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reform—shifting the timing of local elections so they are held on the same day as national

! ow and uneven turnout is a serious problem for local democracy. Fortunately, one simple

contests—can substantially increase participation. Considerable research shows that on-cycle
November elections generally double local voter turnout compared with stand-alone local contests. But
does higher turnout mean a more representative electorate? On that critical question, the evidence is slim
and mixed. We combine information on election timing with detailed microtargeting data that includes
voter demographic information to examine how election timing influences voter composition in city
elections. We find that moving to on-cycle elections in California leads to an electorate that is considerably
more representative in terms of race, age, and partisanship — especially when these local elections coincide
with a presidential election. Our results suggest that on-cycle elections can improve local democracy.

Yet, turnout in local US elections is extraordin-

arily low. Less than a quarter of the adult
population typically votes in elections for mayor and
city council (Anzia 2014; Marschall and Lappie 2018).
More worryingly, the skew in turnout can be severe.
Whites, for example, are almost twice as likely as
Latinos and Asian Americans to participate in local
contests (Hajnal 2010). The imbalance by education,
income, and age is just as stark.

These gaps are particularly troubling given how
much is at stake. Every year local governments spend
almost $2 trillion. Local governments also provide
many core functions—including education, public
safety, and transportation—that are critical for individ-
ual well-being. In short, a small and unrepresentative
set of residents is determining who is elected and how
local governments spend their money.

Moving stand-alone, off-cycle local elections so that
they are held on the same day as are statewide and
national contests represents one simple but potentially
consequential reform. The logic is straightforward.
Holding local elections concurrently with a national
election greatly reduces the cost of participation. Citi-
zens who are already voting for top-of-the-ticket offices
need only check off a few more boxes further down the
ballot.

Every published study on election timing and turnout
shows that using concurrent elections is the single most
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important change that local governments can under-
take to increase turnout (Anzia 2014; Berry and Gersen
2011; Hajnal 2010; Holbrook and Weinschenk 2014;
Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz 2018; Marschall and
Lappie 2018). Most show that turnout doubles com-
pared with off-cycle elections.

CONCURRENT ELECTIONS AND THE
COMPOSITION OF THE VOTE

But increasing aggregate turnout is not the only object-
ive. To make local democracy more representative, any
reform that increases turnout also needs to reduce the
skew in who votes.

There are theoretical reasons to expect off-cycle
local elections to lead to a less representative elector-
ate. The additional costs associated with stand-alone
local elections—voters need to learn the date of their
local election, find their local election polling place, and
make a specific trip to the polls just to vote on local
contests —may not affect all potential voters equally. In
particular, we might expect election timing to influence
high-propensity voters less than low-propensity voters.
For high-propensity voters (who are generally older,
white, and higher socioeconomic status), voting is a
well-formed habit that is unlikely to be affected by
relatively small changes to the costs of voting (Plutzer
2002). By contrast, even a modest increase in costs
could change the calculus and deter participation
among occasional voters (who are generally younger,
more likely to be minorities, and poorer). As a result,
we should expect the electorate during high-cost off-
cycle elections to include disproportionately more
high-propensity voters like older, white homeowners
who have abundant political resources and for low-cost
on-cycle elections to draw in relatively more low-pro-
pensity voters including younger Americans, racial
minorities, and the disadvantaged.
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Whether on-cycle elections actually produce a more
representative electorate is an empirical question for
which there is little existing evidence. States with higher
turnout tend to have less of a class bias in participation
(Hill and Leighley 1992), and there are at least some
cross-national studies finding that higher turnout is
associated with more lower-class participation
(Lijphart 1997). But it is also true that some reforms
that seek to expand turnout perversely increase dispar-
ities in participation (Berinsky 2005; Burden et al.
2014).

Critically, no published research has compared the
composition of voters between on- and off-cycle city
elections due to a lack of data on individual voter
demographics. The closest are two studies that examine
voter composition in school tax referenda (Kogan,
Lavertu, and Peskowitz 2018; Meredith 2009). But their
findings may not generalize to municipal candidate
elections. Nevertheless, both find that off-cycle tax
referenda tend to draw disproportionately older voters.
Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz (2018) also show that
those voting on off-cycle school tax referenda are
whiter and more conservative than are voters during
on-cycle elections. Several additional studies indirectly
infer differences in voter composition by looking at
changes in downstream outcomes such as teacher sal-
aries (Anzia 2014; Berry and Gersen 2011). We simply
don’t know whether and how shifting the dates of
citywide elections to coincide with statewide contests
influences who ultimately votes.

