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Explaining Increased Contestation in
the 2018 State Legislative Elections

Adam S. Myers, Providence College

tate legislative elections in the United States have
long exhibited relatively low contestation rates.
Between 2002 and 2016, for example, the percent-
age of state legislative seats fully contested by the two
major parties in even-year elections never reached more
than 63.6% and was as low as 54.6%." Indeed, some states always
see fewer than one third of their legislative seats contested. It is
not surprising that local media around the country routinely
lament the low level of competition in statehouse races.*

In contrast to this lackluster record, the percentage of
contested seats in the 2018 elections increased to 65.7%, mak-
ing 2018 the year with the highest state legislative contestation
levels of any midterm or presidential election year in the
twenty-first century. This uptick was not evenly distributed
across the states, however. In some states (usually in the South),
two-party competition in state legislative contests broke all-
time records, whereas in others it did not increase at all (and
sometimes even fell). Furthermore, increased state legislative
contestation in 2018 was caused overwhelmingly by a surge
in the number of Democratic—and not Republican—state
legislative candidates.

This article examines contestation patterns in state legis-
lative elections over time, focusing on changes that took place
in the 2018 midterm elections. It shows that the 2018 midterms
represented a departure from recent trends. The results of a
time-series analysis of contestation rates between 1968 and
2018 demonstrate that in many states, Democratic contest-
ation of legislative races in 2018 was considerably larger than
would be expected based on political and institutional pre-
dictors. The demographic and political factors influencing
which districts were most likely to be newly contested by
Democrats in 2018 also are presented.

TRENDS IN CONTESTATION OF STATE LEGISLATIVE
ELECTIONS, 2002—2018

Figure 1 plots the average percentage of contested lower-
chamber legislative seats across Southern and non-Southern
states in even-year elections since 2000.> As shown, in 2000,
the average contestation rate in non-Southern states was more
than 20 percentage points higher than the corresponding rate
in Southern states, a gap that reflected the long-standing
absence of two-party politics in the South (Klarner 2015;
Myers 2016). During the 2000s, average contestation rates in
the non-South increased slightly while corresponding rates
in the South decreased slightly. Then, between 2010 and 2016,
contestation rates in the non-South decreased slightly while
contestation rates in the South seesawed upward. In 2018,

contestation rates for both regions increased; however, the
increase in the South was dramatically larger. In the non-South,
the average lower-chamber contestation rate in 2018 was 64%,
a 3.9% increase from 2016 and a 2.2% increase from 2014. In
the South, on the other hand, the average lower-chamber
contestation rate in 2018 was 61.6%, an 18.9% increase from
2016 and an 11.5% increase from 2014. The large increase in the
South suggests that after decades (indeed, centuries) in which
these states have lagged their non-Southern counterparts in the
degree of two-party competition in their legislative races, the
Southern states may be on the verge of catching up.

Figure 2 plots averages of the percentage of races featuring
Democratic and Republican candidates in Southern and non-
Southern states during the same period. In non-Southern
states, the respective statistics for both Democrats and
Republicans generally remained around 80% throughout
much of the 2000s and 2010s. However, in 2018, the combin-
ation of an increase in Democratic candidates and a decrease
in Republican candidates created an unprecedented 12% gap
between the parties. In the Southern states, 2018 witnessed
an even more dramatic shift: after four election cycles in
which the average percentage of Democratic candidates
lagged significantly behind the average percentage of GOP
candidates, the Democratic percentage increased by 16%,
resulting in near parity between the parties in terms of
fielding candidates.

Figure 3 plots the state-level percentages of lower-chamber
seats featuring Democratic candidates in 2016 and 2018 (left
graphic) and the corresponding percentages of seats featuring
Republican candidates (right graphic). The datapoints in the
Republican graphic are clustered around the dashed line, mean-
ing that the percentages of Republican candidates in 2016 and
2018 were similar in most states. In the Democratic graphic,
conversely, many data points are above the line, meaning that
these states experienced a signiﬁcant increase in Democratic
candidates. Many were Southern states, including Arkansas,
Georgia, Kentucky, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and
especially North Carolina.

