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Abstract

Many cities across the country have moved their local elections to the same day as federal
elections, improving voter turnout, particularly among marginalized groups. Skeptics, however,
worry that election consolidation imports national polarization into local contests. We assess this
critique using a variety of tools, finding no support for the claim and even suggestive evidence of
depolarization following consolidation. Drawing on model-enhanced voter files, we find that
election consolidation primarily boosts turnout among nonpartisan and moderate voters.
Additionally, analysis of local candidates and surveys of municipal officials suggests that on-cycle
local elections may be associated with less ideologically extreme mayoral candidates and
officeholders, but not city council candidates. By reducing the cost of voting, election
consolidation likely increases turnout among less engaged voters, who are generally less partisan
and more moderate. In turn, more moderate mayors may run and win, suggesting election
consolidation may reduce, not increase, polarization in local politics.
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America is changing the way it elects local officials. Most cities hold off-cycle local elections:
nearly half of all states (24) require their cities to hold off-cycle elections, and nineteen states allow
cities to hold off-cycle contests (Durning and Newman 2024). However, across the country, more
places are beginning to hold local elections on the same days as federal and statewide contests: the
share of cities that hold even-year November city council elections has almost doubled, going from
less than 20 percent before 1995 to just over 37 percent today (Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner
2024).2 Largely driven by bipartisan public support for election consolidation (Anzia 2014,
Manhattan Institute 2024),? this uneven but largely national process is likely to continue. Many of
the nation’s off-cycle states (including Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, Montana, Tennessee, and Texas)
are actively considering new legislation to move on-cycle (Smith 2026, Ambarian 2025, Smith

2025).4

The effects of this shift are important to understand. Research highlights that moving to on-cycle
local elections offers a range of benefits—particularly for voter participation and democratic
equity. Moving local elections to the same date as presidential elections dramatically increases
turnout — often doubling or more than doubling voter participation (Marschall and Lappie 2025,
Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Anzia 2014). A simple change in election dates also
alters the composition of the vote and makes it more representative of the underlying population
(Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Einstein et al. 2024, Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian
2022, Kogan et al. 2018). Voters in on-cycle elections tend to be younger, more racially diverse,
and less skewed toward the wealthy (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022, Kogan et al 2018).
Studies also show that a broader, more representative set of voters leads to a more representative
set of elected officials, and declines in racial gaps in representation (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian

2024, Schaffner et al 2020, Dynes et al 2021).

While on-cycle local elections have clear, wide-ranging benefits for turnout and representation,

they also raise some concerns. Wherever the move to consolidated elections is considered, one of

2 Change has been substantial at the mayoral and school board level as well (Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner
2024, Hartney and Hayes 2020, Anzia 2014).

3 Surveys show that roughly two-thirds prefer voting in one election on one day rather than in voting in multiple
elections on different days for different offices with majorities of Democrats, Republicans, and Independents favoring
the move (Anzia 2014, Manhattan Institute 2024).

4 Anzia (2014) reports that between 2001 and 2011 over 200 bills focused on election consolidation across the
country.



the most important and most frequently heard concerns is that moving to on-cycle elections will
nationalize municipal races via partisan spillover effects (National Conference of State Legislators
2025; Ketcham and Severns 2024; Anzia 2014). Critics worry that consolidated elections may
introduce or intensify partisan competition in contests that were previously nonpartisan, allowing
national campaign activity to overshadow local issues and candidates (Hartney 2021; Kuckuk
2023). Local candidates might be swept up in national political tides through coattail effects, with
local outcomes increasingly determined by voters' preferences in higher-profile races rather than
by local performance or policy positions—effectively importing an increasingly polarized national
political climate into local races and sidelining local concerns (National Conference of State

Legislators 2025; see research on nationalization of subnational elections, e.g., Carson et al. 2024).

However, polarization is not a foregone conclusion of local election consolidation, given some of
the underlying patterns in voter turnout and electoral composition. Holding local contests on the
same day as federal contests reduces the cost of participation. Voters already casting ballots in
national contests need only vote further down the ballot to participate in local races. That reduction
in costs certainly increases turnout in local elections — as existing research shows (Marschall and
Lappie 2025, Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Anzia 2014). Additionally, as
consolidation also changes the mix of voters by lowering barriers to participation, it may expand
the participation of less partisan and more moderate voters - a set of voters that disproportionately
abstains from local elections (Klar & Krupnikov 2016; Fiorina, Abrams & Pope 2010; Krupnikov
& Ryan 2022). If voting is less costly, individuals with more moderate political views (who,
therefore, have less investment in who wins) should be more inclined to participate. A switch in
the composition of the vote could, in turn, affect candidate incentives. If local elections bring in a
larger share of nonpartisan or more moderate voters, then candidates may respond to that new mix
of voters by offering less partisan electoral platforms. And if a different mix of voters reward less
extreme candidates, a shift to consolidated elections could ultimately lead to a less partisan and
less extreme set of elected officials. These patterns may even become self-reinforcing over time

as candidates observe and adapt to the new electoral conditions.