What we do know is that the answer to this question
is likely to be important for representation in local
government. Recent studies demonstrate that voters
and nonvoters in America have increasingly divergent
policy preferences, with nonvoters favoring a more
liberal, activist agenda (Leighley and Nagler 2013).
Likewise, research has found that higher turnout is
increasingly associated with more liberal policy out-
comes and higher support for Democratic candidates
(Fraga 2018; Hansford and Gomez 2010; Hill and
Leighley 1992). These patterns, coupled with studies
showing that voters have more influence over policy
than do nonvoters, suggest that who votes and who
doesn’t is consequential (Griffin and Newman 2005).

DATA AND RESEARCH DESIGN

In this study, we construct a panel of California city
elections covering the years 2008 through 2016 to
examine how the racial demographics, socioeconomic
status, age, and political orientation of voters who turn
out to vote in a city change as the timing of elections in
that city shifts (Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2021).
Recognizing the potential endogeneity of timing, our
empirical strategy employs city fixed effects and thus
leverages within-city variation in voter composition
over time.

There are a number of reasons to focus our analysis
on California. California is a large state (representing
12% of the national population) with enormous vari-
ation across its cities not only in terms of election timing

but also in terms of racial and social demographics,
institutional design (e.g., city manager vs. mayoral form
of government; district vs. at-large elections), and elect-
oral context (e.g., number of candidates, level of com-
petition). Studying a single state also allows us to hold
state-level policies constant. Nevertheless, while it is
clear that the state has cities that look like most cities
around the country, it is equally clear that California is
not an exact replica of the nation and we caution about
generalizing our results to the nation as a whole.

Our empirical analysis combines three types of data.
The first is a list of all decisive city elections in Califor-
nia between 2008 and 2016 derived from the California
Elections Data Archive.! This sample includes a little
over 2,000 city-by-election date observations, or about
four unique local election dates for each of California’s
roughly 500 cities. We classify every local election as
taking place on the same day as a presidential general
election, a midterm general election, or a statewide
primary election. All elections that do not occur on
one of these statewide election days are coded as being
held off cycle.”

In our panel, cities that change their election timing
over time almost always switch from off- to on-cycle
elections. In many cases, cost savings appears to be the
main motivation for the shift (Goodman 2016). Cities in
California pay the entire cost of stand-alone contests
but only a fraction of consolidated elections. A few
cities switched to on-cycle elections in response to a
2015 state law. Some cities also hold runoff elections on
cycle if no candidate wins a majority at the time of the
primary, and whether the runoff is required varies over
time. Finally, idiosyncratic reasons like scandal, retire-
ment, or death also sometimes result in cities holding
off-cycle special elections.

The second data source is based on the California
voter file, which indicates whether or not each voter
participated in a given election and includes the age of
each registrant. Finally, Catalist LLC, a national micro-
targeting vendor, supplements the voter file with a
variety of racial, demographic, and political data on
each voter. Catalist sources some of the variables
(including income, wealth, and home ownership) from
other commercial sources. In other cases (race, ideol-
ogy, and partisanship), it combines Census and com-
mercial data in combination with proprietary models to
predict values. For our main variables of interest, exist-
ing studies suggest that the Catalist estimates are suffi-
ciently precise (Fraga 2018). In the online appendix in
sections B, C, and D, we provide additional details on
these estimates, offer independent verification of their
accuracy, and test to see how our results might be
affected by potential measurement errors.

! By “decisive” we mean election dates on which af least one candi-
date for local office was elected. Thus, we exclude purely primary
elections, which only winnow the field for the runoff, as well as
elections featuring only ballot measures. We include all primary
elections during which at least one candidate was elected (e.g., in
cities where the runoff is optional).