PLACING THE 2018 MIDTERMS IN CONTEXT: A TIME-
SERIES ANALYSIS OF CONTESTATION RATES

The significant increase in Democratic state legislative contest-
ation in the 2018 elections (particularly in the Southern states)
raises the question of whether 2018 can be explained by well-
known political and institutional variables or whether it is a true
anomaly. Although contributors to the contestation increase
come to mind—including the fact that 2018 was a midterm year
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with a Republican president in office—it is unclear whether such
variables are sufficient to account for the magnitude of the
increase. To gain a better sense of the extent to which the
contestation increases of 2018 can be explained systematically,

chamber’s seats up for election that were contested by Demo-

crats and the corresponding percentage for Republicans.*
Institutional and political variables related to factors cited

by extant literature as potentially affecting contestation rates

..the percentage of contested seats in the 2018 elections increased to 65.7%, making
2018 the year with the highest state legislative contestation levels of any midterm or
presidential election year in the twenty-first century.

I conducted a time-series analysis of state legislative contestation
rates from 1968 to 2018. The unit of analysis was the chamber-year
(ie., a legislative chamber for a given election year) and separate
regressions were estimated predicting the percentage of a

Figure 1
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Figure 2

Average Percentage of Lower-Chamber State Legislative Seats
Featuring Democratic Candidates and Republican Candidates,

were included in the model. Squire (2000) argues that variation
in state legislative contestation is primarily driven by percep-
tions of the value of a state legislative seat: that is, where a
legislative seat is perceived to be more valuable, it will attract
more candidates. Thus, variables measuring state population
per legislator (logged) and state legislative annual salary plus
the salaried per-diem for the number of days in session (2010
dollars) were included.®

Extant literature also suggests that state legislative con-
testation rates are heavily influenced by national political
forces, with the overarching factor being which party is in
control of the US presidency (Klarner 2010; Rogers 2015; 2016).
When a political party is the national out-party (i.e., the other
party controls the White House), it tends to field more state
legislative candidates, whereas in-party state legislative con-
testation often plunges during midterm elections. Accord-
ingly, T included separate dummy variables for presidential
election years with a GOP incumbent, midterm election
years with a GOP incumbent, and midterm election years
with a Democratic incumbent, making presidential election
years with a Democratic incumbent the reference category.
State legislative contestation rates also likely are influenced
by presidential voting patterns of state electorates: that
is, higher percentages of sup-
port for Democratic presiden-
tial candidates likely will lead
to increased Democratic con-
testation and decreased Repub-
lican contestation. Therefore,
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Figure 3

Percentages of Democratic and Republican Candidates in Lower-Chamber Elections Across

States, 2016 and 2018

R P
o
© 8 Nqﬁ& c CAI\I/M
o - ’
N AVME
0 MQ Tmﬁﬂ\ﬁ
S ut YW
S ND
=
O R | GA “KS
£ Q sc
g AR 1D
g y
(7] L
® wY
[
o0 y
® 54
® T !
30% 65% 100%

% Seats with Dem Candidates, 2016

through the share of seats in a legislative chamber held by the
minority party at the beginning of an election year.(’

Next, legislative contestation may be affected by the redistrict-
ing cycle. This could occur in two ways: (1) parties might contest
more seats in the election prior to redistricting as part of a larger
effort to gain control of legislative chambers before district lines are
redrawn (Makse 2014; Moncrief 1998); and (2) contestation rates
may increase in the elections immediately following the redrawing of
district lines, given that incumbents often will be less advantaged in
newly created districts (Wrighton and Squire 1997). I operational-
ized the pre-redistricting dynamic by measuring the percentage of a
chamber’s seats up for election whose winners would be in office
when district boundaries are expected to be redrawn (ie., usually
the year following the US Census). I operationalized the post-
redistricting dynamic by measuring the percentage of a chamber’s
seats up for election taking place in newly drawn districts.

Last, state legislative contestation may be lower in states
that use multimember districting, particularly the “free-for-all”
variation in which multiple members of the same political party
might run against one another for a legislative seat (Van Dunk
and Weber 1997). I accounted for the potential effects of multi-
member districting by including independent variables meas-
uring the percentage of multimember free-for-all seats and the
percentage of seats from multimember districts with posts.