This study helps arbitrate among these competing frameworks. We assess whether consolidating
local elections increases participation among moderates and nonpartisans—and whether this, in

turn, affects candidate behavior and electoral outcomes. Using model-enhanced voter files, we



assess whether consolidation decreases or increases the share of ideological moderates and
nonpartisans participating in local races. We also evaluate whether election timing correlates with
shifts in candidate and elected-official ideology, utilizing a comprehensive 32-year panel of
medium- and large-city and county elections (de Benedictis-Kessner et al. 2023) and surveys of

municipal officials (Butler and Dynes, 2012; 2014).

While our analyses cannot directly assess nationalization effects, they provide strong evidence
regarding voter-related mechanisms—suggesting that when local elections move on-cycle, a more
nonpartisan and moderate electorate emerges. Furthermore, our results suggest that mayoral
candidates and certain elected officials in municipalities with on-cycle elections tend to be
ideologically more moderate compared to their counterparts in off-cycle jurisdictions. These
findings suggest that, at least for mayoral races, voter-related pressures may offset—or even
outweigh—the potential risks of polarization from contemporaneous partisan national contests.
These findings suggest that election consolidation is a promising and feasible reform that can
improve voter participation, electoral equity, and representation without increasing polarization in
local politics. We conclude by considering how these dynamics at the local level might inform

broader debates on polarization and electoral reform nationwide.
Two Theories of Timing

Local elections in America are generally held off-cycle, meaning they occur in odd-numbered
years or at unusual times when no state or federal races are on the ballot. That off-cycle timing is
not by accident. Off-cycle elections were implemented around the country during the Progressive
Era of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, ostensibly to help insulate local elections from the
partisan corruption and machine politics that dominated national contests (Anzia 2014, but see
Bridges 1997).° Thus, a real concern is that moving local elections back to the same days as federal

elections could tie local contests to national political debates.

In recent years, cities and states have consolidated local election dates to align them with federal

elections (Durning 2024). However, the fear of partisan spillover represents one of the most

5 Scholars, however, also note that the shift to off-cycle dates was done to limit the participation of immigrants and
working class residents in an effort to protect existing local leaders (Bridges....; other; timing history newspaper
piece)



frequently articulated concerns wherever election consolidation is debated (National Conference
of State Legislators 2025, Ketcham and Severns 2024). Critics worry that holding local and federal
contests simultaneously will tie local races—often officially nonpartisan—to the more partisan
dynamics of concurrent presidential, gubernatorial, and congressional elections. As one line of
argument goes, when voters show up to cast ballots for high-profile partisan races, they may
engage in "down-ballot voting," reflexively supporting every candidate on the ballot who shares
their preferred national candidate's party affiliation (Ketcham and Severns 2024). Critics worry
that national campaign activities, divisive national issues, and straight-ticket partisan voting
patterns could all filter into local contests, heightening polarization at the municipal level and
crowding out attention to distinctly local concerns (Hartney 2021, Kuckuk 2023, Ketcham and
Severns 2024).

These concerns about nationalization of local politics are not unfounded. Research demonstrates
that American politics has become increasingly nationalized over recent decades, with voters'
partisan identities shaped primarily by national rather than local factors (Hopkins 2018). Studies
show that the decline of local news coverage has contributed to this nationalization, as voters lack
information about state and local candidates and instead rely on national partisan cues when
casting ballots down the ticket (Moskowitz 2021). Additionally, recent scholarship documents
high levels of partisan straight-ticket voting in state-level races, with voters' choices in these
contests closely mirroring their national partisan leanings (Carson et al. 2024). If similar dynamics
operate in consolidated local elections, opponents argue, the result could be local governments
increasingly divided along the same partisan and ideological lines that polarize national politics—

even when local issues themselves do not map neatly on to these national divides.

But from a different perspective, one could predict that consolidation will have the opposite
effect. It could reduce polarization. Holding local elections in odd-numbered years or at unusual
times when no state or federal races are on the ballot imposes a steep participatory cost. Voters
must actively track local election dates, find their polling places, and potentially make a separate
trip to the polls solely to cast their ballot in local races. Not surprisingly, off-cycle elections tend
to be dominated by highly engaged partisans and organized interest groups, while moderates and

less partisan voters are likely to abstain (Anzia 2014).



In contrast, when local elections coincide with presidential or midterm elections, the cost of
participation drops dramatically. Citizens already planning to vote in higher-profile contests only
need to complete the rest of their ballot. The results of this shift are substantial. Every major study
on local election timing—more than a dozen—finds that aligning local elections with presidential
contests dramatically increases turnout, often doubling or more than tripling participation rates.
Turnout typically rises from 10-30% in off-cycle elections to 40-70% when elections are held on
federal election dates (Hajnal and Green 2025, De-Benedictis Kessner and Warshaw 2024,
Marschall and Lappie 2018).

Why might these changes in voter turnout reduce polarization? Making voting easier does not just
bring more voters into the electorate. It could also alter who participates in ways that impact the
ideological and partisan mix of voters. Americans with strong ideological commitments and deep
partisan loyalties are likely to vote regardless of the costs involved (Blais and Achen 2019,
Schlozman et al. 1995). In contrast, those with more moderate views and weaker partisan
attachments may be more susceptible to participation barriers. Any inconvenience or logistical
hurdle may be enough to dissuade individuals who are less politically engaged. By dramatically
reducing the costs of voting, on-cycle elections may be particularly likely to draw in those who

hold centrist views and do not feel strongly about party competition.