2 Descriptive statistics are available in the online appendix (A).
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TABLE 1. Election Timing and the Racial Composition of Voters
White share of voters  Hispanic share of voters  Asian share of voters  Black share of voters
Presidential -9.971*** 6.774*** 2279 0.785
(2.281) (1.954) (0.835) (0.666)
Midterm -5.715™ 2.729 1.419* 0.615
(2.211) (1.902) (0.821) (0.645)
Primary -4.863** 1.846 2.553 -0.254
(2.209) (1.825) (1.597) (0.781)
Logged population -6.841** 3.989* -0.531 2.224*
(2.654) (2.261) (1.075) (1.276)
Over 65 -6.081 -12.70 5.743 16.96
(19.27) (17.02) (13.04) (13.83)
College degree -0.607 -11.66 4.294 8.043
(13.35) (11.07) (8.071) (10.43)
Black CVAP -15.58 19.68 -13.31 14.75
(17.31) (21.63) (8.140) (13.75)
API CVAP -71.15"* 27.29* 35.98*** -5.774
(17.17) (14.20) (13.03) (13.79)
Hispanic CVAP —43.12*** 30.63*** -1.664 4.790
(7.135) (6.374) (2.273) (3.237)
Median income —0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0000) (0.0001)
Total races 0.00923 0.127 -0.171 0.0666
(0.222) (0.189) (0.130) (0.106)
Mayoral race -1.331* 0.839 0.0817 0.146
(0.682) (0.646) (0.212) (0.158)
Candidates in race 0.0494 —-0.0882 -0.0170 0.0371
(0.0808) (0.0816) (0.0705) (0.0306)
Margin of victory —0.00347 -0.148 0.493 -0.699
(2.101) (2.360) (1.099) (0.832)
Off-cycle DV mean 67.49 17.80 7.70 4.62
Observations 1,864 1,864 1,864 1,864
R? 0.267 0.172 0.040 0.012
Number of cities 460 460 460 460
City FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Note: Robust standard errors clustered by city in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10.

Another potential source of error comes from the
fact that our compositional measures are based on the
current snapshot of the Catalist voter file. We match
voters to the electoral jurisdiction corresponding to
their current address. However, a voter we observe
today living in one city may have lived in a different
city at the time of an earlier election. However, this type
of measurement error turns out to be a minor issue.
Among the subsample of election dates for which
official turnout statistics are available at the municipal
level, the correlation between these official figures and
the Catalist count is 0.999.

All told, any measurement error in our compos-
itional dependent variables should attenuate our esti-
mates, making it more difficult for us to find significant
differences across election dates. Such measurement
error cannot explain the significant and substantively
large effects we report below.

To ensure that our timing effects are not driven by
local demographics, we control for time-varying meas-
ures of resident age, income, education, the racial
breakdown of the city, and the total population. Like-
wise, to ensure that election competitiveness is not

driving our results, we control for whether or not there
is a mayoral election on the ballot, the number of local
races on the ballot, the average margin of victory across
these races, and the average number of candidates
per race.

TIMING AND VOTER COMPOSITION

We begin our examination of the effect of timing on the
composition of voters in city elections in Table 1 with a
focus on race. The table presents fixed effects regres-
sion estimates for the effect of election timing on the
share of voters in each racial category including all city
elections during which at least one local candidate was
elected.’ That specification exploits variation in local
election timing within cities over time.*

3 Our main results are robust to the inclusion of city-specific time
trends (Section F of the online appendix).

4 We employ an alternate approach that uses all election dates—
including primary, midterm, and presidential elections—regardless


https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421000915

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 76.216.254.183, on 19 Aug 2021 at 16:02:20, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421000915

