a fixed effect is added, and aj deviates from µa entirely on

this effect specific to the group, irrespective of the number of observations.

A partial pooling model, on the other hand, computes aj as:

α̂j ≈
nj
σ2
y

nj
σ2
y

+ 1
σ2
α

ȳj +

1
σ2
α

nj
σ2
y

+ 1
σ2
α

µα (2.8)
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where nj is the number of respondents choosing district j, σ2
y is the intra-district

variance of these respondents, and σ2
α is the between district variance of the means.

The first term is weighted more heavily when there are many observations for a given

district; the second is weighted more heavily when there are very few observations.

If there are no observations, the first term is eliminated the fixed effect is simply the

mean of the overall population.

In this way, aj is pulled closer to the mean than it would if the aj estimates

weren’t pooled at all. The estimates are weighted by the number of observations in

each group. In this study, where the number of observations does not exceed 17, this

approach uses a combination of the estimates for the specific j and the overall mean,

reducing within-group variance to a realistic level. At the same time, the estimates

for respondents in districts with large samples weight this additional group specific

information more heavily.

As with any hierarchical model, this approach allows us to relax the assumption

that unobserved district-level factors behave independently. To generate the aggre-

gated district level estimate, I compute the mean of the individual probabilities in

the dataset. Again, this strategy seems somewhat risky given the relatively small

numbers of respondents in several cases. But despite the idiosyncrasy and sparseness

of the respondents in particular congressional districts, the individual probability es-

timates reflect the combined availability information from both the entire dataset

and the particular group, thanks to partial pooling described above. The estimate

for the probability is therefore:

p̄j = y∗|xij =

∑Nj
nj=1 pi

Nj

(2.9)

Finally, I repeat this process six times: once for each of party, for each of the

three categories of respondents (arrivers, leavers, and non-movers). After eliminating

districts with either zero inbound or zero outbound migrants, my sample includes

367 of the 435 districts (based on 109th boundaries).
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2.4.4 Results

The results of each of the six partial pooling models appears in Table 2.7.
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The coefficient estimates for individual level partisanship are consistent with the

expectations of an ordinary model of partisanship. The correlations between par-

tisanship and ideology are very high in the CCES dataset; see (Abramowitz 2007).

Ideology is measured on a five point Likert scale and increases as responses are more

conservative. The selection of independent variables is designed to increase the area

under the receiver operating characteristics (ROC) curve. The model generates val-

ues close to .9; the expected value for a curve with no predictive ability is .5.

In order to get some sense of whether most districts trend toward sorting or

convergence, I computed correlations with the 2004 Democratic share of the two

party vote in the presidential election.
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Figure 2.1: a-f: Partisanship Predictions and Democratic Party Vote Share in 2004
Pres. Election
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Table 2.8: Distribution of Districts by Predicted Sorting and Direction of Sorting

Democratic Districts:
Sorted (Attract Dems) 75
Converged (Did Not Attract Dems) 72
Sorted (Repel Republicans) 58
Converged (Did Not Repel Republicans) 89
Sorted in Both Directions 50
Converged in Both Directions 55
Total 147
Republican Districts:
Sorted (Attract Republicans) 83
Converged (Did not Attract Republicans) 86
Sorted (Repel Democrats) 84
Converged (Did not Repel Democrats) 85
Sorted in Both Directions 68
Converged in Both Directions 70
Total 169

Democratic and Republican districts are those whose predicted partisanship (i.e.,
likelihood of respondent choosing Democratic or Republican party identification)
exceeded the mean prediction. The combined total is less than 367 districts (the
number of districts with at least one mover and one leaver in the dataset) because
some districts did not exceed the mean prediction for either party.
Democratic sorted (attract Dems) includes those districts whose post-migration like-
lihood of Democratic party identification increased. Democratic converged (did not
attract Dems) means the likelihood of a Democratic party identification decreased.
Democratic sorted (repel Republicans) means the likelihood of a Republican party
identification decreased in a Democratic district; Democratic converged (Did not
repel Republicans) means this likelihood increased.

The correlation is very strong for the non-mover predictions, for both parties.

The correlations are weaker for all four groups of movers, but signed in a direction

that would indicate that sorting is more frequent than convergence. For example,

the predictions for the probability of Democratic identification among arrivers are

mildly and positively correlated with Democratic party vote share.

If we presume a close correlation between the percentage of self identified parti-

sans and support for the 2004 Presidential candidate, we should see similar strength

in the mean prediction of partisanship. The scatter plots in Figures 1e and 1f show

the overall relationship with Democratic party vote share; the correlations are -.8159

and .8043 for Republicans and Democrats, respectively.
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Assuming the predicted percentages are reliable, what changes, if any, to the

mean probabilities for movers are leavers emerge? Ultimately, I will apply these

percentages in the sorting model presented earlier, but for the moment, consider

the comparisons to the results for non-movers above. In all four categories, the

correlation with the 2004 Democratic voter share are correctly signed and range

between .349 and .371 for Democrats’ arriving and leaving, respectively, and -.314

and -.294 for Republicans. While these correlations aren’t particularly high in their

own right, the fact that they are correlated at all, and signed consistently with the

party preference based on the vote share metric, suggests the possibility that some

sorting is taking place. The coefficients are consistent the observation that arrivers

in Democratic districts are disproportionately Democratic identifiers. By the same

token, the correlations for leavers are not significantly different. Even if the direction

of these correlations is consistent with a sorting hypothesis, we still cannot tell if the

Democratic identifiers’ movement into Democratic districts is offset by movement

away from Democratic districts. The sorting and convergence model is designed to

address this uncertainty.

The variance of the random intercept ultimately drives variation in the district

percentage predictions. In this case, the variance estimate is statistically significant

and is consistent for the four mover categories and between the two non-mover cate-

gories. The means of the individual predictions for each district in each category are

combined, and districts with either no inbound or no outbound movers are discarded.

Finally, I add population estimates of gross inbound and outbound migrants, along

with non-movers, to see which districts are changing predicted percentages of party

identification, and the extent to which districts are sorting, converging, or both.

Figure 2.2 shows the relationships between the partisanship of migrants and non-

migrants by district, for each party. The scatter plots in Figure 2.2 shows a rela-

tionship between the partisanship of migrants and non-migrants by district. While

the overall results are correlated, we cannot tell whether the effect of partisanship

by arriving migrants is offset by the partisanship of departing migrants.

In Figure 2.3, I break down districts into Democratic and Republican based on
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their presidential party vote share. In both cases, migrants are more likely to demon-

strate partisan preference for Democrats in Democratic districts and Republicans in

Republican districts, in a way that is consistent with the picture from Figure 2.2.

Moreover, in Democratic districts, the likelihood of migrants’ Democratic partisan-

ship increases with overall Democratic partisanship of the district, whereas the like-

lihood of Republican migrant partisanship decreases.

Having computed estimated probabilities of partisan identification for all three

categories of respondents, and an estimate of the number of inbound and outbound

migrants in each district, I can now compute results based on the sorting and conver-

gence model. A district is identified as either Republican or Democrat if its predicted

estimate is greater than the weighted mean for all districts, for each party respec-

tively. For districts defined as Republican, a sorted district means we see an increase

in difference in its estimated likelihood of Republican identification versus the mean.

A converged district sees a reduction in the difference between its estimate and the

mean.

Another kind of sorting also occurs if the likelihood of identification in the other

party decreases. This means the of identification in the majority party increases

relative to the likelihood of the minority party. As shown in Table 2.8, we see no

consistent pattern for districts to sort or converge by party, despite the fact that

ideology does appear to be a significant predictor in a migrant’s destination choice.

2.5 Conclusion

Migration is only one process that may contribute to clustering of American electoral

constituencies, and it may less important than the contextual effects that change

preferences long after migration has occurred. But migration also has one important

advantage from an analytical perspective: if we know the ex ante political prefer-

ences of migrants, we can look at how these preferences align with other people in

their destinations, and get some sense of whether shared political preferences predict

migration behavior and reveal whether or not shared preferences matter to ordinary

citizens. By applying this study’s unique cross-sectional dataset, I show some limited
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Figure 2.2: New Arrivals and Non-Movers Partisanship Predictions by Party
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Figure 2.3: New Arrivals and Non-Movers Partisanship Predictions by Party

results that suggest that migrants are somewhat more likely to land in destinations

where the prevailing preferences align with their own. These findings are based a

single cross sectional dataset and may only reflect the contingencies of the survey and

the 2006 electoral environment. Nevertheless, an individual’s self-declared ideology

has robust significance in predicting a migrant’s destination, even after we account

for the fact that a migrant’s place of origin may explain much of this consistency.

The study also generates predictions of the partisanship in specific locations that
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isolates the preferences of migrants from other residents. This approach shows that

when we know the details of a respondent’s migration pattern and ex ante prefer-

ences, we can compute the compositional effect of migration in any given location.

This means we can hope to analyze where migration is most significant and assess

the importance of both inbound and outbound migration in the clustering effects

that we identify. The relationship between population growth and clustering in a

given location is one example of a relatively simple prediction that finds some modest

support in the partisanship estimates shown here.
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3

Congress

3.1 Introduction

If migration contributes to electoral sorting, is polarization among elected officials

a likely consequence? A natural place to examine these relationships is the United

States Congress. Indeed, we can credibly claim that polarization is the defining

characteristic of the contemporary Congress. The rise of polarization has engaged

a substantial portion of the congressional scholarship, linking theories about the

internal institutional mechanics, including rules, agenda control, and party related

incentives (Cox and McCubbins (1993), Oleszek (2004), Rohde (1991), Aldrich and

Rohde (2000), and Roberts and Smith (2003) to their relationship to constituen-

cies (Stonecash Brewer and Mariani (2003), Jacobson(2000), and McCarty Poole

Rosenthal (2006b). Much of this research focuses growth in income disparity, gerry-

mandering, incumbency advantages, the southern realignment. While links between

geographic sorting and polarization have been discussed from many angles, we have

seen little or no research of this type directed specifically to polarization in Congress.