This shift in the electorate could affect candidate behavior through mechanisms of electoral
responsiveness and accountability. A substantial body of research on congressional redistricting
demonstrates that when the composition of a legislator's constituency changes, legislators adjust
their behavior accordingly. Studies show that incumbents respond to redistricting-induced
demographic shifts by changing both their roll-call voting patterns and their issue agendas to better
align with their new constituents (LeVeaux and Garand 2003, Hayes et al. 2010, Kaslovsky and
Kistner 2025). Legislators also make anticipatory adjustments—modifying their legislative
activities, communications, and resource allocation—even before officially representing redrawn
districts (Boatright 2004). This responsiveness appears to stem from legislators' recognition that

their electoral fortunes depend on appealing to the median voter in their district.

If on-cycle elections substantially increase the share of moderate and nonpartisan voters in the

electorate, similar dynamics of electoral responsiveness should emerge. Candidates and potential



candidates would face incentives to adjust their positioning and messaging to appeal to this
broader, more centrist electorate. Candidates who can credibly appeal to moderate voters should
find these contests more favorable, while those who rely exclusively on highly engaged partisans
may find the new electoral environment less hospitable. Over time, if on-cycle elections
consistently reward more moderate candidates, this could lead to a less extreme set of elected

officials.

However, the strength of these responsiveness mechanisms remains an empirical question.
Research on state legislative elections suggests that electoral accountability—the degree to which
voters reward or punish legislators based on their performance—is often quite limited (Rogers
2023). Additionally, even when legislators face substantial electoral pressure from constituency
changes, some studies find minimal ideological adaptation in their voting records (Lo et al. 2012).
Whether the compositional changes in the electorate from election consolidation are sufficient to

induce meaningful candidate-level responses thus requires careful empirical investigation.

The final stage of the theory links voter participation and candidate behavior to electoral and policy
outcomes. An increase in the proportion of moderate and middle-of-the-road voters should raise
the likelihood that moderate candidates win. Over time, this may translate into a set of elected
officials whose ideological inclinations are more centrist and more closely reflect the views of the
broader public (Dynes 2021). If this pattern holds, then cities with on-cycle elections should, over

time, develop local governments that are less polarized than those in cities with off-cycle elections.
Election Timing and Polarization

Does election consolidation affect polarization, and if so, in what direction? While the link
between election timing and voter turnout is well established, the extent to which on-cycle
elections moderate the electorate or local electoral contests remains an open question. To our
knowledge, no study has directly examined whether consolidated elections increase participation
among moderates and nonpartisans. Similarly, no existing research systematically assesses
whether on-cycle elections change the ideological composition of candidates or the likelihood that
moderates win office. The closest available evidence comes from De Benedictis Kessner and
Warshaw (2025), who find that while on-cycle elections may have slightly advantaged Democratic

candidates in the past, that partisan effect appears to have faded away. The study does not,



however, assess whether these elections produce a less ideologically extreme candidate pool or
electorate. More research is necessary to determine whether election consolidation influences

political polarization at the local level.
Analysis and Findings

The bulk of our analysis focuses on California. We focus on California because the state recently
experienced a large-scale exogenous shift in local election timing. That shift was brought on by a
2015 state law (SB 415) that forced most cities to consolidate their elections. The law stipulated
that cities where off-cycle municipal turnout rates are significantly lower than the turnout rate in
national elections must consolidate their local elections to match national election dates. In the
years following passage, 106 cities proceeded to consolidate their election from 2016 through
2022. These ‘switchers’ do not differ significantly from non-switchers on any of the demographic

or political characteristics that we examined (see Table 1).



Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of California Cities by Election Timing Group

Variable Switcher Always Off Always-on
2020 Population 97176.94 126864.44 109447.96
(43581.17) (108551.07) (63550.48)
Estimated Ideology (MRP) -0.23 -0.25 -0.16
(0.14) (0.11) (0.15)
Pres. Vote (D) in 2020 70.26 69.7 61.01
(11.75) (10.49) (13.04)
Competitive Partisan Elections 4 1 27
% Over Age 65 17.28 17.67 16.75
(7.31) (10.47) (7.44)
% with College Degree 38.67 32.8 28.7
(23.36) (20.42) (18.30)
% White 39.9 38.7 46.15
(27.15) (24.12) (23.51)
% Black 3.71 4.88 3.27
(5.63) (6.46) (3.97)
% API 17.94 16.6 11.41
(17.58) (16.10) (12.52)
% Hispanic 34.65 36.28 34.92
(28.30) (26.18) (24.07)
Median Income 117553.74 100391.96 94134.94
(56145.05) (52525.23) (41144.78)
N (Total) 106 50 310
N (with Ideology/Vote) 35 18 106

Note: Competitive Partisan Elections is defined as a city's Democratic vote share in 2020

ranging between 45% and 55%. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses.




These exogenous and staggered shifts in timing in the state allow us to use a counterfactual
difference-in-differences estimator developed to produce HTE-robust estimates of the effects of
election timing (Liu et al. 2024) At its core our test compares shifts in voter composition and
candidate ideology in cities that move to consolidated elections with shifts in cities that do not
change timing over the same time period. Several other studies have leveraged this state-level
reform to causally identify the impact of election timing on a range of outcomes (Hajnal et al.

2022; Hajnal et al 2024).