Zoltan L. Hajnal, Vladimir Kogan, and G. Agustin Markarian

TABLE 2. Election Timing and the Age Composition of Voters
Share of voters over age 55 Share of voters under age 40
Presidential -21.89*** 11.925***
(1.661) (1.499)
Midterm -12.592*** 3.681**
(1.642) (1.459)
Primary -4.156™* 0.600
(1.659) (1.403)
Logged population -9.751*** 16.90™**
(3.421) (3.730)
Over 65 75.88"** -87.80***
(19.96) (25.16)
College degree —44.88** 43.27*
(21.95) (20.09)
Black CVAP 0.649 -32.28*
(15.13) (19.55)
API CVAP -21.42 12.65
(15.80) (17.02)
Hispanic CVAP —29.09*** 29.98™**
(9.149) (9.892)
Median income —-0.0000 0.0001
(0.0001) (0.0001)
Total races -0.361 0.333
(0.282) (0.202)
Mayoral race -0.716 0.183
(0.527) (0.391)
Candidates in race —-0.0965 0.0602
(0.135) (0.112)
Margin of victory 0.978 -1.343
(2.657) (2.832)
Off-cycle DV mean 49.74 13.23
Observations 1,864 1,864
R? 0.453 0.382
Number of cities 460 460
City FE Yes Yes
Note: Robust standard errors clustered by city in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10.

When cities shift to on-cycle elections, we find that
the non-Hispanic white share of voters declines,
whereas shares of racial and ethnic minorities increase
substantially. Whites typically account for more than
two thirds of all voters in off-cycle elections but their
share of voters decreases by nearly 10 percentage points
when local elections are held on the same day as presi-
dential contests, by 5.7 points when they are concurrent
with midterm elections, and by 4.9 points when they are
held during statewide primaries. Latinos and Asian
Americans—the two largest minority groups in Califor-
nia—gain the most from a move to on-cycle elections.
The Latino share of voters increases from about 18 % in
off-cycle elections to just under 25% when these elec-
tions are consolidated with presidential contests.

of whether any local contests took place at the same time. This allows
us to also leverage data from all cities that have off-cycle elections
including those that don’t vary the timing during the course of panel,
as we can still compare voter composition from these local elections
with the electorate observed in the same cities during statewide
elections even if no local races appeared on the ballot then. The
results, which are reported in Section E of the online appendix, are
quite similar.

For Asian Americans, their share of the electorate
increases by 2.3 percentage points when cities move to
the same date as presidential elections and by 1.4 points
when cities move to the same date as midterm elections.
This might appear to be a substantively small effect, but
it’s important to keep in mind that Asian Americans
account for only 7.7% of the electorate in off-cycle
elections, so this represents increases of 30% and
19%, respectively. We also find that the Black share
of voters is substantively unaffected by timing.

There are even more dramatic effects for age. As
Table 2 demonstrates, younger Americans are substan-
tially better represented in on-cycle contests and older
Americans’ share of the electorate is substantially
reduced during these contests. Although older Ameri-
cans represent only about a quarter of the population of
California cities, they account for nearly half of off-
cycle voters. But the share of older voters drops almost
22 points in local elections that coincide with presiden-
tial elections, 13 points for midterm elections, and
4 points when local elections are coupled with statewide
primaries. At the other end of the age spectrum, the
share of younger Americans—the age group least likely
to participate in politics—almost doubles during
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TABLE 3. Election Timing and the Economic Composition of Voters
Under $40K Over $100K Under $30K Over $100K Homeowner
income share income share wealth share wealth share share
Presidential 1.224 -0.0160 3.018* -2.153** -3.998*
(1.509) (1.173) (1.633) (1.021) (2.278)
Midterm 0.670 0.316 -0.0122 -2.046** -1.030
(1.470) (1.160) (1.606) (1.041) (2.234)
Primary 0.606 0.935 -2.063 -0.145 2.403
(1.322) (1.206) (1.453) (1.118) (2.212)
Logged population 0.260 5.310 2.319 9.042*** -4.261*
(1.962) (3.269) (2.332) (3.404) (2.413)
Over 65 -5.683 4.710 -13.10 16.48 17.03
(18.82) (22.42) (17.02) (27.02) (20.02)
College degree 4.520 30.08* 41.21*** 3.883 -22.15
(12.35) (17.56) (14.60) (20.87) (19.25)
Black CVAP -6.003 -17.49 -20.78 4.432 10.97
(13.31) (14.74) (13.25) (14.18) (15.61)
API CVAP -32.91** 28.20 -32.54** 25.80 27.29
(14.94) (21.19) (15.93) (23.03) (16.73)
Hispanic CVAP 9.975 -6.871 -6.224 14.63** 10.44
(6.393) (5.490) (9.600) (5.741) (8.922)
Median income —-0.0000 -0.0001 -0.0002** -0.0002** 0.0002**
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)
Total races 0.245 -0.303 0.192 -0.0158 -0.731**
(0.256) (0.200) (0.227) (0.110) (0.332)
Mayoral race -0.147 0.781*** -0.778 0.547** 1.142*
(0.380) (0.292) (0.553) (0.239) (0.590)
Candidates in race 0.0719 -0.00292 0.0304 -0.00314 -0.243***
(0.114) (0.0703) (0.0852) (0.0573) (0.0929)
Margin of victory -0.844 -2.182 -0.636 0.0843 -3.815
(2.208) (1.584) (2.718) (1.321) (2.868)
Off-cycle DV mean 26.07 37.72 18.39 14.23 73.65
Observations 1,860 1,860 1,860 1,860 1,860
R? 0.011 0.012 0.082 0.044 0.079
Number of cities 459 459 459 459 459
City FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Note: Robust standard errors clustered by city in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10.

