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Abstract

A large literature shows that consolidating local elections with federal contests
substantially increases turnout and makes the electorate more representative. However,
some argue that these “democratic” gains may come at a cost, bringing less informed
voters into local elections and reducing the attention voters devote to local affairs. We test
this participation—-knowledge tradeoff across multiple contexts using multiple sources of
evidence on local political knowledge and behavior. Combining three surveys of knowledge
about city government, education policy, and local politics with detailed data on local
election timing, we examine whether voters in on-cycle elections are less informed or
attentive to local affairs than their off-cycle counterparts. We find little evidence that on-
cycle voters are less knowledgeable than voters in off-cycle races. Using changes in
election timing, we further show that incumbency advantages decline in on-cycle
elections, suggesting less reliance on heuristic voting. Overall, our findings indicate that
the benefits of election consolidation are unlikely to come at the expense of voter
knowledge or attention to local affairs.

Introduction

States possess a powerful institutional lever over American democracy: the authority to set
the timing of local elections. Across most of the United States, local elections are held off-
cycle, when the ballot is largely limited to local contests (Sightline 2024). But over the past
decade, legislators in several states—including Arizona, California, Nevada, New York,
Virginia, and West Virginia—have mandated consolidated elections, requiring local
contests to coincide with statewide or federal elections. Many more states are now
considering similar reforms.

Election timing matters because it fundamentally shapes who participates in politics.



Every one of the more than a dozen academic studies that has looked at the link between
election timing and turnout has found that moving local elections on-cycle dramatically
increases turnout — often doubling or more than doubling voter participation (Marschall and
Lappie 2025, Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Anzia 2014, Holbrook and
Weinschenk 2013, Hajnal 2010, Caren 2007, Wood 2002). If state legislators want to
impact local voter participation, election timing is the single largest lever they have.

Research also shows that a shift in election dates changes 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). In
particular, voters in on-cycle elections tend to be younger, more racially diverse, and less
skewed toward the wealthy. More representative electorates have been linked to more
representative elected officials, declines in racial gaps in representation, and policies that
are more in line with the median resident’s preferences (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian
2024, Schaffner et al 2020, Dynes et al 2021). In short, reforms to election dates are among
the most powerful tools state governments can use to shape democracy.

Legislators not only have the power to change dates and to change local democracy, they
also have an incentive to do so. Most of the public favors the move to consolidated
elections. 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 (Anzia 2014,
Manhattan Institute 2024). Moreover, that supportis bipartisan. Majorities of Democrats,
Republicans, and Independents all favor the move (Anzia 2014, Manhattan Institute 2024).

Butis there a downside to election consolidation?

While on-cycle elections have clear, wide-ranging benefits, they also raise concerns about
a participation-knowledge tradeoff in the electorate. Wherever consolidation is considered,
a common worry is that moving to on-cycle elections will reduce the attention voters give
to local affairs. Some say that local contests and candidates may be overshadowed by
higher-profile races for president, governor, or Congress. With less media coverage and
attention, voters may have less information about local candidates. The end result is that
voters may make poor decisions that could negatively impact local governance.

Unfortunately, despite growing attention to election timing, researchers have not been able
to systematically study the effects of election dates on voter knowledge. With national
surveys rarely asking about local candidates and local issues and with data on election
timing around the country relatively limited until recently, empirical tests that compare
knowledge in on- and off-cycle tests are rare. One study of suburban elections did include
questions about local knowledge, but it ultimately offered few clear conclusions about the



effects of timing (Oliver and Ha 2007). We still don’t know if aligning local elections with
national contests ultimately reduces voter attention and knowledge in local affairs.

Scholarship examining the effects of election timing on local vote choice has also been
limited. A range of studies has examined vote choice in local elections but none has been
able to see if the issues that shape the vote differ between on- and off-cycle cities. One
area that has received some attention is incumbent reelection rates. But even here the
results are mixed with one study finding that incumbents run less and win less in on-cycle
contests, another finding that incumbents fare better in close on-cycle contests than in
close off-cycle contests, and a third revealing that the fate of incumbents was more
dependent on their performance in on-cycle contests than it was in off-cycle elections
(Trounstine 2012, de Benedictis-Kessner 2017, Payson 2017). Important questions remain
about the vote in on- and off-cycle contests.

