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Abstract

A distinctive characteristic of American politics is the practice of holding frequent, separate
elections for offices at many different administrative levels. Although recent work has high-
lighted how this multitiered electoral structure impacts local government, less attention has
been paid to the effects of this system on state and national politics. In this paper, I address
this question by leveraging a law passed in California in 2015 that required consolidation of
some municipal elections with federal primaries and general elections. Using a difference-
in-differences framework, I find that holding on-cycle municipal elections appears to increase
turnout on the national Election Day by around 3 percent and provide suggestive evidence that
the presence of a municipal election on the general election ballot is what is driving this effect.
These results suggest that the US election calendar is an important contributor to the coun-
try’s low rates of aggregate turnout in international context and demonstrate the value of using
state-level electoral reforms as a tool for causal inference.

∗Prepared for presentation at the Annual Conference of the American Political Science Association on September
13, 2020. I thank Steve Ansolabehere, Alex Garlick, the participants in the American Politics Research Workshop
at Harvard University, and the participants in the 2019 Election Sciences, Reform, and Administration Conference in
Philadelphia, PA for their comments and feedback and Jacob Brown and Ryan Enos for their data assistance.
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1 Introduction

Both academic and popular commentators have repeatedly bemoaned the relatively low rates of

participation in US politics. Voter turnout in presidential elections famously lags behind that of

other developed democracies (Powell 1986), while participation in state and local elections, juris-

dictions that make the vast bulk of decisions that affect Americans’ daily lives, is often even lower

(Lijphart 1997). While the causes and effects of low voter turnout in national elections have long

been a subject of concern (e.g., Schattschneider 1960), more recently political science has began

scrutinizing the policy impact of lower turnout in state and local elections as well (Anzia 2011;

Berry 2011).

These two turnout gaps—the relatively low turnout in US presidential elections in international

context, and the even lower turnout in state and local elections compared with national elections—

may be related. Most US officials are not elected on federal Election Day (Anzia 2011): During

a two-year election cycle, a citizen may find herself called to the polling place on separate days

for school board elections, municipal elections, presidential primaries, state primaries, a special

election or two, and finally the biennial federal election. The cumulative effect of all of these elec-

tions may boost participation, as numerous campaigns compete to mobilize and engage citizens,

or it may depress participation, as exhausted voters sit out of elections because they are not able to

participate in what may be as many as four or more elections every year, often held at inconvenient

times, or because they simply cannot keep all the candidates and offices straight.

This paper investigates the effect that separating federal elections from elections for other of-

fices has on overall participation. It is well-known that moving local and state elections to coincide

with federal elections (a practice known as election consolidation)1 mechanically boosts turnout in

these lower-profile contests (Hajnal and Lewis 2003), but the extent to which such initiatives help

or hurt turnout in federal is less clear. Understanding this link would help shed light on mechanisms

governing turnout and point the way both to potential reforms to boost participation. Accordingly,

1“Consolidation” can also refer to transferring administrative responsibilities over an election to a higher election
authority such as a county or state, whether or not the election needs to be moved to do so. To avoid confusion, in this
paper I exclusively use the term to refer to changes in election timing.
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I investigate a recent law passed by the state of California that required almost all of its local

jurisdictions to consolidate their elections (hitherto often held on dates separate from statewide

contests, or “off-cycle”) with either statewide primaries or general elections (“on-cycle”). Because

a court decision restricted the law’s applicability to only three-quarters of California cities, and

some cities chose to move their election dates sooner than others, there is a great deal of variation

in the phase-in of this reform, allowing me to conduct a difference-in-differences comparison to

see what effect consolidating local and statewide elections has on participation. I find that jurisdic-

tions that consolidate elections receive a two- to three-percentage point boost in midterm turnout

as compared to cities that did not, indicating that the effects of shifting election times to coincide

with more high-profile contests on net increases participation.

