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Cities 101 -- At-Large and
District Elections

The form of municipal elections varies from city to city, with
three common variations: some cities elect their local
representatives by at-large elections, some by district, and

some using a mixed system.
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The election system of a given city is determined by the
nature of the council members' constituency and by the
presence or absence of party labels on the ballot. With regard
to the first feature, there are two types of constituencies for

city council members: at-large and district.

At-Large

All at-large members are elected to serve the same
constituency, which is the population of the city as a whole.
At-large election proponents favor having council members

elected by the entire city because:

» Council members in an at-large system can be more
impartial, rise above the limited perspective of a single
district and concern themselves with the problems of
the whole community;

» Vote trading between councilmembers may be
minimized; and

» The number of candidates available for election tends to
be larger.

However, at-large elections can weaken the representation of
particular groups, such as people of color, especially if the
group does not have a citywide base of operations or is an

ethnic or racial group concentrated in a specific ward.
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At-large election systems are prevalent at the municipal level
and a considerable majority make use of at-large voting in
some way. At-large elections tend to be more practical in

small cities and more homogeneous areas.

District

These elections select a single council member from a
corresponding geographical section of the city, called a
district or ward. District election proponents favor having
council members elected to represent individual wards

because:

» District elections give all legitimate groups, especially
those with a geographic base, a better chance of being
represented on the city council, especially communities
of color. Several court decisions have forced
jurisdictions to switch from at-large elections to district
elections, and in most cases the reason was to allow
more representation by specific ethnic and racial groups
acknowledging that the prior system was a denial of
equal access to the city’s political process. (See: McNeill
v. City of Springfield, IL, 1987; and Williams v. City of
Dallas, 1990; and Montes v. City of Yakima, 2014);

» District councilmembers are more attuned to the unique
problems of their constituents, such as crime levels,
small lot development, trash pick-up, potholes, and
recreation programs; and
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District elections may improve citizen participation
because councilmembers who represent a specific
district may be more responsive to their constituency.

However, councils elected by district elections may
experience more infighting and be less likely to prioritize the
good of the city over the good of their district. Larger
municipalities tend to use district elections (Chicago and

Philadelphia are examples).

Mixed-System

More than twenty percent of municipalities combine these
two methods by electing some council members at-large and
some from districts. Mixed systems which provide more
district seats than at-large seats are more likely to stand

Constitutional scrutiny.

Sources

Morgan, David and Robert England. Managing Urban America,
5th Edition. New York, NY: Seven Bridges Press, LLC, 1999.

Moulder, Evelina. "Municipal Form of Government: Trends
in Structure, Responsibility, and Composition.” In The
Municipal Year Book, 2008. Washington, DC: International
City/County Management Association, 2008.

https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-101-at-large-and-district-elections 1/15/2020



Cities 101 -- At-Large and District Elections Page 5 of 8

Renner, Tari and Victor S. DeSantis. "Municipal Form of
Government: Issues and Trends."” In The Municipal Year Book,
7998. Washington, DC: International City/County Management
Association, 1998.

Svara, James H. Two Decades of Continuity and Change in
American City Councils
(http://www.skidmore.edu/~bturner/Svara%
20citycouncilrpt.pdf). Washington, DC: National League of
Cities, 2003.

Tags

FACT SHEET (/RESEARCH-PUBLICATIONS?
FIELD_TAGS_RESOURCE_TARGET_ID=WORKBENCH_ACCESS.ACCESS_SCHEME.I

Program Area

https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-101-at-large-and-district-elections 1/15/2020



Cities 101 -- At-Large and District Elections Page 6 of 8

CENTER FOR CITY SOLUTIONS (/DEPARTMENT-PROGRAM/CENTER-FOR-CITY-
SOLUTIONS)

Related Topics

CITY GOVERNMENT (/TOPICS/CITY-GOVERNMENT)
ELECTIONS (/TOPICS/CITY-GOVERNMENT/ELECTIONS)

Related Content

RESOURCE

Cities 101 -- Term Lenths and Limits (/resource/cities-101-term-
lenths-and-limits)

December 14, 2016

TOPICS (/TOPICS)

MEDIA (/MEDIA-CENTER)

PROGRAMS AND INITIATIVES (/PROGRAM-AREAS)
CITIESSPEAK BLOG (/CITIESSPEAK)

Join/Renew (/membership/join-or-renew)
Membership Benefits (/membership/member-benefits)

https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-101-at-large-and-district-elections 1/15/2020



Cities 101 -- At-Large and District Elections Page 7 of 8

Communities (/communities)
Groups & Networks (/membership/groups-networks)

ABOUT NLC (/ABOUT-NLC)

NLC Leadership (/leadership)

Careers (/jobs-at-nlc)

State League Programs (/state-municipal-leagues)
Privacy Policy (/privacy-policy)

EVENT CALENDAR (/EVENT-CALENDAR)

Annual Conferences (/event-calendar)
Education/Training (/education)
Webinars (/education)

Contact (/contact-us)

Not an NLC member?

NLC Members and Corporate Partners will be able to access exclusive online content, subscribe to our
weekly newsletter and newspapers, access webinars and virtual events. Find out more about becoming a
member!

MEMBERSHIP INFORMATION (/membership)

Be Informed.
Stay Connected.

Sign Up For Our Newsletters (https://www.nlc.org/the-weekly-
newsletter-sign-up)

)

660 NORTH CAPITOL ST NW,
WASHINGTON, DC 20001

https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-101-at-large-and-district-elections 1/15/2020



Cities 101 -- At-Large and District Elections Page 8 of 8

877-827-2385
INFO@NLC.ORG

CONTACT (/ABOUT-NLC/CONTACT)

FOLLOW US:

COPYRIGHT ©2020 NATIONAL LEAGUE OF CITIES.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-101-at-large-and-district-elections 1/15/2020