In this chapter, I apply this focus, motivated by the possibility that dispersion of the
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American electorate into a large number of newly urbanized locations helps motivate

polarization in national politics generally and Congress specifically.

This chapter has two goals. First, using aggregate level data over a series of

elections, I look for evidence that migration has sorted congressional constituencies.

Secondly, I look for linkage between migration and polarization among House mem-

bers, as opposed to congressional constituencies. In order to accomplish these tasks,

I use population growth in U.S. House districts as a proxy for domestic migration

between reapportionments. This approach presumes that districts with exceptionally

large gains in population are also the districts that receive significant inbound migra-

tion. If the theoretical expectation of sorting is met in a straightforward way, these

high-growth districts should become increasingly partisan and increasingly ideologi-

cal. For example, Republican high-growth districts should become more Republican,

relative to other Republican districts.

Unlike the analyses using survey data, I look exclusively at aggregate level data

at the congressional level. If migration induces sorting, then we should expect the

districts who have gained and lost the greatest number of migrants to become increas-

ingly homogenous: parties that controlled these districts should find their support

increasing over the course of a decade following redistricting. My examination of

data from the past twenty years does not reveal this kind of relationship. In both

the 1990’s and 2000’s, changes to the partisanship of growth districts, over the course

of each decade, reflect changes in the country as a whole.

Despite the null finding on sorting within congressional electorate, a link between

migration and polarization in the House is more apparent. The district data reveal

two intriguing characteristics that could reflect a complicated relationship between

migration and congressional polarization, rather than a relationship that is simply

mediated by sorting. First, as many analyses discovered during the 2004 election, we

have seen an extremely strong correlation between population growth and Republican

63



support for at least two decades. In one sense, this result might be completely

spurious. The southern region and many western states have grown dramatically

over this time and also happen to be Republican strongholds. On the other hand,

we might also find that public policy characteristics of high growth states such as

Nevada, Florida, and Texas motivate a significant migration based sorting that skews

Republican, in accordance with the Tiebout hypothesis (Tiebout 1956).

Whether this relationship between growth and Republican partisanship is spuri-

ous or not, we should ask whether migration changes or reinforces the pre-existing

levels of partisanship in these places. For example, we might theorize that the large

overall migration pattern in recent decades confers a political advantage to Repub-

licans, even if migrants themselves are less likely to be Republican than original

natives. Reapportionment provides a straightforward illustration of this possibil-

ity. In the 2000 Census reapportionment, the House saw a net shift of seven House

seats from states that chose Gore in the 2000 election to states choosing Bush. But

reapportionment is not the only possible benefit to a party with strength in places

that are absorbing population. Growth of population can plausibly increase electoral

bias in favor the stronger party and could also transform the preferences in migrants

whose preferences are malleable and responsive to a change in political context.

In addition, the data suggest that Republican House members from high growth

districts in recent congresses have been more ideologically extreme than other Repub-

lican members, relative to the partisanship of their districts. Additionally, the gap

between Republican and Democratic members from districts with similar partisan-

ship appears to be greater in high growth districts. A tendency such as this might be

the result of the peculiar characteristics of a district with substantial numbers of new

migrants. For instance, voters in these districts may be more likely to choose pres-

idential candidates and congressional candidates from the same party. Voters who

are recent arrivals may be less involved in congressional elections and more likely to
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base decisions down the ballot on the national political agenda. Considerations such

as these could sustain House members in growth districts who ideological extremity

would otherwise seem to be less synchronized with the districts’ constituencies

In short, the the behavior of House members appears to be polarizing in response

to the presence of heavy migration in a way that the partisanship of districts’ elec-

torates does not. With this context in mind, this last chapter explores potential links

between migration and polarization in Congress, through an examination of the link

between polarization and high growth districts.

3.2 Republican Strength in High Growth Districts

The analyses in this chapter emerge from the following assumptions. First, recall

that the United States’s residential footprint has expanded since the 1940s, such

that the population has actually decentralized if we consider only urban areas, even

though more Americans live in places that are designated as urban. As the Schelling

(1971), (1978) segregation models described in chapter 1 establish, self-segregation

can accelerate when the number of newly available destinations increases. Secondly,

the variation in population growth between different places in the country, including

places defined by congressional district boundaries, varies enormously. Between 2000

and 2007, the 2nd district of Louisiana lost 38% of its population, while the 6th

district of Arizona gained 47.9%.

More importantly, voters in congressional districts with the most growth are heav-

ily and disproportionately Republican. This pattern has unfolded over the last three

decades. In the 2000’s, voters in 95 of the 100 fastest growing counties with popula-

tion of 65,000 or more gave majorities to George W. Bush in 2004, while 81 of these

counties supported John McCain in 2008. Even though the Democrats were more

successful in high growth congressional districts in 2008, voters in these districts,

as a group, still gave decisive support for the Republican presidential ticket: in the
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thirty fastest growing congressional districts, the Republican ticket outperformed the

national average by eight percentage points.

Examining the distribution of district population growth rates shows a distinct

group of districts who receive most of the new growth. In both the 1990’s and

2000’s, an inflection point around the 80th percentile that suggests the presence of

a special set of districts that grow at a distinct and accelerated rate, as shown in

Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2. Between 2000 and 2006, growing districts increased by 19.4

million new residents, starting with a population around 280 million in 2000. The

fastest growing 71 of 435 districts received half of this increase, as shown in Figure

2. An increase of four million residents appeared in just 21 districts, whose average

growth over this six year period was nearly 30%. The growth in this particular set

of high-growth districts is unusually large, and with few exceptions, these districts

have elected conservative Republicans to Congress while providing some of the most

reliable support for Republican presidential candidates, even in 2008.

The association between growth and Republican support doesn’t necessarily im-

ply or assume an important data-generating relationship. Researchers have already

observed that migrants are more likely to be Republican, and a simple association

between this pattern and higher incomes is easy to spot. Growth could be an epiphe-

nomenal artifact of the relationship between migration and income. But the link be-

tween migration and Republican partisanship doesn’t explain why these fast growing

districts begin the process, in the wake of reapportionment and redistricting, as Re-

publican strongholds. Nor does it explain why these districts are more consistently

Republican in the face of migration flows that are not always decisively Republican

and often dilute Republican partisanship. An important and missing consideration

stems from the unusually American characteristic that migration and population

growth within metropolitan areas has tended to disperse the population rather than

concentrate it. Later in the chapter, I provide some evidence to support this claim
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Figure 3.1: Distribution of Growth Percent by House District 2000-06

as it relates to congressional districts. As noted elsewhere, this observation defies in-

tuition when we note that the percentage of Americans who live in designated urban

areas has also increased in recent decades. But since the number of urban locations

has increased, along with the area designated to accommodate them, the potential

for greater variation of preference distributions among and within urban areas has

emerged accordingly.

Thus, we see a migration pattern in recent decades generates the following conjec-

ture. First, we can plausibly suspect that migrants who leave districts that have flat

or negative growth are disproportionately Republican, compared to the residents left

behind.1 If true, this tendency increases Democratic partisanship in lower growth

1 This premise is contradicted by the finding in Gimpel and Karnes (2006), which shows that rural
migration tends to leave behind higher income conservatives. In the present context, migration from
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Figure 3.2: Rank Order Cumulative Distribution of Inbound Population for Grow-
ing Districts, House District 2000-06

Note: 100% = 19 million migrants. This chart shows that most growth is absorbed
into a relatively small number of districts. However, these highest growth districts

are nearly all exurban districts.

districts or shrinking districts. Second, in districts that experience rapid growth, the

status quo ante may persist and, to the extent these places are exurban, they tend

to be Republican and remain so in the short term, even if migrants may be diluting

Republican electoral strength. Third, Republicans could be the beneficiaries of the

fluidity typically associated with the preferences of arrivals in a new destination.

Migrants are disproportionately young, least likely to be motivated by local political

agendas in relation to the national agenda (Oliver 2001), and in general most likely

rural areas accounts for only a fraction of total migration.
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to be shaped by the context of their political environment (Brown 1988). At some

point, growth could lead these districts away from solid Republican support, but

neither instantly nor with certainty. Finally, this pattern would enhance the gen-

eral tendency for Republicans to enjoy a more even distribution around the country,

which produces a natural and structural advantage that simplifies the task of con-

structing districts that maximize Republican strength while packing the relatively

concentrated Democrats into fewer districts (Jacobson 2001).

This chapter focuses on three claims about growing congressional districts, all

based on aggregate level data. First, I consider the hypothesis that migration has

contributed to partisan sorting in House districts over the last two decades. Partisan

sorting, in this context, describes an increased likelihood that a voters in a congres-

sional district will support the majority party. If this hypothesis holds, we should

expect the distribution of districts with greater migration to reflect an increase their

support for the district’s original majority party, relative to other districts. I test

this hypothesis by comparing the distribution of partisanship in high growth congres-

sional districts to the distribution of all other districts, and by assessing the effect

of a district’s growth percentage in predicting its partisan change in each of the last

two decades.