Before arriving at the empirics, I first lay out my theoretical expectations about the relationship

between the election calendar and overall turnout levels and consider the implications of previous

results relating to this topic. The following section provides background information relating to

politics in California and the law in question, along with an outline of my data collection process

and empirical strategy. Next, I provide the results of my analysis, along with a placebo test using

pretreatment trends and an exploratory analysis of potential mechanisms driving the result. Finally,

I consider ways to extend and improve this analysis, as well as potential avenues for future research.

2 Theory

Election timing can influence turnout in several ways. In particular, campaign activities and ad-

vertising by candidates and parties, whether designed to encourage participation in a particular

election or broader political engagement, have generally been found to improve turnout (Rosen-

stone and Hansen 1993; Francia and Herrnson 2004; but see Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995). The

idea behind such a relationship seems straightforward: Individuals are more likely to participate

if they are asked, particularly if a campaign does the hard work of overcoming potential barriers

such as registration, obtaining information on the candidates and issues on the ballot, and making
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arrangements for travel to the polling place. Moreover, holding elections on the same day allows

campaigns to coordinate their effects to mobilize as many people as possible, or at least produces

positive externalities from their separate mobilization effects, whereas spreading out elections in

time diminishes the impact of campaign resources in any one race (Boyd 1989). Voters themselves

may also be fatigued or “satiated” by relatively frequent elections: participating in one election

every year or two years may fulfill their political interest or sense of civic obligation, meaning

that increasing the number of elections will lower participation in each. Accordingly, jurisdic-

tions that separate their elections should experience lower turnout in each contest—even in the

highest-profile ones like presidential elections—than those that do not.

The size of this effect, however, likely varies based on characteristics of the election. Particular

electoral contests may also be more “attractive” or exciting than others even in the absence of

campaign effects (Boyd 1989). For example, as American politics have nationalized (Hopkins

2018), it could be the case that federal and especially presidential contests have become more

interesting independent of mobilization and state and local contests less so. Conversely, those

individuals who are still not interested in federal elections may turn out if there is an important state

or local race or issue on the ballot (Boyd 1986). Thus, the extent to which combining elections for

two different offices raises turnout in one election depends on how many voters would have turned

out only for the other contest.2 While federal and statewide contests are typically thought of as the

foremost drivers of turnout, there are several groups of people (e.g., members of public employee

unions) for whom local contests should arguably be the most important races. Further, the closer

elections are, the more interesting they will be, and thus the more people they might bring to the

polls (Grofman, Collet and Griffin 1998). Of course, campaign mobilization is likely to be higher

in close contests as well.

Prior work on election timing has generally found mixed to positive results in the effect of elec-

tion contests in getting voters to the polls. Presidential elections, unsurprisingly, are the main driver

2This paper is primarily concerned with overall turnout rather than voting in any particular contest, abstracting from
questions of ballot roll-off. It should be noted, however, that ballot roll-off is typically minimal in top-of-the-ticket
contests.
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of turnout, with senatorial elections, gubernatorial elections, and statewide ballot measures influ-

encing turnout in midterm years but not in presidential ones (Jackson 1997, 2002; Smith 2001).

Studies more explictly focused on election timing have found using validated individual-level sur-

vey data that gubernatorial elections held concurrently with presidential elections boost presiden-

tial turnout, while the introduction of separate presidential primaries lowers it (Boyd 1986, 1989).

A study of the same hypothesis using time series cross-sectional data, however, found no effect

(Cohen 1982). Presidential primaries consolidated with Congressional primaries have also been

shown to boost turnout in the ensuing general election, in addition to the increase in primary par-

ticipation from the higher-turnout presidential primary (Schuster 2018). The magnitudes of these

effects vary: Boyd finds that presidential primaries reduce propensity to turn out by about 5%

and gubernatorial contests raise it by about 6%, Jackson finds double-digit boosts to turnout from

high-stimulus gubernatorial and senatorial contests, Smith finds that these effects are closer to 2-

4 percentage points, and Schuster finds a 10% increase in general election turnout from primary

election consolidation.