To better understand how election dates impact knowledge and electoral choice, we utilize
a newer, more comprehensive data set on local elections that provides information on
78,000 candidates running for mayor, city council, and school board across 57,000
electoral contests from 1989 to 2021 (de Benedictis-Kessner, In Lee, Velez, and Warshaw
2023). That allows us to conduct a series of difference-in-differences tests comparing
cities and school districts that move to on-cycle dates with those that do not. A 2015
California law that mandated changes to on-cycle elections also allows us to conduct a
difference-in-difference test under conditions of exogenous and staggered shifts in timing.
We also merge data from three different surveys that together ask a range of concrete
questions about local knowledge in city and school board elections. Since the surveys
focus on different aspects of city politics and education policy, they help us to garner some
additional insight on voter knowledge across different contexts.

The analysis shows that local voters in on-cycle elections are as knowledgeable than local
voters in off-cycle elections. On most measures we find few significant differences in
knowledge. On some measures, on-cycle voters actually express more interest and
engagement in local affairs. There are also signs that on-cycle voters rely less on
incumbency when they vote. Combined, this suggests that the wide-ranging benefits to on-
cycle elections are not offset by steep decreases in voter attention to local public affairs.

Background

Research has demonstrated a range of benefits from moving local elections to the same
days as federal contests. Moving to on-cycle dates alters who votes, who wins office, and
how governments govern. A range of studies have found that moving to November even
year elections doubles or even triples turnout (Marschall and Lappie 2018, Kogan et al.
2018, Anzia 2014). The move to November even year contests also brings in younger and
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more diverse voters and makes the electorate more representative of the age, race, and
class distribution of the underlying local population (Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner
2024, Einstein et al 2024, Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022, Kogan et al 2018). All of this
ultimately reduces inequalities in representation and makes government policy more
responsive to the median resident (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2024, Schaffner et al
2020, Dynes et al 2021).

On-cycle elections are, however, a relatively new phenomenon. Until 2015, only 4 states
had laws requiring on-cycle municipal contests (Sightline 2025). Most other states still
outlaw on-cycle elections (Sightline 2025). While several others allowed cities to choose
on-cycle dates, most cities in those states ended up choosing an off-cycle alternative
(Sightline 2025). As a consequence, research has been limited and questions remain.

A Decline in Voter Knowledge?

Chief among these is the question of how on-cycle elections impact voter knowledge and
voter choice. Many worry that moving local elections to the bottom of a long and
complicated ballot will lead to a local electorate that is far less knowledgeable about the
candidates and issues that drive local politics. That concern was echoed by opponents of a
Michigan bill that attempted to consolidate local school district elections: “Perhaps not
many voters turn up for school elections, but they are likely to be interested and informed
voters. Combining elections might lead to more voters but many will have no connection to
or knowledge about school districts.” (quoted in Anzia 2013, 104).

There are certainly reasons to fear that outcome. Putting local elections for mayor, city
council, and school boards on the same days as contests for President, the House, and the
Senate means that local contests will be competing with much higher profile contests for
voters’ time and attention. Higher costs for media space during the national campaign
period could also make it more difficult for local candidates to reach local voters. The
result could be a local electorate that is less knowledgeable about local politics.

In fact, this concern over less informed electorates is one of the main reasons that
Progressives pushed over a century ago for most of America’s local elections to be moved
off-cycle, away from federal elections (Bridges 1997). They quietly claimed — as many
continue to do today — that the extra work required to vote in off-cycle elections means that
local contests would be decided by the most interested and knowledgeable voters (Hajnal,
Lewis, and Louch 2002).

There is, however, little evidence showing that holding consolidated elections reduce the
amount of attention paid to local issues and local elections. An early study of suburban
voters by Oliver and Ha (2007) suggested that on-cycle voters may be less informed than
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off-cycle voters about some aspects of municipal affairs. But the differences the study
found did not appear to be statistically significant. With surveys rarely asking concrete
questions about local candidates and local contests and with little comprehensive data on
when cities and school districts hold their elections, no other studies of the topic have
emerged. We simply don’t know if the move to on-cycle elections leads to declines in local
knowledge.

A lack of attention to local politics could in turn affect local residents and local governance
in other important ways. Residents who are less informed about and less connected to
local candidates may become less interested and less engaged in the electoral process.
All of this could impact vote choice. With limited information from campaigns, voters may
not know enough about local candidates to accurately assess their abilities and to gauge
which will better serve their interests. All of this could negatively impact local governance.
A poorly informed electorate could choose less effective leaders. Less effective leaders
could then generate declines in local economic and social conditions. If true, on-cycle
elections could hurt residents and their cities.

On the other hand, there are reasons to believe that on-cycle elections could increase
voter knowledge and lead to better, more informed decisions in local contests. By
encouraging a larger and more diverse set of residents to vote, on-cycle elections could
draw in new voters who bring with them a greater diversity of experiences and perspectives
with which to judge local candidates (Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Kogan et
al 2018). With twice as many voters involved and a with broader range of local residents
choosing candidates, overall knowledge is likely to increase rather than decrease. All of
this suggests that consolidated elections might actually facilitate local government
accountability.

