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Abstract
A long-standing line of research attributes criminal justice outcomes in
America to punitive attitudes held by the public. For these scholars, the pri- mary
mechanism driving this relationship is a punitive public electing puni-tive
politicians. This article presents new evidence complicating that storyby
demonstrating that citizens’ punitive attitudes do not directly translate into
their electoral choices. We use three national conjoint experiments to
demonstrate this disjunction. Our first two experiments demonstrate agreement about which classes of offenders are more deserving of release. This
agreement holds for Democrats, Republicans, and respondents at all levels of
racial resentment. However, when respondents were asked to choose between
hypothetical candidates promising to release these same classes of offenders, the
consensus breaks down. In an hypothetical electoral context, partisan and racial
resentment-based divisions emerge. These findings suggest that the translation
between public levels of punitiveness and their electoral prefer- ences regarding
candidates’ criminal justice policies are not straightforward. Our findings
suggest that researchers must focus more on the mechanismsconnecting public
opinion and criminal justice outcomes.
Keywords: Criminal Justice; Race and Ethnic Politics; Public Opinion; Conjoint
Experiments
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Many scholars have tried to explain America’s high rate of imprisonment. One
prominent theory attributes mass incarceration to politicians’ responses to puni- tive
public opinion from across the political spectrum (Clegg & Usmani, 2018; Duxbury,
2021b; Enns, 2014,1; Forman Jr, 2017; Fortner, 2015; Schoenfeld, 2018).1 According
to these public opinion-centric theories, electoral decisions when crim- inal justice
policies are at stake should reflect public preferences. For example,Enns (2014)
argues that public opinion regarding criminal justice drives changesin criminal
justice policy outcomes like incarceration rates.

Elections, Enns says, are an

“important avenue” driving the relationship between public opinion and criminal
justice policy outcomes.

However, this research does not directly probe the

relationship between public opinion and electoral choices. Instead, scholars of- ten
focus on the relationship between public opinion and aggregate outcomes like
incarceration rates – ignoring the intermediate step connecting public sentiment to
voting behavior. (Enns, 2016; Jennings et al., 2017; Lax & Phillips, 2012; Zimring &
Johnson, 2006).2
This article examines the connection between the public’s preferences over criminal justice policy and their preferences over candidates’ criminal justice policy
platforms. We test the opinion-election connection using three preregistered conjoint studies. In our first conjoint experiment, we find evidence for a strong bipartisan consensus on the characteristics of individual inmates that respondents prefer
to be released from prison.3 Moving beyond individuals, our second conjoint finds that
this consensus holds when deciding which groups of offenders to release.
But, in our third experiment, we find that the consensus about who respondents
want to release does not translate into electoral choices. We find that politicians do
1For

related approaches focusing on partisanship and punishment see (Grumbach, 2018; Murakawa, 2014).
2For example, in Incarceration Nation, Enns connects public punitive mood to changes in national
incarceration rates. But Enns does not address whether punitive public mood leads to more puni- tive
candidates being elected. Our findings suggest that the connection between public preferences over
policy and public preferences over candidates is more tenuous than Enns assumes.
3These results align with work finding that despite the outward appearance of deep partisan
divides on immigration, there is little variation in preferences over who the United States should
permit to immigrate (Hainmueller & Hopkins, 2015)
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not benefit from proposing liberalizing criminal justice reforms. In fact, politicians
typically pay a small cost for proposing to release even drug-offenders, who respondents in the first two studies preferred for release at overwhelming rates.
In total, these findings suggest that the preference ordering of survey respondents regarding criminal justice policies does not necessarily translate to the preference ordering for candidates proposing those criminal justice policies. Put another
way, respondents’ policy preferences do not directly translate to respondents’ electoral preferences. This suggests that the public opinion-election mechanism that
Enns (2014) leverages is not straightforward. This challenges theories that posit a
direct link between between punitive attitudes, electoral support, and policy outcomes.

Public Opinion and Criminal Justice
The American public has been generally punitive in public opinion polling (Cullen
et al., 2000; Pickett, 2019; Ramirez, 2013b). For example, time-series estimatesof
support for the death penalty since 1970 consistently find over 60% support
(Baumgartner et al., 2017) and a vast majority of GSS respondents report that courts
are “not harsh enough” in dealing with criminals (Ramirez, 2013a). But while researchers agree on these stylized facts, substantial scholarly debate remains over
whether this punitive sentiment drives criminal justice outcomes or merely reflects
elite behavior (Lenz, 2013).
One body of work argues that the punitive public is illusory, reflecting messag- ing
from politicians and media sources rather than genuine concern about rising crime
or disorder (Beckett, 1999; Brown, 2006; Gottschalk, 2006; Matthews, 2005). As
Pickett (2019) notes, these accounts are constructionist, claiming that issue entrepreneurs channeled racial animus into punitive sentiment through the elite construction of a “crime issue” (Loo & Grimes, 2004; Weaver, 2007). A broader literature on framing effects lends validity to these theories with researchers finding that
3

more TV news consumption increases concern about crime and racializes the crime
issue itself (Baranauskas & Drakulich, 2018; Gilliam Jr & Iyengar, 2000; Mendel- berg,
1997). While this work largely suggests that the media framing of crime makes
public sentiment more punitive, some work shows the opposite; Baumgart- ner et al.
(2008) finds that for every ten New York Times stories focused on in- nocent people
sentenced to death, death penalty support falls by 1.5%. Critically, these studies agree
that elites lead the masses on criminal justice policy. On this account, politicians and
the media drive American mass incarceration (Alexander, 2011; Eubank & Fresh,
2021).
Another body of research posits the opposite relationship, arguing that rising
public punitiveness in response to real concerns about crime drives more punitive
policy outcomes. These scholars argue that crime concerns are not constructed by
media and politicians; rather, they arise organically among the public in response
to concerns about real changes in crime rates (Clegg & Usmani, 2018; Enns, 2016).
A substantial body of work validates this, identifying changes in punitive sentiment that follow changes in violent crime rates (Baumgartner et al., 2008; Duxbury,
2020; Jacobs & Kent, 2007; Jennings et al., 2017). Other scholarship exploits variation in the selection method of different government officials to identify the effect
of an electoral connection on criminal justice policy outcomes. This work shows
that elected judges more closely follow public preferences in determining criminal sentencing than appointed judges (Boyd & Nelson, 2017; Brace & Boyea, 2008;
Canes-Wrone et al., 2014). Relatedly, researchers document how criminal justice
policy adoption across states more closely tracks the preferences of advantaged
social groups than the preferences of race-class subjugated communities (Boushey,
2016; Duxbury, 2021a; Forman Jr, 2017; Hinton, 2017).
However, across both the elite-constructionist and public-driven accounts, di- rect
tests that connect public policy preferences to electoral choices are wanting. This
crucial connection between public preferences and electoral choices may seem
intuitive, but it should not be assumed. A broad literature identifies the complexity
4

of selecting individual candidates when voters’ policy preferences span multiple
dimensions (Klar, 2014; Stoetzer & Zittlau, 2020; Treier & Hillygus, 2009). Therefore, studying the translation of public opinion to electoral preferences is crucial
for adjudicating between the elite-driven or public-driven theories of incarceration. If electoral choices do not reflect public sentiments then the theorized mechanism connecting public punitiveness to punitive policy outcomes rests on shaky
ground. This article tests that connection and finds evidence that policy preferences for criminal justice do not directly translate to electoral preferences for candidates endorsing those same policies.

Analysis Approach
All three studies use conjoint experiments. The conjoint design permits us to analyze choices made along multiple dimensions simultaneously. Conjoint designs
involve randomizing different levels of multiple attributes across profiles. The
profiles are compared to one another, and respondents are entered into a forced
choice decision between the two profiles. Importantly, because attribute levels
are each randomized independently and the outcome (choice) is measured on the
same scale for all attributes, effect sizes can be compared to one another.
In this case, we estimate two quantities of interest across all three conjoint experiments: average marginal component effects (AMCEs)4 and conditional marginal
means.5 AMCEs represent the effect of changes in levels of an attribute on the likelihood respondents select a profile, averaging across all other features. Marginal
means represent the percent of the time that a profile is selected when a given
attribute level is present.
For each of the three conjoint experiments we present three estimates based on
4

An AMCE “measures the degree to which a given value of a conjoint profile feature increases
or decreases respondents’ support for the overall profile relative to a baseline, averaging across all
respondents and all other profile features” (Leeper et al., 2020).
5Conditional marginal means reflect how favorable respondents are toward profiles with particular attribute levels (Leeper et al., 2020; Levy, 2021).
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these two quantities of interest. First, we present the AMCE, as discussed above. Next,
we present the marginal means across partisan groups and racial attitudes.
Specifically, we compare the marginal means for Republicans and Democrats and
for high and low racial resentment respondents in each study. 6 We do so because a
robust literature demonstrates that both racial attitudes (Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005b;
Mendelberg, 1997; Peffley & Hurwitz, 2002) and partisan politics (Eckhouse, 2019;
Keen & Jacobs, 2009; Smith, 2004; Stucky et al., 2005)7 are key driver of criminal
justice policy and attitudes.
All three studies are pre-registered at [LINK REDACTED]8 Study 1 took place
between June 21st, 2021 and June 22nd 2021, while study 2 and 3 took place between December 1st and 3rd of 2021. Across all 3 studies, respondents were recruited through Lucid – a survey firm which registered more than 30 million unique
respondent IDs platform-wide in 2020. We used quotas to match the U.S. census
population. Study 2 and 3 use the same respondents, while Study 1 is a unique
sample. Table 1, below, summarizes the 3 studies below.
Past research has documented concerns with the data quality of survey samples
on Lucid, primarily driven by the inattentiveness of survey respondents (Aronow
et al., 2020). We take several steps to address this potential concern. First, Lucid
conducted bot checks to ensure that respondents were human. Next, we screened
respondents with two attention check questions in the pre-experiment phase of the
survey. Our analysis only includes respondents who passed both attention checks,
6We use the standard four question battery

for racial resentment: (1) Irish, Italians, Jewish and
many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way up. Blacks should do the same
without any special favors, (2) Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions
that make it difficult for Blacks to work their way out of the lower class, (3) Over the past few
years, Blacks have gotten less than they deserve (4) It’s really a matter of some people not trying
hard enough; if Blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off as whites.
7But see (Grumbach, 2018; Gunderson, 2021; Murakawa, 2014) for push back on the idea that
incarceration is primarily a Republican-driven political project.
8See supplemental materials for anonymized pre-registrations. Our registration for study 1
specified the following hypothesis: H1: People will support offering parole to those who are incarcerated for non-violent crimes at higher rates, which we found support for. Our registration
covering the next two studies specified a new H1: Respondents will support decarceral referen- dums
at higher rates than they support decarceral candidates, and H2: Respondents will support punitive
candidates at higher rates than decarceral candidates. We found support for the second hypothesis but
not the first, which will be the focus of other ongoing work.
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in line with the recommendations of Aronow et al. (2020).9 In survey 1 (with conjoint 1) 84.2% of respondents passed both attention checks, while in survey 2 (with
both conjoint 2 and 3) 88.9% of respondents passed both attention checks. Finally,
we monitored the response time for each conjoint task and the survey as a whole
for all respondents. In survey 1, respondents spent an average of eight and a half
minutes (median of 5) on the survey and an average of 32 seconds on each spe- cific
conjoint task (median of 23 seconds). In survey 2, respondents spent an aver- age of
19 minutes (median of 13 minutes) answering questions and an average of22
seconds on each specific conjoint task (median of 17 seconds per task). Together,
these suggest that respondents were generally attentive and not speeding through
surveys.
Table 1: Summary of Three Conjoints
Study
Sample
Conjoint-1 Lucid (June 21st-22nd, 2021)
Conjoint-2 Lucid (December 1st-3rd, 2021)
Conjoint-3 Lucid (December 1st-3rd, 2021,
Same sample as Conjoint 2)

Testing
Consensus on which individual offenders are more deserving of parole?
Consensus on which classes of
offenders should be released to
halfway homes?
Consensus on preferences over legislative candidates criminal justice
policies?

Study 1
This study uses a conjoint experiment in which respondents are presented with
randomized profiles of two hypothetical incarcerated individuals.10 Each respondent completes four choice tasks evaluating these sets of profiles. In each of the decisions, respondents choose which of the two incarcerated individuals they would
9We

remove all respondents from the survey who do not pass both attention checks, meaning they
do not take the conjoint tasks we present below. Similarly, we
10The study was preregistered at [REDACTED TO PRESERVE ANONYMITY]
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prefer their government to parole. Respondents then rate how likely they would
be to release the individual they chose on a scale from 1 (definitely would not) to
5 (definitely would). We present results for the forced choice dependent variable
measure and use the ratings to demonstrate robustness beyond the context of the
standard conjoint (see Supplementary Information Section 8).11
We recruited 1,909 participants using Lucid. Respondents completed the informed consent form, answered baseline political questions concerning partisanship, ideology, and racial resentment. Respondents passed two attention checks and
received instructions on the conjoint tasks. After that, people completed four decision
tasks in succession and then finished the survey. Respondents were: 76% White, 10%
Black, 12% Hispanic, 48% Democrat, 36% Republican, and averaged 47 years old.
The median respondent completed their Associates Degree while re- porting annual
income between $50,000 and $54,999. See the SI section 1 for more details.
Each profile consists of a set of seven attributes for each hypothetical parolee.
These attributes (Table 2) are independently randomized in each profile. We chose
these attributes for realism and policy relevance. First, we chose age of offense, sex,
race, and education to provide realistic profiles that contain demographic information that past research shows affects punitive preferences (Unnever & Cullen,
2010). The six levels of offense we present here correspond to the six most common convictions in state prisons.12 As of 2020, individuals who were convicted of
murder, sexual assault, assault, theft, firearms possession, or drug possession
constitute two-thirds of the incarcerated population.
We include time served for two reasons. First, a large literature establishesthe
“age-crime curve”; individuals are unlikely to re-offend beyond a certain age
(Shulman et al., 2013; Stolzenberg & D’Alessio, 2008). Second, an important fea- ture
of American mass incarceration is its aging prison population, including many
11This approach closely follows other work using similar designs, see for example: (Ward, 2019) and

(Carnes & Lupu, 2016).
12Prison Policy Initiative, 2020
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who have already served long sentences (Pfaff, 2017). Finally, we include location
of planned release as a check to ensure that our results are consistent even when
incarcerated-individuals are to be released into the communities and states of respondents.
Table 2: Study 1 Conjoint Attributes and Levels
Attribute
Age at time of offense
Sex
Race
Education
Offense
Time already Served
Location of planned release

Levels
[17 / 22 / 27 / 32]
[Male / Female]
[White / Black / Hispanic]
[No High School / High School / College]
[Murder / Sexual assault / Assault / Theft / Illegal
Firearm / Drug Possession]
[1 year / 5 years / 9 years / 13 years / 17 years / 29
years]
[Your town / Your state / Another state]

Study 1 Results
Beginning with AMCEs, Figure 1 presents the effect of changes in levels of an attribute on the likelihood respondents select a profile, averaging across all other
features. We estimate AMCEs simultaneously using linear regression. Here the
dependent variable is a 1 for profiles that respondents preferred; standard errors
are clustered at the respondent-level. We find evidence of a consensus among
respondents about who should be released from prison. Demographic variables
including race, sex, and education have statistically significant but substantively
small effects on the likelihood of a profile being selected for parole.13
On the other hand, the offense an individual committed has a large effect on
preferences for parole. Relative to those incarcerated for assault, those incarcer- ated
for drug possession are preferred for release by 21% (95% CI: 18.02, 23.34).
Similarly, those incarcerated for theft are preferred by 19% (95% CI: 14.15, 19.59)
while profiles of those incarcerated for firearm possession are preferred by 11%
13For

a table reflecting these results, see Supplemental Information Appendix section 4.
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Figure 1: Change in probability a respondent prefers to offer parole for each randomly assigned attribute