presidential elections, with significant but smaller gains
for midterm election dates.

Table 3 examines the effects of election timing on
voter socioeconomic status. The results here are not as
consistent or robust but there are, nevertheless, signs
that moving to on-cycle elections can increase the voice
of less advantaged Americans. In particular, local con-
tests that coincide with presidential elections have a
larger share of residents with little family wealth (under
$30,000) and a significantly smaller share of residents
with substantial wealth (over $100,000) as well as a
marginally significant smaller share of homeowners.

Not surprisingly, given the well-established associ-
ations between demographics and partisanship, the
effects we have documented have important conse-
quences for political attributes. As Table 4 shows, the
share of voters predicted to identify with the Demo-
cratic Party grows by 3.8 points during presidential
elections. Likewise, the share of voters with liberal
leanings increases by 3.8 points during on-cycle presi-
dential elections and by 1.9 points in on-cycle midterm
elections.

A MORE REPRESENTATIVE ELECTORATE?

The results so far suggest that on-cycle elections prod-
uce an electorate that looks more like the overall
California population. But how much does election
timing influence the extent to which voters look like
the residents of individual cities? To answer this ques-
tion, we examine a new set of dependent variables that
measures representativeness—each group’s share of
voters in an election divided by that group’s share of
a city’s voting-age population. A value of one corres-
ponds to perfect representation. Larger numbers indi-
cate that a group is proportionately overrepresented,
whereas values below one indicate that a group is
underrepresented.’

5 For racial groups, we use the group’s share of the citizen voting-age
population. For partisanship, we use share of the registered voters.
We do not have a strictly comparable measure of the income or
wealth of the city population.
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Share of Liberal voters

3.806**
(0.839)
1.898*
(0.835)
2.140*
(1.085)
~1.860
(1.734)

8.350
(11.15)
0.761
(11.99)
~0.0830
(12.33)
7.378
(7.865)
1.570
(3.400)
~0.0001

(0.0001)
-0.303
(0.139)

0.120
(0.261)
~0.0695

(0.0687)
—2.444*

TABLE 4. Election Timing and the Political Composition of Voters
Share of Democratic voters
Presidential 3.837***
(1.025)
Midterm 1.217
(1.024)
Primary 1.329
(1.192)
Logged population -0.102
(1.969)
Over 65 8.146
(13.95)
College degree 4.928
(14.80)
Black CVAP 3.379
(12.30)
API CVAP 10.99
(9.805)
Hispanic CVAP 1.969
(5.851)
Median income 0.0000
(0.0001)
Total races 0.245
(0.195)
Mayoral race 0.0855
(0.357)
Candidates in race —-0.0619
(0.0904)
Margin of victory —2.998*
(1.765)
Off-cycle DV mean 61.74
Observations 1,864
R? 0.093
Number of cities 460
City FE Yes
Note: Robust standard errors clustered by city in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10.

The results, reported in Table 5, demonstrate on-
cycle elections produce a more representative elector-
ate. Not surprisingly, white voters are overrepresented
in off-cycle elections (a ratio of 1.68), but shifting to on-
cycle presidential dates reduces this gap. The Latino
share of the population is roughly double the group’s
share of voters in off-cycle contests. But when local
elections are held concurrently with the presidential
contest, Latino representation moves closer to parity.
On-cycle elections also significantly reduce the under-
representation of Asian Americans.