Unfortunately, we do not yet know which of these different theories better fits reality. While
there is a reasonably extensive literature on vote choice in local elections, studies rarely
compare vote choice in on and off-cycle contests. We know that a range of factors like
partisanship, ideology, and race have an impact on local electoral contests (Sances 2018,
Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2014, Hajnal and Trounstine 2013). But we don’t know if these
factors matter more or less in on-cycle contests.

The only systematic research on vote choice and election timing focuses specifically on
whether incumbents win reelection. Here we know that incumbents have an advantage in
the American electoral context (Jacobson 2015). Butitis less clear whether the move to
on-cycle elections helps or hurts incumbents. Trounstine (2012) found that higher turnout
contests tended to reduce both the proportion of incumbents who run and the proportion
who win. By contrast, de Benedictis-Kessner (2017) found that on-cycle elections provide
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incumbents with a larger advantage than off-cycle elections do (de Benedictis-Kessner
2017). Athird study of school district elections and academic achievement in California
found that election results were more closely tied to school district performance when
elections were held on-cycle — a sign that voters may have had more insight into what was
happeningin local schools in on-cycle elections (Payson 2017; see also Scherer 2014 for a
similar finding).

Despite the importance of these questions for reformers and despite the growing attention
that election timing has received, few have systematically examined voting knowledge or
voter decision making in the context of election timing. For Americans interested in local
democracy — both those who seek to move to on-cycle elections and those who worry
about the consequences of that move — the need more information is clear.

Of course, there are also those who will argue that regardless of what we find about
election timing and voter knowledge, it should not matter. Because every citizen has a right
to vote, the ability to vote should not be dependent on how much a voter does or does not
know. Indeed, the judicial system has long viewed measures that limit participation to the
most knowledgeable as unconstitutional. Since the 1970s, the Voting Rights Act and its
extensions have outlawed literacy tests and other tools that use knowledge tests to limit
participation. From this perspective, low levels of knowledge are not a problem that should
be addressed with increased barriers to participation but rather as a problem that can and
should be rectified with greater efforts at education and inclusion.

Research Design

We bring together an idiosyncratic mix of data and tests to try to answer questions about
the impact of election timing on voter knowledge and voter decision making. Individually,
each data set is limited. None offers a definitive causal test of election timing and
knowledge. But by bringing together a range of different surveys with diverse questions on
distinct aspects of local elections, we may be able to offer rough guide to how much
knowledge is or is not connected to election timing. In addition, by employing a newer and
much more comprehensive data set with the vote for tens of thousands of local candidates
across the country, we are to offer a more telling causal test of how timing impacts election
outcomes.

The main barrier to assessing voter knowledge about local affairs is a dearth of survey data
with specific and concrete questions about local affairs. Because the issues and
candidates that shape the local political arena can and often do differ from municipality to
municipality, national surveys rarely include questions about local politics.



To address that barrier, we bring together all of the different surveys that we could find with
two characteristics. Each survey had to ask concrete questions about local candidates or
localissues and each survey also had to be conducted across a wide array of
municipalities, school districts, or states. That led to us three surveys. The first was a 2018
study of 11,000 California voters that resided in 500 different municipalities in the state.
Voters in the study were tested on their knowledge about city government. The second, the
Study of Suburban Voters (SSV), was designed to understand suburban elections surveyed
over 1400 voters in 30 different suburban communities across five different states
(California, Georgia, Illinois, New Jersey, and North Carolina). Residents in these
communities were surveyed shortly after their suburban communities held local contests
in 2004 and 2005.

The SSV asked voters about their knowledge of and engagement with suburban politics.
The third focused specifically on school districts and knowledge of the local educational
policy environment. These Education Next (EN) polls were conducted in 2018, 2019, 2020,
and 2021. They surveyed almost 5000 respondents across a representative set of school
districts around the country. The EN surveys expand our understanding of local knowledge
by asking specific questions about different aspects of education policy . Combined, these
three surveys include enough concrete questions on different aspects of local political
affairs to offer a relatively broad assessment of local knowledge.

To try to determine if these surveys accurately identified local residents who voted in local
contests, we performed a series of additional tests. First, we found that aggregate turnout
rates roughly matched expectations. Only 40 percent of California respondents reported
voting regularly in local elections, a figure that is only slightly elevated from official turnout
statistics. Similarly, estimated local turnout across the EN studies was 39 percent. Also, in
the California study, self-reported local voter turnout was 34 percentage points lower than
self-reported Presidential turnout — a difference that matches previous research (Hajnal,
Lewis, and Louch 2002)."