This paper attempts to move this literature forward by testing a difficult case for timing effects

on turnout: the timing of municipal elections, typically regarded as a low-salience contest and

generally not studied in the cases above. To the extent that local contests can boost turnout in

general elections held at the same time, that should be considered fairly strong evidence for the

proposition that election timing matters for turnout.

3 Analysis

3.1 Background

Like most other states, the state of California holds elections in November of even-numbered

years to elect statewide officials and members of the state senate (four-year staggered terms) and

house of representatives (two-year terms), along with federal elections for US Representatives,

US Senators, and presidential electors. Many local jurisdictions also elect officials for municipal,
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county, and special district governments. These elections are formally nonpartisan, in contrast

to the higher-level elections, most of which allow candidates to list partisan affiliations despite

being conducted under a “top-two” primary system where the two candidates with the highest

vote share in the first round advance to the second.3 These elections by law must take place on

an established election date, which generally refers to the national Election Day in November,

the California primary in June, and a municipal election date in April, although various special

elections take place throughout the year (and local elections, unlike statewide elections, may be

in odd- or even-numbered years). Finally, statewide and municipal ballots in these contests may

also include “measures”, initiatives, recalls, and referenda voted on by the citizens of a given

jurisdiction. California has begun transitioning to a vote-by-mail system in the past several years,

with several rural counties moving to entirely vote-by-mail elections and all registered California

voters having the option of requesting a mail ballot. Accordingly, the percentage of people voting

by mail has grown to a majority of all ballots cast in the last four election cycles (reaching 60.5%

in 2014 and 65.3% in 2018).

Vote-by-mail legislation is only one of a suite of reforms that California has introduced in re-

cent years to combat low voter turnout, including pre-registration for 16- and 17-year-olds, election

day registration, and more recently automatic voter registration for citizens applying for a drivers’

license. Most notably for this paper, in 2015 state senator Ben Hueso (D-San Diego) introduced SB

415 in the California legislature, which was passed and signed into law by Governor Jerry Brown

later that year. The bill required that all political subdivisions of the state with unconsolidated

elections where turnout was at least 25 percent less than the turnout in the previous four statewide

general elections move their elections to a statewide primary or general election by 2022. Prac-

tically speaking, this threshold potentially covered the vast majority of jurisdictions in the state.

In response to a lawsuit by the city of Redondo Beach, however, a Los Angeles Superior Court

judge ruled in September 2018 that the state’s charter cities (which constituted 121 out of 482 mu-

nicipalities in the state) were not bound by the law. Other jurisdictions began to consolidate their

3Two statewide officials, the state Superintendent of Public Instruction and Insurance Commissioner, are also
elected in nonpartisan contests.
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elections, only some of which were in time for the 2018 cycle.

3.2 Data Collection

To observe the effect of SB 415 implementation, I constructed a dataset containing the municipal

election date for the 2014 and 2018 election cycles along with registered voters and turnout in

these elections for municipalities in California. Most county election offices publish registration

and turnout breakdowns for all political units within the county, including cities and towns, as

part of their official Statement of Votes Cast; when this information was not available, I obtained

these numbers by aggregating precinct-level registration and turnout figures or by contacting the

elections office to ask for them.

I obtained information on the scheduling of, number of candidates in, and outcome of munici-

pal elections from the California Election Data Archive housed at the California State University,

Sacramento. This led to a missing data problem, since many municipal elections suffer from a lack

of competition. If no more candidates file than positions are available, it is common for the city

council to cancel the election and appoint the candidates to the council instead, in which case these

races are not listed among the election results. For almost all non-listed elections, I was able to

locate a copy of the municipal ordinance cancelling the election, find news coverage of the elec-

tion cancellation, or locate the date of the munipical election as of the year in question in the city’s

municipal code and verify that the county had no record of a collection occuring. In the handful of

remaining cases where there is no record of an election, I coded the election based on the date of

the most recently held prior election in that municipality (and coded it as cancelled). The results

are displayed in Table 1 below; the clearest trend is that many, but not all, jurisdictions that did

not hold elections on the federal Election Day (November of even-numbered years) in 2013-14

switched to that date for the 2017-2018 cycle.

