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The rate of turnover in the
membership of a state legislature is
significant in several respects. A large
turnover rate, for example, may indicate
a high degree of competition within and
between political parties and provide
insights about party competition for
other offices. The turnover rate,
moreover,
is associated with the
experience of legislators and the
ope ration of the sen iority system
through which legislators gain rank in
the committee system. A study of the
trends over time of the turnover rate
also can provide some understanding of
changes that occur in the State's
political party alignment.
The term
new member,1I it should
be noted, does not mean that the person
in v 0 Iv ed has had no prior State
legislative experience. New senators, for
example, often have held seats
previously in the House of Delegates,
and new members in both houses
sometimes have served terms in the past.
A high rate of turnover, therefore, does
not necessarily mean a correspondingly
large number of legislators without
previous experience in the General
Assembly.
This article examines turnover in the
Virginia General Assembly in each
regu lar biennial session from 1920 to
1970. It highlights broad trends and
explores factors helping to explain those
trends. Throughout this period the
Senate had 40 members and the House
of Delegates, 100 members. Because of
II

the lack of data for other states during
this period, a comparative analysis is not
possible.

TURNOVER

A dramatic decrease in the number of
new members in the General Assembly
from the Twenties through the Fifties is
reflected in Table 1. Except for rural
delegates, the number of new members

designated as urban in the census report
was considered for the purposes of this
article to be an urban district.} I n this
respect the highlight of Table 1 is the
contrast between the decade of the
Twenties and that of the Sixties. I n the
Twenties the number of new rural
members dwarfed the number of new
urban members. I n the Sixties, however,
new urban and rural senators were
almost equal, and the number of new
urban delegates far exceeded the number

TABLE 1 / NUMBER OF NEW ASSEMBL Y MEMBERS, 1920-70

Year
1920-28
1930-38
1940-48
1950-58
1960-70
1920-70

Urban

Senate
Rural

Total

18
13
15
11
20
77

51
32
35
16
21
155

69
45
50
27
41
232

House of Delegates
Rural
Urban
Total
37
39
34
41
84
235

201
159
123
84
58
625

238
198
157
125
142
860

General Assembly
Urban
Rural
Total
55
52
49
52
104
312

252
191
158
100
79
780

307
243
207
152
183
1092

Sources: General Assembly of Virginia, Manual of the Senate and House of Delegates for each
regular session between 1920 and 1970. E. Griffith Dodson, The General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia, 1919-1939, Register and Index (Richmond: Division of Purchasing and Printing,
1939). The population figures were obtained from the census reports for 1930, 1950, 1960, and
1970.

increased during the Sixties but still
stood far lower than the period of
greatest turnover during the Twenties.
The highest turnover for any session
during the 50-year period occurred in
1920, when 22 new senators and 63
new delegates, or over 60 percent of the
total Assembly membership, entered the
legislature.
Another significant finding in Table 1
is the consistent increase in the
proportion of new urban to new rural
members. (Any district having more
than 50 percent of its popu lation

of new rural delegates. It should be
noted that the data for the Sixties
included an additional session and
Senate election. But the trend of an
increasing proportion of new urban
members would have continued even
excluding new members from the 1965
Senate election and in the 1970
Assembly.
I n part, of course, the growth in new
urban members reflected the response of
the legislative redistricting process to the
steady urbanization of the State since
1920. In 1920 only 15.7 percent of the
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noted

Assembly membership was urban. In
contrast, after the last redistricting in
the Sixties urban seats accounted for
almost half (48.6 percent) of the total
membership.
The average number of new members
per session in each decade provides
another measure of legislative turnover.
Again a striking contrast between urban
and rural members emerges in Table 2.
The average number of new urban

of an

increase over the time

period in the proportion of new urban
to rural members in the House. The data
for the Senate are less clear in that new
urban senators, as percentages of the
total possible urban membership,
exceeded the percentages for new rural
senators in every decade except the
Thirties.
In summary, increasing stability of
membership characterized the General