Second, the factors shaping local participation in these studies conformed to existing
studies of participation (Verba et al 1995). In both the California data and the SSV study,
local voters scored high on most measures of socioeconomic status. Local voters were
also much more likely than nonvoters to be older, to be White, to be male, and to have lived
at their current address for a longer period of time (see also Collins, Lucero, and Trounstine

"The SSV study only sampled local voters, thus we cannot estimate a turnout rate among those respondents.
However, as with the other two studies, the respondents in the SSV who all indicated that they were local
voters tended to be highly educated (67% with at least some college), older (median age of 54), and married
(66 percent married) and the overwhelming majority (84 percent) were homeowners — all patterns that fit with
our knowledge of who votes (Verba et al 1995).



2020). In the California study, local voters were also much more likely than nonvoters to
have strong partisan attachments, to believe that voting is a duty, and to feel that local
governments are important. Almost all of the local voters (98 percent) also claimed to have
voted in the most recent presidential election. Nevertheless, as voters in these surveys
could not be validated, self-reported turnout likely contains some error and is likely to be
inflated. See the supplementary appendix for more details

The biggest limitation of these three surveys is that they are all cross-sectional in nature.
They don’t track changes in knowledge as individual Americans experience the transition
from off-cycle contests to on-cycle elections. Thus, they do not allow for a definitive
causal test of election timing. They can only be used to evaluate the correlation between
timing and local knowledge.

However, to try to ensure that factors other than election timing are not driving any
differences in knowledge that we do find, we control from a range of individual
demographic factors like age, race, gender, education, and income that could be correlated
with voter knowledge. Since each survey asks about a slightly different set of demographic
characteristics, the exact list of covariates we include varies from survey to survey.?

To help overcome the limitations of the survey data and to allow for a more telling test of
election timing, we turn to the Local Elections Database (LED) (de Benedictis-Kessner, In
Lee, Velez, and Warshaw 2023). LED includes information on 78,000 candidates running
for mayor, city council, and school board across 57,000 electoral contests from 1989 to
2021 (de Benedictis-Kessner, In Lee, Velez, and Warshaw 2023). The LED data allow us to
assess the effects of election timing on incumbent reelection rates. Relying on the panel
data in the data base, we can conduct a series of difference-in-differences tests that
compare changes in incumbent reelection rates in cities and school districts that move to
on-cycle dates with changes in places that did not shift timing. To further test the effects of
timing, in subsequent tests we do additional analysis that is limited to cities in California,
where a 2015 law mandated changes to on-cycle elections. Since the law required
changes in timing and did so at different times in different localities, we can conduct a
difference-in-difference test under conditions of exogenous and staggered shifts in timing.

Data on election timing come from several sources. To code city timing for respondents in
the 2018 California survey, we rely on the California Elections Data Archive. Oliver and Ha

2 Specifically, the California survey analysis controls for gender, race, age, and educational attainment. The
SSN survey analysis has controls for gender, race, age, educational attainment, homeownership, marital
status as well as measures of local electoral structure (mayoral elections, nonpartisan elections) and city
level demographics. The EN analysis includes controls for gender, race, income, educational attainment,
parent status, teacher status, home-ownership, party identification, and political ideology. It also uses yearly
fixed effects.



(2007) provide information on the election dates for each suburban community included in
SSV held on-cycle elections. Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner (2024) also provide over
time data on election timing in cities and school districts included in the LED. To gauge the
effects of school district timing in the EN survey, respondents are matched to their local
school district. We then created an original database of school board election timing using
Anzia’s (2014) database and additional online searchers of states’ secretary of elections
websites and the National Conference of State Legislatures election consolidation news
database to identify any subsequent changes in school board timing.

As is common in studies of election timing, we classify cities and school districts as
holding on-cycle elections if their general elections are held on the first Tuesday of
November on the same day as federal elections. All elections that do not occur on one of
these statewide general election dates are coded as being off-cycle.?

Timing and Voter Knowledge

Do voters in on-cycle elections know more or less about local affairs than voters in off-
cycle elections? We turn to three surveys that ask a range of concrete questions about city
government, local politics, and school districts to provide a preliminary answer.
Specifically, in Table 1 we look to see if there are any gaps in knowledge between voters in
the two types of contests. The data are cross-sectional butin each case we control fora
range of demographic characteristics at the individual and local level. Details and full
regression results are included in the Supplementary Appendix.