The dataset used for this analysis includes 466 of California’s 482 municipalities. Results could

not be obtained from four counties representing 15 cities4, and one other city was omitted for data

4Specifically Lassen, Napa, and Nevada Counties, along with six cities—Clovis, Fowler, Fresno, Kingsburg, Reed-
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Table 1: Election Timing Changes from 2014 to 2018
Date Cities 2014 Cities 2018

March-April of Odd Year 37 28
June of Odd Year 1 2
November of Odd Year 62 19
March-April of Even Year 17 10
June of Even Year 18 19
November of Even Year 307 364
Other 6 6

reasons.5

3.3 Empirical Strategy

Previous studies of election timing and turnout in general, and of the California case in particular

(Hajnal, Lewis and Louch 2002; Anzia 2014) have relied on preexisting variation in election timing

to assess its effect on turnout. While necessary in order to obtain leverage on these questions, this

approach requires authors to think carefully about addressing potential omitted variable bias. For

example, when Anzia (2014) finds that cities with off-cycle elections provide greater compensation

and benefit to firefighters (whose unions have greater leverage in low-turnout off-cycle elections),

she also conducts an analysis controlling for firefighter union strength to ensure that the results are

not driven by strong firefighters’ unions pushing cities to adopt this election calendar.

This approach has two important benefits relative to this previous efforts. First, by studying a

change to election timing, the study can isolate the within-city effect of election timing on turnout.

Second, because the reform to election timing came from the state level, it is plausibly exogenous

to local political factors that can affect turnout. While it is true that cities had discretion over

when to implement the change (from as early as the 2016 election cycle to as late as 2022), it is

unclear whether the timing of the change will have an impact on the estimated effect. Intuitively,

ley, and Sanger—from Fresno County. Since none of the cities in these counties were treated and the specifications
below use county fixed effects, the results should be unaffected by their omission.

5The city of Industry in Los Angeles County is omitted due to an extremely odd time series (going from 102
registered voters reported in 2014 to 4911 reported in 2018) for which I have not been able to find an adequate
explanation.
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it is implausible that cities that chose to move up their municipal elections sooner would be those

that were likely to experience a greater increase in turnout than those that chose to wait until

2020 or 2022. Rational incumbents would be even less likely to switch from low-turnout off-cycle

elections to higher-turnout on-cycle elections if the upcoming election was anticipated to feature

greater than usual turnout, due to the heightened uncertainty from an even larger electorate. An

additional robustness check, employed in the analysis above, would be to subset to just general-law

cities. Not only are these a more homogenous group of cities (the outliers in terms of population,

including Los Angeles, San Francisco, and San Diego, are all charter cities with different forms

of government), but since charter cities were exempt from complying with SB 415, the incidence

of strategic compliance or noncompliance should be reduced when examining only general-law

cities. Below, I also compare the treated and nontreated units with respect to their pretreatment

trends, and demonstrate that they are similar.

The main empirical analysis rests on a difference-in-differences framework, comparing the

change in November turnout in the 59 cities that changed their election timing between 2014 and

2018 with the change in turnout among the remaining cities, which did not.6 The comparison is

operationalized by the first-differences equation below:

Yi,2018 − Yi,2014 = αi + δ(Xi,2018 − Xi,2014) + εi

where Yit indicates the turnout level as a percentage of registered voters7 in jurisdiction i at time t

and Xit is a dummy variable for the presence of an on-cycle election at time t. Thus, the independent

variable will equal 0 for cities that did not change their election timing over this period, while cities

that moved their elections to coincide with a statewide election will see the independent variable

equal 1. δ, the turnout difference between cities that moved and did not move their elections,

thus represents the increase in turnout associated with consolidating local elections with statewide

elections. The theory above accordingly predicts that δ > 0.

6All but one of the “treated” cities consolidated their elections with the November general election rather than the
June primary.