These analyses also included state dummy variables, state-
specific time trends, and dummy variables for each state in
the 2018 elections to assess whether the change in a particular
state in 2018 was a statistically significant departure from past
trends and substantive predictors.

Table 1 presents estimates for the key political and insti-
tutional variables in the analysis (see the online appendix for
estimates on the effects of the battery of time-trend and state
variables described previously). The results of table 1 indicate
that Democratic contestation rates appear to be especially
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affected by national political factors. Compared to a presidential
election year with a Democratic incumbent, Democratic con-
testation increases by an average of more than 2% in presiden-
tial election years with a Republican incumbent; increases by an
average of slightly less than 1% in midterm elections with a
Republican incumbent; and decreases by an average of slightly
more than 1% in midterm elections with a Democratic incum-
bent. Democratic contestation also is highly affected by the
state-level presidential vote: for every 1% increase in the Demo-
cratic vote for president, Democratic contestation increases
by 0.14%. Both Democratic and Republican contestation rates
are highly influenced by constituency size; in chambers with
larger constituencies, they increase considerably.

Compared to Democratic contestation rates, Republican
contestation rates appear to be influenced by a more diverse
range of national- and state-level factors. Both variables that
pertain to the redistricting cycle yielded statistically signifi-
cant coefficients in the regression predicting Republican con-
testation rates. More important, the minority party’s seat
share within a legislative chamber yielded a large and statis-
tically significant effect on Republican contestation rates: a 1%
increase in minority-party seat share leads to a 0.24% increase
in GOP contestation. This suggests that Republican state and
local parties have been more active than their Democratic
counterparts in recruiting candidates for state legislative races
in “up-for-grabs” chambers. Conversely, the effect of the state-
level presidential-vote variable on Republican contestation
rates is only half as large as its corresponding effect on
Democratic contestation rates, suggesting that the character-
istics of state electorates vis-a-vis national politics matter less
for Republican contestation than Democratic contestation.
Last, compared to a presidential election year with a Demo-
cratic incumbent, Republican contestation decreases by an
average of slightly less than 2% during both presidential and
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Table 1

Election Years, 1968—2018

Time-Series Analysis of Chamber-Level State Legislative Contestation Rates in National

DV = Variable % Seats Contested by Democrats Coefficient (se) % Seats Contested by Republicans Coefficient (se)
Time Trend -0.84 (0.07)*** -0.12 (0.09)

% Pre-Redistricting 0.00 (0.00) 0.01 (0.00)*
% Post-Redistricting 0.01 (0.00) 0.01 (0.00)**
Population Per Legislator (Log) 4.75 (0.69)*** 5.11 (0.78)***
Minority Party Seat Share 0.03 (0.02) 0.24 (0.03)***
State Legislative Salary (2010 $) -0.00 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01)
State-Level Presidential Vote 0.14 (0.03)*** -0.07 (0.03)*
% Multimember Districts (Free for All) -0.00 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01)

% Multimember Districts (Posts) -0.03 (0.01)* 0.02 (0.01)
Upper Chamber (Dummy) -3.45 (0.77)*** -2.72 (0.88)**
Presidential Election—GOP Incumbent 2.23 (0.44)%** -1.90 (0.50)***
(Dummy)

Midterm Election—GOP Incumbent (Dummy) 0.93 (0.45)* -1.76 (0.51)***
Midterm—Democrat Incumbent (Dummy) -1.1(0.47)* 0.38 (0.53)
n= 2,175 2,175
adjusted r? = 0.69 0.82

Notes: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. Estimates of state dummy variables, state time trends, and state dummy variables for 2018 are in the online appendix.

midterm election years with a Republican incumbent. How-
ever, the difference in Republican contestation rates between
presidential and midterm election years with a Democratic
incumbent in office is statistically insignificant.