Next, I offer a simple theoretical argument that partisan bias as described by

King and Browning (1989) and Cox and Katz (2002) should increase in the direction

of the prevailing partisanship of places receiving migration, even when migration

dilutes the partisanship in growing destinations. For example, if the partisanship of

migrants into a heavily Republican destination reflects the partisanship of all natives

in the migrants place of origination, and if that partisanship is less Republican than

the new destination, then the Republicans are beneficiaries of an increase in electoral

bias. The relevance of this test is to demonstrate that if we cannot establish a sorting

effect due to migration, one party will still receive a benefit from a increase in electoral
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bias.

Finally, I test the hypothesis that high growth districts will produce a greater

partisan gap between Republican and Democratic House members, for districts at

a given level of partisanship. This hypothesis implies a counterfactual claim that

the ideological gap between the district’s actual House member and a corresponding

member from the other party will be greater in high growth districts. I evaluate this

hypothesis by applying a modeling strategy documented in McCarty Poole Rosenthal

(2009, referred hereafter as MPR). In this research, MPR analyze partisan polariza-

tion as the sum of districts’ partisan sorting, which captures districts’ tendency to

choose a members’ party based on district ideology or other relevant characteristics,

plus the differences between Republican and Democratic representation for similar

districts. MPR refer to the latter component as Average Intradistrict Deviation, or

AIDD. I hypothesize that AIDD will be greater in high growth districts.

As I describe in more detail below, either AIDD or sorting, or both, can contribute

to polarization. If Republicans and Democrats represented similar districts in the

same way, then polarization (if it existed at all) would be entirely the result of sorting.

Conversely, suppose that each district is just as likely to choose a Democratic or

Republican representative, regardless of its characteristics; for example, we would

find no correlation between the likelihood of choosing a Republican and the district’s

ideology. If polarization still existed, it would result entirely from AIDD.

Greater AIDD could imply several important features about a district’s represen-

tation and the relationship between members and constituents. Potentially, AIDD

may reveal a disconnect and a lack of responsiveness to the district’s median pref-

erence along a particular dimension. If we suppose that a district’s preferences can

be characterized by a single profile, or that two districts are completely identical,

we should wonder why districts would be represented differently solely on the basis

of a representative’s partisan affiliation. The conditional party government theory
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provides a useful account of the incentives faced by members to strictly align their

behavior with the expectations of party leadership.

But AIDD may not simply reflect a disconnect between representatives and con-

stituencies; rather, AIDD may reveal the complexity and internal variation of these

same constituencies. Fenno (1978) proposed a typology of constituencies within a

district’s at-large population, including the recognition that the demands of party

loyalists and primary voters differ from the preference distributions of voters in a

general election. Arguably, districts with bimodal and symmetrical preference distri-

butions should, typically, generate high levels of AIDD, if we presume that successful

candidates will only emerge from one extreme wing of the electorate, or the other.

Migrants may add to this complexity if, for example, they are disproportionately

sensitive to party cues, relatively disengaged from congressional voting, or less im-

portant to the success of incumbent representatives in relation to the numbers.

The chapter concludes with a summary discussion the consequences of this pro-

posed link between high growth districts and Republican strength. In the places

where Republican strength has persisted despite a tendency for migration to lead to

gradual convergence, my explanation implies that a shift in the electoral balance of

power to the Democrats could be non-linear and abrupt. This results from the fact

that any shift in partisanship caused by migration in fast growing districts is not

necessarily revealed in the behavior of legislators in real time. Moreover, I suggest

that a relatively even distribution of Republicans becomes a liability when the over-

all strength of the Democrats is significantly greater. For the same reason that a

gerrymander based on increasing responsiveness creates vulnerability if a party shifts

to minority status, so does an even distribution of support.

The measurement strategy for district partisanship, member behavior, and in-

bound migration relies on simple aggregate data. District partisanship is based on

presidential election vote percentages following examples such as Canes-Wrone, Co-
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gan, and Brady (2002), Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart (2001), and Erickson and

Wright (1980). To capture member ideology, I use first dimension DW-NOMINATE

scores, and inbound migration is based on total district population growth. All three

of these metrics have important shortcomings. Presidential elections can be highly

contingent on the specific circumstances of a particular set of candidates or the polit-

ical context of single political moment. DW-NOMINATE scores reflect a particular

set of scaling decisions and weight various types of votes indiscriminately, while using

only first dimension scores ignores the potentially relevant information available in

other dimensions.

Total population growth is only a proxy for inbound migration and doesn’t filter

immigration or the effect of births and deaths. The amount of immigration, how-

ever, is relatively small in relation to domestic migration. For example, if we estimate

that migration into new congressional districts is approximately 10-12 million people

across the country, this number greatly exceeds the 1.0-1.1 million new legal immi-

grants, of whom only a fraction will eventually achieve citizenship. In addition, both

outbound migration and actuarial trends are much more evenly distributed than

inbound migration., and I presume that any variation in birth and death statistics

does not generate significant bias.

3.3 Polarization, sorting, and convergence in Congressional Districts

Before proceeding, I will review the distinction between polarization and sorting used

throughout this thesis, and then describe these terms in the context of congressional

representation. Polarization is the general term to describe an increase in the dis-

tance of some important characteristic between two preference distributions. In most

situations, this distance can be characterized as an increase in the absolute value of

the difference between two means, but there may be alternatives or additional pa-

rameters that also characterize this distance, including the variances. Sorting, by
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comparison, describes an increase in the correlation between an underlying pref-

erence and some relevant categorization associated with that preference. Sorting

contributes to polarization, but it is not the only possible contributor. Sorting can

be illustrated by the example of partisan sorting, in which individuals with some kind

of underlying ideological preference are more likely to align that preference with a

corresponding partisanship. In the current U.S. political environment, partisan sort-

ing is the consequence when conservatives are more likely to prefer the Republican

party and support Republican candidates. As a result, sorting will increase polariza-

tion, and could account for any portion of such an increase, or all of it. At the same

time, polarization may be the consequence of other factors: to name two, polariza-

tion can result because the composition of individuals may change, such as that seen

with generational change, immigration, or the enfranchisement of African Ameri-

cans. Additionally, some basic characteristics of these individuals’ could change and

thereby change voters’ underlying preferences. In short, polarization is the sum of

sorting plus individual-level preference changes.

To this prevailing definition from the polarization literature, I add an additional

constraint: sorting occurs only in the absence of underlying changes in individual

preferences. In other words, sorting is entirely a consequence of categorization of in-

dividuals into new aggregations, even if these changes result from changes in choice

sets that may look like underlying preference changes. Partisanship provides one ex-

ample: this definition treats partisanship as a categorization that individuals seek to

match with some kind of underlying and more primitive set of preferences. This claim

raises important theoretical questions about the nature of preferences and choices.

For example, do latent preferences exist apart from the choices and categories pre-

sented to individual choosers? A premise in this definition is that individuals attempt

to optimize choices in relation to an underlying set of utility functions; sorting implies

that individual utility functions have not changed.
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Two additional examples of sorting mechanisms include redistricting, which changes

aggregates of district constituencies in a straightforward way, and migration. All

three of these sorting mechanisms apply to congressional representation in obvious

ways. If candidates change to become more extreme, the choice set presented to

voters has changed, and voters are more likely to match their preferences to the di-

rection of a candidate on the relevant dimension. As Fiorina argues, this outcome is

easily mistaken for mass polarization (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope 2006). Any of these

three processes can either increase or decrease sorting. I use the term convergence

to describe an outcome where the correlation between a category and a preference is

decreased, which also implies that two preference distributions become more similar,

or where one distribution approaches the mean of all other distributions.

Finally, the term partial convergence is used to describe a situation where a

process such as migration dilutes a prevailing preference, but not enough to usurp

the political control associated with that preference. This concept has particular

relevance to migration and describes the situation in which a heterogeneous group of

migrants arrive into a relatively homogenous destination. If the pattern persists, the

migrants will eventually tip the prevailing preferences into another direction, or at

least disrupt the effects of homogeneity, but not immediately. Partial convergence has

three features that are relevant to the discussion about congressional districts. First,

migration changes the composition of the places that migrants leave behind. Often,

these changes homogenize the places that lose migrants, as seen in the conspicuous

example of northeastern inner cities. Second, migrants may partially dilute the new

destination but not enough to swing it without threatening the status quo ante.

Finally, partial convergence is difficult to empirically distinguish from sorting, even

though migrants are relatively heterogenous and their preferences are uncorrelated

to those on the political dimension of interest. In recent decades, partial convergence

has increased the Republican structural advantage resulting from the relatively even
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distribution of Republican partisans.

Partial convergence could help explain a paradox: how could migration contribute

to polarization if migrants themselves are a relatively diverse group? The fact that

growing districts are so heavily Republican provides part of the answer. Consider the

fact that migration is significant in places that also begin as Republican strongholds;

for example, postwar southern California or present day Texas, Georgia, Arizona,

and exurban Florida. We know that at the start of the present decade, the fastest

growing congressional districts typically started out at least as Republican as they

are now. A crucial factor, and the one that explains why migration has helped

Republicans more than Democrats, is the fact that the country is dispersing as it

expands. Dispersion also creates new opportunities for hothouse networks to emerge

and for migration to focus itself into the least dense areas in the country that also

afford access to urban development.