Our main analysis focuses on California, as no other state has recently experienced a shift in local
election timing that involved exogenous, staggered changes in timing on a similar scale (we
visualize this staggered change in SI-A). California also makes sense as a focal case because
previous research shows that the effects of election timing on aggregate turnout in California
mirror those found in other studies in other contexts. The 20-30 percentage point gains in turnout
in California (Hajnal et al 2022, Hajnal and Lewis 2003) are similar to those found in studies
using national data (Marschall and Lappie 2018, Holbrook and Weinschenk 2013). This makes it
more likely that the results we find for California should have implications for the US as a whole.
It is also worth noting that California is a substantively important case on its own. The state
accounts for 12 percent of the national population. Finally, it is worth noting that the cities that
switched timing in California — as illustrated by Table 1 — are varied in terms of their

demographics and political leanings, though most cities lean towards the Democratic Party.

Nevertheless, while the cities that shifted in California are diverse — both politically and
demographically, and therefore reflect broad swaths of the United States, the state is not
representative of the country as a whole.® To show that the patterns in California are likely to be
mirrored elsewhere, we present additional analyses using full national samples. In addition, in
the online appendix, we present data on the composition of the vote by timing in three other states
(Georgia and Montana) where we were previously able to acquire detailed data on turnout on

different dates.

¢ California is somewhat unique in that all local contests are required to be nonpartisan. But since more than 75
percent of all cities in the country have nonpartisan elections — including the vast majority of the biggest cities — this
nonpartisan feature does not set California far apart from the nation as a whole.
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Timing and Electoral Composition

If election consolidation does affect polarization, a potential first step in that process is a change
in the composition of the vote. By making voting easier, the move to consolidated elections may
bring more moderate and nonpartisan citizens into the electoral arena. Thus, in the first stage of
our analysis, we focus on voter composition. In particular, we begin by analyzing the effects of
election consolidation on the composition of the electorate using a panel of California city

elections from 2008 through 2020.

In light of the exogenous and staggered shifts in timing in the state, we use a counterfactual
difference-in-differences estimator developed by Liu et al. (2024). A key assumption for
interpreting our estimates causally is that cities would have followed parallel trends over time on
the main outcomes of interest if untreated. However, a potential concern is that shifts in election
timing may be endogenous to underlying local conditions that also influence election outcomes.
To partially address this possibility, we incorporate time-varying, unit-specific controls to help
condition parallel trends. These include the number of city council races on the ballot, the number
of open seats, the total number of candidates running, median city income, the proportion of
residents with a college degree, the share of the population over age 65, and the racial composition
of the city. Additionally, to account for the possibility that cities with different underlying trends
may be more likely to change election timing, we use city-specific linear time trends in our primary
models. Our figures explicitly model pre-treatment trends in the dependent variable and
demonstrate that cities were largely on similar trajectories prior to altering their election timing.
However, in order to implement these models, we must collapse pairs of even and odd year election

data into bienniums to allow for same period comparisons.

The main dependent variable for this first stage of the analysis is voter composition. Specifically,
we want to know if the move to consolidated elections increases the share of voters who are
moderate and the share of voters who are nonpartisan. We use Catalist voter file data to measure
voter composition. Catalist uses proprietary models to estimate the ideology and partisan affiliation

of registered voters.

The Catalist partisanship estimates are based on a detailed, data-rich model. Predicted

probabilities for the partisanship of individual Americans come from a two-layer model that uses
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machine-learning algorithms trained on a large national sample — five million people from 31
states — of registered voters, using their declared partisanship in the voter file, as well as self-
reported partisanship from public opinion polls, and demographic factors. As inputs, the model
relies on more than 150 separate variables, including gender, race, ethnicity, income, housing and

family structure, past electoral returns, occupation, religious adherence, and economic conditions.

Catalist classifies voters as independent using a combination of voter registration data (where
available), modeled partisanship scores, primary election participation, survey responses, and
demographic factors. This score is based on past voting behavior, demographics, geographic
context, and consumer data. Because California does collect party registration data in its voter
files, this information is particularly important for party affiliation in the state. Primary election
participation provides another key signal—voters who consistently participate in one party’s
primary are likely partisan, while those who skip primaries or vote in both over time are more

likely to be independent.

The Catalist ideology measure ranks individuals according to the consistency of their conservative
or progressive policy positions, the intensity of those positions, and how individuals ideologically
self-identify. Since individual ideological self-identification can be inconsistent with an
individual’s positions on a range of concrete issues, the combined measure offers greater insight
into individual ideological views. Catalist incorporates large-scale survey data to refine these
classifications, identifying shared traits among self-identified moderates and applying them to the
broader voter file. The score is based on over a million survey responses to more than 200 questions
about values, beliefs, and issues. Scores are designed to identify who is most and least likely to
endorse progressive positions on issues writ large, rather than on a single policy issue. As such, it

can be viewed as a measure of operational ideology.

By common metrics, the ideology measure performs well. Black Americans and Latinos, as one
would expect, are substantially more likely than White Americans to end up on the Progressive
end of the Catalist ideology score. Individuals with higher ranks on the ideology scale tend to hold
progressive views on more issues. Over 80 percent of those who are placed into the top 10®
percentile of progressive on the scale indicate that they think abortion should always be legal,

while roughly 60 percent of those who fall into the bottom 10" percentile on the scale believe that
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abortion should always be illegal. Just under 70 percent of those in the top 10" percentile self-
report as “progressive” and over 60 percent of those in the bottom 10" on the scale identify as

“conservative.”