Although results for most of the time-trend and state
predictors included in the regressions are not the focus of
this study, estimates for the 2018 election dummy variables are
noteworthy because they indicate which states featured con-
testation rates in 2018 that were significantly different from
what would be expected.” A total of 19 states had statistically
significant higher-than-expected increases in Democratic con-
testation in 2018, compared with only two states in regard to
Republican contestation. No states had significantly higher-
than-expected decreases in either Democratic or Republican
contestation. The 19 states with significantly higher-than-
expected Democratic contestation increases were Alaska,
Arizona, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia,
Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Missouri, North Carolina, Oklahoma,
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Washington,
and Wisconsin. It is important that nine of these 19 states
are Southern or border states. The two states with significantly
higher-than-expected increases in Republican contestation
were Arkansas and North Carolina—both Southern states.

DISTRICT-LEVEL DETERMINANTS OF THE 2018
CONTESTATION INCREASE

A second question raised by the substantial increase in the
percentage of state legislative races featuring Democratic
candidates in 2018 is: What explains why some seats previously
uncontested by Democrats featured Democratic candidates in

https://doi.o%ﬂ B8 B¥RA220000232 Published online by Cambridge University Press

2018 whereas others did not? The extant literature suggests
various possibilities, some more obvious than others. Much of
the literature suggests that Democratic state legislative candi-
dates will be more likely to emerge in races for open seats
(ie., seats in which the Republican incumbent is not running
for reelection) (Jewell and Breaux 1988). Extant scholarship
also suggests that Democratic candidates will be more likely to
emerge in districts whose underlying partisan characteristics

Table 2

Multilevel Logistic Regression Predicting
Seats That Were Newly Contested by
Democrats in 2018

Variable Coefficient (se)
(Intercept) -4.58 (1.39)***
Open Seat (Dummy) 0.96 (0.21)***
% Clinton in 2016 9.39 (1.63)***

% Older Than 25 with Bachelor’s Degree or Above  4.30 (1.27)***

% White, Non-Hispanic 2.30 (1.43)
% Rural -0.54 (2.10)
% White—% Rural 1.15 (2.54)
n= 906
pseudo r2 0.32

Notes: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. Regression estimated with state fixed
effects.
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would make a Democratic victory more plausible (Hogan 2004;
Myers 2018). In the highly nationalized political environment of
2018, candidates and parties were likely to turn to the district-
level 2016 presidential vote as the most appropriate measure of

win control of (or reduce GOP dominance in) state legislative
chambers, Democrats focused much of their energy on well-
educated districts—above and beyond what would be expected
based on district partisanship as measured by the district-level

It appears that in their effort to win control of (or reduce GOP dominance in) state
legislative chambers, Democrats focused much of their energy on well-educated
districts—above and beyond what would be expected based on district partisanship as
measured by the district-level 2016 presidential vote.

district partisanship. Additionally, anecdotal accounts of the 2018
campaign suggest that Democrats focused much of their atten-
tion on contests in upscale suburban areas with large numbers of
well-educated professionals in their effort to regain legislative
chambers at both the federal and state levels (Montgomery 2018;
Schneider 2018; Millman 2017). Democrats may have recognized
that these areas—rather than the rural, working-class white areas
that had swung toward the Republicans in 2016—harbored much
of the anti-Trump fervor that could be used effectively to sweep
Democrats into office in lower-level races.

To examine the effects of these factors on district-level
Democratic contestation in 2018, I estimated a multilevel
logistic regression with state fixed effects predicting the like-
lihood that a Democrat contested a seat previously not featur-
ing a Democratic candidate. All single-member legislative
districts (i.e., both lower chamber and upper chamber) with
seats up for election in 2018 that did not feature a Democratic
candidate in the previous cycle were included in the analyses
(ie., 906 observations). Independent variables included a
dummy variable coded “1” for open seats and “o” for seats
with Republican incumbents running for reelection, as well as
the district-level Democratic percentage of the two-party vote
for president within the district in 2016. Additionally, four
district-level demographic variables were included: the per-
centage of residents older than 25 with a bachelor’s degree or
above; the percentage of non-Hispanic whites; the percentage
of rural residents; and a term interacting the percentage of
non-Hispanic whites with the percentage of rural residents.®

2016 presidential vote. The racial and rural residence variables
(and their interaction term) did not yield statistically signifi-
cant effects.