Among these sorting mechanisms, migration has the important ability to change

the absolute numbers of people in different places, and this property has potential

consequences, even if the preference distribution of migrants doesnt follow any pat-

tern. If migrants happen to diversify an otherwise homogeneous destination, the

process is invariably gradual and transitional. Consider two contrasting examples of

rapidly growing districts. The tenth district of Georgia, stretching from northeast

Atlanta to South Carolina, is a solidly conservative district that appears to have

become more so, thanks to migration. To cite a contrasting example (and one that

illustrates partial convergence in a straightforward way), consider Idaho‘s rapidly

growing first congressional district, which covers the western half of the state and

much of the metropolitan area of Idahos biggest city, Boise. The population in this

district gew 20.2% from 2000 to 2006. Much of this migration comes from California,

and while these migrants as a group are, arguably, more conservative than Californi-

ans at large, they are likely to be relatively diverse relative to the constituency that
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voted 68% to 28% for George Bush in the 2000 presidential election. By 2008, voters

in this district shifted to the Democrats by four percentage points more than the

national average, and even elected a Democrat to the House of Representatives over

a weak first term Republican. Even so, Barack Obama only won 36% of the vote in

this district, and if migration alone were to eventually weaken the Republicans grip

on the district, it will take many more electoral cycles.

Idaho‘s first district helps illustrate why population growth is a crucial and eas-

ily overlooked consideration when analyzing migration effects. If places simply ex-

changed equal numbers of migrants, then migration reduces to a zero sum outcome;

the net sorting or convergence effects would be reciprocated across every other des-

tination. Unequal growth, in contrast, means that total polarization can increase

even if migrants are partially diluting homogeneity in places that are growing. The

potential for this surprising result increases when we consider the effect of polariza-

tion in a legislative context, as opposed to elections alone. For all of the reasons

that a legislative response to changes in constituency composition can be non-linear,

or non-existent, migration can contribute to a more polarized legislature whether or

not migrants are self-selecting into places where their preferences tend to prevail. To

the extent migrants reflect this kind of self-selection, the effect is even stronger, but

self-selection (whether self conscious or not) need not be a necessary condition for

greater polarization.

Because some places add much more population than others, migration can in-

crease institutional polarization even if the distribution of migrants political pref-

erences is relatively diverse and heterogeneous. This surprising outcome becomes

possible when the prevailing preferences in the fastest growing destinations may be

so overwhelmingly homogenous that a given wave of heterogenous migration will not

transform them for a very long time.
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3.3.1 Migration and Redistricting in Congress

If migration leads to dispersion and unequally distributed growth, what are the elec-

toral implications? I try to link the results from my earlier analysis on migration into

U.S. congressional districts, and the results of congressional elections and congres-

sional partisanship since 1990. The dramatic increase in partisan polarization within

the U.S. Congress, since the 1970s, is widely accepted throughout the literature as

noted above. This growth in polarization coincides with the renewal of party institu-

tional power and intra-party coordination. But as we have seen with the growth of

polarization among elites more generally, there is presently no clear consensus about

the importance and the dynamics of electoral behavior in the genesis of greater party

polarization within Congress.

Several explanations for consituencies’ role in renewed congressional polarization

have emerged, many within the framework of conditional party government theory

((Aldrich 1995), (Rohde 1991), (Rohde & Aldrich 2000)). Some of these explanations

try to reconcile seemingly un-polarized preferences in the electorate with Congresss

more homogeneous and ideological composition and behavior. An important exam-

ple, in the case of the House of Representatives, one popular explanation, is gerry-

mandering. As recent decades have imposed a strict legal expectation for post-census

redistricting that produces districts with equal population, a greater opportunity for

state legislatures to manipulate district configurations has emerged. This could im-

ply the ability to manufacture districts that might increase the number party seats

with a given level of partisan support, insulate ideologically extreme incumbents, or

reward party loyalists, or all three. In some cases, the party strategy might try to

isolate opponents into a few dominant districts; in other cases, where a party enjoys

an overall advantage, districts are drawn to reflect such an advantage uniformly.

Either of these redistricting strategies could contribute to polarization (Carson
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et al. 2006). However, recent research has often downplayed the significance of ger-

rymandering as a potential explanation for several of its presumed effects, including

polarization. Abramowitz et al. (2006) find that no significant effect of gerryman-

dering is seen immediately following redistricting. Oppenheimer (2005) find that

similar increases in polarization are seen in the U.S. Senate. MPR argue that most

polarization effects can be explained by the stark difference between Democratic

and Republican representation of a districts with similar electoral characteristics,

even though aggressive redistricting practices may have exploited relatively small

Republican partisanship advantages in certain cases. The increased relevance of pri-

mary elections is another plausible explanation; activists whose influence tends to

dominate primary elections enjoy exaggerated influence in elevating ideologues into

general elections. Some papers discuss migration as a possible contributing factor,

but to date, there has been little systematic study of the links to migration in recent

congressional elections.

3.4 Descriptive Statistics

This section reports data about variation in population growth in the 1990’s and

2000’s congressional districts. Before evaluating hypotheses about the implications

of high-growth districts, I wish to provide support for two basic assertions: the

dispersion of population over the last fifty years, insofar as district configurations

are concerned, and that the distribution of population growth includes a set of high-

growth district with distinctive characteristics: Republican support, income growth,

and regional variation.

District growth and the geographic dispersion of voters into Republican districts

reflects a secular trend observed by Jacobson (2000): for some time, Republicans

have been more evenly distributed across the country than Democrats. This phe-

nomenon does not contradict that fact that Republicans are stronger in some regions
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compared to others, and in rural areas more generally. But compared to Democrats,

who have been much more tightly clustered into relatively densely populated urban

areas, Republicans are more evenly distributed. This means that the variation of

Republican support in different places in recent elections has been relatively small

compared to the Democrats. The distribution of Republicans creates opportunities

to efficiently apply Republican strength across more districts, and can simplify the

task of creating district boundaries that satisfy the goals of a Republican gerryman-

der. In recent congressional elections, this tendency confers a structural advantage

to Republican candidates. My thesis implies that this tendency is increased to the

extent that Republicans predominate in high growth, exurban districts.

As Jacobson has noted, the Republican structural advantage can be demonstrated

by the success of Republican presidential candidates across a greater proportion of

all congressional districts, relative to their overall level of support. Jacobson notes

that George W. Bush, in both of his electoral victories, won majorities in a signifi-

cantly greater number of districts than either of his opponents, despite the relative

closeness of the overall results. In 2008, this tendency appears to have diminished

somewhat. The normalized Democratic presidential vote shows an increase from 193

Gore districts to 212 Obama districts, but this still provided an 11 seat margin in

favor of the Republicans, despite the widespread defeat of Republicans in congres-

sional elections. This result does not mean that some places havent concentrated

and certainly not to contradict the evidence that the country is more urban. On the

whole, the country’s population is more evenly distributed, and this pattern favors

the Republicans.

To measure population dispersion, I computed a Gini coefficient on the distribu-

tion of population per square mile across congressional districts at the end of every

decade since the 1940’s. Gini coefficients are based on the cumulative distribution

of some population attribute, and provide a single metric that characterizes overall
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equality or inequality in the distribution. Gini coefficients are most commonly used

as a measure of income inequality but can be used to measure inequality in other

contexts. In this example, we would expect dispersion of population to increase the

overall equality of population per square mile. A perfectly even distribution of popu-

lation, in which each district in a given area has exactly the same ratio of population

per square mile, would generate a Gini coefficient of zero. If the entire population

concentrated entirely into one district, the Gini coefficient would be one.

This measure of population distribution reflects the construction of district bound-

aries. But if considered nationwide over a long period of time, the effects of district

construction from state to state are likely to be neutralized. The data considers

population per square mile over a sixty year period and considers the U.S. at large,

each region, and a set of selected states with a variety of characteristics. MPR also

demonstrate the extent of geographic constraints on the districting process.

The results of the Gini coefficients for the entire country, each census region,

and some selected states appears in Table 3.1. The most important result appears

in the coefficient trend for all of the United States. The Gini coefficient declines

in each decade, although the rate of decline decreases to a marginal amount in the

most recent decade. At no point does the Gini coefficient increase, and the decline

is steady and persistent. Removing states with fewer than two districts, or as many

five districts, reduces the overall Gini coefficient slightly but does not change the

overall trend or its magnitude. In two cases (Florida and Texas), the Gini coefficient

does increase approaching the 1980s; this trend reflects the dramatic increase in

urbanization in these states. Both of these states conform to the pattern of decline

by the 1990s.

In the current decade, we also see a mildly negative correlation between popula-

tion growth and the log of population per square mile (-.243), as we would expect

given a trend of population dispersion.
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Table 3.1: Gini coefficients of House district population per square mile, by decade

Area 1940’s 1950’s 1960’s 1970’s 1980’s 1990’s 2000’s
All US .908 .884 .853 .836 .825 .812 .811
FL .334 .520 .605 .610 .721 .664 .624
CA .805 .753 .650 .600 .614 .626 .615
PA .758 .746 .755 .757 .775 .759 .700
TX .737 .747 .806 .789 .736 .684 .672

NE .800 .780 .772 .774 .774 .773 .779
SO .733 .839 .812 .791 .760 .711 .700
WE .870 .833 .772 .718 .735 .721 .728
MW .796 .786 .801 .788 .766 .761 .756

Table 3.2 shows pairwise correlations between political, regional, and demo-

graphic considerations that correlate with population growth among congressional

districts in the last two decades. The most important implication in the correlations

shown here is the link between the districts political preferences and growth. Both

DW-NOMINATE 1st Dimension scores and the Bush support percentage are cor-

related to a districts growth rate. Moreover, these relationships persist even when

controlled for census region, insofar as growth is focused on the south and west. The

pattern of correlations differs most profoundly in the western region; the correlation

between income and growth found elsewhere doesn’t appear in the west. But within

all regions, the relationship between population growth and DW-NOMINATE and

Bush 2004 presidential vote is positive and substantial. This relationship holds even

in the midwest and northeast, where overall growth was much less relative to the

west and south.