Importantly, Catalist does not assign a binary “moderate” or “independent” label; instead, it
provides a probability score for ideology and partisanship. We classify individuals with scores
between 30 and 70 on the ideology models as moderates and those with scores between 30 and 70
on the partisan models as independents.” Those models allow us to estimate the share of the
electorate that is ideologically moderate and party independent and to see how those shares vary
across different electoral contexts. Thus, our two dependent variables are the share of voters in
each local contest who are ideologically moderate and partisan independents. To test the
robustness of results relying on Catalist-modelled data, we analyze the official California voter file

(as obtained directly from the Secretary of State) in SI-B.
Voter Composition— Results

Do consolidated elections increase the share of moderates and nonpartisans in local elections? Our
analysis of this exogenous shift in timing in California reveals a significant shift in the composition
of the vote when cities shift to on-cycle elections. In line with one hypothesis, we find that the
share of the municipal election electorate that is estimated to be ideologically moderate and

partisan independent substantially increases when cities consolidate their election dates.

Figure 1 models the counterfactual two-way fixed effect period estimates in the format of a
traditional event model.® It suggests that the share of the electorate that is moderate increases in
each of the two periods after consolidation by substantively important margins. In the pre-shift
period, moderates made up on average only 14 percent of the electorate. The model suggests that
consolidation increases the share of moderates from 6 percent in the period after consolidation to
nearly 11 percent two periods after consolidation, with an estimated average treatment effect

(ATT) of 8 percentage points (p < 0.01).” This is a nearly 56 percent increase from the pre-shift

7 Middle scorers on the Catalist ideology scale are more likely to identify as moderate but middle scores can also
result from respondents expressing inconsistent policy views.

8 Full model results are available in SI-C.

% The reported ATT is based on equally weighted observations. The ATT when equally weighting units is 1.1
percentage points (p < 0.01).
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average.

Standard two-way fixed effect analysis suggests a statistically significant and still important, but
substantively more modest, effect of 4 percentage points, a 28 percent increase in the moderate
share of the electorate (see SI-D). Importantly, analysis of the pre-treatment periods largely
supports the parallel trends assumption. While there are statistically significant differences
between the treatment and control groups in the pre-treatment period, they are substantively small

and inconsistent in direction.

Figure 1: Estimated Effect of Election Consolidation on Share of Voters that are Moderate in
Local Races

Estimated ATT (FEct)
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We find similar effects when instead analyzing the share of the electorate that is partisan

independent before and after cities consolidated their elections. The staggered difference-in-

differences analysis modeled in Figure 2 strongly suggests election consolidation increases the

share of the local election electorate that is not associated with a major political party. With an

ATT of 3.5 percentage points, this suggests an important introduction of nonpartisan voters in the
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local electorate (p < 0.01).'° Again, this is a substantial increase from the pre-shift average,

representing a 61 percent increase in the share of the electorate that is estimated to be independent.

Again, pre-treatment trends support the parallel trends assumptions crucial for robust difference-
in-differences analysis, and the results are robust, though more modest, when using standard two-
way fixed effects models (see SI-D). Additionally, cross-sectional comparisons of on-cycle and
off-cycle electorates in Georgia, Montana, and Texas point to similar patterns: nonpartisan
constitute about a 3-percentage point larger share of the electorate in on-cycle elections in these

states (see SI-E).

Figure 2: Estimated Effect of Election Consolidation on Share of Voters that are Independent in
Local Races

Estimated ATT (FEct)
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Finally, we test the robustness of these results using raw 2026 California voter file data in SI-B,

aggregating individual voters to the city-level and leveraging standard two-way fixed effects

10 The reported ATT is based on equally weighted observations. The ATT when equally weighting units is 0.5
percentage points (p < 0.01).
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regression. In this analysis, we test whether voters who registered with no-party preference, voters
who registered with a third-party, and primary voters make up a larger share of the on-cycle
electorate than the off-cycle electorate, analyzing presidential and midterm elections separately.
We find that self-identified nonpartisan voters made up a 2.6 to 3.1 percentage point larger share
of the presidential electorate than the off-cycle electorate, self-identified third-party voters made
up a 0.8 percentage point larger share of the presidential electorate than the off-cycle electorate,
and primary voters made up a 9.7 to 10.05 percentage point smaller share of the presidential
electorate than the off-cycle electorate. This analysis suggests the midterm electorate has a smaller
share of primary voters and may have a slightly larger share of voters without a party preference
than the off-cycle electorate, but finds no effect on registered third-party voters. While this analysis
faces certain challenges, particularly because it offers only a “snapshot in time” picture of the
electorate, the consistency of results across the Catalist-modeled data and the raw voter file
analysis helps alleviate concerns that our primary models are being driven by biases in Catalist’s

modeling of voters’ partisanship and ideology.
Election Timing and Candidate Entry and Success

The introduction of more moderate and independent voters is a potentially important development
that could fundamentally reshape the local electoral arena. A higher share of moderate and
independent voters should - at least theoretically - alter the incentives for candidates. By bringing
more middle-of-the-road voters into the electoral arena, consolidated elections should increase the
odds that middle-of-the-road candidates will seek office and may, under the right circumstances,
increase their odds of victory. To test these hypotheses, we now shift to an analysis of timing and
candidate entry and success. We ask if consolidated elections lead to the entry of fewer ‘extreme’

candidates and to the success of more moderate candidates.