CONCLUSION

The results of this article point to both continuity and
change in contestation patterns in US state legislative elec-
tions. The unusually large numbers of Democratic state
legislative candidates observed in states across the country
in 2018 can be partially explained by well-known political
and institutional variables operating at both the national
and state levels. At the same time, many states experienced
increases in Democratic candidates that were bigger than
those variables would have predicted. These larger-than-
expected increases were likely related to factors unique to
2018, potentially including the effort of grassroots political
organizations (particularly women’s groups) created in the
aftermath of the 2016 presidential election; the increased
focus of Democratic party organizations on state legislative
elections; and other factors. The districts most likely to be
newly contested by Democrats in 2018 were those featuring
open seats, those with higher percentages of voters previ-
ously supporting the Democratic presidential candidate, and
those with higher percentages of well-educated residents.
Whereas the significance of the first two factors is consistent
with established patterns, the significance of the third factor
represents an important change.

The dramatic increase in contested state legislative elections in the American South in
2018 strongly suggests that one of the final vestiges of Southern exceptionalism in
American politics—that is, the region’s unusually low levels of state legislative
competition—is on the verge of disappearing.

Regression results are presented in table 2. Not surpris-
ingly, open seats and seats with higher percentages of Hillary
Clinton voters in 2016 were more likely to be newly contested
by Democrats in 2018. More noteworthy is the effect of the
college-education variable, which yielded a large and highly
significant positive effect on the likelihood that a district was
newly contested by Democrats. It appears that in their effort to

https://doi.org/10.1017/51049096520000232 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Whether the relatively high rates of state legislative
contestation in 2018 will persist into the 2020s is unclear,
but there is at least one way in which the 2018 midterms are
likely to mark a turning point in terms of state legislative
contestation. The dramatic increase in contested state legis-
lative elections in the American South in 2018 strongly
suggests that one of the final vestiges of Southern
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exceptionalism in American politics—that is, the region’s
unusually low levels of state legislative competition—is on
the verge of disappearing. As scholars have long pointed out,
the gradual institutionalization of two-party politics in the
South has made the region more like the rest of the United
States (Shafer and Johnston 2006). The arrival of widespread
two-party competition in the South’s state legislative races
appears to be the latest (and perhaps last) manifestation of
this trend.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/51049096520000232. =

NOTES

1. Nebraska was excluded from this figure because of its nonpartisan legislative
elections; New Jersey, Virginia, Mississippi, and Louisiana because of their
odd-year elections; and California and Washington because of their top-two
primaries.

2. See Brogan 2018; Hartford Courant 2016; Providence Journal 2016; and
Slowik 2016.

3. The South is defined as all states of the former Confederacy plus Kentucky
and Oklahoma. The odd-year-election states of Louisiana, Mississippi, New
Jersey, and Virginia were not included.

4. Every state legislative chamber that features more than two contests in
amidterm or presidential election year was included in the analysis; observations
were weighted based on the percentage of a chamber’s seats up for election.

5. State-population data were gathered from decennial Censuses; state popula-
tions in years between Censuses were estimated via linear interpolation. Data
on the size of state legislative chambers were gathered from annual editions
of the Book of the States. Data on state legislative salaries for 1973-2014 were
from Bowen and Green (2018). Salary data for 1968-1973 and 2015—2018 were
calculated using statistics from the Book of the States.

(=2}

. Data on minority-party seat share for 19682011 were calculated from Klarner
(2013). Data for 2012—2018 were calculated from National Council of State
Legislatures data.

7. The estimated coefficients and associated standard errors for each variable are
in the online appendix.

<]

. District-level racial and educational data are estimates from the 2017 Ameri-
can Community Survey and were downloaded directly from factfinder.
census.gov. The percentage of rural residents was calculated by aggregating
block-level rural-urban residential data from the 2010 Census to state
legislative districts using Census block equivalency files from 2017. The
% rural-% white interaction term was included to distinguish rural white
districts from rural districts with large racial minority populations, which
remain common in many Southern states.
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