Table 1. Election Dates and Knowledge About Local Affairs
City Government

Local Gov’t Responsibilities® Know the Mayor’s Party 2
On-Cycle .23 (.09)* -.04 (.03)
N 3479 1,468

School Finance 3

Per Pupil Teacher Salaries Local Share of Funding
Spending
On-Cycle 1104 (475)* -2324 (631)* 2.37 (2.02)
N 4983 4983 1212

3 Research shows that November on-cycle election dates have by far the biggest impact on voter turnout and
the composition of the vote (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022, Hajnal 2010). Aligning with federal and
statewide primaries tends to be less consequential for the size and composition of the vote.
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School Achievement 3

Average Level Average Growth
On-Cycle 2.41 (2.42) 2.32(2.72)
N 1212 1212
Charter Schools?®
In District Hold Religious Services
On-Cycle .03 (.04) .02 (.03)
N 1212 1212

** p<.01, * p<.05, * p<.10
" Trounstine (2018) 2 Study of the Suburban Voter (2004/2005) ® Education Next Poll
(2018-2021)

The results are somewhat mixed, but taken together they offer no evidence that voters in
off-cycle elections are systematically more knowledgeable about local politics or public
affairs than those in on-cycle elections In fact, on some of the measures, voters in on-
cycle elections have significantly greater knowledge than voters in off-cycle elections. For
example, on-cycle voters are more likely than off-cycle voters to be able to correctly
determine which level of government is most responsible for the placement of stop signs.
On-cycle voters are also better able than their off-cycle counterparts to be able to estimate
per pupil spending in their local school district. Both on-cycle and off-cycle voters tend to
underestimate local educational spending per pupil, but on-cycle voters underestimate
spending by a substantially lower figure than do off-cycle voters (about $1100 less on
average). Greater knowledge on school spending may be due to the fact that on-cycle
contests bring in a much larger share of younger voters who are more likely to have children
in schools (Kogan et al 2018).*

At the same time, there is one case where the reverse is true. On-cycle voters are less
knowledgeable than off-cycle voters about teacher’s salaries. Both groups of voters offer
estimates that are wide of the mark, but on-cycle voters tend to underestimate teacher
salaries by a greater extent (a difference of about $2300).

However, the conclusion that most matches the data is that there is no clear knowledge
gap between on- and off-cycle voters. On seven of the ten measures, we find no significant
difference between the two types of voters. On-cycle voters are no more or less likely than
off-cycle voters to know if the mayor is elected or appointed. We also do not observe any
additional differences in knowledge of local students’ academic performance. Timing does
not appear to impact knowledge about how well students in their school district perform

4 Existing research shows that the move to on-cycle elections increases the share of voters who have children
in the household by almost 10 percent (Kogan et al 2018).
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on standardized tests—either their current level of performance or their rate of growth over
time—relative to other districts. There are also no observable differences between on-
cycle and off-cycle voters with respect to their knowledge about charter schools. In sum,
there is little systematic evidence that the move to on-cycle elections leads to substantial
drops in local knowledge.

Itis also worth noting that we find no election timing effects where we should not expect to
find them. In the California study, there was no relationship between municipal election
timing and knowledge about state or federal politics. We also found no connection
between municipal election timing and local knowledge among non-voters in the state.
Details and full regression results are included in the Supplementary Appendix.

Timing, Interest, and Engagement

Knowledge is only one measure of engagement with local affairs. To further assess
potential differences, we looked for questions that measured interest and engagement in
local affairs. We were able to examine differences between voters in on- and off-cycle
cities on four indicators of local engagement. The SSV asked respondents to gauge their
interest in local political campaigns, the extent to which they read the local newspaper,
how often they discuss the local election with friends, and how important they feel local
elections are. In each case, we compare interest and engagement among voters in on-
cycle cities with interest and engagement among voters in off-cycle cities while controlling
for a range of individual level characteristics and city demographics.

Here the pattern is clearer. On all four measures voters in on-cycle elections report being
as engaged as their counterparts in off-cycle places. There are no declines in terms of
reading the local paper, expressing interest in local campaigns, or discussing local
campaigns. On-cycle voters are, in fact, more likely than off-cycle voters to believe that
local elections are important. Detailed models can be found in the Supplementary
Appendix.

Table 2. Election Dates and Interest and Engagement

Read Local Interestin Discuss Local Believe Local
Paper Local Campaign Elections are
Campaign Important
On-Cycle 0.21 (.12)" 0.11(.08) 0.95 (.19)** 0.93 (.11)**
N 1465 1,459 1458 1447

**p<.01 * p<.05, * p<.10 Study of the Suburban Voter (2004/2005)

Timing, Voting, and Local Outcomes
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While the results to this point suggest that voters in on-cycle elections are as engaged or
even at times more engaged than voters in off-cycle elections, nothing we have looked at
so far has examined the vote itself. The concern is that if local contests are overshadowed
by higher profile contests for president, governor, or Congress, then voters in on-cycle
elections will not have enough information to make effective choices. That could
negatively impact local governance.