To assess the relationship between election timing and the estimated ideological polarization of
local candidates and municipal election winners, we turn to the American local government
elections database (de Benedictis-Kessner et al. 2023). The American Local Government Elections
Database (de Benedictis-Kessner 2023) provides data on over 50,000 local candidates from 1998
to 2020.
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We measure candidates’ and election winners’ ideological polarization using the absolute value of
their campaign finance-based ideology scores (CF-scores) developed by Bonica (2014), which
estimate ideological positions based on patterns of campaign contributions. CF-scores place
candidates, donors, and interest groups on a common ideological scale, with negative values
indicating more liberal positions and positive values indicating more conservative positions. These
scores, drawn from the American Local Government Elections Database (de Benedictis-Kessner
2023), provide a continuous measure of ideology that is comparable across political actors and
election cycles. CF-scores are standardized with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Because
our outcome of interest is ideological polarization, our dependent variable is the absolute value of
these scores. Bonica’s research indicates that CF scores are closely correlated with DW-Nominate
scores (r=.92) and predict individual roll-call votes nearly as well as DW-Nominate itself (Bonica
2014). CF scores are also highly predictive of individual donors’ policy positions across a wide

range of issues (Bonica 2019).

One limitation of CF-scores, however, is the extent of missing data, particularly for candidates
who receive few or no itemized contributions. Because CF-scores rely on patterns of campaign
donations, they are unavailable for candidates who do not raise significant funds or whose
contributions come primarily from unitemized small donors. This issue is especially pronounced
in local elections, where many candidates run low-cost campaigns or rely on self-funding, leading
to systematic gaps in coverage. As a result, analyses using CF-scores must account for potential
selection bias, as candidates with missing scores may differ systematically from those with
available estimates, and we are missing data in 66 percent of cases. Robustness tests in SI-F suggest
that our main independent variable, the timing of the election, is not associated with missing city
councilor data (beta = -0.014; p = 0.52) but may be correlated with missing mayoral candidate
data, with data missing less often for on-cycle candidates (beta = -0.135; p = 0.07). However, this
analysis also suggested that election timing is not associated with missing CF-scores for city

council winners (beta = -0.026; p = 0.42) or mayoral winners (beta = 0.006; p = 0.94).

The data structure does not allow us to leverage counterfactual two-way fixed effects estimators
because the models require unique unit-time combinations (Liu et al. 2024). Because we study
multiple candidates and winners within each city-year, we must instead rely on standard two-way

fixed effects estimation. To relax the parallel trends assumption required even in standard two-
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way fixed effects difference-in-differences estimation, we include city-specific linear time trends.

Standard errors are clustered at the city level.

We begin this analysis by once again focusing on California municipal races in the main analysis.
That allows us to leverage the exogenous state-level change to election timing. Because
California’s city council elections experienced another important change in structure during this
time period, we analyze mayors and city councilors separately.!' Specifically, a large share of
California city council contests shifted from at-large to district-based elections due to the
California Voting Rights Act (CVRA) of 2001 — a bill that made it easier to challenge at-large
systems that diluted the voting power of racial and ethnic minorities (Kousser 2018; Collingwood
and Long 2021). Many of the legal challenges to at-large city council elections came around the
same time that cities consolidated their elections.!?> Mayors, who are elected citywide, did not

experience a similar transformation.

To show that the California results are mirrored elsewhere in the country, we will also present

results using the full national sample of elections.
Candidate Entry and Success - Findings

Figure 3 plots the California analysis on candidate entry and success. As the figure illustrates,
election consolidation may have a small negative effect on the ideological polarization of mayoral
candidates and winners, and no effect on the ideological polarization of city council candidates
and winners. When cities consolidate their elections, the ideological polarization of mayoral
candidates decreases by 0.076 standard deviations (p = 0.06) and the ideological polarization of

mayoral winners decreases by 0.143 standard deviations (p = 0.07).3

"' In our main models, we exclude county-level races like commissioners and sherifs which did not experience
similar transformation in election timing in California over the time period.
12 This shift from at-large to district elections interacts with election consolidation in ways that may shape candidate

polarization. District-based elections may amplify local or district political dynamics, as candidates cater to a narrower
constituency, potentially increasing ideological divergence. In contrast, at-large elections force candidates to appeal
to a broader electorate, which may moderate their positions. If election consolidation increases voter turnout and alters
the composition of the electorate, these effects may manifest differently in district versus at-large systems, reinforcing
the need to analyze city councilors and mayors separately. Due to the lack of comprehensive data on the exact timing
of cities' transitions from at-large to district-based elections, we are unable to disentangle the effects of these electoral
changes from those of election consolidation in our analysis.

13 Full model results are available in SI-B.
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While both estimates are just short of conventional levels of statistical significance, they jointly
suggest that election consolidation may not just shape the ideological composition of the
electorate, but also the ideological compositions of local mayor candidates, particularly winning
candidates. On the other hand, that analysis suggests that election consolidation has no effect on

the ideological composition of city council candidates (p = 0.12) or city council winners (p = 0.82).