(95% CI: 7.92, 13.61). Violent offenders’ profiles are much less likely to be selected.
Relative to those incarcerated for assault, those incarcerated for sexual assault are
18% (95% CI: -20.58, -15.01) less likely to be selected while profiles of those incarcerated for murder are disfavored by 28% (95% CI: -30.83, -25.74).
For demographic characteristics, we show that Black incarcerated profiles were
3% (95% CI: 1.63, 5.29) more likely to be offered parole, while Hispanic profiles were
not significantly more likely to be chosen than White profiles. Similar results emerge
for sex and age. Female profiles are 4% more likely to be chosen (95% CI: 2.18, 5.08];
individuals who committed their offense at 32 are 6% (95% CI: -8.08,
-3.98) less likely to be chosen than those who committed their offense at the age
of 17. While these results are all statistically significant, they are not substantively
large when compared to type of offense committed.
Time-served and education also matter. Relative to profiles who have been in
prison for 1 year, respondents were more likely to choose profiles with 5, 9 13, 17,
and 29 years served. Moving from 1 to 29 years in prison yields a 13% increase
10

(95% CI: 10.68, 16.16) in respondents choosing the profile. Additionally, people were
6% (95% CI: 4.44, 8.11) more likely to offer parole to college educated indi- viduals
than those with no high school diploma.
Next, we estimate differences in conditional marginal means (Figure 2) to test
whether these findings are consistent across groups. Conditional marginal means
indicate the level of respondent favorability toward a profile with a particular attribute level, and thus allow for sub-group comparisons (Leeper et al., 2020; Levy,
2021).
We find strong evidence for a bipartisan consensus. Figure 2 displays the marginal
means for Republican (n = 2,216 cases) and Democratic (n = 3,071 cases) respondents. Statistically significant differences in preferences between Republicans and
Democrats only exist within three attributes: race of incarcerated individual, offense committed, and location where the incarcerated individual would be released. On race of the incarcerated individual, Republicans were 3% less likely
(95% CI: -5.73, -0.50) to select Black profiles and 5% more likely to select White
profiles (95% CI: 2.28, 7.86). In the offense category, Republicans were 5% less
likely to parole individuals incarcerated for murder relative to Democrats (95%
CI: -8.96, -1.18), and 6% (95% CI: 1.25, 10.28) more likely to prefer releasing individuals incarcerated for illegal firearm possession. Finally, Republicans were 6%
(95% CI: -8.32, -2.98) less likely to choose release for incarcerated individuals when
this would mean release into their communities. Still, each of these differences is
substantively small, not exceeding 6%.
There is a high level of consensus across partisan groups on the attributes that
matter most to respondents: type of offense and time served. Roughly 70% of
Democrats and Republicans choose to offer parole to drug offenders, over 60%choose
to offer parole to those incarcerated for illegal firearm possession and over 65%
choose to parole those incarcerated for theft. Similarly, a majority of Democrats and
Republicans believe that those who have already spent over a decade incar- cerated
should be released. Differences between partisans on these attribute levels
11

Figure 2: How often Republicans and Democrats prefer to grant parole when a
given attribute appears in their decision task

are not statistically distinguishable from zero.
Consensus does not just exist across the partisan divide. A robust literature
documents the effects of racial attitudes on preferences for criminal justice policy (Bobo & Johnson, 2004; Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005a; Hutchings, 2015; Soss et al.,
2003). Figure 3 compares the marginal means for high and low racial resentment
respondents across each attribute level.14 Coefficients for high and low racial resentment respondents are not significantly different from one another on any attribute other than race and offense. High resentment respondents were 14% (95%
CI: 8.84, 19.14) more likely to choose White profiles for parole and 9% (95% CI: 3.63,
13.97) less likely to choose Black profiles than low racial resentment respondents.
14The

figure compares the respondents with the maximum level of racial resentment (8.3% of
all respondents) to respondents with the minimum level of racial resentment (10.2% of all respondents). Results are substantively unchanged when comparing the 25% of respondents with highest
resentment to the 25% of respondents with the lowest resentment. Tabular and graphical versions
of both of these analyses can be seen in SI Appendix section 5. The full battery of four items that
measures racial resentment is also in SI Appendix Section 1.
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Figure 3: How often high and low racial resentment respondents prefer to grant
parole when a given attribute appears in their decision task

High resentment respondents are also about 10% more likely to choose profiles incarcerated for sexual assault (95% CI: 2.13, 18.13) and illegal firearms possession
(95% CI: 2.82, 18.13). Still, shared agreement largely exists: About 65% of high and
low racial resentment respondents supported releasing individuals incarcer- ated for
drug possession and theft. Furthermore, a majority of both high and low resentment
respondents supported releasing those incarcerated for illegal firearm possession.
Importantly, these marginal means are all higher than the marginal means for the race
of the incarcerated individual. This evidence suggests that even for those with high
levels of racial resentment, the racial makeup of individuals be- ing released from
prison does not overshadow preferences for decarcerating non- violent offenders.
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Study 2
Study 1 tells us which individual inmates the public prefers to release. Our second study moves from individual inmates to groups of individuals being released. We
do so by presenting a slightly different scenario to respondents. Here, each respondent is asked to decide between two different “halfway house” construction
policies proposed by the Governor of their state. Each respondent completes three
choices tasks evaluating these sets of halfway house profiles by deciding which
halfway house policy they prefer. Respondents are also asked to rate how likely they
would be to support each policy itself, on a scale from 1 (definitely would not) to 5
(definitely would). 1,752 Participants for this study were recruited on Lucid between
December 1st and 3rd of 2021 using quotas to match the demographics of the United
States population.

Respondents in our sample were 29% Republican, 40%

Democrat,67% white and 61% male.
This design is meant to parallel the key components of our first study, also including offenses committed, location of release, time served, educational attainment and race of offenders.15 However, to move from individual offenders to
groups of individuals, we include a new attribute – the number of inmates to be
released. Table 3 presents the full conjoint attributes and levels. The number of
hypothetical inmates ranges from 10 to 100,000, reflecting the large numbers of inmates to be released by a possible reform oriented politician. The purpose of this
design is to determine if the preferences respondents hold over which individual
criminal offenders to release scales to releasing larger numbers of criminal offenders. This scaling is particularly important because policy changes involve reducing
sentences or releasing large numbers of incarcerated residents, not just individual
offenders.
15See

p. 8 for a discussion of the reasons for choosing those categories
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Table 3: Study 2 Conjoint Attributes and Levels
Attribute
Percent of released inmates
who demographers predict
will be black
Number of inmates to be released
Educational attainment of
those expected to be released
Nature of offense of those
expected to be released
Time already served in
prison of those expected to
be released
Location of planned release

Levels
[20% / 40% / 60% / 80% / 100%]
[10 / 100 / 1,000 / 10,000 / 100,000]
[No high school / High school / College]
[Murder / Sexual assault / Assault / Illegal firearm /
Theft / Drug possession]
[Less than 1 year / Between 1 and 5 years / Between
5 and 10 years / More than 10 years]
[Your county / Your state / Another state]

Study 2 Results
Just as with study 1, we estimate AMCE and conditional marginal means in the figures below. Figure 4 presents the AMCEs for study 2. The AMCE here represents
the change in probability a respondent prefers to select a given group of criminal
offenders for release to halfway houses. Here, a distinct set of preferences emerge.
The percent black among the group being released and the halfway house location
had no significant effect on the profiles chosen by respondents. While statistically
significant, the time already served and education variables are substantively small
in their effects on respondents preferred halfway house criminal release program.
Specifically, offenders attending college are preferred over offenders who didn’t
complete high school by 9.2% (95% CI: 6.98, 11.05) and offenders who have served
over ten years are preferred over offenders who have served less than a year by
6.2% (95% CI: 3.56, 8.86).
On the other hand, respondents had strong, substantively large preferences
across the nature of offense of those released and the number of offenders that
should be released. Respondents strongly disfavored halfway house releases of
more offenders to halfway house releases of fewer offenders. Additionally respon-
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dents strongly preferred the release of drug offenders and theft offenders relative
to assault offenders, and strongly opposed release of sexual assault offenders and
murder offenders relative to assault offenders.
Figure 4: Change in probability a respondent prefers to select a given group of
criminal offenders for release in a halfway house

Specifically, releases of groups of 100, 1,000, 10,000 and 100,000 people are disfavored to releases of 10 people. Releases of 100 people are disfavored by 5.68%
(95% CI: -3.50, -7.72), releases of 1,000 people are disfavored by 7.05% (95% CI:
-4.85, -9.33), releases of 10,000 people are disfavored by 12.46% (95% CI: -10.20,
-14.69) and releases of 100,000 people are disfavored by 16.30% (95% CI: -14.02,
-18.63). Together, this suggests that on average, respondents strongly prefer releasing fewer offenders to more offenders.
The same consensus relative ordering of offenses was present in this study as
16

was found in study 1. Respondents are 15.76% (95% CI: 13.45, 17.99) more likely to
prefer releasing drug offenders, 9.54% (95% CI: 7.30, 11.77) more likely to pre- fer
releasing theft offenders and 3.14% (95% CI: 0.84, 5.59) more likely to prefer
releasing firearm offenders to assault offenders. On the other hand, respondents had
a strong distaste for releasing sexual assault offenders, disfavoring them by 16.66%
(95% CI: -14.21, -18.94) and disfavoring murder offenders by 20.65% (95%CI: 18.24,
23.04). Figure 5 displays the marginal means for Republican (n = 3,894
Figure 5: How often Republicans and Democrats select a halfway house policy
when a given attribute appears in their decision task

cases) and Democratic (n = 5,076 cases) respondents. Statistically significant differences in preferences between Republicans and Democrats only exist within one
attribute: percent Black released in the halfway house policy. While statistically
significant, this effect is also substantively small in size. Democrat respondents
17

are 6.7% more likely to support the release of 100% Black offenders than Republicans are (95% CI: 1.02, 13.9). Overall, a strong bipartisan consensus exists on the
relative preferences for how many offenders and what kinds of offenders should
be released. That is because across every other attribute no statistically significant
differences exist between Republicans and Democrats. Between 60 and 70 percent
of Democrats and Republicans prefer releasing theft and drug possession offenders in their halfway house policies, and between 30 and 35 percent of Democrats and
Republicans prefer releasing murder offenders and sexual assault offenders.A
similar bipartisan consensus exists with both partisan identifying respondents
preferring lower number of released offenders into halfway houses, and offenders
with more education to less education in the release programs. These results are
largely consistent with the bipartisan consensus findings from study 1.
Figure 6 displays the marginal means for high racial resentment (n = 2,892) and
low racial resentment (n = 2,706) respondents. High resentment respondents are
those who score above a .66 (0 to 1 recoded) in racial resentment, while low resentment respondents are those who score below a .33 in racial resentment. Results are
substantively unchanged when respondents above and below the median level of
racial resentment are included in analysis. Study 1 and Study 2 found no differences across levels of racial resentment in support for parolees. These results hold
here. There are only significant differences found across one category – percent
black offenders released in the halfway house program. Here, high resentment
respondents are 6.9% more likely to support releasing 100% Black offenders than
low racial resentment respondents (95% CI: 0.1, 14.1). This is expected, as racial
resentment purports to measure anti-black affect. Aside from this, no statistically
significant differences in preference orderings exist for low and high resentment
respondents.
Importantly, the difference in preferences for releasing 100% Black offenders
does not overshadow the strong consensus that exists in favor of releasing theft
and drug possession offenders and the strong consensus that exists against releas18

Figure 6: How often high and low racial resentment respondents select a halfway
house policy when a given attribute appears in their decision task

ing murder offenders and sexual assault offenders. The marginal means for these
attribute levels are all above 60, far higher than the marginal means favoring or
disfavoring the racial breakdown of the halfway house release individuals. This
suggests that while preferences over the racial composition of those affected by
criminal release policies may play some role in preferences, they are not overrid- ing
the relative preferences for which kinds of offenders should be released – even among
the most racially resentful respondents.
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Study 3 Data and Design
Study 1 and 2 can tell us which potential parolees people prefer. However, if the
predominant public opinion-centric theories are correct, then the results of Study
1 and Study 2 should translate directly to respondent’s choices when deciding between candidates criminal justice platforms in an electoral context. To study that, we
conducted a conjoint experiment. Respondents were recruited on Lucid be- tween
December 1st and December 3rd of 2021 and were sampled to be propor- tional to
the United States demographically along race, gender, age and geographic region. In
total 1,752 individual completed the survey, with each individual re- spondent
completing four conjoint tasks, leading to a total of 7,008 conjoints used for analysis.
Respondents in our sample were 29% Republican, 40% Democrat, 67% white and
61% male.
Respondents four conjoint tasks saw them chose to vote for one of two hypothetical primary candidates for state legislature. We choose an election for state
legislature for two reasons. First, a majority of incarcerated individuals reside in
state prisons, which are under the policy control of state legislatures.16 Next, state
laws like sentencing guidelines are passed by state legislators and have proven to
be a central drivers of mass incarceration, making criminal justice policies relevant to
the election of these officials (Campbell, 2018; Duxbury, 2021a; Gottschalk, 2011).
Attributes of the candidates were: race, age, sex, education, ideology/partisanship,
previous job, and crime policy. These demographic categories present more realis- tic
portraits of a candidate, and previous research using candidate choice conjoints finds
these categories are important in determining vote choice for respondents
(Doherty et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2018; Schwarz & Coppock, 2022). We include information on candidate ideology and partisanship to ensure that respondents do
not use criminal justice policy positions as a proxy for ideology and partisanship.
One critique of this design may be that our hypothetical elections do not present
16https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie.html
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respondents with realistic candidate choice scenarios. In particular, a broad literature demonstrates that both Democrats and Republicans have engaged in the
‘tough-on-crime’ politics that caused mass incarceration (Grumbach, 2018; Gunderson, 2021; Hinton, 2017; Murakawa, 2014; Weaver, 2007). As a result, one may
think it is unlikely respondents would ever be voting in an election with candidate(s) explicitly advocating for reducing prison populations. But lately, multiple
candidates have made explicit campaign pledges to decarcerate. For example, Cori
Bush, the Democratic congresswoman from Missouri, promised to reduce prison
populations by changing parole policies.17 Several prominent candidates for the
2020 democratic Presidential nomination, including Beto O’Rourke, Andrew Yang,
and Cory Booker, promised to decarcerate by using the president’s power to release non-violent offenders in Federal prison.18 This push to reduce prison populations is not solely driven by Democrats either. While in office Former President
Donald Trump passed and campaigned on the First Step Act19, a criminal justice
reform bill which released over 3,000 federal prisoners serving long sentences. In
the abstract, our design presents a well controlled setting to evaluate whether candidates do or do not benefit electorally from decarceral campaign promises.
Importantly, respondents in this conjoint are the same individuals who completed the conjoints displayed in study 2. That allows for a direct comparison between
the rank orderings of which criminal offenders respondents preferred to release with
the rank orderings of which candidates criminal justice policy plat- forms are
preferred.
The key source of variation here is the crime policy favored by the candidates.
Levels were as follows: keep prison population the same, reduce prison populations by releasing drug offenders, reduce prison populations by releasing those
convicted of theft, increase prison populations by getting tougher on firearm of17See https://coribush.org/prison-reform
18See

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2019/10/10/2020-the-democrats
-on-criminal-justice
19https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/what-first
-step-act-and-whats-happening-it
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Table 4: Study 3 Conjoint Attributes and Levels
Attribute
Age
Sex
Race
Party/Position

Education
Previous Job
Crime Policy

Levels
[30 / 45 / 60 / 75]
[Male / Female]
[White / Black / Hispanic]
[Democrat who wants to INCREASE unemployment
benefits and environmental protections / Independent who wants to MAINTAIN unemployment benefits and environmental protections / Republican who
wants to DECREASE unemployment benefits and environmental protections]
[High School / College / Graduate Degree]
[City council member / teacher / banker / bartender
/ accountant]
[DECREASE the prison population by releasing people imprisoned for drug possession and shortening sentences / DECREASE the prison population by releasing people imprisoned
for theft of goods under $1,000 and shortening sentences /
DECREASE the prison population by releasing people imprisoned for firearm possession offenses and shortening sentences
/ MAINTAIN the current prison population level by keeping
sentencing guidelines the same / INCREASE the prison population by imprisoning more people for firearm possession offenses
and lengthening sentences / INCREASE the prison population
by imprisoning more people for theft of goods under $1,000 and
lengthening sentences / INCREASE the prison population by
imprisoning more people for drug possession and lengthening
sentences ]

fenders, increase prison populations by getting tougher on drug offenders, and
increase prison populations by getting tougher on those convicted of theft. These
policies follow directly from our first two studies, which each suggested that people strongly favor releasing drug offenders.
One limitation of conjoint experiments is that they force people to make choices,
but one feature of elections is that there isn’t always a change. Elections do not force
any divergence from the status quo because politicians are not forced to di- verge
from the current policy world. For this reason, we include a “status quo” criminal
justice policy candidate, who says they won’t change anything about the criminal
justice system. We believe that this is a more realistic test and helps al- leviate some
concerns that the results of the first two experiments are driven by a
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forced choice context where both choices require releasing some incarcerated individuals.