To begin to assess the vote, we return to the SSV which has questions that ask both about
the candidates in the elections about governance after the election. In terms of the
election itself, we find that on-cycle voters are more likely than off-cycle voters to believe
that there are real differences between the mayoral candidates. They are also more likely
to believe that issues matter when voting in local contests. These patterns suggest that on-
cycle voters may be relatively well informed about the candidates and that they care
enough about local contests to at least try to vote effectively.

Table 3. Election Dates, Voting, and Governance

Assessing the Vote Assessing Local Conditions
Mayoral Issues Local Local Economic
Candidates Matter Government Conditions Have
Differ Working Well Improved
On-Cycle 0.72 (.10)** 0.24 (.10)* 0.40 (.08)** 0.16 (.07)*
N 1445 1282 1439 1442

**p<.01 * p<.05, * p<.10 Study of the Suburban Voter (2004/2005)

Fortunately, with the SSV survey data we can take the analysis one step further. We can
begin to look at local outcomes - or at least at local voters’ perceptions of local outcomes.
Specifically, in the last two columns of Table 3, we look to see whether election timing is
associated with local voters’ evaluations of their cities and their city governments. On both
measures, we find that, net a range of controls, voters in on-cycle cities are more satisfied
with local conditions than voters in off-cycle cities. As the second half of Table 3 reveals,
on-cycle voters are more apt than off-cycle voters to believe that local government is
working well. They are also more likely to say that local economic conditions in the city
have improved over the last year. At least on these two admittedly subjective measures, on-
cycle cities are outperforming off-cycle municipalities.

This last set of results suggests not only that fears about coupling local elections with
statewide elections may be overstated, but also that moving on-cycle might be leading to
more effective governance. Our test—both because itis based on subjective measures
and because it is cross sectionally in nature —is hardly definitive.
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But these results do raise a question. Why would we expect outcomes to improve —rather
than decline — after the move to on-cycle elections? Part of the answer may stem directly
from changes in who votes when elections are moved on-cycle. By encouraging a larger
and more diverse set of residents to vote, on-cycle elections could draw in new voters who
bring with them a greater diversity of experiences and perspectives with which to judge
local candidates (Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Kogan et al 2018). With twice
as many voters involved and with a broader range of local residents choosing candidates,
overall knowledge could actually increase. Votingin local elections could also spur new
information gathering. Having local elections on the federal ballot could convince some
voters who may not have participated in local elections in the past to attempt to learn more
about the local contests that they may be seeing for the first time.

On-cycle elections could affect positive local change in a more indirect manner as well.
Existing research shows that on-cycle elections not only have consequences for who
votes, they also have consequences for who wins those elections (Hajnal et al 2024,
Dynes, Hartney, and Hayes 2021, Hartney and Hayes 2021). A larger and more diverse set
of voters tends to lead to a more diverse set of elected officials and in particular to greater
representation for communities of color (Hajnal et al 2024, Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja
2020). Studies also show that a larger and more diverse set of voters leads to an elected
body whose views and policies are more responsive to the public and in particular to
government policy that is more in line with the views of the median resident (Dynes,
Hartney, and Hayes 2021, Hartney and Hayes 2021). A more representative and more
responsive local government could, in turn, shape local voters’ assessments. In that sense
it may not be surprising to find that on-cycle elections are associated with a belief that
local government is working well. It may also not be surprising to discover that voters in on-
cycle cities believe that local economic conditions have improved.

While this pathway between on-cycle elections and more positive local outcomes may be
predictable, itis far from proven. Our results only suggest that local attitudes may be
different. They do not directly test for shifts in the economic standing of municipalities.
Nor do they seek to test the impact of election timing on the overall effectiveness of local
government. More tests are definitely warranted on this particular topic before any
convincing claims about the long term impacts of election dates on governance and the
health of local economies can be made.

Timing and Incumbent Success

The results so far tend to point to a relatively reassuring assessment of on-cycle elections.
Voters in places that hold their local elections under the shadow of national and statewide
contest do not appear to suffer from a lack of knowledge or a broad disinterest in local
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campaigns. And at least by voters’ subjective evaluations, municipalities that run their
elections at the same time as Presidential, Gubernatorial, or Congressional contests tend
to perform better than their off-cycle counterparts.