Figure 3: Estimate Effect of Election Consolidation on Municipal Candidates’ and Winners’ CF-
Scores

Absolute Value of Candidates' CF-scores Absolute Value of Winners' CF-scores
On-cycle A L ]
-0.3 -0.2 -0.1 0.0 0.'1 -0.3 -0.2 -0.1 0.0 0.1
—+ City Council —+ City Council
Mayor Mayor

Candidate Entry and Success — Other Findings

Our candidate-level analysis thus far has been limited to two offices—mayors and city council
members—and to California contests affected by state legislation (SB 415). To assess whether the

impact of election timing extends more broadly, we conduct two additional sets of tests.

First, we examine a wider range of offices using the American Local Government Elections
Database, including races for sheriff, prosecutor, county legislature, and school board. We focus
on California, where election consolidation has been more common than elsewhere, even for these
contests. Results, presented in SI-G, are mixed. Election timing appears to be associated with less

ideologically extreme candidates for prosecutor and sheriff—both at-large positions—but shows
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no effect for school board or county legislative candidates, both of which are elected from districts.
Except for mayors, we find no effect when focusing only on winners. For county offices, two
factors may be relevant: SB 415 did not mandate consolidation for county races, and missing CF-

score data are especially common for these contests.

Two dynamics may help explain the variation across offices. First, changes in election timing over
our study period were uneven. Where timing rarely shifted—such as for county legislators and
sheriffs—it is difficult to identify causal effects using two-way fixed effects designs. By contrast,
mayors and prosecutors experienced more substantial timing changes. Second, the size and
competitiveness of the electoral jurisdiction likely matter. Larger, more diverse jurisdictions (e.g.,
cities or counties electing prosecutors) may be more politically competitive, so even modest
changes in the electorate could alter candidate pools and outcomes. In smaller, less competitive
jurisdictions—such as most city councils, school boards, or county legislative districts—electoral

coalitions are often entrenched, limiting the potential impact of timing shifts.

Second, we replicate our main analysis on the full national sample of municipal elections.
Although California saw some of the most concentrated timing changes, other states (including
Arizona and Nevada) passed similar laws, and hundreds of municipalities nationwide moved their
election dates. The national results closely parallel those from California (SI-H). Across the
country, winning mayoral candidates in on-cycle elections are 0.098 standard deviations less
partisan or extreme than their off-cycle counterparts (p = 0.02). There is also suggestive, though
not statistically significant, evidence that all mayoral candidates, not just winners, are less partisan
or extreme in on-cycle races (p = 0.15). In both magnitude and direction, these effects match what
we observe in California. For city councils, we again find no meaningful differences in estimated

candidate or winner ideology.

Overall, the national replication strengthens our confidence that the patterns observed in California
generalize more broadly: on-cycle timing appears to moderate mayoral candidates, but effects are
far less consistent for other offices — particularly for districted offices where we find robust null
effects. At the same time, the results fall just short of conventional significance thresholds in some
cases, and the extent of missing CF-score data—potentially correlated with election timing—

remains a concern.
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Election Timing and Incumbent Ideology

To understand whether the effects of election timing extend beyond candidate entry to the broader
political environment, we turn to elected officials themselves. If, as our candidate-level analyses
suggest, on-cycle elections produce a more moderate and non-partisan mix of voters and mayoral
candidates, then we might expect to see a corresponding shift in the ideological profile of those

who hold office, particularly mayors. We investigate this relationship using the American

Municipal Officials Survey (AMOS).

AMOS is a large-scale survey of local elected officials conducted in 2012 and 2016, designed to
capture their political attitudes, policy priorities, and backgrounds. It samples officials from
municipalities of varying sizes and regions, producing roughly 4,000 responses in each wave for
a combined sample of 7,970 officials. Of these, 6,232 are city councilors, and 845 are mayors (the
remainder are appointed commissioners and, therefore, excluded from our analysis). AMOS is
particularly well suited to our purposes because it allows us to analyze mayors and council

members separately, providing a nuanced view of how election timing relates to different offices.

A key strength of AMOS is that it asks officials to place themselves on a seven-point (AMOS)
ideological scale, from “very liberal” to “very conservative.” This allows us to construct a direct,
comparable measure of ideological extremity rather than relying on proxies such as campaign
finance records or partisan affiliation. We recode this scale so that 0 represents a “moderate” (the
midpoint) and 3 represents the most extreme positions (“very liberal” or “very conservative”). Our

dependent variable is thus the absolute distance from the moderate midpoint.

Because AMOS is not a panel dataset, we use multivariate OLS regression rather than the two-
way fixed effects approach applied in earlier candidate analyses. We rely on data included in the

surveys that preserve respondent anonymity. We use robust standard errors and control for:

o Institutional characteristics: partisan election rules, city type (city, town, village), form
of government (mayor—council, council-manager, town meeting), home rule charter, and

council size.
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o Demographic context: percent Latino, percent Black, percent with a college degree,

percent unemployed, median household income, and logged population.
o Temporal controls: survey year fixed effects.
Election Timing and Incumbent Ideology— Findings

The findings from this analysis of incumbents, presented in Figure 1, are closely in line with those
of our analysis of candidates. They suggest that mayors in cities with on-cycle races are more
ideologically moderate than mayors in cities with off-cycle races on average by about 0.21 points
on the 0 to 3 ideological polarization scale (p < 0.01). That is about 1/4 of a standard deviation.
The findings again suggest no relationship between election timing and the ideological polarization
of city or town council candidates (p =0.21). While the results are not statistically significant when
including state fixed effects, as local election timing laws are often set at the state level, the

coefficients are consistent with those estimated in our primary models presented here (see SI-I).