7A replication of the analysis using citizen voting-age population as the denominator is provided in the Appendix.
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This analysis also includes a fixed effect for the county of city i, αi. American elections are

administered by counties, and accordingly many policies and practices that might impact turnout

vary at the county level. In particular, the pattern of election timing varies heavily by county, with

many counties already holding all on-cycle elections during the 2014 cycle while cities in other

counties are much more likely to hold unconsolidated elections. Municipalities within the same

county are likely more similar to each other than to municipalities in distant counties.8 Thus, this

specification directly compares the change in turnout in cities that changed their election timing

with the average change in turnout among cities in the same county that did not change their

election timing.9

I report results with and without weighting by the number of registered voters in the munici-

pality in 2014. The unweighted estimates take cities as the unit of analysis and indicate the effect

on aggregate turnout of removing municipal elections from the November ballot. Conversely, the

weighted estimates take the individual voter as the unit of analysis, so the estimated coefficient

is the change in a voter’s propensity to turn out in the general election when municipal races are

taken off the ballot. Reporting results in both ways also helps ensure that results are not driven by

cities of a particular size.

4 Results

The results are presented in Table 2 below. The first two columns give results for all cities, while

the third and fourth subset to general law cities. Cities that consolidated elections seem to have

experienced a three-percentage point increase in turnout, while the weighted regressions imply

that turnout rose by two percentage points among registered voters in the cities in question. Given

that average turnout across cities in the sample was 66% (and overall turnout among registered

8Repeating the analysis below without county fixed effects produces similar results, with larger effect sizes. How-
ever, the parallel trends assumption fails to hold in this analysis, indicating that the two groups are sufficiently dissim-
ilar as to make inference difficult.

9The substantive results in Table 2 below all hold when the data is subsetted to only those cities that held off-cycle
elections in 2014.
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voters was 64.4%), this translates into a 4.5% increase in turnout at the municipality level and a

3% increase in turnout overall among registered voters in the municipalities.

Table 2: Turnout Changes 2014-18 in Cities That Consolidated Elections

All Cities General Law Cities
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Treated 0.025∗∗∗ 0.018∗ 0.029∗∗∗ 0.023∗∗

(0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

County Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Weighted No Yes No Yes

N 466 466 351 351
Adj. R-squared 0.837 0.563 0.867 0.577
∗∗∗p < .001; ∗∗p < .01; ∗p < .05

4.1 Robustness Checks

By comparing changes in turnout in cities that did and did not consolidate their elections between

2014 and 2018, this specification removes the possibility that observed changes are due to either

time-invariant characteristics of the cities that did consolidate their elections or to differences in

the electoral environment between 2014 and 2018. Accordingly, the main potential threat to iden-

tification would consist of differences in the trends in turnout between these two cities—whether

because the two groups of cities were naturally evolving in different ways, or because incumbents

in the cities that were affected by the legislation strategically chose whether to shift their election

timing in 2018 or wait until 2020.

To assess this possibility, I examine overtime trends in turnout between 2010 and 2014. Table

3 conducts a placebo replication of the results in Table 2 by testing the relationship between the

treatment variable (Xi,2018−Xi,2014) and the pretreatment change in turnout between 2010 and 2014,

(Yi,2014 − Yi,2010). If treated and untreated cities within the same county were on similar turnout

trajectories prior to the passage of SB 415, then this analysis should return a null result. As can

be seen from Table 3, the pretreatment trends are all in the opposite direction from and of a lower
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magnitude than those in Table 2, and only the first result is statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

While this is not a perfect null result, it at least provides an encouraging sign that the behavior of

the treated communities diverges meaningfully from pretreatment trends.