TABLE 2/ AVERAGE NUMBER OF NEW ASSEMBLY MEMBERS, 1920-70
Senate
Year
1920-28
1930-38
1940-48
1950-58
,gGQ--= 1920-70

House

Urban

Rural

3.6
2.6
3.0
2.2

10.2
6.4
7.0
3.2

7.4
7.8
6.8
8.2

-14:0

--3.3
3.0

Urban

6.0

senators remained about the same during
the entire period and, surprisingly, the
average for the Sixties was somewhat
lower than that for the Twenties.
Particularly significant are the large
increases in the average number of new
urban delegates and the decreases for
rural senators and delegates. The average
number of new urban delegates in the
Sixties almost doubled the average for
the Twenties. Except for new urban
senators, these averages generally
support the trend of a relatively greater
increase in new urban over new rural
members.
In theory the entire membersh ip of
the House could have consisted of new
members in every session, and the entire
Senate membership, every four years. It
is important to examine, therefore, new
members as percentages of the total
Assem b' y m em bersh i p, for these
percentages indicate the s~nifieaAce of
the raw numbers in terms of the entire
membership.
Remarkably high
percentages, as Table 3 shows, appeared
in the Twenties and Thirties. Due to the
general decrease in turnover, the Fifties
and Sixties showed substantially lower
percentages, reflecting in part the
additional session and special election
included in the Sixties.
Most intriguing again are the trends
for new urban and rural members,
expressed as percentages of the total
possible number in each group. With the
exception of the Thirties, the
percentages of new rural delegates did
exceed those for urban delegates but by
a steadily decreasing margin, and in the
Sixties percentages for urban delegates
fin ally outstripped those for ru ral
delegates. These findings thus are
consistent with the trend previously

9.0

General Assembly
Urban
Rural

Rural
40.2
31.8
24.6
16.8
9.7
24.0

11.0
10.4
9.8
10.4
17.3 - - 12.0

50.4
38.2
31.6
20.0
1"3.2
30.0

Assembly during most of the period. A
general decrease in new members was
the prevailing trend until the Sixties.
Moreover, the proportion of urban to
rural members generally increased over
the entire period.

FACTORS

AFFECTING

TURNOVER

What factors appear to have affected
turnover? Influential in this respect were
special conditions, party composition,
redistricting acts, types of districts, and
variations in turnover among the several
geographic areas of the State.

of them significantly, to fluctuations in
the turnover rate. A recent example is
the fact that Linwood Holton in his
successful bid for the Governorship in
1969 helped to carry several new
Republicans into the Assembly.
PARTY COMPOSITION

During the 50-year period the
Democrats accou nted for about 93
percent of the membership of each
house. The period of greatest
Democratic control occurred in the
Thirties with the Democrats holding
95.1 percent of the total Assembly
membership. The greatest Republican
strength reached only 11.1 percent in
the Sixties. During the 50-year period,
th erefore, the new members were
overwhe mingly Democratic. The
greatest number of new Republicans
appeared in the 1920 (17) and 1970
(14) sessions.
For the entire period the consistent
Democratic control of the Assembly is
linked to the Byrd Organization. The
high turnover rate in the Twenties took
place during the transition in leadership
from Martin to Byrd, a period in which
intraparty conflict occurred. The
dec rea sin g t u r nover in succeeding
decades coincided with the growing
power of the Byrd Organization and its
strong hand in the General Assembly.
With the organization declining in the
Sixties coupled with a stronger
Republican Party, turnover began to
increase again.

SPECIAL CONDITIONS

REDISTRICTING

Turnover is associated with a host of
conditions or events that are difficult to
examine systematically or about which
data are difficult to_abtaio or -are lost in
history. Such variables include
gubernatorial elections, issues, cand idate
appeal, death, and resignation. Moreover,
the presence or absence of contested
seats in primary elections or conventions
and in general elections are important
considerations. Although these
influential factors are not examined
here, they have contributed, and some

Redistricting can have important
effects on legislative turnover.
Rearranging district lines may place an
incumbent -in ar-lother distric, may
result in two incumbents being residents
of the same district, or may change the
composition of the constituency in such
a manner as to favor the election of a
candidate expressing support for an
entirely different array of issues. From
1920 to 1970 the General Assembly
red istricted itself once each decade
except in the Sixties when two

TABLE 3 / NEW ASSEMBLY MEMBERS AS PERCENTAGES OF THE TOTAL POSSIBLE
URBAN AND RURAL MEMBERSHIP, 1920-70
Senate
Year
1920-28
1930-38
1940-48
1950-58
1960-70
1920-70

House

Urban

Rural

Urban

Rural

64.3
59.1
44.1
44.0
29.9
43.8

55.4
61.5
40.7
29.1
22.6
40.4

41.1
39.8
27.0
22.9
29.8
30.2

49.0
39.6
32.9
26.2
18.2
34.2

General Assembly
Urban
Rural
46.6
43.3
30.6
25.5
29.8
32.8

50.2
41.5
34.3
26.6
19.2
35.3
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red istricti ngs occu rred as a resu It of
judicial decisions. How did these
redistrictings affect turnover?
One method of evaluating the effect
of redistricting on turnover is to
examine new members elected in the
first election after redistricting as a
percentage of the total number of new
m embers elected during each time
peri od. A sTable 4 shows, this

turnover, therefore, must be qualified to
the extent that it is one, but only one,
of a number of factors at work in
changing legislative membership.
TYPE OF DISTRICT