Figure 4: Estimate Association Between Election Timing and Municipal Officials Self-Reported
Ideology

Self-Placed ldeological Extremism

On-cycle ' |

*

—*— Councilor

—= Mayor
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Conclusion

The move to on-cycle elections has a number of clearly positive effects. It greatly increases turnout
(Marschall and Lappie 2025, Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Anzia 2014). It reduces
age and race-based disparities in participation (Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Einstein
et al 2024, Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022, Kogan et al 2018). And it reduces racial disparities
in representation (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2024, Schaffner et al 2020). But it also raises
questions and concerns. By coupling local contests with higher-profile partisan elections, it could
polarize and nationalize local contests. But at the same time, by making it easier to vote, it could
bring in more nonpartisan voters who could, in turn, reduce the level of polarization in local

politics.

What we have found here is that a shift in dates has demonstrable effects on polarization. It
reshapes the composition of Americans who participate, alters the mix of candidates who run, and
ultimately changes the political leaning of local government officials. By simply changing the
dates of local elections from stand-alone dates where only local contests are on the ballot to on-
cycle presidential dates, one can substantially reshape local electoral politics. That change in
dates—something that is already happening in many states and cities—appears to reduce rather

than increase polarization at the local level.

Whether election timing has always had these moderating effects, or whether contemporary
political conditions make these dynamics particularly salient today, remains an open question. Off-
cycle elections were implemented during the Progressive Era ostensibly to insulate local politics
from partisan machines, though they also served to limit participation among certain groups (Anzia
2012). In today's environment of nationalized politics and heightened partisan polarization
(Hopkins 2018), our findings suggest that reducing barriers to participation can still expand the

moderate electorate and incentivize candidate moderation.

These results suggest that skeptics need not be as concerned as they have been about consolidated
elections leading to more partisan contests at the local level. They suggest that the local political
arena will be less, rather than more partisan, if the rest of the nation were to shift to consolidated

elections.
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There is, however, more research to be done before all of the consequences of this reform are
known. The analysis we have presented has looked at voters and at the candidates who run for and
win local office. But it has not looked at the nature or tone of local democracy. Nor has it focused
on local government policies. Are partisan debates less heated, and is local politics less divided
when more moderates participate and govern? Does policy move to the middle when more
moderates vote and win? Both seem likely—especially given the limited research that we do have
on local policy. These studies suggest that local policies are more responsive to the views of the
median resident after municipalities and school districts move on-cycle (Dynes, Hartney, and
Hayes 2021; Hartney and Hayes 2021; Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja 2020; Anzia 2014). They
also show that votes in school board elections are more based on local conditions after the move
to on-cycle elections than they were before the move (Payson 2017). But just how accountable
local politicians are to local voters is still not clear. Given important work by Rogers (2023), which
shows how little accountability there is at the state level and given that voters at the local level
likely know even less about their local incumbents than voters at the state level, there are legitimate

questions about the nature of accountability at the local level. More research is certainly warranted.

More importantly, we have only looked at the local political arena. The intervention we examine—
a shift in the timing of local electoral contests—is not designed to change politics at the state or
federal level. Thus, it is not a direct solution for the national level polarization that concerns so
many. But the mechanism that we examine here—making voting easier—is a tool that could be
employed at the national level. The lessons that we have learned here could be applied to a different
environment. Indeed, what we find here suggests that if we could make the process of voting a lot
easier at the national level, we could alter the ideological leaning of the electorate in ways that

significantly advantage moderate and middle-of-the-road voices.

In many ways, the problem of polarization in America today is not that those who are involved in
politics have strongly divided views and sharply negative perceptions of those on the other side of
the partisan divide. In many ways, the problem of polarization in America today is that those who
tend to have less strong views about policy and parties are often standing on the political sidelines
by the millions (Krupnikov and Ryan 2022, Klar and Krupnikov 2016, Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope
2010). Almost half of registered voters—almost 55 million registered non-voters in 2022—don't

bother to vote in the typical election (McDonald 2025). Looking more broadly across the
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population, most adult Americans are not at all involved in the political process at all—almost 100
million unregistered adults in 2024 (McDonald 2025). Those Americans are not involved in part
because they often don't hold strong views about politics (Krupnikov and Ryan 2022, Klar and
Krupnikov 2016, Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2010). Why participate if you don't care that much
about the result? But those middle-of-the-road Americans are also not involved in part because

voting is currently costly.

The lesson then is that all of this could change if we could make voting in national politics that
much easier and that much less costly. And if we could do that—through universal voting, by
eliminating the registration process, by aligning all elections together on the same day, or through
a range of other thoughtful reforms that have not yet been identified—then we might go a long
way to reducing polarization and the antipathy that undergirds so much of our politics today. It
certainly won't be easy to implement these changes but at least we now have a clearer sense of

where we might want to go to try to lessen polarization in America.
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