Table 3: Placebo Test: Turnout Changes 2010-14 in Cities That Consolidated Elections 2014-18

All Cities General Law Cities
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Treated −0.012∗ −0.005 −0.010 −0.007
(0.006) (0.004) (0.007) (0.005)

County Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Weighted No Yes No Yes

N 465 465 350 350
Adj. R-squared 0.769 0.818 0.793 0.793
∗∗∗p < .001; ∗∗p < .01; ∗p < .05

4.2 Mechanisms

How does including municipal elections on the ballot for the statewide general election boost

turnout in that contest? The theory outlined above posited several mechanisms: mobilization via

campaign activity or election-related news and other information, the absence of the demobilizing

effect of multiple elections in a short time period, and the increased attention resulting from an

especially competitive or high-profile campaign. In Table 4 below, I control for several variables

designed to test these various mechanisms. They are:

1. ∆ Election Held: For each scheduled municipal election, I coded a dummy variable for

whether or not the election was held. This variable is the difference between the value of

that dummy for 2018 and the value for 2014 for those municipalities that already held their

elections on-cycle (i.e., in November of even-numbered years). It is thus 1 if the municipality

cancelled its 2014 election and held its 2018 election; -1 if the municipality cancelled its

2018 election and held its 2014 election, and 0 if the municipality held or cancelled both

elections or held an off-cycle election in 2014. This variable tests for the mobilizing effect of
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simply having a contest on the ballot: if its value is positive, it indicates that contested local

elections attract more turnout than uncontested ones, even if there are many other races on

the ballot.

2. Treated x 2018 Competition This is an interaction between the treatment indicator and the

level of competitiveness of the 2018 municipal elections (the number of candidates for city

offices—city council, along with mayor, treasurer, and clerk-recorder if applicable—divided

by the number of offices available). It is equal to 0 for all untreated cities, and for all treated

cities with cancelled 2018 elections. It should be positive if more competitive municipal

elections created higher turnout.

3. ∆Competition: This gives the first difference (2018 - 2014) for the competitiveness variable

described above. It should be positive if more competitive races are associated with higher

turnout.

Table 4: Turnout Changes 2014-18 in Cities That Consolidated Elections

All Cities General Law Cities
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Treated 0.026∗∗∗ 0.019∗ 0.030∗∗∗ 0.023∗∗

(0.007) (0.008) (0.009) (0.008)
∆ Election Held 0.022∗∗∗ 0.028∗∗ 0.022∗∗ 0.023∗∗

(0.006) (0.009) (0.007) (0.008)
Treated x 2018 Competition −0.013 −0.016∗ −0.014 −0.017∗

(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.007)
∆ Competition 0.003 0.003 −0.001 0.0002

(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

County Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Weighted No Yes No Yes

N 466 466 351 351
Adj. R-squared 0.840 0.570 0.869 0.579
∗∗∗p < .001; ∗∗p < .01; ∗p < .05

The results in Table 4 evince some revealing patterns. The second row clearly indicates that

simply having a municipal election on the ballot is associated with higher turnout in the November
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general election. Of course, this analysis cannot control for the underlying level of political inter-

est and engagement in a city, which may be (and in fact likely is) increasing in cities that go from

uncontested municipal elections in 2014 to contested ones in 2018, but it is an intruiguing and sta-

tistically significant finding nonetheless.10 In contrast, treated cities that saw more candidates per

office in 2018 actually saw lower turnout than other treated cities, although the effect is marginally

significant only in the weighted least squares specifications. It is unclear why this should be the

case. Finally, the effect of the changing levels of competition is a flat null across specifications.

This may indicate that having more competitive elections does not meaningfully increase turnout

between years in these cities; however, it could also be the case that the measure of competitive-

ness used here is crude and does not distinguish between long-shot or nuisance candidates and

genuinely competitive races.

5 Discussion

Overall, these results provide support for the hypothesis that spreading out elections diminishes

turnout. The magnitude of the effect (two to three percentage points) is only slightly less than

previous estimates of the magnitude of the effect of gubernatorial elections, senatorial elections,

and statewide ballot measures. This is perhaps unexpected given the relatively low prominence of

local campaigns, although since the potential electorate for these contests is much smaller than that

for statewide ones, it is much less costly to mobilize enough voters to be decisive. Further, although

it is impossible to fully disentangle all of the mechanisms that could be responsible for boosting

turnout when elections are consolidated, the evidence seems to imply that the mere presence of an

additional contest on the ballot is enough to boost turnout, indicating that some sort of campaign

effect or informational effect from media coverage may be involved.