The effect of types of districting
a rrangements upon theories of
representation, political stability, and

TABLE 4 I NEW MEMBERS ELECTED IN FIRST ELECTION AFTER REDISTRICTING AS
PERCENTAGES OF THE TOTAL NEW MEMBERSHIP, 1920-70

Year

1920-28
1930-38
1940-48
1950-58
1960-70
1920-70

Senate

House

General Assembly

31.9
37.8
30.0
37.0
46.3
35.8

17.2
23.7
22.3
27.2
39.4
24.8

20.5
26.3
24.2
28.9
41.0
27.1

percentage generally increased during the
entire period with the single exception
of the Forties. The high percentages in
the Sixties were due in part to the two
redistrictings in that period and to an
additional Senate election. On its face,
therefore, Table 4 appears to indicate
that redistrictings increasingly have been
significant in affecting turnover. Two
fundamental
qualifications to this
conclusion must, however, be noted.
First, oth er factors influencing
legislative turnover may coincide with
redistrictings, such as an increase in the
number of contested elections, and
retirements. For example, as of August
1971 nine senators had retired after the
1971 Special Session, and the Assembly
had been redistricted. Thus, at least 23
percent of the membership of the
Senate in the 1972 Session will be new
without redistricting apparently being an
influential factor.
A
seco nd and more important
question is whether elections other than
those following redistricting resulted in
turnover close to that in elections after
redistricting. I n fact, other elections in
many cases produced a number of new
members equal to or exceeding the new
:m em bers elected after redistricting,
:especially in the"" first three decades. For
example, the election after redistricting
in the Twenties produced the least
number of new delegates in each of the
five sessions in that period. A markedly
higher number of new delegates
appeared after redistrictings in the
Fifties, but not a substantially higher
number of senators. Redistrictings in the
Sixties appeared to have had more effect
on the turnover rate, but only for the
House. The effect of redistricting on

election outcomes has intrigued political
scientists for a long time. Some scholars
argue, for example, that multi-member
districts tend to have a higher turnover
rate. One argument in support of this
contention is the increased probabil ity
of winning a seat in a district with more
than one member. How do these
contentions hold up so far as the
Virginia General Assembly is concerned?
Table 5 presents the number of new
members of the Assembly from
single-member and
multi-member

more multi-member districts in the latter
period, especially in the House, explains
this increase in part. Based on the trends
shown in Table 5, one might predict
that with an increasing use of the
multi-member district there will be more
legislative turnover. Judicial uncertainty
as to the future role of the
multi-member district, however, makes
such a prediction highly speculative.
A further look at the effects, if any,
of the type of legislative district on
turnover requires an examination of the
rural and urban districts considered
separately. Although this breakdown is
not presented in tabular form here,
some findings can be made by applying
available data to the presentation in
Table 5.
I n the first three decades, as
percentages of the total membership,
most new senators from
both
single-member and
multi-member
districts came from urban areas. I n that
same period, on the other hand, most
new delegates from both types of
districts came from ru ral areas. In
contrast, and not surprising, most new
members in the Fifties and Sixties in the
H ou se and Senate from both types of
districts were urban members. For each
chamber the urban-rural differences
g e n era II y
we rem 0 r e ma rk ed in
multi-member districts.
I n summary, through the first three
decades of the period under examination

TABLE 5 / NUMBER OF NEW MEMBERS BY TYPE OF DISTRICT AND PERCENTAGES OF
THE TOTAL MEMBERSHIP, 1920-70
Number
of New
Members

1920-48

Percentage
of Total
Possible
Members

Number
of New
Members

1950-70

Percentage
of Total
Possible
Members

Number
of New
Members

1920-70

Percentage
of Total
Possible
Members

Senate
Single-Member
Multi-Member

136
28

51.3
50.9

49
19

26.2
35.8

185
47

40.9
43.5

House
Single-Member
Multi-Member

416
177

39.5
39.7

135
132

21.6
27.7

551
309

32.8
33.5

Assembly
Single-Member
Multi-Member

552
205

41.8
40.9

184
151

22.7
28.5

736
356

34.6
34.6

districts expressed as percentages of the
total possible number of members for
each type of district. It is quickly
apparent that, for the period of 1920
through 1948, it made little difference
whether the new member came from a
single-member or a multi-member
district. I n the Fifties and Sixties,
however, there was a clear indication
t hat, as percentages of th e tota I
membership, more new members came
from
multi-member than
from
single-member districts. The creation of

the type of district (single or
multi-member) did not appear to be a
significant factor in legislative turnover.
The composition of the district (urban
or rural), however, did reveal differences
in turnover. Urban areas produced most
new senators, and rural areas, most new
delegates. I n the last two decades the
type of district became more important,
and new members of both houses were
more likely to come from multi-member
than from
single-member districts.
Moreover, both the House and Senate