Study 3 Results
Just as with studies one and two, we present two quantities of interest: the AMCE
and conditional marginal means. These results stand in stark contrast to the findings of study one and study two. While a consensus across partisan groups and
racial attitudes exists in determining which criminal offenders are deserving of
parole, this consensus does not translate into electoral preferences. Instead, we
find that respondents slightly disfavor candidates who promise to enact decarceral
policies. These average effects mask important heterogeneity. Democrats pre- fer
candidates proposing decarceral policies, while Republicans prefer candidates
proposing carceral policies. Additionally, high racial resentment respondents even
more strongly prefer candidates promising to increase the prison population than
Republicans, and low racial resentment respondents even more strongly prefer
candidates promising decreasing the prison population than Democrats. This finding fits well with existing research on the relationship between racial attitudes
and preferences for punishment (Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005b; Mendelberg, 1997;
Valentino, 1999).
Figure 7 displays the AMCE for each attribute level. The coefficients for each
attribute level represent a percent change in the probability a respondent prefers a
candidate with those attributes, holding all else constant relative to the reference
category. Respondents disfavor 75 year old candidates and favor female candidates, independent candidates, and candidates who did not work as bartenders.
However, most relevant to this study are the results for crime policy. Relative to a
baseline of no change in criminal justice policy, no single criminal justice policy is
favored. In fact all policies are significantly disfavored aside from decreasing the
prison population by releasing drug offenders (95% CI: -5.61, 0.07) and decreas23

Figure 7: Change in probability a respondent prefers a candidate for each ran-domly
assigned attribute

ing the prison population by releasing more theft offenders (95% CI: -5.89, 0.05),
which are each significantly disfavored at the 90% α level. These two decarceral
policies are not statistically distinguishable from zero in their effect on respondent
vote choice, but the coefficient estimates are still negative in direction. While these
results do not suggest that candidates can decarcerate without suffering some electoral cost, they also do not suggest that candidates can increase incarceration without paying some electoral cost either. In fact, they primarily suggest that maintaining status quo incarceration levels is most optimal as an electoral strategy.
In study 1 and 2 we showed that respondents strongly preferred to parole individual and groups of non-violent offenders incarcerated for drug offenses, theft and
firearm possession. However, here, on average, respondents did not support
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candidates who proposed policies decreasing the prison population by releasing nonviolent offenders. Candidates advocating release of theft offenders were dis- favored
by about 2.7% (95% CI: -5.89, 0.05), candidates advocating for the release of drug
offenders were disfavored by about 2.5% (95% CI: -5.61, 0.07) and candi- dates
advocating the release of firearm offenders were disfavored by about 13.3% (95% CI:
-16.51, -10.13). Substantively, the key implication of these results is that candidates
will not benefit from running on a platform of decarceration – even if the
individuals affected by the policy are those the public views as most deservingof
release.
However, it is worth noting that candidates advocating for an increase in incarceration by locking up more drug, firearm and theft offenders were also significantly disfavored. Candidates advocating for incarcerating more theft offenders were
disfavored by about 9.9% (95% CI: -13.10, -6.71), candidates advocating for
incarcerating more drug offenders were disfavored by about 8.9% (95% CI: -12.14,
-5.77) and candidates advocating for incarcerating more firearm offenders were
disfavored by about 5.7% (95% CI: -8.96, -2.55).
Figure 8 displays the marginal means for Republican (n = 4,024 cases) and
Democratic (n = 5,608 cases) respondents. Statistically significant differences in
preferences between Republicans and Democrats only exist within two attributes:
partisanship/ideology of candidate and crime policy. On partisanship, Democrat
respondents are 30.1% more likely to select Democrats candidates than Republican respondents are (95% CI: 26.2, 34.6) and 26.1% less likely to select Republican
candidates than Republican respondents (95% CI: 22.7, 29.4). On crime policy the
differences are also substantive. Democrats are 6.53% more likely to support candidates who plan to release drug offenders than Republicans (95% CI: 1.9, 11.7)
and 8.98% more likely to support candidates who plan to release theft offenders
(95% CI: 4.3, 13.7). Conversely Republicans are 9.1% more likely to support candidates who plan to incarcerate more drug offenders (95% CI: 4.4, 13.6) and 4.99%
more likely to support candidates who plan to get tougher on theft offenders (95%
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Figure 8: How often Republicans and Democrats select a candidate for state legislature when a given attribute appears in their decision task

CI: 0.4, 9.5).
Figure 9 displays the marginal means for high racial resentment (n = 3,608) and
low racial resentment (n = 3,856) respondents. High resentment respondents are
those who score above a .66 (0 to 1 recoded) in racial resentment, while low resentment respondents are those who score below a .33 in racial resentment. Results are
substantively unchanged when respondents above and below the median level of
racial resentment are included in analysis. Study 1 and Study 2 found no differences across levels of racial resentment in support for parolees. Those results do
not hold here. Instead, there are significant differences across two attribute levels
of the conjoint experiment – ideology/partisanship and criminal justice policy.
High racial resentment respondents are 27.4% more likely to select Republican
candidates than low racial resentment respondents (95% CI: 23.9, 31.0) and 27.9%
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Figure 9: How often high and low racial resentment respondents select a candidate
for state legislature when a given attribute appears in their decision task

less likely to select Democratic candidates than low racial resentment respondents
(95% CI: -24.3, -31.9). This finding is likely due to the fact that most high racial
resentment respondents are Republicans and most low racial resentment respondents are Democrats. More importantly, high racial resentment respondents are
16.4% less likely to support candidates who plan to decrease the number of drug
offenders in prison (95% CI: -22.0, -10.8) and 6.1% less likely to support candidates
who plan to decrease the number of theft offenders in prison (95% CI: -12.1, -0.04)
than low resentment respondents. On the other hand, high racial resentment respondents are 14.9% more likely to support candidates who plan to increase the
number of theft offenders in prison (95% CI: 9.3, 20.6) and 11.2% more likely to
support candidates who plan to increase the number of drug offenders in prison (95%
CI: 5.4, 16.9).
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The results of this study suggest that the translation between public preferences
regarding criminal offenders and electoral preferences regarding candidates criminal justice policies are not straightforward. Similarly, we find that the consensus
across partisan and racial attitude divides over which criminal offender classesare
more and less deserving of release does not hold in an electoral context. Sub- stantial
differences in preferred candidates exist across partisan lines and levels of racial
resentment.

Discussion
To summarize, our studies yield three main findings. Study 1 finds that there is
a consensus across parties and racial attitudes over which individual inmates are
more deserving of release. Study 2 finds that this consensus holds even when peo- ple
are deciding between large numbers of offenders. Together, these findings sug- gest
strong agreement over which classes of criminal offenders are more deserv-ing of
release. Our third study reveals that preferences over inmate release fail to
translate into electoral support for candidates endorsing the release of those same
classes of offenders. If past work correctly links public punitiveness on crime to
electoral outcomes then we would see respondents express consistent preferences
over both candidates and policies. In contrast to that expectation, we find that the
consensus on which offenses and which offenders merit imprisonment or release
breaks down when people are choosing candidates. Sharp partisan differences and
differences centered on racial attitudes emerge only in an electoral environment.
Our analysis of the link between policy preferences and electoral outcomes has
several potential limitations, each of which may impact the generalizability of our
conclusions.
The most significant limitation of our methodology is the forced choice structure of the studies. As Abramson et al. (2022) note, the estimand of conjoint experiments (AMCE) does not map neatly onto the electoral context that we generalize
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to.20We take two steps to address this limitation. First, we include an analysis with
ratings as the dependent variable (see Supplementary Information Section 8) and
find our results to be consistent with results using the forced choice as a dependent
variable. Second, we include a second electoral conjoint within the appendix (see
Supplementary Information Section 12), conducted on a separate survey sample.
These results are also substantively unchanged from our electoral conjoint (Study
3). These approaches do not fully address the limitations of conjoint experiments
that Abramson et al. (2022) articulate but the consistency of our results does allay
some concerns about robustness.
A second apparent threat to generalizability is that we measure preferences
in hypothetical elections. We argue that if anything, real world elections will be
more subject to the same breakdown in translating criminal justice preferences into
policy outcomes. In our tightly controlled experiments there were relatively few
differences between candidates beyond a small number of policy positions and
characteristics. In real world elections there often are more loci of political conflict
and thus more opportunities for people to make choices that diverge from those
they would have made in experimental conditions.
A third concern is that respondents took both conjoint 2 and conjoint 3 within the
same survey, one after the other. It is possible that the conditions of interestin
study 3 (releasing people from prison without any additional details) were perceived as more extreme than the hypothetical policies in study 2, which focused
on releasing prisoners to state supervised halfway houses. It is also possible that
the cognitive load for respondents became too much, and they satisficed more frequently on the conjoint tasks as the survey continued. We ensure our results are
robust to these concerns in two ways. First, we look at the average time each
respondent spent on a conjoint task as the study continued across conjoints 2 (3
tasks) and conjoint 3 (4 tasks). We find no statistically significant differences in
20Because

we do not ask questions about the importance level for each attribute in the conjoint,
we can not validate the testable assumption of no correlation between the direction and intensity
of attribute preferences that Abramson et al. (2022) lay out in their article.
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average time spent on each conjoint task based on task number, and, as we display in Supplementary Information Section 10, we also find no task order effects
on response patterns. This is consistent with findings from Bansak et al. (2018)
and Bansak et al. (2021) suggesting that researchers can assign dozens of conjoint
tasks without substantial declines in respondent attention. Next, we use an entirely separate analytic sample on Lucid on another date (August 2021) and conduct a similar electoral conjoint (see Supplementary Information Section 12). This
sample does not involve respondents taking multiple conjoint experiments within the
same survey. Instead, it only presents respondents with an electoral state legislative conjoint task similar to that which we present in study 3 of this manuscript.
Here, we find similar results. Again, candidates for State Legislature do not benefit
from engaging in decarceral policy promises.
A final limitation is conceptual. Our conjoint experiments only allow us to identify relative rankings of deservingness, not absolute measures of punitiveness, as
scholars like Enns (2014) and Enns (2016) can. This limitation means that we may be
identifying and measuring a different construct entirely – a ranking of deservingness of punishment rather than a measure of the punitiveness of the public.
However, even if the construct we identify is not identical to that leveraged by
Enns (2014) and Enns (2016), the inconsistency between the relative rankings of
deservingness in conjoints 1 and 2 and the relative ranking of electoral preferences
in conjoint 3 still point to an important theoretical obstacle to public opinion-driven
theories of incarceration. Despite this important critique, our central finding still
holds – public preferences over which criminal offenders deserve to be released do
not directly translate into their preferences for candidates endorsing the release of
those same offenders.
Moreover, our conjoint experiment enables us to discern differences in punitive attitudes towards specific kinds of criminal offenders, rather than relying on
a coarsened measure of punitiveness. Because our conjoint presents hypothetical
offenders and offender classes that include drug, theft, assault and murder, we can
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differentiate between preferences across these categories. Scholarship relying on
aggregate measures of public mood or punitiveness provides important insight,
but the granularity of our methodology can also helps contextualize heterogeneity
in punitiveness.
Our design does not allow us to determine precisely why these differences emerge
in electoral contexts. Further research should probe the precise mech- anisms
through which the electoral environment vitiates public opinion policy preferences.
To study this, future researchers may considers whether policy pref- erences
translate differently to vote choice on referenda, compared to candidate elections. Or
researchers may consider whether candidates face pressures from positive or
negative traits associated with certain criminal justice policies.
Ultimately, these partisan and racial resentment driven differences represent
the intervention of the electoral process in any attempt to translate shared policy
preferences into electoral outcomes. Our findings challenge prominent theories of
mass incarceration while suggesting important avenues for further exploration. In
addition to directly linking stated policy preferences to electoral preferences in this
domain, as many academic and public commentators continue to do, researchers
in this space should consider the political implications of choosing policymakers
through elections in which many policies are chosen simultaneously, and in which
cultural identities are more likely to intervene.

31

References
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Abstract
Why have Democrats become increasingly immigration-friendly even though organized
labor, one of the largest Democratic constituencies, should theoretically benefit from
less immigration? We argue that the answer to this puzzle may lie partly in the increasing incorporation of Latino workers in labor unions. Using Current Population
Survey data, Congressional Roll-Call Data, as well as various text analysis algorithms
applied to nearly 2,500 official AFL-CIO documents, this paper shows that the incorporation of more Latino members in organized labor altered labor elites’ positions on
the immigration issue. Facing an organized labor constituency increasingly united on
immigration, Democratic elites who are less pro-immigrant are gradually replaced by
those who are more pro-immigration.
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Introduction
Over the past several decades, the divergent trend between Democratic and Republican
positions on immigration issues in the Senate and the House has become more pronounced.
Congressional roll-call votes show that House party positions on immigration issues saw
no difference in the 1960s, but this difference gradually widened. Between 1965 and 1990,
Democratic elites’ immigration positions became on average 1.3 percent more liberal per
year, while Republicans moved in the opposite direction by 2 percent per year; by the
1990s, Democrats have become far more liberal than Republicans. After 1990, however,
while Republican immigration positions stayed stable with no observable average yearly
change, Democratic immigration positions have continued to become more liberal, at about
the rate of 6 percent more liberal per year. This observation is puzzling, especially given
that organized labor has long been an important constituency of the Democratic Party.
Given that nearly two-thirds of American workers believe that immigrant workers reduce
the wages of national unskilled workers (Fund 2007), we should expect Democratic elites to
adopt positions that cater to an important constituency who should theoretically be hostile
to immigration.
The answer to this puzzle, we argue, may lie partly in the incorporation of Latino workers
in public and private labor unions, a process we call Latinization. Over at least the past three
decades, the United States has seen a steady rise in the proportion of labor union members
who are Hispanics from just over 6 percent in 1990 to almost 13 percent in 2018. Rosenfeld
(2014) also finds that second and third-generation Hispanic immigrants are more likely than
similar whites to belong to a union. The connections and experiences that many Latino and
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Hispanic union members have with immigrant communities and the immigration process are
likely to result in more liberal attitudes on immigration issues. Given these observations, to
what extent can the continual liberalization trend among Democrats on immigration issues
be attributed to the Latinization of organized labor?
In this paper, we hypothesize that increases since the 1990s in the share of Latino union
members, who have more pro-immigration attitudes than their white counterparts and for
whom the question of immigration strikes closer to home, are likely to both increase the
salience of immigration in organized labor as well as move organized labor elites in a more
liberal direction on this issue. Over time, the immigration position of Democratic elites
became assimilated with the views of labor leaders, as less pro-immigrant Democrats are
generationally replaced by more pro-immigrant ones.
We test this argument through several steps. In order to show that attitudinal changes
on immigration issues are brought about by Latino union members, we first show that Latino
members of organized labor are indeed more liberal than non-Latino members of organized
labor. Next, we show that Senators from states and Representatives from districts with more
Latino union members as a proportion of all union members are more likely to vote liberally
on immigration issues. While these results provide evidence that the incorporation of more
Latinos in labor unions are associated with more open voting patterns among Democratic
elites on immigration issues, the influence of unions in society in general and on Democratic
elites in particular is arguably weaker today than it was in the 1960s. The worsening of
organized labor’s structural position suggests that looking simply at the incorporation of
Latinos in labor unions as the explanatory variable is not enough; we must show that increases in the number of Latino union members in society as a whole had a similar impact
2