Effects are even more pronounced in terms of voter
age. Older Americans represent more than twice as
many voters as they do adult city residents. But that
overrepresentation is reduced by roughly half in on-
cycle contests. Finally, Democrats are generally slightly
underrepresented in off-cycle elections (a ratio of 0.91)
but moving to concurrent local elections produces near-
parity (a ratio of 0.98). All of these effects are much
smaller and often insignificant for midterm and primary
election dates. We again find more limited representa-
tional gains for Blacks. In summary, the shift to
on-cycle elections and in particular the move to presi-
dential election dates brings us closer to a world where

voters begin to look more like the population of city
residents.

WHERE DOES TIMING MATTER MOST?

If timing affects voter racial composition, we should see
the most pronounced effects in cities where minorities
represent a larger share of the population. In Figure 1,
we show that this is indeed the case. The figure illus-
trates how the predicted effect of election timing on
voter racial composition varies across cities with differ-
ent levels of minority population. The figure compares
off-cycle with presidential elections, but Section I of the
online appendix also reports results for midterm and
primary elections.

The shift to presidential election timing reduces the
white share of voters by less than 5 percentage points in
cities where whites represent more than 80% of the
voting-age population, but the effect is more than
15 percentage points in cities where white residents
account for only a quarter of the adult population. Even
more dramatically, holding local elections concurrently
with presidential contests increases the Latino share of
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FIGURE 1.
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voters by less than 5 percentage points in a city where
Latinos account for a fifth of the adult population. But
the effect increases to 25 percentage points in a city that
is 55% Latino.

ROLL OFF

Our measures are based on official voting records,
which indicate only whether a voter cast a ballot in
each election and do not reveal whether the individual
marked a vote in any given race. One could, for
example, choose to vote in a presidential contest but

then “roll off” by failing to mark the ballot for a city
contest. If the voters who turn out for high-profile
national elections but roll off are disproportionately
Democratic, liberal, poor, and young, this could offset
much of the demographic shift we documented above.

To address this concern, we examined precinct-
level returns in San Diego— California’s largest city
with on-cycle elections—to see whether ballot roll off
there is, in fact, related to race, age, and partisanship.
Focusing on turnout in San Diego’s 640 precincts in
November 2012, when ballots were cast for both
president and mayor, we find no major differences
in roll-off rates by race or partisanship (as Figure 2
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TABLE 5. Election Timing and the Representativeness of Voters
Ratio of
Democratic
Ratio of white Ratio of Hispanic Ratio of Asian Ratio of voters voters to
voters to white voters to Hispanic voters to Asian over 65 to adults registered
CVAP CVAP CVAP over 65 Democrats
Presidential —-0.361*** 0.240*** 0.156™** -1.173*** 0.0670***
(0.139) (0.0671) (0.0392) (0.184) (0.0183)
Midterm -0.167 0.0464 0.0535 -0.707*** 0.0187
(0.149) (0.0675) (0.0379) (0.179) (0.0183)
Primary —-0.266™" 0.0230 0.110** —-0.328** 0.0218
(0.128) (0.0654) (0.0453) (0.159) (0.0199)
Logged population -1.185 0.315 —-0.0781 -0.974*** —0.00201
(1.205) (0.229) (0.193) (0.234) (0.0343)
Over 65 -5.689 3.688 0.722 3.466™* 0.0901
(4.811) (3.595) (1.444) (1.021) (0.233)
College degree 0.622 -2.697 0.516 -1.175 0.157
(0.837) (1.877) (0.550) (1.141) (0.234)
Black CVAP 2.307* -2.402 0.135 -0.374 0.0595
(1.133) (2.175) (0.575) (1.030) (0.184)
API CVAP 1.836 2.468™ -3.825"** -0.667 0.146
(1.379) (1.166) (0.739) (0.985) (0.159)
Hispanic CVAP 2.409*** -1.766™** 0.538 —-2.055"** 0.0304
(0.854) (0.320) (0.488) (0.709) (0.0988)
Median income —0.0000 0.0001 0.0000 —0.0000 —0.0000
(0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000)
Total races 0.0153 —0.00531 -0.0103 —-0.0161 0.00166
(0.0204) (0.00786) (0.00694) (0.0152) (0.00312)
Mayoral race -0.107* 0.0284 0.0366 —-0.0505 0.00202
(0.0634) (0.0205) (0.0392) (0.0491) (0.00566)
Candidates in race 0.00783 —0.00821* 0.000823 —0.00912 —0.00106
(0.00628) (0.00479) (0.00465) (0.00619) (0.00143)
Margin of victory 0.431 —-0.00640 0.0917 -0.123 —0.0495*
(0.386) (0.0679) (0.0878) (0.201) (0.0300)
Off-cycle DV mean 1.678 0.543 0.911 2.251 0.911
Observations 1,856 1,856 1,856 1,856 1,856
R? 0.012 0.100 0.054 0.430 0.113
Number of cities 460 460 460 460 460
City FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Note: Robust standard errors clustered by city in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10.