20
increasingly drew
urban areas.

new members from

AREAS OF CONSISTENT TURNOVER

Various regions of Virginia have
tended consistently to send new
members to the Assembly. I n both
houses during the 50-year period, the
cities of Richmond and Norfolk with
mu Iti-member districts showed the most
consistent turnover. I n the period of
highest turnover in the Twenties,
single-member rural House districts in
th e Southwest experienced a high
turnover rate, and some alternation
occurred between Democrats and
Republicans. The multi-member district
for Portsmouth also displayed a high
turnover rate. 'n add ition, consistent
tu f n-o", ef occu rred- in some rural
multi-member districts, particularly in
the Shenandoah
Valley.
Urban
multi-member districts, therefore, have
had no monopoly on turnover. The
Thirties saw many of these same
districts consistently produci ng new
m em bers; a nd a si m i lar pattern
continued into the late Forties with
Lynchburg, an urban single-member
district, showing a high turnover rate.
From the Twenties through the Forties,
also, the regional pattern was similar for
the Senate with a lesser rate of turnover
occurring in the Valley. Thus, the areas
showing the highest turnover rates lay in
the Southwest, the Valley, and the
larger cities.
In the House during the Fifties and
Sixties, Norfolk and
Richmond
continued to lead in the turnover rate,
with Portsmouth also appearing again as
a reliable producer of new members. In
addition, urban multi-member districts
comprising a large portion of the

population of Northern Virginia
consistently produced new members,
especially in the Sixties. However, rural
multi-member districts also continued to
post a high turnover rate. New members
also came from single-member rural
districts in the Southwest, but the
number decreased in the Sixties. I n that
same decade Republican members began
appearing from Northern Virginia in
increasing numbers. The pattern for the
Senate during this period resembled that
for the House. These varying patterns
underscore local political traditions and
party competition as highly significant
factors affecti ng tu rnover.

THE END OF A LEGISLATIVE ERA?

Legislative tUfR-0Ver in he
irginia
G en eral Assembly during the half
century covered by this study generally
declined until the Sixties when a marked
increase occurred. A major factor
accounting for these trends was the
Byrd Organization, which began gaining
strength in the Twenties and began
waning in the Sixties. Contrary to what
might have been expected, however,
legislative redistricting did not produce a
consistently higher turnover. While
toward the end of the period new
members tended increasingly to come
from urban multi-member districts, this
result was not surprising in view of the
increasing use in urban areas of that
type of district. Consistent turnover in
various geographic areas of the State
pointed up the importance of local
political conditions as a factor affecting
turnover during the entire period.
A case can be made for a pred iction
of increasing legislative turnover in the
Seventies. Growing urbanization and

therefore the resulting increase in the
number of multi-member districts will
probably increase turnover. The only
pitfall in this reasoning is the possibility
of the outlawing of that type of district
through judicial decision. The growing
strength of the Republican Party in the
General Assembly is likely to increase
turnover at the expense of the
Democratic Party. Also, there is no
indication at this time of any change in
the varying turnover rates among the
several areas of the State.
I f these predictions are correct, the
Seventies can, and probably will, see
si g n ificant changes in the internal
operation of the General Assembly.
Coming quickly to mind is the
likelihood that the future will witness
more stro ng Iy
orrgh
battles
0
positions of leadersh ip than has been the
case in the past. The tendency toward a
less stable membersh;"p, for example, can
affect the tenure of the highest
legislative officers such as the Speaker of
the House and the President Pro T em of
the Senate. No gift of prophecy is
required to forecast that no future
Speaker can come close to matching the
18 consecutive years Mr. E. Blackburn
Moore served in that position. Moreover,
higher turnover may result in less stable
membership on committees, but not
necessarily less stability in committee
c h air man ship s.
I n t h e past the
committee system, as a result of
seniority, has kept particular individuals
in committee chairmanships over long
periods of time. I ronically, an extension
of the trend toward a greater turnover
in urban than in rural areas suggests the
possibil ity of continued control by rural
legislators of at least a majority of the
important committee chairmanships.
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