3.5 Migration and sorting of district partisanship

The growth of a district, by itself, does not reveal whether migration increased or

diluted its partisanship. The analysis of district sorting in Chapter 2 suggests no

systematic pattern as to which districts will sort or converge, and this lack of pattern

reflects the distribution of the highest growth districts. Table 3.4 lists all of the 31

districts that grew by 20% or more between 2000 and 2006, along with the normalized

81



Table 3.2: Pairwise correlations between district level variables and population
growth, by region 2000-06

Area U.S. Northeast South West Midwest
109th DW-NOM 1 .437 (.000) .304 (.005) .389 (.000) .532 (.000) .500 (.000)
109th DW-NOM 2 -.005 (.914) -.312 (.004) -.265 (.001) .202 (.047) -.041 (.689)
Bush 04 % .422 (.000) .370 (.001) .288 (.000) .542 (.000) .526 (.000)
HH Income .231 (.000) .393 (.000) .457(.000) -.070 (.492) .558 (.000)
Med House Value .021 (.669) .211 (.056) .241 (.003) -.380(.000) .227 (.023)
Rural % -.009 (.853) .079 (.480) -.159 (.048) .185 (.068) .150 (.136)
Hispanic % .239 (.000) .018 (.876) .219 (.006) .042 (.680) -.056 (.585)
Income Growth % .270 (.000) .495 (.000) .233 (.004) .114 (.262) .541 (.000)
Log of Pop Sq. Mi -.243 (.000) -.175 (.113) .029 (.725) -.384 (.000) -.281 (.005)
Median Pop Growth 4.69 2.42 7.20 7.63 2.46
N 435 83 154 98 100

swing of percentages between the 2000 and 2008 presidential elections. Majorities in

28 of these 31 districts supported Bush in 2000.2

Do these patterns reveal whether high growth districts are consistently sorting or

converging, and does that distribution of sorting patterns in the rest of the country?

In the case of the 1990’s and 2000’s, there is no apparent pattern of sorting in

the highest growth districts. A comparison of the means of the changes (shown in

Table 3.3 between 2000 and the normalized 2008 Democratic vote percentages among

the districts that supported Bush in 2000, high growth districts (20% or more) show

a slightly greater trend to the Democrats in 2008.3 This modestly larger percentage

is likely due, in part, to the fact that high growth districts started off further from

the mean, and their support for the Democrats in 2008 was a relatively low 46%.

As a group, high growth districts were still heavily Republican in 2008, and

Republican support did not erode any more than it did in the rest of the country.

Some districts appear to sort, while others seem to have converged or regressed to

the mean, as shown in Table 3.4. Almost all of these districts were represented by

2 Since the states that receive much of the inbound migration happen to be the large states
Florida, Texas, and Georgia, the opportunity for unusually effective gerrymandering, facilitated by
additional seats from reapportionment, is a possibility.

3 Percentages in the 2008 election are normalized to 2000 by subtracting 3.5 percentage points
from the Democrats and adding 3.5 percentage points to the Republicans.
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Table 3.3: Difference of Means tests: Increase in Democratic Vote from 2000 to 2008
and DW-NOMINATE 1

2000 Presidential Vote Bush 2000 Gore 2000
Districts Below 20% Growth 0.10 (.370) 1.40 (.364)
Districts Above 20% Growth 2.00(.825) 2.83 (4.33)
Combined .032(.342) 1.42(3.62)
Difference -1.90 (1.07) -1.43 (2.94)
Pr(|T | > |t|) .075 .626
Pr(|T | > t) .962 .687
N Districts Above 20%/All 28/242 3/193

DW-NOMINATE 1 109th 109th
Rep Seat Dem Seat

Districts Below 20% Growth .507(.011) .-431(.011)
Districts Above 20% Growth .607(.032) -.464(.205)
Combined .519(.011) -.432(.011)
Difference .094(.033) -.033(.108)
Pr(|T | > |t|) .004 .626
Pr(|T | > t) .998 .687
N Districts Above 20%/All 29/232 2/203

Republicans throughout this eight year period. Moreover, the DW-NOMINATE 1

scores were higher than other Republican districts as a group. While nine of these

31 high-growth districts that supported Bush in 2000 swung to the Democrats in

2008, 5 of these nine districts are in California, and all of them have large hispanic

populations. Table 3.4 reveals two different stories about the effect of migration

in high growth districts. In some cases, migration is reinforcing party dominance;

except for a couple of isolated cases, that party is the Republicans. In other cases,

migration is diluting strength in high growth districts who began the decade as solidly

Republican, but the effect is gradual and incomplete. These districts reflect partial

convergence. Almost all of these districts are exurban or rural, and their growth

reflects geographic spreading.

If growing districts are more likely to reveal sorting, we should expect to see a

district’s growth percent predict the extent of partisan change over a given period of
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Table 3.4: Districts with 20%+ Growth 2000-06

1) Majority supported Bush in 2000 and McCain in 20 with normalized increase for Republicans
District Normalized House to Dems Est. 2006

Decrease For Dems 109th & 11th Growth% Obama% Hispanic% Undoc %
FL05 -7 33.4 43 11.7 3.28
AZ02 -7 39.9 38 27 3.17
FL07 -4 21.7 46 11.9 2.80
FL09 -3 20.8 47 13.3 3.16
AZ06 -3 47.9 38 31.7 5.54
GA08* -3 X 25 43 4.7 1.46
GA10* -3 26.2 38 16.4 5.65
FL14 -1 27.2 42 19.6 7.81
TX26 -1 24.9 41 24.2 6.89
CA41 -1 20.5 44 40.1 4.42

2) Majority supported Bush in 2000 and McCain in 2008 with normalized increase for Democrats
District Normalized House to Dems Est. 2006

Decrease For Dems 109th & 11th Growth% Obama% Hispanic% Undoc %
GA06* 1 22.4 37 8.7 5.07
TX22* 4 24 41 29.9 4.47
ID01 4 X 20.2 36 10.2 1.79
GA07* 4 34.5 39 12 4.78
NC09 5 24.1 45 7.5 3.59
CO06 5 21.2 46 8.7 2.23
TX21* 6 20.6 41 27.2 2.87
TX10* 6 30.3 44 33 8.12
TX03* 8 24.8 42 25.9 11.87

3) Majority supported Bush in 2000 and supported or nearly supported Obama in 2008
District Normalized House to Dems Est. 2006

Decrease For Dems 109th & 11th Growth% Obama% Hispanic% Undoc %
FL25 0 24.7 49 83.1 11.9
FL12 0 20.7 49 22.6 5.74
CA03 4 22.9 49 16.7 3.69
CA45 1 29.3 52 51.6 5.63
CA44 2 29.5 50 54 8.60
CA25 4 23 50 43.9 4.22
CA11 5 X 23.9 54 29.2 5.02
IL14 8 X 21.7 55 27.1 7.77
VA10 8 22.2 53 13.1 6.55

4) Majority supported Gore in 2000
District Normalized House to Dems Est. 2006

Decrease For Dems 109th & 11th Growth% Obama% Hispanic% Undoc %
AZ07 -4.5 22.7 57 67.3 12.6
NV03 2.5 X 35.6 55 27.4 4.59
GA13* 10.5 20.6 71 18 10.60

* Georgia and Texas redistricted between 109th and 110th Congresses. Presidential vote totals
reflect 110th district boundaries.
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Table 3.5: OLS Predicting Partisanship Change between Presidential Elections (Ad-
justed for margin of victory)

Variable Coef. Estimate (SE) Coef. Estimate (SE)
2000-08 1992-2000

Growth % -.010 -.005
(.036) (.022)

Bush 00 % -.009 -.220
(.023) (.021)

Med Inc 1999 (K)) .156 .290
(.024) (.029)

Black % .032 -.066
(.019) (.018)

Hispanic % .050 .030
(.015) (.015)

Cons -6.69 1.43
(1.87) (1.69)

N 435 435
R2 .120 .463

time, such as the eight years between the first and last presidential elections in a given

decade. Table 3.5 suggests this relationship does not exist for period between 2000

and 2008; some districts have sorted, some show convergence, and the distribution

roughly equates to the distribution of districts overall. Another way to determine this

relationship is to apply an OLS regression predicting partisan change from growth

percent, along with other drivers of partisan change. In this case, the dependent

variable is the change in partisanship over the decade for both the 1900’s and 2000’s.

We see no relationship between change over the decade and growth percentage. This

lack of a relationship persists even when analyzed within parties.

In summary, the results in Tables 3.4 and 3.5 show no evidence of sorting at

the congressional district level for either party. Districts that are growing rapidly

are about as likely to sort as other districts, despite the fact that they are much

more likely to have begun each decade as Republican strongholds. But does the

lack of evidence of sorting translate into a corresponding lack of increase of polar-

ization within the House of Representatives? A simple difference of means test for
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DW-NOMINATE 1 scores between high and low growth districts shows significant

difference for both types of districts for both parties. The mean DW-NOMINATE 1

score, which is scaled between -1 and +1, is about .1 higher for districts with 20%

or more growth in both the 1990’s and 2000’s for Republicans, but with little or no

effect for Democrats. Growth districts appear to be more polarized within congress,

even if they are not more sorted within the electorate. I consider two explanations

for this phenomenon: increased electoral bias, and increased average intradistrict

deviation between parties, in high growth districts.

3.6 Migration and Electoral Bias

One potential impact of migration that could translate into greater polarization in

Congress is an increase in electoral bias. The literature on gerrymandering ((Cox &

Katz 2002a), (Browning & King 1987)) establishes the distinction between bias and

responsiveness, which together determine the impact of new district definitions on

the electoral success of a party given its geographic distribution of support.