But the results so far are limited in two important ways. First, everything we have looked at
so far rests on subjective measures —in each case we have asked voters what they think
about local politics. Second, our empirical tests have been relatively limited — basic
regressions using cross-sectional data. As a consequence, we cannot be confident that the
differences we have seen between on-cycle and off-cycle cities are real and are caused by
the timing of local elections. To try to get around both of these limitations, we turnto a
more concrete, objective measure of local electoral outcomes and we use a more telling
test that gets us closer to causality.

Our new test focuses on incumbent reelection rates. If concerns about on-cycle elections
are accurate, voters in these types of elections are likely to be disengaged from the local
political arena and to have little concrete information about candidates and their abilities,
and attributes. With little other than incumbency to go on, on-cycle voters may be apt to
favor an incumbent who they can at least recognize. With more on-cycle voters forced to
rely on incumbency, the electoral advantage is likely to skew even further towards
incumbents. All of that could mean that on-cycle elections will almost ensure victory for
incumbents —regardless of whether or not they have performed well in office.

To test this possibility, we utilize a newer, more comprehensive data set on local elections.
That new data set provides electoral outcomes for 78,000 candidates running for mayor,
city council, and school board across 57,000 electoral contests from 1989 to 2021
(Benedictis-Kessner, In Lee, Velez, and Warshaw 2023). The size and structure of the data
are critical because they allows us to conduct a series of difference-in-differences tests
comparing cities and school districts that move to on-cycle dates with those that do not.

We undertake two distinct tests. The first offers a broad assessment of the effects of
election timing by incorporating all candidates across the nation. Our analysis employs a
differences-in-differences approach using over time changes in election timing within
places and fixed effects models. The second focuses on electoral contests in California.
We single out California, because of a 2015 election timing law that was passed in that
state. The law, the California Voter Participation Act, mandated changes to on-cycle
elections but it did so in a way that led different cities and school boards to shift their
timing in different years. That means that we can conduct a difference-in-difference testin
California under conditions of exogenous and staggered shifts in timing. A number of 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). With this more

14



extensive data set, we can also distinguish between the effects of consolidating with a
midterm or presidential general election.

As Table 4 shows, both sets of tests lead to the same conclusion. Incumbents win less of
the vote and they win less often when elections are held on-cycle. Thatis true across the
nation and within California. The effects of timing are not massive. Across the nation,
shifting to on-cycle dates reduces the advantages of incumbency but only marginally. In
the national level analysis, the incumbent advantage is only about 5 percent smaller in on-
cycle contests.

Table 4. Timing and Support for Incumbents

Vote Share Win

National California National California

Presidential -.06(.02)** -.16 (.03)** -.05(.02)* -.13(.05)*
Incumbent

Midterm -.05(.01)** -.16 (.03)** -.05(.02)* -.07 (.05)
Incumbent

Incumbent .26 (.01)*8 .30 (.02)** .50 (.02)** .52 (.03)**

N 43,675 5,109 43,675 5,109

**p<.01 * p<.05, * p<.10 Study of the Suburban Voter (2004/2005)

Interestingly, when we isolate California and focus on a more telling case, the estimated
effects of election timing are more pronounced. Shifting to on-cycle dates reduces the
electoral advantage of incumbents everywhere, but in a state where shifts in timing are
more clearly exogenous, the estimated size of the timing effect is two or three times as
large — a pattern that increases the confidence in our results and in the effects of timing on
electoral outcomes.

These results both match and contradict existing work. They closely fit with a study by
Trounstine (2012). Using a different data set and method, that study found that higher
turnout contests tend to reduce both the proportion of incumbents who run for office and
the proportion who win. But the results here differ from de Benedictis-Kessner (2017), a
study which found that incumbents fare better in close on-cycle contests than they doin
close off-cycle contests on-cycle. These divergent findings could certainly be due to the
use of different data sets, a focus on different contexts, or the different research designs
that each study employed.

The truth may, however, be somewhere in the middle. Indeed, additional work by Payson
(2017) suggests that incumbency can sometimes be an advantage and sometimes be a
disadvantage and that whether and to what extent incumbency points in either direction
may be contingent on election timing. Her study, which focused on school district
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contests in California, found that election results were more closely tied to school district
performance when elections were held on-cycle. In low-turnout off-cycle elections, there
was no connection between district test scores and support forincumbents. Butin higher
turnout on-cycle elections, incumbents were rewarded or punished based on whether
student test scores went up or down during their tenures. That pattern suggests not only
that voters may have more insight into what was happening in local schools in on-cycle
elections but also that the fate of incumbents in on-cycle elections will vary based on
whether or not they perform well.