These results highlight the promise of election consolidation as a potential turnout-boosting

10Interestingly, the treatment effect is virtually identical across specifications in the 53 treated cities that held their
consolidated November elections and the 6 untreated cities that cancelled them; the effect is only significant in the
former case due to the small sample size. Were this result to hold in a larger sample, it could indicate that the voter
fatigue is playing a role in the turnout effects in Table 2.
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election reform. To the extent that policymakers regard higher turnout across all election contests

as a goal, consolidation appears to achieve this. It remains to be seen, however, what effect this

reform has on election outcomes, from ballot roll-off to the identity of election winners to the

actual policy decisions reached by officials chosen in these contests.11 One area in particular that

is ripe for further investigation is the possibility of ballot roll-off: Does increasing the length of the

ballot through consolidation make citizens less likely to complete it all the way through? Previous

studies have found that with respect to municipal elections, the turnout boost from being included

on the general election ballot more than offsets undervotes stemming from voter exhaustion, and

it seems unlikely that voters would disregard such top-of-the-ticket items as gubernatorial, Senate,

and US House elections. Nevertheless, future studies of California’s SB 415 and related policies

should carefully scrutinize their impact across the entire ballot.

Other potential directions for future work include scrutiny of the voter file to investigate the

profile of voters that are drawn to the polls by this reform and how it impacts the overall electorate.

A further investigation of the types of campaigning in these local contests, and how information

about them is disseminated by candidates, interest groups, and the media in both concurrent and

non-concurrent races, would also shed additional light on the mechanisms driving this effect. Case

study analysis of several campaigns could be particularly effective in this regard. Finally, replicat-

ing this analysis for similar reforms in other states would reveal the extent to which these results

generalize to other contexts. As other states and cities consider changing their electoral calendar to

boost turnout and for other reasons, these sorts of investigations will play a crucial role in assessing

what the impact of these proposed reforms will be.

11One study (Hajnal and Kogan 2019) explores the effect of changing to concurrent local elections on the demo-
graphics of voters in municipal contests.
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A Appendix: Using Population as a Denominator

Many studies of voter turnout prefer to use citizen voting-age population (CVAP), or some variation

thereof such as citizen voting-eligible population (CVEP), as a denominator, since registration

policies and practices vary between jurisdictions and because turnout as a percentage of CVAP is

arguably a better measure of levels of democratic participation in a population. It is somewhat more

complicated to use CVAP in this context, since CVAP measurements from the decennial Census

will be considerably outdated by 2018 and those from the American Community Survey (ACS) are

measured with considerable error for the smaller observations in this sample. (It may also be less

necessary to control for the effects of registration policy, given the use of county fixed effects in the

models above, since registration practices are set at the county level.) Further, the effect sizes will

likely be smaller in analyses using CVAP since the absolute number of voters involved is a smaller

percentage of CVAP than it is of the more restricted pool of registered voters.

With these caveats, Table A1 below replicates Table 2 using CVAP measured by the 2010-

2014 five-year ACS and 2014-2018 five-year ACS as the denominators for 2014 and 2018 turnout

respectively. The coefficients are all in the same direction as in Table 2, and roughly consistent

with the magnitudes that would be expected given the larger denominator and attenuation bias

from measurement error, but are not significant.

Table A1: Turnout Changes 2014-18 in Cities That Consolidated Elections (CVAP)

All Cities General Law Cities
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Treated 0.014 0.005 0.011 0.009
(0.007) (0.007) (0.010) (0.010)

County Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Weighted No Yes No Yes

N 466 466 351 351
Adj. R-squared 0.472 0.407 0.490 0.347
∗∗∗p < .001; ∗∗p < .01; ∗p < .05
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