on Democratic elites’ voting patterns. This is precisely what we do in our second set of
regression analyses — Senators from states and Representatives from districts with more
Latino union members as a proportion of total state or district population are more likely
to vote liberally on immigration issues. These results provide evidence that increases in the
number of Latino union members in society are associated with a move toward more liberal
immigration positions among Democratic elites.
At the aggregate level, these results demonstrate an association between our explanatory
variable of Latino union members and the outcome variable of Democratic elites’
immigrationpositions. However, they say little about the pathway via which party elite
opinion changeoccurred. Is it possible that the more liberal immigration voting patterns
among Democraticelites are due to the existence of more Latino voters rather than due
to labor elite pressureon party elites? In order to test the mechanism of change in
attitudes among labor elites,we demonstrate using dynamic text-analysis of 2,451 official
documents by the AmericanFederation of Labor and Congress of Industrial
Organizations (AFL-CIO) that the issue ofimmigration has not only become increasingly
salient over the past 25 years but also thattwo major content changes have occurred in
the AFL-CIO’s immigration discourse. First,the AFL-CIO’s tone when discussing
immigration issues became much more friendly overtime. In addition, while the AFLCIO’s pre-2010 discussions of immigration centered on(il)legal status of the workers, later
discussions shifted away from the legal status of workers.Second, these tonal changes
occurred alongside a greater frequency of Spanish documents among the AFL-CIO’s official
documents. The AFL-CIO’s later official documents on immi-gration have a high
prevalence of Spanish words compared to earlier ones, providing indirectevidence for our
3

thesis that the increasing incorporation of Hispanic and Latino workers
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in unions led to more representation of this group and their views in union organizations.
Anecdotal sources often suggest that the AFL-CIO’s immigration position increasingly became more liberal since 2000. We use sentiment analysis to show support for this anecdotal
evidence. Finally, we show that liberalization in labor elites’ pro-immigration attitudes are
connected with changes in Democratic elites’ immigration positions by showing that Democratic incumbents who are more pro-immigration received higher ratings from the AFL-CIO,
and that there has been a generational replacement of Democratic representatives with low
AFL-CIO ratings. In other words, rather than elite adaptation to labor demands, Democratic elites experienced a generational replacement of moderates by those who are more
liberal on immigration policies.
This paper makes three contributions to the literature and beyond. First, we examine
the oft-told tale that organized labor and the AFL-CIO in particular “did a 180 on immigration” (NPR, 2013) due to the increasing incorporation of Latinos in organized labor,
which subsequently united Democratic elites on the immigration issue. Our findings
challenge the argument that the AFL-CIO’s official position change on immigration is as
drastic as often claimed in the media; instead, changes in the AFL-CIO’s discourse on
immigration were far more subtle. Second, by combining past research on Latino
mobilization and elite position change, we showcase a story in which these two sequences
of events happen in tandem. In doing so, we demonstrate the far-reaching consequences that
demographic changes can have on elite politics. Finally, our story shows that organized
labor is a core institution in the integration of immigrants and representation of their
voices; the importance of organized la- bor as a Democratic constituency suggests that
minorities’ and immigrants’ voices could be transmitted through unions to Democratic
5

elites. These findings are alarming in the context
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of recent declines in organized labor’s social and political influence — unions’ decline could
remove an important channel through which minorities and immigrants are integrated into
society and heard in politics.
The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. The first section provides an overview of
existing literature on the influence of social groups on elite position change as well as Latino
political mobilization. Section 2 explains our argument and generates testable hypotheses.
Section 3 outlines our data sources. Section 4 discusses results. Section 5 concludes.

1

Social Groups, Elite Position, and Latino Activism

The role of social groups in shaping elite positions has received substantial attention in the
literature. In Party Position Change in American Politics, David Karol (2009) argues that
changes in party coalitions and shifts in preferences among elements of such coalitions illuminates most party position change. In particular, elite opinion changes in issue areas in
which social groups are prominent may occur because elected officials respond to new demands by groups that are already incorporated within officials’ party coalitions. Similarly,
Daniel Schlozman (2015) has shown the important roles organized labor and the Christian
Right respectively played in shaping the priorities of the Democrats in the New Deal and
the Republicans in the 1970s.
Of the many social groups in the United States, the labor union has received one of the
most extensive treatments. Scholars have examined the effects of unionization on legislative
voting in the U.S. Congress,1 as well as economic policy, political equality, poverty, and
1

Box-Steffensmeier, Arnold, and Zorn (1997), Freeman and Medoff (1984), Kau and Rubin (1978), Seltzer
(1995).
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turnout.2 A general consensus across these works is that higher number of union members
in a locality leads to greater political influence of unions. Becher et al. (2018) build on this
literature and argue that more dispersed horizontal distribution of union members across
local units (as opposed to the concentration of union members in a few large local units) in
a district leads to greater influence of unions on political representatives.
Becher et al.’s finding is congruent with a large body of literature suggesting that social
incentives and group pressure are important determinants of political action.3 Unions act
as a venue for socialization in the process of which opinions and actions consistent with
group norms are awarded, while deviant ones are punished. This dynamic suggests that the
socialization process that occurs among union members are likely to homogenize them in
terms of political opinions and outlook.
Simultaneously, another strand of literature has focused on the rise of Latino activism in
recent decades. Jones-Correa and Leal (2001) examined the claim by Verba, Schlozman, and
Brady (1995) that Protestants participate more in politics than Catholics and found that,
among Latinos, participation rates among Protestants and Catholics do not differ substantially; rather than emphasizing skill learning, Jones-Correa and Leal emphasize contact and
social networks. They show that the religious basis of contact-driven mobilization play an
important role in inducing Latino political participation. An implication of this argument is
that social networks and social groups are effective ways to mobilize political participation.
In the context of this paper, this finding suggests that labor unions, as a social organization
still with some importance, provide a means for Latino political mobilization and activism.
2

Bartels (2008); Brady, Baker, and Finnigan (2013), Flavin (2016); Leighley and Nagler (2007); Radcliff
and Davis (2000).
3
Olson (1965), Ahlquist, Clayton, and Levi (2014), Kim and Margalit (2016), Abrams, Iversen, and
Soskice (2011), Druckman and Green (2013).
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The labor economics literature and sociology literature have examined the issue of Latino
participation in organized labor in particular. Rosenfeld, for instance, argues that secondand third-generation Hispanic immigrants are more likely than whites to belong to a union.
Similarly, Daniel Schneider (2015) finds that, in comparison to whites, native-born and established immigrant Hispanics — those with U.S. citizenship — are 24 percent more likely to
be union members. While Milkman (2006) and Delgado (1993) find that legal status does not
significantly influence immigrants’ willingness to organize, Schneider finds that accounting
for Hispanics who do not have citizenship reduces the effect size to 5 percent, suggesting that
lack of citizenship may dampen the willingness of Hispanic and Latino workers to participate
in organized labor.
This discussion on whether and how legal status influences immigrants’ willingness to
mobilize and participate in socio-political groups raises an important question — why should
union members, who are mostly citizens or greencard-holders, be mobilized for issues like
immigration policy, which mostly target non-citizens and undocumented workers? Ariel
White (2015) provides an interesting answer. White finds that the implementation of tighter
immigration enforcement led to an increase in county-level Latino voter turnout of 2 to 3
percentage points, which suggests policies that do not directly target Latino voters resulted
in greater civil society activism that mobilized voter turnout. In the context of our research,
this finding means that Latino union members, who may not be directly harmed by tighter
immigration policy, are also likely to be politically mobilized.
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2

Argument and Hypotheses

The literatures reviewed thus far suggest that labor unions provide both an arena for Latino
political activism as well as a means of opinion transfers and communication within the organization; in addition, as Daniel Schlozman (2015) and David Karol (2009) have shown, the
relative importance of organized labor as a Democratic constituency allows the labor movement to have an impact on the voting behavior of Democratic elites on certain issues. Based
on these past findings, we argue that changes in organized labor’s composition influenced
organized labor elites’ immigration policy positions, which subsequently altered Democratic
elites’ positions on immigration.
An important clarification of our argument is that we do not claim that the Latinization
of labor unions is a fundamental cause of early divergences in partisan immigration positions.
As Figure 1 shows, divergent trends in Congressional roll-call votes on immigration issues
occurred clearly around the 92nd Congress in 1971. Many reasons contributed to this early
polarization of partisan immigration positions, including increased number of roll-call votes
related to immigration issues after the mid-1960s. Instead of explaining this early divergence,
our argument focuses on explaining the increasing liberal immigration voting behavior among
Democrats after the 1990s (around the 100th Congress).
In order to support our argument, we must first demonstrate (1) that organized labor’s
composition has indeed become more Latinized since the 1990s, when data first became
available and (2) that Latino labor members have more pro-immigration attitude compared
to their non-Latino counterparts. This generates our first set of hypotheses.
H1a: The proportion of union members who are Latino have increased over the last 30
years.
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Figure 1: Party Positions on Immigration Issues in the Senate (90th-115th Congresses) and House (90th-116th Congresses).
Values on x-axis indicate the first year of each Congress. Source: Congressional Roll-Call Votes Database.

H1b: Latino members of organized labor have more liberal immigration attitudes compared to non-Latino members of organized labor.

In the aggregate, our argument requires showing that states and districts with a greater
proportion of Latino union members observe more liberal voting patterns on immigration
issues by Democratic Senators and Representatives who belong to those states and districts,
respectively. Specifically, this generates our second set of hypotheses.
H2a: Democratic Senators and Representatives from, respectively, states and districts
with Latino union members as a greater proportion of total union population are more
likely to vote liberally on immigration issues.
H2b: Democratic Senators and Representatives from, respectively, states and districts
with Latino union members as a greater proportion of total state or district population
are more likely to vote liberally on immigration issues.

Breaking down the argument’s mechanism, however, involves two additional logical links,
each of which must be tested. First, we must show that after Latino labor members have
been incorporated, labor elites’ immigration positions became more liberal, ceteris paribus.
This builds into the following hypothesis.
H3: Latino union members’ pro-immigration attitudes were transmitted to organized
labor elites and shifted labor elites’ immigration positions toward liberalization.

Finally, we must show that liberalization in labor elites’ immigration stance contributed to
the trend of greater liberalization of Democratic elites’ immigration positions. This generates
the following hypothesis.
H4: Those Democratic Party elites who are less pro-immigration were replaced by proimmigration politicians who better represent Latinized organized labor.

3

Data

Quantitative data used for this project come from four sources. First, Current Population
Survey (CPS) data provides information on proportion of union members who are Hispanics;
10

however, this data is only available after 1990. Second, the American Community Survey
provides information on congressional district percentage of Latino population. Third, the
information on the proportion of union members who are Hispanics comes from 2006-2012
Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). Although being one of the largest public
opinion surveys in the United States, CCES only sampled 100 observations on average in
one congressional district. To improve the precision of the estimates, we brought in
information from ACS and CPS, using a Bayesian dynamic ecological inference model to reweight the CCES data.4 At the district-level, Hispanics take up 10.15% of the total union
membership. This is fairly close to the national average, computed by using CPS alone.
Fourth, Con- gressional Roll-Call Votes Database provides information on Democratic
Party Senators’ and Representatives’ votes on immigration issues. Assuming that
legislators’ preferences for immigration policies can change throughout their tenure, we
applied a dynamic Item- Response Model (IRT) to create an ideal point estimate for each
legislator-year. The ideal point estimates for House Members and Senators both range
from −5 to 5.
Qualitative data come from two sources. First, dynamic text analysis models are applied
to six types of official AFL-CIO documents in order to examine over-time changes in the
AFL-CIO’s official immigration discourse:
• convention resolutions

• legislative testimonies

• executive statements

• press releases

• legislative alerts

• speeches

These documents number 2,451 in total and cover the time period from 1995 to 2022.
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Caughey and Wang (2019).
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Second, AFL-CIO endorsement data provide information on labor elites’ approval and endorsement of Democratic elites, which allowed us to track qualitatively whether Democratic
incumbents who were not endorsed by the AFL-CIO suffered electoral consequences.

4

Results

4.1

Latino union member proportions and positions

In this section, we provide evidence for H1a and H1b, showing that over the past three
decades, the proportions of union members who are Latino have continued to increase and
that Latino union members have more liberal immigration positions than their non-Latino
counterparts. Specifically, Figure 2 provides evidence for H1a and shows an increasing trend
in the proportion of union members who are Hispanics since the 1990s. This proportion
increased steadily from just over 6 percent in 1990, when data first became available, to 12
percent today. This shows that Latinization of labor unions is indeed occurring.
Figure 3 provides evidence for H1b. Non-Hispanic union members consistently host
greater anti-immigration sentiments than Hispanic union members. There are two other
takeaways from this figure. First, over-time trends suggest that while Hispanic union members’ immigration attitudes are slightly more conservative in the 2010’s than in the 2000’s,
non-Hispanic union members’ anti-immigration sentiments consistently declined over the
past few decades. Second, the differences between immigration attitudes of Hispanic union
members and non-Hispanic union members across the three decades have decreased, suggesting some kind of socialization of opinions between the two groups.
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Figure 2: Latinization of Labor Unions. Source: Current Population Survey, 1990-2019.