Responsiveness describes the extent to which an increase in votes translates into

additional legislative victories. In a system of pure proportional representation, re-

sponsiveness is uniform: an additional number of votes is translated into a propor-

tional increase in legislative seats. In a pure majoritarian winner-take-all district

system, responsiveness depends upon the distribution of party supporters: if sup-

port is distributed in exactly the same way across all districts, responsiveness is nil,

insofar as the majority party will win every seat, regardless of its level of support

above 50%.

Bias, by contrast, describes a party’s ability to capture more seats relative to

its number of votes. If a party is able to win a percentage of seats that exceeds its

percentage of votes, then the party is a beneficiary of electoral bias. Seat shares can

be predicted by this formula applied in Cox and Katz 2002:

s

1− s
= eλ

(
v

1− v

)ρ
(3.1)
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where s represents a party’s share of seats in a legislature, v represents the party’s

share of votes, λ captures bias, and ρ captures responsiveness.

The computation of bias provides one way to illustrate the effect of gerrymander-

ing or any other configuration of legislative districts. If bias λ is positive, the number

of seats will rise in relation to the number of votes. How does migration affect bias?

An important assumption is that intra-decade migration will not change the

number of seats won by a given party, prior to a reapportionment. Naturally, it is

easy to find scenarios where this assumption fails. However, for those districts that

begin the decade as strongly Republican and also most affected by significant growth,

the assumption seems plausible. If true, we can treat the left side of equation 3.1 as

a constant, which is to say: s
1−s = C. Thus, bias reduces to:

λ = ln

[
C

(
(1− v)

v

)ρ]
(3.2)

Bias increases as vote share decreases if we constrain the seat share to be constant.

Although migration, by itself, doesn’t change v across the entire electorate, v is

reduced if we change v in equation 1 to v for d ∈ D. Under this interpretation

v ≡
∑D

d=1 vd
D

(3.3)

Overall individual vote shares v will differ from v if we ignore the variation in

the number of individuals in each district, which changes as a result of migration.

If migration partially dilutes partisan strength in a growing district, then v will be

less than v for the population at large. This increased variation is conspicuous for

congressional districts because they begin the period after apportionment relatively

close.4

Consider the following example based on two districts and net migration. Five

Democrats and three Republicans migrate from District 1 to District 2, changing the

distribution of constituents as follows:

4 The standard deviation of district population based on the 2000 census is 28,541. By 2006, the
standard deviation had grown to 61,072.
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To illustrate this effect, consider two equally populated districts with 80 voters

each, in which District 1 has 50 Democrats, while District 2 other has 50 Republicans,

as shown in Table 3.6. Assume individuals retain their original preferences before

and after migration. Ten percent of the voters migrate from District 1 to District 2,

in proportions that reflect District 1’s original preference distribution; this means 5

Democrats and 3 Republicans migrate to District 2. This migration slightly dilutes

the Republican partisanship of District 2, while increasing its overall population from

80 to 88. The Republican share of voters in District 2 drops from .625 to .602, while

the share of voters in District 1 remains unchanged.

While the overall share of Republican voters remains at .5, since no individual

voters have changed their preferences, the unweighted average of Republican shares

between the two districts has dropped from .5 to .489. If we presume that ρ = 1

and that shares of seats remains evenly divided, this effect increases Republican bias

(λrepublican) from 0 to 0.45.

This increase in bias reflects the effect of partial convergence: a growing Republi-

can district becomes larger while its partisanship is slightly diluted. In the short run,

the effect is a statistical artifact of the modified definition of vote shares, but it could

reveal an important reason for a short term disconnect between the partisanship of

growing districts and their representation in Congress. It is unclear how dilution

of party strength in a scenario like this translates into a shift in the behavior of an

elected member, if it does so at all. Suppose that migrants are a relatively inconspic-

uous component of a member’s various constituencies, and that migrants who aren’t

fellow partisans are even less consequential. If this picture is accurate, we should

expect to see districts with large migrant influxes able to sustain representation in

Table 3.6: Sample of Bias Effects Between Two Districts with Migration

District Dems(t=0) Reps(t=0) v(rep) Dems(t=1) Reps(t=1) v(rep) v(rep)
1 50 30 .375 45 27 .375 .375
2 30 50 .625 35 53 .602 .602

Total 80 80 .500 80 80 .500 .489
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which net partisanship is a less reliable determinant.

One way to examine this possibility is to see if higher growth Republican districts

will be more conservative than lower growth Republican districts. But does growth

predict increased polarization apart from these considerations? To test this outcome,

I measure the intraparty relationship between district growth and polarization. The

figures in 3.3 show a positive relationship between growth and DW-NOMINATE

1 scores within each party in the 109th Congress, and this relationship persists

throughout the decade.

Another possibility is that the ideology expressed by members, reflected in DW-

NOMINATE first dimension scores, is more sensitive to district partisanship in high

growth districts. If we consider partisanship based on 2008 presidential election

results, this result appears to be the case: the slope of the fitted line based on the

relationship between 2008 presidential vote percentages and DW-NOMINATE scores

from the 109th Congress is significant, and it is much greater than partisanship based

on the last two elections.

The plots in Figure ?? show the different levels of responsiveness to district

partisanship from members in high growth districts versus other districts. Using

presidential vote figures from the last two elections, notably 2008, DW-NOMINATE

scores respond to changes in partisanship. High growth districts are more likely

to be represented by members with extreme DW-NOMINATE scores, relative to

a district’s partisanship. This result makes sense if we believe that high growth

districts are more willing to accommodate extremes in direction, due to factors such

as a greater reliance on the national party agenda and greater influence of party

activists relative to the rest of the electorate.

3.6.1 High growth districts have greater average intradistrict deviation

This test applies MPR’s model of polarization, which breaks it down between par-

tisan sorting and the differences between party representation for given levels of

district partisanship, described above. Consider party polarization in Congress. As

with any instance of polarization, we measure polarization by the difference between
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Figure 3.3: 109th House DWNOM1 vs. Growth Percentage, by Party.

These figures illustrate that the relationship between growth and DW-NOMINATE
scores persists when we control for party, and shows a positive relationship for both

Democrats and Republicans.
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Figure 3.4: 109th Republican House DWNOM1 vs. Presidential Vote Share, 2000
- 2008
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some relevant parameter of a preference distribution, most commonly the distribu-

tions means. Assume that polarization is measured by the difference between the

parties average member voting score, measured by a scale along the lines of DW-

NOMINATE. In addition, a district’s underlying policy preferences can be observed

with a cardinal measure.

As MPR reveal, polarization can be represented as the sum of districts collective

tendency to choose members from a party who conform to their partisanship, plus the

difference between Republican and Democratic representation given a certain level

of partisanship. In the first instance, which MPR call sorting, polarization increases

to the extent that voters in some districts are more likely Democratic members and

others will tend to choose Republicans. Ideology is one possible motivation for these

varying likelihoods of party choice, but the motivation does not matter: the impor-

tant point is that sorting is defined by variation in the probability of party choice

across districts. Conceivably, polarization may result entirely from sorting, and noth-

ing else. This would be the case if all representatives from districts with identical

levels of partisanship behave the same way, regardless of these representatives’ party

affiliation. A central conclusion in the MPR article is that the natural geographic

constraints of districting, namely latitude and longitude proximity and contiguity,

are responsible for most of the sorting effects that contribute to polarization.

Polarization also increases if two representatives from different parties represent

the same district in a different way. Imagine that voters in districts never discriminate

between candidates based on partisanship. In other words, each district is equally

likely to choose a Republican or a Democrat, regardless of the underlying ideology

or preferences of its constituents. If we find Republicans systematically represent

such districts differently than Democrats, polarization occurs, even though there is

no partisan sorting of districts. MPR refer to this component of polarization as the

average intradistrict deviation, or AIDD. Total polarization is the sum of sorting plus

AIDD, or:

TotalPolarization = Sorting + AIDD (3.4)
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MPR represent this analytical distinction in a formal way. Assume polarization

is the difference the means of DW-NOMINATE 1 scores, by party, or:

TotalPolarization = E(NOM |R)− E(NOM1|D) (3.5)

where R (D) describes representation by a Republican (Democrat). If z is a vector

of district characteristics that determine its partisanship, and p(z) is the probability

of electing a Republican, then

E(NOM |R)− E(NOM |D) =∫ [
E(NOM |R, u)

p(z)

p
− E(NOM |D, z)

1− p(z)

1− p

]
f(z)dx (3.6)

which integrates over f(z), a distribution of characteristics that determine partisan-

ship.

If p(z) = p, sorting is eliminated, because there is no variation of p(z), and

equation 6 reduces to:

E(NOM |R)− E(NOM |D) =

∫
[E(NOM |R, z)− E(NOM |D, z)]f(z)dx

= AIDD (3.7)

In equation 3.7, all polarization could be explained the differences in the behavior

of Republican versus Democratic members, with the partisanship level of districts

integrated out. In other words, equation 7 captures AIDD.

The effect of district sorting, therefore, equals

Sorting = E(NOM |R)− E(NOM |D)− AIDD (3.8)

My hypothesis predicts that AIDD will be greater for fast growing districts. The

following results apply MPR’s measurement strategy to AIDD applied to all districts

and then specifically on higher growth districts for select congresses in each of the

last two decades.
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3.7 The Effect of Growth on Sorting, AIDD, and Polarization

Given the formulation described above, total polarization is a simple calculation of

the differences between the mean of Republican and Democratic House members’

DW-NOMINATE first dimension scores. Measuring AIDD requires estimating the

incremental effect of legislator’s partisanship across districts; MPR characterize this

result as analogous to a treatment effect. MPR also use district presidential vote

share to capture z; as indicated earlier, I use presidential vote share in lieu of a more

detailed vector of district characteristics predicting partisanship. One strategy is

matching districts with similar characteristics, but it is possible to assume linearity

of the conditional mean functions of z. If we make this assumption, then the expected

value of R for any given level of u equals:5

E(NOM |R) = β0 + β1R + β2z (3.9)

Figure 3.5 shows partisanship based on 2004 presidential vote, and its relation-

ship to House DW-NOMINATE 1 scores in the 109th Congress. The two clouds

show the clustering of members of each party in the House: the top cloud captures

all Republican members and the bottom, elongated cloud captures all Democrats.