and 3 help toillustrate) but do find some evidence that
younger voters are more likely to skip down-ballot
races (as Figure 4 reveals). These age effects are far
more modest than the representational gains pro-
duced by on-cycle elections, however. More system-
atic ecological inference models that we detail in the
online appendix roughly mirror the patterns in the
figures.

Because patterns in San Diego in 2012 might differ
from those of contests in other cities, we also exam-
ined cross-sectional variation in the level of observed
roll off across all cities in the state to see whether roll
off is correlated with aggregate voter demographics.
Those results, which are displayed in the online
appendix, provide no evidence that roll off is greater
in more racially diverse or more Democratic cities or
in jurisdictions with a younger electorate. All of this
suggests that roll off does not undo the representa-
tional gains produced through on-cycle elections.

DISCUSSION

We live in a time when the nation is focusing enormous
attention on electoral reform. While some efforts limit
voter options in the name of preventing fraud, others
seek to expand the electorate. As we write this, at least
112 bills expanding voter access are moving through
31 state legislatures and Congress is considering HR1, a
major initiative to expand democratic access and equity
(Morales-Doyle et al. 2021). Almost as many fraud-
related measures are actively being considered or
passed. In short, there is a real appetite for electoral
reform. On-cycle elections is one of the reforms that is
getting increasing attention and one that could poten-
tially be rapidly expanded around the country. Three
states— California, Arizona, and Nevada—have
recently passed laws mandating on-cycle elections. At
least two others— Washington state and Tennessee —
are considering legislation to do the same. Moreover,
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FIGURE 2. Precinct-Level Roll Off in 2012 San
Diego Mayoral Election by Latino Voter Share
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FIGURE 3. Precinct-Level Roll Off in 2012 San
Diego Mayoral Election by Democratic Share of
Voter Registration
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with surveys showing that the public strongly favors on-
cycle elections, widespread timing reform seems quite
possible, if not likely.

For all of these reasons, it is critical that we do more
to understand the effects of local election timing. We
have shown that moving to on-cycle elections—
especially to elections held on the same day as presi-
dential contests—has real potential to alter who
participates in local democracy. In California, holding
city elections concurrently with statewide and national
contests reduces the overrepresentation of whites and
older Americans and, to a smaller extent, the well-off.
The voters who typically participate the least, and
generally have less of a voice in American democracy,
gain the most. These patterns make the move to on-
cycle elections well worth considering.

FIGURE 4. Precinct-Level Roll Off in 2012 San
Diego Mayoral Election by Share of Voters 65 and
Older
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But important questions remain. One wonders
whether the effects that we see here in California
generalize to other states around the country. That
we find more pronounced effects on minorities in cities
where more minorities live suggests that the represen-
tational gains are likely to be greatest in the most
diverse jurisdictions. More research is necessary to
understand how timing affects democratic outcomes
such as who is elected and whether minority candidates
fare better when the electorate is broader and more
diverse. And finally, are there effects for how cities
spend their money and, ultimately, who wins and who
loses in local democracy? Ongoing efforts to reform
local election timing promise to provide fertile ground
for research on these and related questions.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS
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