Figure 3: Anti-Immigration sentiments among Hispanic and non-Hispanic union members.
Source: Current Population Survey, 1990-2019.
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4.2

Aggregate trends of Democratic immigration voting

Having shown that Latinization of labor unions has been occurring and that Hispanic union
members are indeed more pro-immigrant than non-Hispanic union members, we show in this
section evidence that Democratic Senators and Representatives from states and districts
with Latino union members as a higher proportion of (a) total union population and (b)
total state or district population tend to vote more liberally on immigration issues.
The first column of Table 1 shows results from dynamic panel models regressing Democratic Senators’ immigration issue votes on their respective states’ Hispanic union population as a proportion of union population in the state, controlling for state fixed effects and
border-state-congress fixed effects, as well as the legislators’ past voting records;5 t indexes
each congress. Lower values of the outcome variable indicates more liberal immigration
voting behavior. When the explanatory variable of Hispanic union member proportion is
lagged by one congress, the result is incorrectly signed (an increase in Hispanic union member proportion is associated with more anti-immigration voting). At t − 2, the effects are
correctly signed, but also substantively small. At t − 3, the effects are correctly signed and
substantively much more significant.
The second column of Table 1 shows results from regressing Democratic Representatives’
immigration issue votes on their respective House districts’ Hispanic union population as a
proportion of union population in the district. Lagging the explanatory variable by one time
period produced coefficients that are correctly signed and statistically significant at the 10%
5

Dynamic panel models are linear fixed effects models with lagged dependent variables. We expect that
legislators’ past voting records are highly correlated with present issue positions. We also expect legislators
who represent border states to behave differently than legislators from other states. To explore this, we
added a border-state interaction term and created a unique border-state-congress identifier, making this
variable a fixed-effect control. These fixed effects apply for all models.
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level. The effect remains correctly signed but becomes insignificant at t − 2 and t − 3 with
large cluster-robust standard errors, suggesting that the effects for Representatives disappear
over longer horizons.
We speculate that these differences in the lagging effects between Senators and Representatives could be due to the time it takes for senators and representatives to respond to
constituency demands. Senators’ constituencies are larger than those of Representatives’,
and Senators face a six-year electoral cycle compared to the two-year electoral cycles Representatives face. Therefore, we observe that at t− 3, Senators experience a greater magnitude
of effect compared to at t − 1, while Representatives experience a greater effect at t − 1
because of their two-year electoral time horizons. While these values are not always statistically significant at conventional levels, their directions are in accordance with our theoretical
expectations.
We have shown that the explanatory variable of Hispanic union population as a proportion of union population is associated with more liberal Democratic immigration voting,
suggesting that Latinization of unions is associated with shifts in Democratic voting patterns. However, these results do not speak to the declining social and political influence of
organized labor in the United States as a whole in recent years. We thus run another set
of linear fixed effects models, this time using as the explanatory variable Hispanic union
members as a proportion of total state or district population rather than union population.
State-level results for Senators are presented in column 1 of Table 2. Again, lagging the
explanatory variable by three time periods produced the most substantively significant and
correctly signed results. Our district results for Representatives, shown in column 2, provide
stronger evidence for our argument. At t − 1 and t − 2, results are both correctly signed and
16

Table 1: Dynamic Panel Models for Democratic Immigration Votes on
Hispanic Union Members as a Proportion of Union Membership
Democratic Immigration Issue Votes
State

District

(1)

(2)

Hispanic Uniont−1

0.0223
(0.0408)

-0.0043∗
(0.0026)

Hispanic Uniont−2

-0.0029
(0.0543)

-0.0002
(0.0030)

Hispanic Uniont−3

-0.0427
(0.0442)

-0.0008
(0.0044)

Issue Votest−1

0.5917∗∗∗
(0.0839)

0.5111∗∗∗
(0.0331)

Issue Votest−2

0.2836∗∗∗
(0.0920)

0.4498∗∗∗
(0.0376)

Issue Votest−3

−0.1788
(0.1304)

0.3414∗∗∗
(0.0481)

Hispanic Uniont−1 × border state

0.0107
(0.0421)

0.0075∗
(0.0043)

Hispanic Uniont−2 × border state

0.0787
(0.0555)

−0.0005
(0.0054)

Hispanic Uniont−3 × border state

0.0003
(0.0475)

0.0006
(0.0088)

State fixed effects
Border-state-congress fixed effects

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Note:
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statistically significant, while results for t − 3 is correctly signed but statistically insignificant at conventional levels. Similar to the pattern observed in column 2 of Table 1, the
effects for Representatives also decline over time, due to the two-year electoral cycles that
Representatives face.
Table 2: Fixed-Effects Models for Democratic Immigration Votes on Union Members as a
Proportion of Total Populations
Restrictionismt
% Union(t−1)
% Hispanict-1
% Unemploymentt-1
% College Degreet-1
State FE?
Congress FE?
N
∗p

< .1; ∗∗p < .05;

Senate

House

−0.0265∗∗
(0.0120)
−0.0310
(0.0223)
0.0109
(0.0152)
0.0160
(0.0103)
YES
YES
648

−0.0108∗
(0.0057)
−0.0019
(0.0060)
−0.0007
(0.0065)
−0.0064
(0.0061)
YES
YES
807

∗∗∗p

< .01

Thus, union Latinization seems to have had a positive effect on liberal immigration voting
behaviors among Democratic Senators and Representatives. However, could this result be
due simply to the existence of more Latino voters in the population rather than through the
channel of organized labor elites? Our results in this section provide support for hypotheses
H2a and H2b, but the variables linking union Latinization and Democratic elites’ voting
patterns are black-boxed in the process. In the next two subsections, we open this black box
and examine the role that organized labor elites play in the story.
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Table 3: Dynamic Panel Models for Democratic Immigration Votes on
Hispanic Union Members as a Proportion of Total Populations
Democratic Immigration Issue Votes
State

District

(1)

(2)

Hispanic Uniont−1

-0.0352
(0.5546)

-0.0467∗∗∗
(0.0138)

Hispanic Uniont−2

0.4004
(0.4617)

-0.0370∗∗
(0.0189)

Hispanic Uniont−3

-0.0838
(0.6449)

-0.0123
(0.0313)

Issue Votest−1

0.5859∗∗∗
(0.0867)

0.5107∗∗∗
(0.0331)

Issue Votest−2

0.2919∗∗∗
(0.0905)

0.5107∗∗∗
(0.0331)

Issue Votest−3

−0.1544
(0.1257)

0.3482∗∗∗
(0.0484)

Hispanic Uniont−1 × border state

0.7546
(0.5666)

0.0944∗∗∗
(0.0246)

Hispanic Uniont−2 × border state

0.0555
(0.4780)

0.0618∗∗
(0.0314)

Hispanic Uniont−3 × border state

0.0872
(0.6567)

0.0128
(0.0577)

State fixed effects
Border-state-congress fixed effects

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Note:
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4.3

Changes in AFL-CIO Immigration Discourses

We start tackling this mechanism question by first looking at whether Latino members’ proimmigration attitudes were transmitted to organized labor elites, as per H3. Text analysis of
official AFL-CIO documents suggests three main conclusions. First, the issue of immigration
has become more salient over time in AFL-CIO official discourse. Second, the AFL-CIO’s
position on the issue of immigration has moved in a more friendly direction. Finally, these
changes occurred alongside an increase in Hispanic voices in the AFL-CIO.
On the question of issue salience, Figure 4 panel (a) shows that the proportion of official
AFL-CIO documents containing the term “immigr” has increased dramatically from less
than 10 percent in the late 1990s to around 20 percent today. Documents with only a single
mention of “immigr” are included in the count, and these documents may not be focused on
the issue of immigration in particular; however, increasing trends in these mentions still show
that the issue of immigration is becoming more and more prominent in AFL-CIO leaders’
minds, even if they may only be mentioning it concurrently with other issues.
In order to address the concern that including documents with a single mention of
“immigr” misrepresents the salience of immigration for AFL-CIO, we calculate the proportion of AFL-CIO documents that contain mentions of “immigr” in their titles. This ensures
that the documents counted focus on immigration as at least one of their their primary
topics. Figure 4 panel (b) shows again that immigration’s salience has increased since 1995.
The proportion of documents focused on immigration increased from less than 3 percent in
the 1990s to around 6 percent around the 2016 presidential election, with a decline in more
recent years. Interestingly, the presidential election year of 2000 seems to be an outlier in the
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early period we examined, with almost 10 percent of documents focusing on immigration.
Consequently, the increase in immigration-focused documents is much more mild compared
to increases in single mentions of “immigr” in panel (a), but the overall trend line remains
positive and increasing over time.
On the question of issue position change, we find that the AFL-CIO underwent an attitudinal change in a more friendly direction in their immigration position. We examine the
proportion of documents that mention the issue of immigration that also mention the token
“illeg*”. We choose this analysis because the mention of illegal immigrant is one of the
most clear manifestations of anti-immigrant attitudes. If the AFL-CIO has become more
immigration-friendly in recent years, as H3 suggests, we should expect a decline in the proportion of immigration-related documents that mention illegality in recent years. Figure 5
shows that the results largely correspond with this hypothesis. In the 1990s, the proportion
of immigration-related documents mentioning “illeg*” was around 25 percent. Other than
one outlier year in 2007, this proportion declined significantly to near-0 levels in the late
2010s and early 2020s.
Because simply examining the mention of “illeg*” could obscure other attitudinal
changes, we also undertake a sentiment analysis of the immigration-related documents,6
Figure 6 shows that the proportion of negative to positive tokens fell from a 3-to-1 ratio in
the late 1990s to nearly a 1-to-1 ratio in 2020. This suggests a shift in tone by the AFL-CIO
when mentioning immigration issues.
6

The unsupervised learning algorithm analyze all mentions of ‘immig*’ and ‘migra*’, as well as a
window of 50 words before and after each mention to preserve context. These words were grouped within
the documents to which they originally belonged, which were then analyzed at the level of years. In results
unreported here, the analysis parameters were set to a window of 10 words and 25 words; results do not
change and show a downward trend in the negative-to-positive tokens ratio over time.
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(a) Proportion of AFL-CIO official documents containing “immigr”

(b) Proportion of AFL-CIO official documents focused on Immigration

Figure 4: Increasing importance of immigration issues for the AFL-CIO. Source: AFL-CIO
convention resolutions, executive statements, legislative alerts, legislative testimonies, press
releases, and speeches, 1995-2022.
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Figure 5: Proportion of immigration-related documents that also mentioned “illeg*”.
Source: AFL-CIO convention resolutions, executive statements, legislative alerts, legislative
testimonies, press releases, and speeches, 1995-2022.

Figure 6: Proportion of negative to positive tokens among immigration-related documents
across years. Source: AFL-CIO convention resolutions, executive statements, legislative alerts,
legislative testimonies, press releases, and speeches, 1995-2022.
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How do we know if these apparent attitude or salience changes are related to the Latinization of the AFL-CIO? We provide indirect evidence of this by showing that these
changes occurred alongside an increase in Latino voices in the AFL-CIO. Figure 7 shows
signed two-by-two association scores between frequent words in a set of reference documents
and those in a set of target documents using R package Quanteda. Panel (a) shows that,
using a 50-token window around every mention of “immigr*”, post-2009 documents7 show a
significant increase in the concentration of Spanish words compared to pre-2009 documents.
As a robustness check, Figure 7 panel (b) shows the same pattern using all tokens from
immigration-related documents, rather than only a 50-token window. In results unreported
here, using 2005 as a cut-off year shows similar results.
In addition, concurring with the declines in mention of “illeg*” over time, panel (a)
also shows that in pre-2009 documents, the legal status of immigrants, as represented by
the tokens “legal”, “illeg*”, “undocu*”, was mentioned with much more frequency than
in the post-2009 era. The amplification of Latino voices, therefore, seemed to have been
significant after the mid- to late-2000s and occur alongside aforementioned increases in the
salience of immigration issues and the AFL-CIO’s friendlier position changes.
Amplification of Latino voices is also confirmed by a robustness check using Google language detection API. Analysis is conducted on the changes in the frequency of Spanish
documents, and the results are shown in Figure 8. The proportion of Spanish-language documents increased from non-existent in the 1990s to between 2 to 5 percent of all documents.
These results confirm the results shown in Figure 7 using Quanteda.

7

These documents form the first half of the 1995 to 2022 period.
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(a) Using a 50-token window

(b) Using the entire document

Figure 7: Frequent words in post-2009 documents (target) compared to frequent words in
2009 and earlier documents (reference) Source: AFL-CIO convention resolutions, executive
statements, legislative alerts, legislative testimonies, press releases, and speeches, 1995-2022.
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Figure 8: Proportion of negative to positive tokens among immigration-related documents
across years. Source: AFL-CIO convention resolutions, executive statements, legislative alerts,
legislative testimonies, press releases, and speeches, 1995-2022.

4.4

Changes in Democratic Elites’ Voting Patterns

The last section presented evidence for H3, showing that the AFL-CIO underwent important
changes in its immigration position, both in terms of salience and friendlier tone, with greater
representation of Latino voices and less focus on the legal status of workers in more recent
decades. In this section, we show that there has been a generational replacement of those
legislators who received less approval from the AFL-CIO, as per H4.
We conduct this analysis by using AFL-CIO legislative scorecard data to calculate the
proportion of Democratic representatives with high AFL-CIO ratings (defined as ratings
above 90 percent), medium ratings (defined as ratings below 90 percent but above 50 percent), and low ratings (defined as ratings below 50 percent) over time. Panel (a) of Figure 9
shows that, both those with medium and low AFL-CIO ratings have experienced a continual
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decline in proportion since 2009, when data first became available. Panel (b) shows that,
during the same period, the proportion of House Democrats with high AFL-CIO ratings has
increased over time. Defining high approval as above 75 percent, medium approval as above
25 percent, and low approval as below 25 percent generated the same over-time trends as
the ones shown here.
Observing that House Democrats with lower AFL-CIO ratings got replaced by those with
higher ratings, however, does not show that changes have occurred in House Democrats’ immigration positions. In other words, how important are Representatives immigration positions in the AFL-CIO’s rating of House Representatives? If high-approval House Democrats
do not vote differently compared to low-approval House Democrats on immigration issues, then our argument that the AFL-CIO’s immigration position is transmitted to House
Democrats would be seriously compromised.
We therefore analyze House Democrats’ immigration issue votes, grouped by their approval ratings by organized labor. Figure 10 shows the results from this analysis, with two
takeaways. First, from the start of the 111th Congress in 2009 to the end of the 113th
Congress in 2015, House Democrats with high AFL-CIO approval consistently had more
liberal immigration positions, represented by lower values on the y-axis, while those with
low AFL-CIO approval consistently had less liberal immigration positions. Second, over
time, both high- and low-approval House Democrats moved in a more liberal direction on
immigration issues. This shows that high-approval House Democrats vote differently than
low-approval ones on immigration issues.
We concede that liberalization in House Democrats’ immigration positions may have occurred independently of pressures from AFL-CIO elites, and that high ratings of immigration27

(a) Proportion of House Democrats with low and medium AFL-CIO ratings

(b) Proportion of House Democrats with high AFL-CIO ratings

Figure 9: Proportion of House Democrats with certain AFL-CIO ratings. Low ratings are
defined as ratings below 50 percent approval; medium ratings are defined as ratings above
50 percent but below 90 percent; high ratings are defined as ratings of 90 percent and
above. Source: AFL-CIO Legislative Scorecard.
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friendly Democrats simply shows that the AFL-CIO has liberal immigration positions. However, our analysis shows that there has been a gradual replacement of low-approval, less proimmigrant House Democrats by high-approval, more pro-immigrant ones. Despite its recent
decline in importance, organized labor is still an important constituency of the Democratic
Party. Our analysis, therefore, provides suggestive evidence that this gradual replacement
may be associated with endorsement by the AFL-CIO.

Figure 10: Immigration positions of House Democrats, by AFL-CIO ratings. Low ratings
are defined as ratings below 25 percent approval; high ratings are defined as ratings of 75
percent and above. Lower values of immigration positions indicate more liberal voting
behavior. Source: AFL-CIO Legislative Scorecard; Congressional Roll-Call Votes Database.