Conclusion and Discussion

Despite the public’s interest in moving to on-cycle elections and the clear benefits of on-
cycle contests, the move to consolidated elections continues to provoke a deep seated
concern that higher turnout in on-cycle elections will come at the expense of a less
informed electorate. Indeed, wherever the move to consolidated elections is being
considered, one of the most frequently heard concerns is that moving to on-cycle elections
will decrease the amount of attention that voters will pay to local affairs and that this will
ultimately lead to poor decisions that negatively impact local governance.

With that concern in mind, this article aimed to provide the first significant empirical
evidence about whether there is, in fact, a knowledge-participation tradeoff. We find no
clear and convincing evidence that on-cycle voters are less informed and engaged than off-
cycle ones. There are, however, signs of improvement after the move to on-cycle elections.
On some measures, voters in consolidated elections are significantly more engaged in
local political affairs than their off-cycle brethren. And there are indications that
consolidated elections are associated with a vote that may be more focused on local
issues and candidate quality. Ultimately, we find greater satisfaction with local government
performance after the move. Altogether, there is no clear or compelling reason to conclude
that further election consolidation will increase voter ignorance in down ballot contests.

There is more work to be done on this topic. Much of our analysis is based on relatively
small surveys across a relatively small set of cities and school districts. Moreover, because
of the cross sectional nature of those surveys, we can offer few clear causal conclusions
from that analysis. But there are few signs in those surveys that the worst fears of voter
ignorance in on-cycle elections are being realized. And more telling causal analysis of
candidate reelection efforts demonstrates that fears of incumbents being almost
guaranteed reelection in on-cycle elections are not borne out. In fact, we see the opposite
- slightly lower odds of reelection when candidates run in on-cycle contests than when
they run off-cycle.

16



Why have the worst fears of Progressives and others not been realized? Why are on-cycle
voters as knowledgeable or even more knowledgeable than off-cycle voters? We can offer
no direct empirical tests of the mechanism in this article. But we can offer a plausible
explanation based on the wide ranging research on election timing that already exists. That
research tells us that the most likely explanation for why information does not fall and may,
in fact, increase is a change in makeup of the electorate. We know that on-cycle elections
draw in a much larger and a much more diverse set of voters (Marschall and Lappie 2025,
Warshaw and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024, Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022, Kogan et al
2018). If ademocracy doubles the number of its participants and if those new participants
have a much broader and more representative set of experiences than the old participants,
it would not be surprising to learn that those new voters bring new and different information
to bear on local elections. Take as an example school board elections —the one case
where we probably have the most relevant research. Moving those elections on-cycle
dramatically increases the share of voters who are under age 35 and dramatically
decreases the share of voters who are over age 55 (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022,
Kogan et al 2018). That shift in the demographics of the vote means that on-cycle elections
will have a much larger share of voters who still have children in school - a group of voters
who are more likely to know what is currently happening in local schools. Itis no wonder
that the younger and more informed voters in on-cycle elections are more likely to kick
school board incumbents out when student test scores decline (Payson 2017, Scherer
2014). If those new and more diverse voters elect more representative and more responsive
elected officials — as research shows they do —then it is perhaps not surprising to find that
the move to on-cycle elections is associated with gains in satisfaction and governance,
rather than declines(Hajnal et al 2024, Dynes, Hartney, and Hayes 2021, Hartney and
Hayes 2021, Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja 2020). By enticing a larger, more diverse, and
perhaps more discerning set of residents to vote, on-cycle elections may actually be
improving local democracy.

These findings have significant implications for American democracy. Despite recent
reforms around the country, most of America remains off-cycle (Sightline 2025, Warshaw
and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024). Over 60 percent of America’s cities continue to hold
stand alone local contests when little other than local candidates are on the ballot and
when a small and extremely set of residents participate (Warshaw and de Benedictis-
Kessner 2024, Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022).

Most Americans would like that to change. Surveys show that roughly two-thirds of the public
- Democrats, Republicans, and Independents alike — prefer voting for multiple offices in one
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election over voting multiple times on multiple different dates (Manhattan Institute 2024,
Anzia 2014 ). And legislators have been listening. Six states have moved to mandate
consolidated elections and many more are actively considering new legislation to move on-
cycle. Most of America’s local elections could soon become entwined with statewide and
federal contests.

These findings are important because they lay to rest one of the last concerns related to a
change in date. What we learn here —that voters in on-cycle local elections are as
knowledgeable or perhaps even more knowledgeable than voters in off-cycle contests —tells
us that the wide ranging benefits to on-cycle elections are not offset by steep decreases in
voter attention to local public affairs. Legislators can now move forward knowing skeptics’
worst fears are unlikely to become reality.
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