Significant AIDD is easy to observe in the region between 40 and 60 Kerry support:

the DW-NOMINATE 1 scores of Republicans are substantially greater than the cor-

responding range for Democratic representatives. Higher growth districts appear in

bold.

MPR make the assumption that probability can be estimated using a probit

transformation of the linear function in equation 9 with an interaction term, which

I also incorporate. Finally, they exclude districts whose p(u) values fall under .1 or

above .9. MPR adopt this strategy because they believe it is difficult to rely on the

linear estimates of AIDD in situations where there are no matched districts. This

means we see many Republican and Democratic districts where p(u) = .5, while

there are no Democratic districts where p(u) approaches 1. I presume that the linear

estimates of AIDD apply to the counterfactual situation where a Democrat is elected

5 MPR also add an interaction term between R and z in mean deviations.
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Figure 3.5: DW-NOMINATE 1 scores by party for the 109th Congress, vs 2004
presidential election percentage.

The black dots represent districts with 10% or more growth; the upper cloud is
Republicans and the lower cloud is Democrats.

in the most extremely Republican districts and vice versa. I ignore the restriction

of the .1 to .9 range estimates because so few growth districts are Democratic, there

would not be a meaningful number of districts on which to base a computation.

Recall that there is a positive relationship between growth and DW-NOMINATE

1 scores for Democrats, i.e., Democrats in high growth districts tend to be more

conservative than Democrats in low-growth districts. Given this relationship, the

presumption of a linear relationship of AIDD for extremely partisan districts seems

plausible.

As shown in Table 3.7, for both the 108th and 109th Congresses, AIDD is consis-

tently greater, while sorting is inconclusive. The table shows the MPR estimates of

the 108th Congress AIDD and total polarization, based on the set of districts with
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a predicted probability of Republican or Democratic partisanship between .1 and

.9. I modified these estimates to include all districts with only one representative

during the congress (a number that equals 430 of 435 members in each instance). I

also computed polarization and AIDD for the 101 districts that grew 10% or more

between 2000 and 2006.

Table 3.7: Average Intradistrict Deviation estimates for 108th and 109th House

108th 108th 108th 109th 109th
MPR All w/10% All w/10%

Est. Dists. Growth Dists Growth
Total Polarization .867 .925 .923 .947 .943

(.021) .(.021) (.021) .(.020) (.021)
OLS AIDD Estimate .667 .754 .840 .759 .790

(.020) (.020) (.040) (.020) (.035)
N Dists 269 430 101 430 101

Total polarization, as we should expect, is greater when all districts are included

in the calculation. In this instance, I follow the MPR computation of total polariza-

tion by subtracting the means of each party’s DW-NOMINATE 1 scores. For both

congresses, the differences between polarization of high growth districts and all dis-

tricts is insignificant. But AIDD is significantly greater in districts with 10% growth

or more, for both congresses. This result supports the earlier conclusion about DW-

NOMINATE showing greater sensitivity for high growth districts. Although the test

includes all districts with 10% or more growth, we see evidence that high districts will

support a greater ideological disparity in district members’ voting behavior at given

levels of partisanship. Finally, this relationship between high growth districts versus

all districts holds in the 106th Congress, using the 1992 reapportionment scheme.

3.8 Conclusion

This chapter serves two objectives. First, I apply aggregate level data to congres-

sional districts to see if the results generated from the 2006 CCES data reemerge

(McDonald 2009). This kind of comparison openly invites problems related to eco-
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logical inference (Kramer 1983). In addition, as noted earlier, congressional districts

are temporary and often contrived geographic constructs. Nor does it consider the

special consequences of hispanic migration within the U.S., which could explain devi-

ation from the default expectation of a positive relationship between migration and

income. With these limitations in mind, along important concerns with the choices

used to operationalize migration and district partisanship, I find that congressional

districts do not meet my proposed test for the presence of a prevailing sorting trend

for the 1990’s and 2000’s decades. At the same time, we do see one pattern consistent

with the CCES 2006 data: some districts sort, but not all of them. But the overall

distribution of partisan change over each decade is not significantly different between

districts with high levels of inbound migration and other districts.

The more important finding is the significant relationship between House member

ideology and district growth rates. This chapter provides some preliminary support

for the argument that district members from high growth districts will show greater

deviation from the conditional mean predicted by district characteristics, includ-

ing partisanship. If this relationship persists, there are several important implica-

tions. The most important is that when population growth is focused in Republican

strongholds, the Republicans might see benefits ranging from increased apportion-

ment in areas that they will continue to control, a corresponding increase in electoral

bias. We should also ask if growing districts, states, or regions facilitate a more ide-

ological style of representation in Congress. In this chapter, I offer some speculation

about this possibility: large numbers of mobile constituents may shift constituencies

such that a greater role for party activists and focus on the national political agenda

are natural consequences. An important final observation about the relative magni-

tude of gains and losses seems pertinent: while a large number of districts have been

lagging in population gain or losing population, a relatively small number of growing

districts have received most of the increases in the 2000 decade. If this trend were

reversed, the immediate consequences of migration may be more focused, or focused

in a different way, on districts that are losing population.

An important and instructive case over the next couple of election cycles will be
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Texas, a state which current estimates predict will receive an extraordinary increase

in seat apportionment from 32 to 35 or 36 seats in the 2010 census.6 Under one set

of assumptions, this increase could be a windfall of support for Republicans. But it

this increase also raises questions about whether migration, particularly if considered

along with the behavior of hispanic voters, may lead to a near term dissolving of

Republican strength there. Many districts in Texas show evidence of converging (i.e.,

increased Democratic electoral strength thanks to migration). California provides

an example of a state that shifted abruptly from relative Republican dominance to

Democratic strength in the 1980’s; further research on this topic ought to consider

whether these conditions could be repeated.

6 See Election Data Services New Population Estimates...Point to Major Changes for 2010 at
http://www.electiondataservices.com
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4

Conclusion

The back story of politics for any location in the United States can be linked to

migration. As an instrument of description, migration says more about the way

places develop politically, in more detail, than any other mechanism. In a place that

is growing rapidly, the effects of migration are not hard to find, but effects of the same

magnitude can also present themselves anywhere else. Every instance of migration

changes a two places at once: the place a migrant arrives and the place left behind.

Migration can also reveal many of the reasons why geographic variance in American

politics persists: it constantly adjusts the absolute size, the relative wealth, the

demographic composition, the economic rationale, of every important location in the

country, at every level of aggregation. Moreover, the amount of domestic migration

experienced in the United States is unusually large, and if this kind of migration has

political consequences, their magnitude is a uniquely American phenomenon.1

Unfortunately for the political scientist, migration poses enormous challenges

1 In an recent and important illustration, Gamm (1999) writes a detailed account of Jewish
Bostonians’ postwar exodus to the suburbs, which he contrasts with Catholics who were much more
likely to stay in Boston. Gamm observes that Catholic churches are organized by, and attached to,
location and enforce a credible commitment to location. Synagogues, by contrast, are comprised of
individuals irrespective of their residence, and can relocate with their congregants.
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to theory building and prediction about political outcomes. As this dissertation

illustrates, migration sometimes segregates people with shared political preferences,

and sometimes it does the exact opposite. The motivations for migration, in relation

to the preferences of individual voters, can be random or systematic, persist for

generations or disappear overnight; they might align with political preferences in a

meaningful way, or not at all. Migration can homogenize a constituency or diversify

it. Moreover, the task of developing theories about migration effects changes with

the level of aggregation. For example, the literature about the local public policy

implications of migration into wealthy suburbs cannot be immediately extended into

a discussion about national electoral politics. Finally, inferences about migration

and national politics need to be relevant to the level of aggregation affecting politics

and the institutions in question. In particular, the research needs to the ability to

determine changes in migration effects over time.

With these challenges in mind, my goal in this dissertation is to introduce a

theory driven approach to the study of migration, in a way that develops migration’s

potential link to the literature on polarization in the American electorate. If there is

one essential causal mechanism underlying this effort, it is the potential for migration

to reflect a tendency or desire of migrants to self-segregate. If we can find evidence

of this mechanism, we can then move to questions such as: How big, and how

measurable, is this tendency? If it exists, how much is needed to change a political

outcome? To conclude my dissertation, I summarize the analysis, and suggest some

directions for future research based on the dissertations’s theoretical propositions

and findings.

4.1 Summary

I begin the dissertation with a discussion about evidence suggesting that the elec-

torate has grown more homogeneous at the county level across the U.S. One com-
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pelling finding is that nearly half of all Americans live in a landslide county, a term

that refers to a county that gave 60% or more of its support to either the Demo-

cratic or Republican presidential candidate. This result has persisted since the 2000

election, and did not significantly decline in 2008. This result stands in contrast to

elections as recent as 1976, when less than 20% of the population lived in a landslide

county. While migration may not necessarily be a primary cause of this result, it is

a potential one, since migration is relatively voluminous, persistent, and its effects

could be realized in a relatively short time.

The hypothetical link between migration and polarization is easy to construct.