5

Conclusion

How political parties’ positions evolve and how interest groups shape political elites’ positions
on contentious issues are two of the most important questions in the study of political devel-
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opment. The past three decades have witnessed an increasing portion of Democratic elites
who adopt pro-immigrant issue positions as well as growing Latino presence in the organized
labor, a long-time staunch ally of the Democratic Party. The link between these two trends
remain underexplored. Leveraging Congressional Roll-Call records, interest group ratings,
census data, and public opinion survey data, we show that Democratic elites have adopted
more pro-immigrant issue positions in response to the Latinization of organized labor. More
specifically, catering to Latino members in unions, labor elites adjusted their issue positions
and transmitted their opinion to Democratic elites by endorsing pro-immigrant candidates.
Our findings have theoretical as well as normative implications. First, we identified a
crucial source of party position change — changes in the demographic composition of a
social group that allies with a given party. We also challenged the commonly-held belief
that organized labor is expected to be hostile to immigrants because new immigrants may
compete down wages for union members. Normatively, the decline of union power may also
threaten the political representation of racial and ethnic minorities. Racial and ethnic groups
in organized labor play important roles in empowering minority voters.
We identify two areas for future research. First, we demonstrated that at the national
level, immigration has gradually become a salient issue among labor elites. Another interesting test would be to see whether the AFL-CIO’s state chapters have been responding to
local Hispanic presences. Analyzing local labor leaders’ behaviors is essential because the
AFL-CIO’s local chapters endorse political candidates during each election cycle. Second,
generational replacement served as a key mechanism that shifted Democrats’ issue positions
on immigration. To rigorously test this, information on failed challengers’ immigration positions is needed. Lastly, one might be interested in exploring the normative implication of
30

the “union decline” thesis, which calls for a better understanding of the relationship between
interest groups and minority empowerment.
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Abstract:
Many scholars argue that business groups and other wealthy, elite interests dominate the
American lobbying system. Racial minority interest groups, or RMIGs, are organizations that
primarily represent the interests of marginalized racial communities that have fewer resources to
contribute to organizational lobbying and who have very little political power. From this
perspective, RMIGs should have little or no influence on policymaking. Is this empirically true?
Under what conditions can RMIGs and similarly situated interest groups influence
policymaking? I argue that race's high saliency in American politics has set RMIGs on a
different path than traditional interest groups and has shaped their resources and strategies. Using
this idea as a starting point and an original dataset of over 250,000 California bill analyses from
1997 to 2018, I show that RMIGs’ ability to influence politics dramatically increases when they
can build large and diverse lobbying coalitions.
Introduction
The formation and rise of new interest groups representing racial minorities have
dramatically affected the role of lobbying as a method for voicing the demands of marginalized
racial minority communities (Strolovitch 2007). Since the 1960s, groups kept out of the political
system are now integrated as interest group participants in the policy-making process.
Organizations advocating for marginalized communities like the poor, women, racial minorities,
and other disadvantaged segments of society became more prevalent over time as they found
firmer footing in the lobbying world (Wilson 1974). Groups representing specifically racial
minority interests that I call racial minority interest groups, or RMIGs, play a crucial role in
representing their respective racial groups by raising the concerns of their communities and
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working to pass policies that benefit them. If anything, the “Pluralist Heaven” criticized by
Schattschneider (1960), where groups represent all interests of society, should be much closer
today than it was in the past. However, one can intuitively sense that equal representation in
lobbying is not the reality.
Though thousands of voices are heard in Congress and state capitals across the country, it
is evident that the majority and the loudest primarily come from elite, wealthy parts of our
country like those of major corporations, industries, or powerful professional groups. Therefore,
it is necessary to evaluate the state of lobbying and representation in the United States by
analyzing the behavior of weaker groups, like RMIGs, and assessing whether they are successful
in the lobbying arena. For example, are RMIGs, representing politically marginalized racial
minority groups, shut out of the legislature, or can they compete on par with other powerful
interests?
In this paper, I argue that RMIGs are more successful in influencing policy when they
engage in a strategy of building large and diverse coalitions. I theorize that such strategies help
RMIGs exert a more substantial influence in the policy process. Before showing that RMIGs are
adept at creating large and diverse coalitions, I evaluate the impact of coalitional diversity and
size on legislative bill outcomes. Large and diverse lobbying coalitions pierce through the fog of
uncertainty facing legislators' decisions. These coalitions act as cues for legislators and help limit
uncertainty, especially regarding issues outside their purview. RMIGs are successful
representatives of marginalized racial minorities through these ways.
How can RMIGs be politically influential in lobbying? I show that the twin mechanisms
of diversity and size of coalitions significantly affect the passage rate of a bill. Phinney (2018)
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demonstrates that coalitional diversity can increase lobbying influence for marginalized
communities through a formal signaling model and a case study. Lorenz (2020) shows that
coalitional diversity affects the chances of a bill receiving committee consideration in Congress.
Building on these ideas, I test the effects of diversity mechanisms on bill passage while also
including coalitional size as an important additional factor with my data on bill outcomes and
interest group positions in the California legislature from 1997 to 2018.
My analyses show that increasing coalitional diversity and size positively and
significantly affect bill outcome and that RMIGs' endorsements of candidates can also sway
survey respondents' vote choice. Larger coalitional size and higher coalitional diversity can break
through legislators' uncertainties to influence voting decisions. Increased coalitional diversity
and size of a bill lead to a higher likelihood of bill passage. Interest groups with fewer financial
resources, less political power, and who represent marginalized communities like RMIGs can be
more successful in lobbying if they engage in building large and diverse coalitions. Through
these findings, I argue that RMIGs can be an effective source of representation for marginalized
racial communities. My results show that RMIGs can be effective vehicles of representation for
their communities despite severe constraints. Hence, the main implication of this study is that
racial minority groups should pursue lobbying as a valuable avenue for voicing policy
grievances.
RMIGs as a Distinct Category of Interest Groups
I propose a theory of why RMIGs are distinct from our traditional understanding of
interest groups and how they can effectively lobby in a biased political system toward elite
interests. The main distinction between RMIGs and conventional interest groups is that RMIGs
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primarily advocate for the interests of a racial group. This racial distinction cannot be taken
lightly because it shapes the obstacles and resources available to RMIGs. RMIGs' actions are
evaluated through racialized views and stereotypes. For example, they often must overcome
racist views of whether specific policies are deserving, like in the case of welfare reform (Gause
2022).
On the other hand, racial identity can be a source of strength. Linked-fate, a phenomenon
described by Dawson (2004), in which racial minorities feel connected through their racial
identity, is much stronger and more prevalent than other identities. A shared sense of linked-fate
allows RMIGs to mobilize and cooperate more easily and often than other groups. These
resources and barriers are distinct to RMIGs, and they navigate a lobbying environment that is
wholly different from classic interest groups. Finally, RMIGs' road into political incorporation as
participants in lobbying was shaped by their experiences in social movements, which helped
these groups develop strategies based on cooperation and coalition-building. These experiences
and their trajectory from social movements shaped their behavior as formal lobbying
organizations in legislatures.
I argue that RMIGs can successfully compete against powerful groups and win policy
battles because they can more easily create large and diverse lobbying coalitions. The historical
development of RMIGs has created a general inclination towards cooperative lobbying. RMIGs
lobby in coalitions and send informational signals rather than campaign contributions or
lobbying alone. The unique character of RMIG, honed through the social movements for civil
rights, political access, and equality, makes them more inclined to cooperate with other
organizations. Transitioning from protest politics to formal legislative politics allowed RMIGs to
practice the collaborative and coalition-building skills they developed in their days as social
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movement organizations. As a result, RMIGs are better at tapping into more profound
connectedness between groups to create winning coalitions than traditionally wealthy groups like
firms or industries. For example, scholars note the characteristic ability of RMIGs like the
NAACP to forge partnerships with like-minded organizations like the ACLU, churches, and
other racial groups to maintain and enhance their political influence (McAdam 1982;
Pinderhughes 1995). Smith (1996) also notes that the NAACP, after the civil rights movement
and as a full RMIG, continued to rely on a coalition of labor, Latinx, and public advocacy
organizations. This evolution and coalition-building strategy suggest a continuation of tactics and
the drawing of resources that served them well as a social movement organization. The strategic
advantage of coalition-building reinforces this characteristic. Large and diverse coalitions
increase lobbying capabilities and reduce informational uncertainty among legislators. RMIGs
can compete and pass policies that matter to marginalized racial minority communities through
these ways. Building on the classic social movement literature on resource mobilization, I
contend that RMIGs’ growth and impact are shaped by the types and levels of resources
available to them at their formation—most of which occurred during the civil rights movement
and other outsider movements—and have been built into their organization (McAdam 1996;
McCarthy and Zald 1977).
RMIGs, in particular, are better at engaging in these strategies because they have natural
allies. Histories of shared discrimination and struggles for representation have created a sense of
commonality among RMIGs. Kaufmann (2003) shows that individual Blacks and Latinxs
cooperate more when they have a higher recognition of common disadvantages than Whites.
Hero and Pruehs (2013) show that the social context of inter-group elite relations (at the RMIG
level) in the broader national arena facilitates more robust recognition of shared disadvantages
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among Blacks and Latinxs relative to Whites. This sense of commonality, I argue, makes RMIGs
more predisposed to working together. Beyond commonality, RMIGs still have an over-arching
incentive to build coalitions in a resource-driven lobbying environment. McCarthy and Zald
(1977) put forward the notion that resources are critical to the success of social movements.
Organizations pushing for social change are strategic in maximizing their resources to reach their
goals. Therefore, RMIGs must coalesce in coalitions to exert more decisive influence. The
coalition-building strategy is particularly significant to marginalized groups because their
constituencies comprise small portions of the general public. However, their numbers
enormously increase when they work with others.
In essence, the unique character of RMIGs and their practice of coalition-making during
their formative social movement years make them predisposed to cooperation which is
reinforced by the strategic advantage of coalition-building, granted by the fact that they represent
visible constituencies. Moreover, this sense of mutual trust is strengthened over time as they
engage in cooperative lobbying and log-rolling.
Models of Diversity and Size
Phinney's (2018) simple signaling model of coalition formation establishes the
fundamental interactions and mechanisms of how diversity influences legislators' voting
behavior. A signaling model highlights the conditions of informational asymmetries that
legislators and interest groups operate under and, in doing so, illustrates the intuition behind the
role of coalition diversity. The critical assumption is that interest groups have information that a
legislator values but cannot access. For example, such information can be the likelihood of a
policy outcome, constituents' preferences, or technical expertise on the policy. We can isolate
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how interest groups and legislators interact through a signaling game. For example, an interest
group has a solid incentive to mislead legislators toward a decision that only benefits them.
A signaling game requires two players: a signaler of information and a receiver of
information. The signaler is an interest group, while the receiver is a legislator (Ainsworth 1993).
The signaler (interest group) aims to make the receiver (the legislator) act in their interest, like
enacting a policy change that benefits them. Within the confines of this game, the legislator is
uninclined to enact the policy change that the signaler wants. The legislator, however, will only
do so if there is a high or credible likelihood that the benefit of enacting the policy change
outweighs its costs to the legislator. The signaler's job is to convince the legislator that passing
their preferred policy would be more beneficial than costly by sending information. The signaler
“sends” these signals through writing position letters, testifying in committee hearings,
mobilizing constituents, working collaboratively with other groups, and other acts. These signals
reveal to the legislator the potential consequences of failing to enact the policy. The legislator, at
this stage, must evaluate the quality or trustworthiness of the information signal they see at this
stage. Are the informational signals credible? Would enacting the signaler's preferred policy
outcome benefit the legislator? If the legislator is convinced by the information signals sent by
the signaler, then the policy is accepted or supported. On the other hand, the policy is rejected if
the legislator remains unconvinced.
Following Phinney (2018) and other signaling models, an interest group can be labeled as
a low-type or a high-type. In this theory, a low-type group “exists in an environment in which no
other groups support the policy p, whereas a high-type group exists in an environment of strong
support for policy p across a diverse array of organized interests” (Phinney 2018; 32). Each
group's environment defines its type, and both groups would like to signal that the policy enjoys
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strong support rather than low support. They want to express that they are a high-type rather than
a low-type. The crux of this policy game is whether the signal sent by the group allows the
legislator to determine the group's type. The legislator wants to make the right decision by
following the recommendations of a high-type rather than a low-type.
However, both low-type and high-types have a strong incentive to convince legislators
that they are the high-type regardless of whether this is true or not. For example, Phinney's
(2018) theory presents a diverse coalition as the “separating strategy” signal that legislators use
to pick a decision. Only the high-type, in this setup, exists in an environment of broad support for
a policy change. Therefore, both types will do their best to build diverse coalitions to convince
legislators that they are the high-type. If both types can build diverse coalitions, legislators will
be unable to differentiate between the two types. But suppose the two types differentiate in
strategy. In that case, the signal of a diverse coalition “provides information to the legislator
about the group's true type--specifically, that she is dealing with a high- rather than a low-type
group" (Phinney 2018; 32).
The central insight of this model is that two types of groups may separate in their
lobbying approaches if the costs of building a diverse or large coalition are higher or if doing so
is difficult for the low- and high-types. Costs and difficulty in building coalitions differ across
interest group types. Legislators can then infer that the group is a high-type in seeing a diverse
coalition. High diversity in a coalition communicates to legislators that the group is a high-type
or that there is strong political support for the policy change. My theory on RMIG lobbying
argues that the costs of building diverse coalitions are much lower for them and that it is easier
for them to do so. Hence, they can send a strong signal that they are a high-type even if it may
not necessarily be true. RMIGs' ability to convince legislators through these signals allows them
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to compete on similar levels to traditional interest groups, including those with an advantage in
political and financial power.
I expand on this model by arguing that the coalition's size sends an even more credible
signal and more easily differentiates the signaler as the high-type. A diverse coalition
communicates to a legislator that there may be broad support for the policy change being
advocated by the signaler. Within this uncertainty, a diverse coalition tells legislators that the
policy change may be politically advantageous for them. I argue that the number of groups in the
coalition also plays a similar role. A signal that shows that many interested parties care about the
policy change shows legislators that the policy issue is highly salient and that there is substantial
support for its enactment. This signal is much more effective when the supporting coalition is
larger than the opposing coalition on the bill.
The net number of support, in this case, takes into account potential large opposing
coalitions as well. It might be the case that a bill has massive opposition. Taking the difference
between supporting and opposing coalitions gives us a clearer picture of how coalitional size
affects lobbying. The ability to build large coalitions also varies among groups, and the group
type will determine its costs. Having both a large and diverse coalition, in these ways, can further
differentiate interest groups as the high-type. The credibility of the signaler is maximized.
Phinney's (2018) model predicts that a diverse lobbying coalition will lead to stronger influence
on legislators' behavior. This result is the case because it would signal to the legislator that they
are a high-type, increasing the probability that the legislator will choose the policy change. I
expand on this model by arguing that the size of a coalition also plays a role in showing
legislators that the signaler is a high-type. To test the ability of diverse and large coalitions to
influence policy change, I present the following hypotheses:
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H1: Bills with a larger net supporting coalition will pass out of the legislature more often
than those supported by a smaller net supporting coalition.
H2: Bills supported by lobbying coalitions with a high diversity of group types will pass
out of the legislature more often than those supported by less diverse coalitions.
The presence of a very large and diverse coalition will lead to the most successful policy success.
Having both strengths in size and diversity magnifies the credibility of the signal sent to
legislators. It is the most effective in convincing legislators to pick the signaler's policy change.
Hence:
H3: Bills supported by large lobbying coalitions with high diversity will be the most
successful in passing out of the legislature.
This paper attempts to test the causal mechanisms of size and diversity in influencing legislators’
policy decisions. A simple signaling model shows legislators' dilemma: they must decide on
accepting a policy choice based on the signals they received in a situation of high uncertainty.
Coalitional diversity and, in extension, its size work best to convince legislators that they can
trust an interest group's policy preference. I use this model within the framework of my theory on
RMIG lobbying to show that even though they are politically and financially weaker than their
competitors, RMIGs can be successful because they can send these two signals more efficiently.
Suppose the twin mechanisms of coalitional diversity and size play an outsized role in
convincing legislators. In that case, it is unsurprising that RMIGs can win just as often as their
more affluent counterparts.
Date and Design
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I test hypotheses H1 to H3, which predict that large and diverse coalitions lead to more
bill success by relying on a novel dataset of California bill analyses from 1997 to 2018. The data
contain all bills presented to the California state legislature over twenty years and record
instances of lobbying by interest groups. Specifically, it lists the name of interest groups that
have registered their support or opposition to a bill. Most studies on lobbying in American
politics rely primarily on data made available by the Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA) of 1995
(Baumgartner and Leech 2001; LaPira and Thomas 2017; Bertrand, Bombardini and Trebbi
2014; Vidal, Mirko and Fons-Rosen 2012; Furnas, Heaney and LaPira 2019). The LDA data
begin with lobbying reports filed in 1998 and continually accrue. Though a clear and valuable
source of data, they are often incomplete. LDA reports rarely contain clear information on the
lobbying activities of these organizations. More importantly, it does not record organizations'
position on a bill, limiting researchers' ability to assess groups' influence over legislative
outcomes (Kim 2017; Kim and Kunisky 2021; Lorenz 2020). Such limitations of available data
often stymie empirical studies of interest group participation.
More recently, Lorenz (2020) introduced lobbying data compiled by a non-profit
organization called MapLight. This dataset is unique in that it records instances of organizations
taking a clear position on Congressional bills from 2005 to 2018 for about 16,000 organizations.
Most of these positions come from public statements made by the organizations through their
websites, open letters, press releases, and other publicly available sources. However, there are
concerns related to selection bias in this dataset. For one, MapLight does not fully capture every
instance of interest group activity, but only around twenty percent of bills were introduced
during this period (Lorenz 2020). In addition, the MapLight data fails to randomly sample or
select bills to research but depends on the salience of the bill. There is also a possibility that
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MapLight may not be able to locate positions for the bill adequately or might claim a position
that is in error. As Lorenz (2020) states, “Either issue could introduce sample selection problems
into MapLight's data collection process, hampering the data's potential for generating descriptive
or causal inferences.”
I address these concerns by compiling an original dataset of California bill analyses from
1997 to 2018. The data contains 310,033 bill analyses for 33,176 legislative bills proposed to the
California Assembly and Senate. The data record every instance of a proposed bill. The data
generating process relies on the formal rules of proposing legislation. Every bill proposed is
assigned a number, keyed to a committee, and sent to be analyzed by committee staff. From its
introduction to its final vote, staff members must create and update an analysis of the bill at
every stage of the legislative process. The data drawn from these analyses are a comprehensive
survey of all policy considered and how it has morphed through the legislative process.
These bill analyses contain information about the bill's topic, the author, a description of
the proposed change, the date of submission, and a listing of organizations that formally sent
letters supporting or opposing the bill (see appendix). By law, the bill's title must substantively
reflect its proposed changes. The bill's title gives researchers a clear idea of the topics of the
proposed bills. More importantly, the listings of organizations formally supporting or opposing a
bill record an act of lobbying. When an organization sends a letter, they signal its approval or
disapproval of a policy idea to the legislator. Legislators and their staff see these signals all
through the legislative process. It is a clear indication of an attempt to lobby or sway the
legislature. These listings allow researchers to map and track the types of policies that civic and
private groups care about and provide a sense of their policy agendas. Using these listings, I
identify and analyze the bills that RMIGs signaled their support and opposition on to give a clear
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indication of the types of issues that these organizations care about and describe the lobbying
trend of RMIGs.
The creation of this dataset offers several significant contributions to the study of interest
group lobbying. First, the thousands of observations detailing the lobbying positions of interest
groups over many years and the plethora of information can answer many different types of
questions concerning lobbying influence, interest group networks, representation, and more. For
example, one can use the unique names of the interest groups, their positions on bills, and
legislators sponsoring the bill to more precisely create ideal point measures that reflect the latent
ideological leanings of interest groups (Crosson, Furnas, and Lorenz 2020). Second, researchers
can use this data to compare, tabulate, and analyze RMIGs activity over 20 years. Finally,
leveraging this data allows me to observe RMIG lobbying proclivities and the coalitions they
form in their activities.
Using this data, I count the number of groups that sent in letters of support and
opposition on every bill to measure the size of the coalitions for each side of a bill. A coalition is
a partnership among interest groups that pursue a common goal. From this perspective, groups
on the same side of an issue are a coalition. Hence, coalitional size is the total number of groups
on either support or opposed side of a group. I also calculate a measure of coalitional diversity. It
is a simple Hefindahl-Hirschmann Index (HHI) calculation of each bill's coalition. In economics,
the HHI is commonly used to measure market concentration, and it can measure diversity in
political science. To determine the type of groups signaling on each bill analysis, I hand-coded
3000 groups along 13 dimensions, ranging from business organizations to hospitals, based on
prescribed definitions (See Appendices). These classifications are adapted from Schlozman and
Tierney’s (1986) classification system, where interest group types are identified by their
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constituency and policy interests. I then used an unsupervised method to code the rest of the
roughly 91,265 unique groups that sent a letter during this period. I randomly administered
quality spot-checks to ensure precision. To ensure reliability, a team of ten trained undergraduate
researchers went through line-by-line each organization’s name and machine-coding to verify
that the group is precisely verified.
I measure the diversity of each coalition, both in support and opposition of bills, by
calculating its Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) number. HHI is calculated by summing the
squared market share of each competing firm in a market:

,
where

is the market share percentage of firm

expressed as a whole number. The

closer a market is to a monopoly, the higher the market's concentration and the less competitive
or diverse that market is. Building on this idea, I calculate the coalition diversity score by
squaring each group type's share of the coalition for a bill and summing it:

=
where

,

is the coalition share percentage of group type

expressed as a whole number.

The diversity score for each supporting and opposing side of a bill is calculated using this
formula. We scale it by dividing the score by 1000 to create a diversity score of 0 to 1. A
coalition with a score closer to 1 is dominated by only one type of interest group signaling
support or oppose on a bill, while one closer to 0 indicates many different groups engaged in
signaling. If, for example, there was only one type of group in support of a bill, then its diversity
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score would equal 1, indicating no diversity in its coalition. This is the case because only one
type of group is signaling support. Conversely, a score of 0 would indicate complete diversity for
the coalition signaling on a bill.
Finally, I combine this data with the official historical records of the California
legislature to include the outcome of the bill. Bill success is determined by whether it can pass
out of both houses of the state legislature. The three hypotheses can be modeled as logistic
regression models with year-fixed effects. A logit model can be used to investigate the
relationships between multiple explanatory variables and a binary outcome variable. It is
appropriate when the response takes one of only two possible values, like success or failure.
Hypothesis H1 can be expressed as the following equation:
For bill in year ,

,
where

is the dependent variable indicating whether bill passed out of the

legislature in year , and
bill in year . Our key explanatory variable is

is the net number of interest groups supporting
, which is calculated by

subtracting the number of groups opposing bill from the number of groups supporting it.
Finally,

is the residual in each observation not explained by the explanatory variables and

fixed effects combined.
I can further express the effects of the presence of a RMIG with coalition size by
interacting the term indicating RMIG support for a bill with the term expressing the net size of
the supporting coalition:
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For bill in year ,

where

is interacted with

, indicating whether

there is any RMIG supporting the bill. The interaction term captures the differential effect of
coalition size in the presence of a RMIG in the coalition.
Hypothesis H2 is analogous to H1 but primarily tests the diversity of a coalition on bill
passage. It replaces the net number of supporting organizations for a bill with the diversity of the
coalition supporting it. The relationship can be expressed as: For bill in year ,

where

is the Herfindahl-Hierschmann measure of diversity for the

supporting coalition of bill in year .
I also interact the main explanatory variable of coalitional diversity with the presence of a
RMIG in the supporting coalition: For bill in year ,

where the main explanatory is the interaction term. These four models allow me to test
the independent effects of coalitional size, coalitional diversity, and presence of RMIG support
for Hypotheses H1 and H2. Finally, I address Hypothesis H3 by modeling bill passage as a
function of the interaction between coalitional size and coalitional diversity. The model can be
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expressed as: For bill in year ,

The expectation is that bills with both high coalitional diversity and large coalitional size would
be most likely to pass out of the legislature.

Findings: Large and Diverse Coalitions are Likely to Lead to Legislative Success
The bill analyses data provide compelling evidence that large and diverse coalitions lead to more
policy success. In support of Hypothesis H1, bills with a large support coalition are more likely
to pass out of the legislature and end up at the governor's desk. Considering the opposing
coalition, bills with lots of organizations supporting them pass at higher rates than those in
smaller support coalitions. Figure 1 presents the results of the logit model on the relationship
between a bill's net coalition size and bill passage out of the legislature. It shows a substantial
increase in the predicted probability of passage out of both houses of the legislature for bills with
lots of net support.
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Figure 1. Predicted Probability of Bills Passing Based on Net Coalition Size in Support of a Bill.
“Net support,” again, refers to the overall number of organizations supporting the bill
minus the number of organizations opposing it. As Figure 1 shows, bills with much opposition
are more likely to fail, while those with many supporting organizations dramatically increase the
bill’s chance of passing. The model shows that moving from a net coalition of zero to 100
increases the likelihood of passage by about 30%. The size of a coalition is a statistically
significant predictor of bill passage. Altogether, the results are strongly consistent with
Hypothesis H1 and my theory that coalition size strongly influences bill success. To expand on
Phinney’s (2018) and Lorenz’s (2022) theory and work on the influence of diverse coalitions, I
find that the size of the coalition also matters to bill passage. This new evidence of the effect of
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coalition size on policy success reinforces the idea that RMIGs and weak groups can be
successful, regardless of financial constraints and marginalizing barriers if they can leverage
their unique ability to create large coalitions.
I further explore the role of RMIGs and group size by interacting the presence of a RMIG
on a bill with net coalition size. Does having a RMIG in a support coalition affect bill passage,
given net coalition size? In other words, do RMIGs improve or hinder bill passage rate given a
very large support coalition or a tiny one? Figure 2 shows the predicted probabilities of a bill
passing based on net support coalition size given the presence of a RMIG in the coalition. When
RMIGs signal support on bills with outnumbered support, or fewer organizations supporting than
opposing it, the bill is much more likely to pass than those with non-RMIGs on the bill.
However, as net support becomes positive, the presence of a RMIG supporting the bill does not
add more to the likelihood that the bill will pass. Bills with more organizations supporting than
opposing them do not gain extra benefit from having a RMIG supporting them. This finding
suggests that bills with small supporting coalitions would greatly benefit from having a RMIG on
its team. Though surprising, this finding fits in with the general theory of RMIGs' role in
maintaining legitimacy and being able to mobilize support from racial minority communities.
Having this asset is particularly important when one goes up against larger opposition.
Altogether, it is evident that coalition size matters to the success of a bill and that its makeup also
has important effects on bill passage. Having a RMIG, for example, in a small coalition can be
very helpful.
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Figure 2. Predicted Probability of Bills Passing Based on a Net Coalition Size and Presence of a
RMIG in Support of a Bill.

I evaluate Hypothesis H2 through a logit model of the relationship between support
coalition diversity and bill passage out of the legislature. My key predictor is the diversity of a
supporting coalition on a bill, as measured by the HHI score of a bill coalition. An HHI score
close to zero expresses high diversity while a score close to one expresses little diversity in
coalitional makeup. My analysis shows that, following Phinney (2017) and Lorenz (2022),
coalitional diversity has a significant and robust effect on bill success. Figure 3 is consistent with
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Hypothesis H2. It shows that highly diverse support coalitions are more likely to pass bills than
less diverse ones. The predicted passage rate of a bill decreases as the HHI score of their
supporting coalition increases or, in other words, a less diverse coalition supports the bill.

Figure 3. Predicted Probability of Bills Passing Based on Support Coalition Diversity.
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The analysis results give credence to a central insight of my theory: the diversity of
coalition partners allows influence in the legislature. Diversity in lobbying coalitions means that
a coalition contains organizations representing different interests. Bringing diverse actors in
support of a bill increases the credibility of the information sent to legislators about the bill's
potential consequences and its urgency. Hence, those who quickly and easily create or be on
diverse coalitions will be more successful. I argue that RMIGs have this ability. Hence, they can
win policy victories more often than expected, given their marginalized positions.
By expanding the model to include the interaction of the measure for supporting coalition
diversity and the presence of a RMIG in the coalition, I show that bills with more diverse
supporting coalitions and include RMIGs do less well than those with diverse coalitions and no
RMIG support. The presence of a RMIG does not seem to help bill passage, as long as bills have
more diverse supporting coalitions, as shown by Figure 4. The wide confidence intervals of
Figure 4 mean that I cannot draw firm conclusions from this model. But it offers evidence to
support that RMIGs do worse at passing bills out of the legislature when lobbying independently
or with fewer types of groups. RMIGs seem to pass fewer bills when they go it alone or cannot
build very diverse coalitions. Conversely, RMIGs are much more successful when they are on
diverse coalitions.
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Figure 4. Predicted Probability of Bills Passing Based on Coalition Diversity and RMIG
Presence in Support of a Bill.

Finally, combining net support coalition size and support coalition diversity, the data present
some support for Hypothesis H3 and fascinating patterns on the effects of coalition size and
diversity. Figure 5 shows the predicted probability for bill passage at various levels of diversity
and net coalition size. The heat map visualizes the interaction of two continuous variables, with

24

bill diversity on the x-axis and net coalition support on the y-axis. The shading of the area shows
regions that correspond to predicted bill passage rates at different cut-points. The lighter shading
refers to higher predicted passage rates, while the darker shading reflects lower expected passage
rates.

Figure 5. Predicted Probability of Bill Passage at Different Levels of HHI and Coalition Size.

25

Large and diverse coalitions predict a high probability of bill passage, at around 60\% to 80\%.
However, the highest passage rates are in regions with low diversity and large coalitions. This
finding is surprising since it suggests that bills with large coalitions can still be successful
without having to be diverse. Our analysis would suggest that a bill with a large supporting
coalition of only one type of group would be highly likely to pass. For example, a bill with only
agricultural groups supporting it but has a net supporting coalition of 100 or more of such groups
would be successful.
On the other hand, consistent with my Hypothesis H3, the lowest passage rates are in
regions where supporting coalitions are less diverse and small. Altogether, the data show that
having diverse coalitions is ideal if one faces lots of opposition, as visualized at the bottom edge
of Figure 5, but worse if there is a large coalition, as shown by the top edge of the figure. Large
coalitions do not need diversity to pass bills.
Do a lobbying coalition's size and diversity influence the passage rate of bills in the
legislature? Compared to smaller and less diverse coalitions, the data show that bills with larger
and more diverse coalitions tend to pass at higher rates. There are similar patterns when RMIGs
are in the supporting coalition. RMIGs help increase the passage rate for bills with smaller net
support coalitions, but that influence diminishes as coalition size increases. On the other hand, a
RMIG does not strengthen the passage rate as long as the supporting coalition maintains a
diverse supporting coalition. RMIGs, on their own, seem to do worse than when non-RMIGs
signal support on their own. RMIGs are much more successful when they signal in diverse
coalitions.
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Conclusion
I show that RMIGs can influence the policy process through coalitional size and diversity
mechanisms. Building on the foundational theories of scholars, I test the effects of coalitional
size and diversity on the ability of bills to pass out of the legislature. The data show that
coalitional size and diversity are significant predictors of bill passage rates. Bills with large
support coalitions that outnumber the opposing coalition are much more likely to pass than those
with smaller support coalitions. Similarly, bills with more diverse supporting coalitions tend to
do better than those with less diverse coalitions. These findings support the theory that the
diversity and size of an interest group or lobbying coalition can break through legislators’
uncertainties and convince them to vote in line with the coalition’s position.
Interestingly, I find that the presence of RMIGs in smaller supporting coalitions that are
outnumbered by the opposing coalition has a better chance of passing their preferred bill than
non-RMIGs in similar small coalitions. Bills supported by RMIGs pass at higher rates when the
size of the coalition is larger. Surprisingly, bills supported by non-RMIGs do much better than
those supported by RMIGs when the supporting coalitional size is larger than the opposing
coalitional size. If a coalition is already large, having a RMIG does not meaningfully lead to
higher chances of success. The size of a supporting coalition seems to be the decisive
determinant of bill success. On the other hand, RMIGs in very diverse coalitions do better than
RMIGs in less diverse coalitions but not as well as non-RMIGs in similar situations. NonRMIGs, in general, are more successful on their own.
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Further analysis revealed that the highest predicted probability of passing a bill occurs
when there is lower diversity but lots of members in the supporting coalition of the bill. At the
same time, having very large and diverse coalitions also leads to higher chances of bill passage
but not as much as if there is a large and homogeneous supporting coalition. These findings point
to bounds of success related to coalition diversity and size, where diversity seems to matter less
once a coalition reaches a threshold in their size---around at least 40 to 50 net supporting
organizations. Remember that net coalition size refers to the number of supporting coalition
minus the opposing coalition. From this perspective, a lobbying coalition can have less diversity
in its coalition if it can create a coalition that outnumbers its opponents by 40 or 50
organizations, which is a very tall order and highly difficult.
RMIGs can succeed in smaller coalitions and seem to do better when they can maximize
their coalitional size and diversity. These findings point to RMIGs as great conduits of
representation for racial minorities because there is a straightforward way for RMIGs to
influence policy, given their financial and political weakness. Diverse and large coalitions work
to overcome legislator uncertainties and make lobbying signals more credible. The data support
this postulate. In my theorization of RMIG lobbying, I argue that RMIGs are much better than
their interest group counterparts in creating large and diverse coalitions. Their pathway as
organizations protesting on the streets through the many movements for civil rights and political
integration and the endemic nature of race in politics have allowed RMIGs to hone their
coalition-building strategies and given them an edge in creating large and diverse coalitions. If
RMIGs are better at creating large and diverse coalitions, they can competitively lobby on par
with more wealthy and powerful interest groups, as shown in this paper. RMIGs can be a
powerful vehicle for racial minority representation through these ways.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Introduction