For instance, we can suppose that migration is often motivated by the desire to

share proximity with like minded individuals, while the same desire extends into

the domain of political preferences. When we consider the composition of the older,

large urban centers in the U.S., or the half dozen largest cities on the west coast, we

see populations sustained both by migrants who, as a group, have been predisposed

to support Democratic party candidates, or residents who have resisted migration,

either by choice or the inability to migrate.

Alternatively, we might suppose that driving factors of migration merely correlate

with political preference, even if migrants are unconcerned about their neighbors,

politically or otherwise. This kind of correlation could be motivated by economic

considerations, migrant wealth, or exogenous place attributes, density or lack thereof,

or benefits that emerge endogenously such as schools, housing, or tax policy. If these

indirect motivations consistently align with political preference, their effect may be

even more powerful than any tendency to self-consciously migrate into places where

shared preferences predominate.

In the first chapter, I demonstrated that migration in any given location will

homogenize or diversify the composition of preferences because of several factors,

only one of which is the preference tendencies of inbound migrants. I propose a
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straightforward weighted average calculation for determining whether migration ho-

mogenizes or diversifies the political preference distribution in a given location. This

formulation tries to depart from the tendency of migration accounts to focus on mi-

grants and the places where they arrive. Despite this natural inclination, the people

who choose to leave a given location, those who remain, and their numbers in relation

to inbound migrants, will determine the overall effect of migration just as much as

new arrivals. If the data support the requirements in the formula proposed, we can

look for empirical support to claims that migration changes preference distributions,

and whether or not these changes help explain a statistical result such as the increase

in landslide counties.

Next, the dissertation applies an empirical study that can be used to match the

prevailing preference distribution in places to the preferences of migrants. The second

chapter uses data from the Cooperative Congressional Election Study of 2006 (CCES)

to assess migration effects in two ways. First, I examine the relationship between

political preferences at the individual level and the characteristics of the destinations

that migrants select. After controlling for a migrant’s place of origin, I find that

ideology in two forms, self-categorized and constructed as a latent variable, and

partisan identification, help predict the partisanship of a migrant’s new destination.

Second, I summarize these observations using the sorting model described in the

first chapter, in order to identify congressional districts that have sorted over eigh-

teen months of migration tracking in the data. The observations in this dataset

provide the unique opportunity: we get detailed survey information that precede an

individual respondent’s migration. This property of the data means we can consider

the migration decisions that are unaffected by the conditions in the migrant’s des-

tination that might shape opinion after the fact. I use data aggregated to the level

of congressional districts to create a dataset with geographic units that have polit-

ical significance. For the period in question, I find no predominant trend showing
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districts have sorted. However, I do find that districts represented by Democrats

are attractive to a significant number of Republican party identifiers in the dataset,

relative to the number who leave, and relative to the districts represented by other

Republicans. This analysis uses data that reflects only one time period, but it does

demonstrate an approach that could be extended across multiple periods. Whether

or not migration decisions aggregate into a sorting effect, it is clear that the prefer-

ences of individual migrants tend to correspond with the partisanship of the districts

they leave behind, even after accounting for distance.

In the final chapter, I shift to an aggregate level analysis of congressional dis-

tricts to show the relationship between district growth and polarization between

Democratic and Republican House members. I use district growth as a proxy for

net inbound migration. Given this premise, I investigate the relationship between

the amount of congressional domestic migration with sorting and polarization over

the last two decades. Using the formulation developed by McCarty, Poole, and

Rosenthal (2009) to measure sorting and polarization of congressional districts, I

find that migration does not show a relationship with sorting but presents a sur-

prisingly strong relationship with polarization. The chapter suggests one potential

explanation: districts with high levels of migration may be more sensitive to different

levels of partisanship within constituencies.

4.2 Future Research

Ultimately, the effect of migration must depend on economic motivations of migrants,

and how the political preferences of migrants align with other migrants, and the peo-

ple who remain in their destinations. When these preferences align, the conditions

are ripe for sorting. If, for example, Austin, Texas becomes a magnet that is domi-

nated by the creative class described by Florida (2002), this prevalence could redefine

the prevailing preferences in Austin if creatives bring predictable political character-
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istics. Otherwise, migration changes nothing of political interest in the short run,

other than the size of the city.

In this dissertation, I have not considered two important characteristics of mi-

gration that present an immediate opportunity for further study. First, some kinds

of migrants are likely to have more immediate impact on a location than others. We

might ask, for example, how does likelihood of voter participation translate from one

destination to another, and does this likelihood vary by partisanship or ideology?

Do age and income affect the persistence of these preferences? Does the volume

of migration in relation to total population size change these considerations? Fi-

nally, what is the impact of different economic motivations? Second, how do all of

these affects vary according to political dimension? We could discover that migrant

preferences align with alternative dimensions that are hidden in traditional survey

questions about liberal-conservative ideological preferences. This hidden effect could

appear to diffuse preferences that are, in fact, sorting in ways that are not necessarily

apparent in a unidimensional analysis.

In addition, the research in chapter 3 can be extended and parsed in several

ways, beginning with a more time periods going back further to decades preceding

1990. For example, this research could produce a more complete accounting of the

effect of migration on the transition of California from a largely Republican state to

a Democratic stronghold. The argument in chapter 3 suggests that representation

lags behind the dilution of a dominant party’s strength in the face of large scale

migration. Can we see an effect of this kind in California in a way that created

an abrupt transformation that might translate into similar outcomes elsewhere in

the coming decade? Specifically, could migration transform the partisanship of the

states that are presently most affected by it, including Texas, Florida, Georgia, and

Arizona?

More importantly, the data discussed chapter 3 illustrates the most important
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research opportunity revealed by this dissertation. Migration in the U.S. is closely

linked to geographic expansion of heavily populated areas throughout the country.

Stated differently, the residential footprint of the U.S. has expanded at least as

quickly as its population, which in turn has grown 50% since the mid-1960’s. If

we choose to characterize migration in terms of choice and utility maximization, we

quickly see that the number of destinations has increased dramatically. To the extent

that any of these choices are affected by an implied or subliminal tendency to self-

segregate, and we compound that effect by the inferences from Schelling described

in chapter 1, then the increase in the number of places available to the prospec-

tive migrant can contribute to the homogenization of political preferences. While

this prospect doesn’t automatically generate this potential result, it makes this re-

sult possible. and I believe that the link between migration and homogenization,

thanks to access to new residential possibilities (or, if you prefer, residential sprawl)

seems plausible. Moreover, this effect is possible at any level of aggregation, since

geographic expansion is spread disproportionately. Geographic expansion follows

population expansion, the fastest growing regions, not coincidentally, are the regions

with the greatest amount of newly occupied real estate in the south and west.

For instance, consider a finding revealed in Table 2.3 that shows the effect of the

change in urban percentage as a determining factor in the likelihood of a Democratic

or Republican district. Changes in this percentage for migrants is a powerful predic-

tor of the these likelihoods: a migrant who moves to a district where this percentage

is decreased is far more likely to be moving into a Republican district, even when

controlling for the partisanship in the district of origin.

My conjecture is that the population increase that is strongly associated with

Republican congressional districts in the past two decades is coupled with the as-

sociation between migration and growth in less densely regions of the country. An

important question for further research emerges: does migration into these growing
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areas help contribute to the emergence of Republican political strength beyond what

we might otherwise expect to see? If so, this potential advantage can emerge for rea-

sons besides sorting; that is to say, growth may contribute to Republican strength,

at least in the short run, even if growing areas are absorbing lots of non-Republicans.

Even a slight bias that leads to a greater number of Republican migrants into Re-

publican areas will change the overall distribution of Republicans (and Democrats)

across the country, even if this bias isn’t enough to prevent dilution of Republican

strength in places where population is growing.

Together, migration and population growth fuel the demand to consume more

land for residences. My proposition, which I hope will generate and support my

future research agenda, is that the expansion of the U.S.’s residential footprint has

a surprising and largely unaccounted effect on national politics. Specifically, I argue

there is reason to suspect that expansion of the country’s residential geographical

base has made a significant and direct contribution to the emergence of the modern

Republican party and to partisan polarization. This suggestion is not meant to

imply that migrants into previously uninhabited places are intrinsically predisposed

to reflect Republican party identification, even though I think that link does present

itself in recent decades. Instead, my underlying theoretical proposition is that we

can find a relationship between the number of residential options within a populace,

and the likelihood of the populace to self-segregate.

A hidden and unacknowledged truth is that the number of places where Ameri-

cans can take up residence has grown significantly in every decade since the Great

Depression, even if the total size of the country hasn’t grown at all. As I note in

chapter 1, this fact is often obscured when we consider that the percentage of Amer-

ican who live in places designated as urban has also grown significantly and now

surpasses 80% of the total population. As I noted, this development coincides with

an increase in the amount of land designated as urban that exceeds the percentage
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growth in the population.

In terms of the polarization literature, this possibility creates an intriguing possi-

bility that a major contributing factor to political polarization is, at once, motivated

by the electorate and nevertheless does not presume any change in the distribution

of preferences, or even preference changes within a single individual. Naturally, it is

safe to assume that migration will also change the way individuals respond politically,

but it is also possible to separate those kinds of effects from the purely compositional

changes that are the focus of the dissertation.

In conclusion, this dissertation has tried to express one potential permutation

of the larger principle that institutions change political outcomes, in part, because

they reflect decisions about the way preferences are aggregated. In every instance,

aggregation implies some presumption about the way individuals are classified into

subgroups, and in the United States, geographic designation still have an overar-

ching relevance in the aggregation process. The significance of migration reflects

this emphasis on the country’s geographic organization. The opportunity for self-

segregation, and its potential consequences when the opportunity is realized, will

motivate the research agenda.
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