In September 2020, then-President Donald Trump hosted the ”White House Conference
on American History” where he intended to ”defend the legacy of America’s founding, the
virtue of America’s heroes, and the nobility of the American character.” Trump devoted
a large part of the conference to denouncing critical race theory (CRT), a framework for
discussing institutional racism taught primarily at law schools (Cineas 2020). Trump’s attack
on a relatively esoteric legal concept quickly became one of the main conflict points in
school board races across the country, despite the little evidence that CRT is taught in K-12
public schools. In school board races in 2021 and 2022, Ballotpedia identified 573 school
districts in 38 states where candidates took a position on critical race theory (Ballotpedia
n.d.). American federalism creates a ”dynamic struggle” between competing, and sometimes
conflicting, spheres of jurisdiction. Imposing national-level frames onto subnational politics
risks distorting the idiosyncratic issue agendas and constituents of institutions such as school
boards, potentially detethering local politics from its local context.
This paper considers how politicians perceive and respond to nationalized political behavior from the electorate. After surveying the demand-side factors that drive trends in
political nationalization in the electorate, I argue that material and electoral incentives offer
supply-side factors for rational, ambitious, office-seeking politicians to ”strategically nationalize” their campaigns, framing subnational races around national issues, politicians, and
symbols. The extent of these incentives is moderated by district and race characteristics,
further increasing or lessening the pull to strategically nationalize. Although this paper generally argues that politicians respond to the perceived demand of nationalized politics, the
interplay between elite supply and voter demand is a two-way relationship where parties and
strategic politicians reinforce national frames to the electorate.
American political science scholarship has focused overwhelmingly on federal elected officials at the expense of state and local politics. 94% of articles on U.S. elections in five
leading political science journals between 1980 and 2000 focused on federal elections (Berry
and Howell 2007). Inadequate attention to state and local politics ignores the reality of
governance in America. Of the over five hundred thousand officials elected in the United
States, solely 537 serve at the federal level (Hopkins 2018, 23). Only 12% of the 1.2 million
Americans currently incarcerated are held at federal prisons (Carson 2021). The federal
government provides hundreds of billions of dollars in grants to state and local governments
to administer crucial services such as health care, education, and infrastructure (Office n.d.).
So long as political science literature fails to pay proper attention to state and local politics,
we will inevitably be left with an incomplete picture of American government.
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Why should we care about the nationalization? When the electorate is nationalized and
candidates campaign on national themes, evaluation of candidates across the federal ladder
are based on one single set of criteria based on national-level debates, elites, and symbols.
These politicians may see less reason to cater to their own constituents, as their electoral
outcome becomes more a product of national partisanship over performance in office. Indeed,
in this scenario, strategic politicians may prioritize the desires of campaign contributors,
national party activists, and interest groups (Althaus 2003, Gilens 2001). While American
federalism sought to create states as ”laboratories of democracies,” nationalized state politics
risks promoting a ”one-size-fits-all” solutions that result in deep policy polarization across
states (Grumbach 2018). Nationalization may also contribute to furthering polarization
and gridlock at the federal level. As regional party variation decreases among members of
Congress, so does the ability to forge novel coalitions to pass legislation.
This paper proceeds as followed. First, I survey prior scholarship on the demand-side
factors that promote nationalization among the American electorate. I then depart from existent literature by considering how strategic politicians respond to a nationalized electorate
through supply-side factors. I argue that both electoral and material incentives - including
voter heuristics, increased contributions, and strategic re-framing of races - prompt candidates to ”strategically nationalize” or appeal to national frames in subnational races. These
incentives are heavily moderated by district and race characteristics that either heighten or
dampen candidates’ choices to strategically nationalize. To test these claims, I draw upon
two complementary data sources. First, I study campaign finance reports for state and local
candidates in Virginia from 2012 through 2022. Second, I assess television advertisements
from the Wesleyan Media Project to track mentions of federal politicians in gubernatorial
races from 2010 through 2018. I find evidence that strategic nationalizing is dependent on
district characteristics, with more nationally competitive districts seeing a higher degree of
outside spending and mentions of federal officials in non-federal races. While these findings
offer preliminary evidence of both the extent and contextual nature of strategic nationalizing, further research is required to consider whether this is a newfound phenomena using
time-series data.
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Drawing upon the framework used by comparative scholars to assess the rise of far-right parties in Europe (Golder 2016, March and Rommerskirchen 2015), I examine the demand-side
and supply-side factors that promote the nationalization of subnational races. Demand-side
explanations for nationalization argue that changes in Americans’ identities and media con3
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sumption create an electorate where voters use the same criteria to judge candidates across
different levels of federalism and are more engaged and informed about national politics at
the cost of local and state politics (Hopkins 2018). While existing literature shows that
demand-side factors create an electorate apt to consider subnational politics through a national race, I extend our understanding by considering how strategic candidates respond to
the perception of a nationalized electorate through their decision to strategically nationalize.

2.1

Demand-Side Explanations

In 1972, the correlation between voting for the House of Representatives and presidential
vote was 0.51. By 2012, the correlation coefficient jumped to 0.92 (Jacobson 2015). Incumbency advantage for members of Congress, once a hallmark of American politics, has
decreased to levels not seen since the 1950s (Jacobson 2015). Demand-side explanations seek
to understand the factors driving voters to more uniformly cast ballots based on national
party identification over disparate, region-specific voting blocs. Three main demand-side
explanations are explained in this section: (i) partisan sorting and party polarization that
leads to more transferable party labels; (ii) nationalization of Americans’ partisan identities
and identities more broadly; and (iii) a shifting media environment that prioritizes national
politics at the expense of state and local issues.
2.1.1

Party Polarization and Sorting

A strong body of evidence has documented the rise of “programmatic, cohesive, and ideologically distinct” Democratic and Republican Parties in the U.S. (Layman, Carsey, and
Horowitz 2006). Elite-level polarization has been found in the ideology of members of
Congress (Poole and Rosenthal 2017, Fleisher and Bond 2004), party unity scores (Fleisher
and Bond 2004), congressional committees (Aldrich and Rohde 2000), and presidentialcongressional relationships (Binder 2003). A growing branch of literature has also found
evidence of mass-level polarization. As previously noted, split ticket voting is increasingly
rare even when incumbents are on the ballot (Hetherington 2001) and party identification is
now the single most determinative vote choice factor (Bartels 2000). Party identifiers rate
the opposing party more negatively (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012) and the number of
partisans who report that they would be “upset” if their child married someone outside their
political party has grown eightfold from 1960 to 2010 (Graham 2012).
Hand-in-hand with polarization, state parties now more uniformly mirror the national
party. A crucial component of this story is the decline of the ”Dixiecrat” South, whose
state parties and representatives often acted in coalition with the Republican Party against
4
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more liberal Democrats from outside the South (Mickey 2015). During the era of Southern
Democratic dominance, state Democratic parties platforms differed vastly on a variety of
areas, most notably on civil rights (Schickler 2016). As the Dixiecrats migrated to the
GOP, regional intraparty differences declined (Mickey 2015). Since then, variation in state
party platforms has decreased while the topics emphasized in state GOP and Democratic
platforms have diverged dramatically (Hopkins, Schickler, and Azizi 1918).
2.1.2

National Political Identities

How does the polarization between parties and convergence of state and party platforms
affect voter behavior? Party labels today offer very similar meanings across jurisdictions
and different levels of federalism. While intraparty differences certainly still exist, they pale
in comparison to those at the middle of the 20th Century. If the Democrat label is more
assuredly transferable to presidential, House, gubernatorial, and state senate candidates,
then Americans’ partisan attachments can become more national, not regional, in scope.
Data from the American National Elections Survey (ANES) shows exactly this: since
1980, voters partisan identities have become less state specific (Hopkins 2018, 38). With
a trend in identification with a national party brand, voters tend to weigh national party
positions more heavily than the positions of individual candidates (Nyhan et al. 2012,
Sniderman and Stiglitz 2012). The decrease in value placed in individual candidate positions
versus those of the party at large may be one of the main factors driving the decline in the
Congressional incumbency advantage since even ”mavericks” cannot adequately distinguish
themselves from the national party brand. Further, Tausanovitch and Warshaw (2015) find
a ”negligible” connection between incumbents’ voting record and citizen support in a study
of eleven hundred congressional elections and seventy-five thousand voters between 2006 and
2012 (Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2015).
Beyond partisan affiliation, almost all Americans report their primary loyalty to the
United States (Tarr 2013). One of the primary rationales for American federalism is
that it fosters multiple political attachments. In 1785, Thomas Jefferson repeatedly referred
to Virginia as ”his country” (Jefferson 1944). In the 200 years since his writing, the United
States moved from a plural to singular noun and a singular national ”American” identity has
preempted any identity based on state or local affiliation. National personal and political
affiliations allows for individuals to connect with politics and base their political evaluations
on nationally based criteria. As national politics become a ”contest of evocative symbols”
of which state and local politics are both devoid and lowered in salience (Hopkins 2018),
candidate evaluations are rooted in judgments detached from the confines of state and local
politics.
5
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National Media Environment and the Presidential Paradox

Parallel to the trends noted above, the national media landscape has undergone a period of
rapid transformation. Local newspapers have experienced a dramatic drop in circulation,
leading to decreased advertising revenue and ultimately resulting in a 57% reduction in
newsroom employees compared to 2004 (Newspapers fact sheet 2022). Viewership for local
television newscasts has similarly decreased 31% in the past decade (Local TV News fact sheet
2021). The generally cited reasons for the decline in local news have been the popularity of
national cable news, mass entrance of digital news sites, and social media (Moskowitz 2021).
The media environment has therefore shifted from local to national in scope that increases
the attention paid to national politics at the expense of state and local news. Large city
newspapers such as the Chicago Tribune and Los Angeles Times often overlook state politics,
a trend that has also been found in an analysis of the 51 largest newspapers since 1980
(Hopkins 2018). The result is a public increasingly tuned into national news yet disconnected
from state and local officials. Local television, however, has continued to cover state politics,
and access to in-state television news has been found to substantially increase split-ticket
voting in both gubernatorial and senate races (Moskowitz 2021). Decreased exposure to
news on state and local politics decreases the amount of knowledge citizens hold on these
spheres of government. With a decrease in political information, citizens are less able to form
opinions on these governments and communicate their policy interests to officials (Krosnick
and Milburn 1990, Carpini and Keeter 1996). A shifting media environment that places
disproportionate attention on national politics helps to explain what Hopkins terms the
”presidential paradox”: even though voters acknowledge that state and local governments
have more influence on their daily lives, they remain fixated on national politics (Hopkins
2018).
The three main demand-side factors influencing the nationalization of politics has commanded the bulk of the nascent research on nationalization. While these arguments persuasively tell a story in which an electorate increasingly understands daily politics through the
lens of national polarized fights between the national political parties, they fail to fully capture
key mechanistic questions including the when and where state and local politics nationalizes
and who decides to active latent nationalization within the public and for what reason. To
answer these questions, we must turn to supply-side explanations of nationalization.

2.2

Supply-Side Explanations

The existing demand-side explanations offer important evidence of nationalizing trends
among the electorate but offer little guidance on how strategic elites respond and attempt
6
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to co-opt a nationalized electorate. I argue that candidates operating in an uncertain political environment revert to nationalizing their campaign messages in an attempt to garner
a higher degree of electoral support. I proceed using a rational choice framework, following
the Downsian assumption of office-seeking parties and politicans (Downs 1957).1. Supplyside factors describe the incentives for candidates to strategically nationalize. Responding to
demand-side factors, candidates have both resource and political incentives to strategically
nationalize. These include: creating meaningful cues in low-information races; attempting to
attract outside resources from national interest groups or political figures; and strategically
reframing an election into a more favorable light. These ”universal” candidate incentives
are heavily moderated by district characteristics that I expect to increase strategic nationalization: (i) when they perceive their challenger to be out of step with the constituency’s
national political affiliation; (ii) in a nationally competitive constituency where appeals can
be made to raise the symbolic stakes of a contest; and (iii) in a primary elections, especially
where the national party has prominent divisions.
2.2.1

Campaign Strategies in Response to a Nationally-Oriented Electorate

Office-seeking candidates attempt to make strategic decisions to maximize their electoral
chances. In state and local elections, campaigns seek this aim in the context of low voter
knowledge of the local candidates and specific policy priorities of a position. In the face
of this uncertain, low information environment, strategic nationalizing offers electoral and
material incentives that drive ambitious candidates to draw upon national frames. I consider
three major incentives in turn: heuristics, outside resources, and strategic reframing.
Candidates aim to provide low cost cues, or heuristics, to voters as an information shortcut to lower the cost of determining one’s preferred vote choice (Kahneman et al. 1982). In
partisan elections, a candidate’s attached party label is the ”cheapest cue” and best predictor
of vote choice (Downs 1957, Campbell et al. 1960; Converse 1964). As party brands become
reliably transferable across jurisdictions, party labels are even more of a powerful tool for
down ballot candidates. We should expect that campaign strategies and rhetoric to shift to
national themes in these races as an easy heuristic to drive support and, equally important,
turnout. Candidates may drawn upon voter’s passions for national politics with appeals to
national policies, themes, symbols, and politicians.
Further complications may arise when party labels are removed from the ballot in nonpartisan elections. Over three-quarters of municipal elections are nonpartisan, and over
ninety percent of school boards are elected through nonpartisan voting (Cities 101 - partisan
1

This assumption is closely linked to the assumption of members of Congress as single minded seekers of
re-election.Mayhew 2004
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and non-partisan elections 2020). Nonpartisan elections have historically been seen as a form
of “insulation” that localize a given race and promote divisions in local voting that do not
mirror partisan divisions (Adrian 1952). When party labels are removed, voters must seek
out nonpartisan cues to determine vote choice such as shared race with candidates (Kamin
1963, Pomper 1966, Lorinskas, Hawkins, and Edwards 1969, Arrington 1978). Past research
has found mixed evidence on the role of issues and ideology in nonpartisan elections: While
Salisbury and Black 1963, Taylor and Schreckhise 2003 found shared stances and ideology
between voters and candidates affects vote choices, Adrian 1952 and Wilson and Banfield
1964 found the opposite.
Even so, are issues equally important or do some hold more importance in local races?
Carmines and Stimson 1980 found that issues can have an impact on nonpartisan races when
they are defined by “easy” issues that all voters understand. Easy issue voting occurs “when
a particular issue becomes so ingrained over a long period that it structures voters’ ‘gut
responses’ to candidates” (Carmines and Stimson 1980, 78). Carmines and Stimson suggest
that “easy issues” emerge over the long-term, creating broad salience and largely local in
nature. However, political nationalization permits national issues, figures, and symbols to
serve as their own ”easy issue” that allow candidates to provide understandable forms of differentiation to the electorate. A candidate who states they ”stand with Donald Trump,” for
instance, provides a low-cost and understandable signals to the electorate. Even in partisan
elections, a state legislator may send a strong symbol by condemning a progressive national
Democrat such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, regardless of the inherent differences in the policy spheres of state and federal legislators. We therefore see that strategic nationalizing is a
useful strategy to provide meaningful partisan heuristics in both partisan and nonpartisan
races.
Similar to their federal counterparts, strategic candidates at the subnational level may
seek to cater to the priorities of these special interest groups both for their electoral motive
and the influence they hold through donations (Grossman and Helpman 1996). The relative
strength of special interest groups has bloomed over time. Since 2008, outside groups have
spent more than $1 billion in political donations (Outside spending n.d.). While federal legislation such as the Bipartisan Campaign Finance Reform Act of 2002 limited the amount of
contributions from political parties, the Supreme Court in Citizens United v. Federal Elections Commission and SpeechNow.org v. Federal Elections Commission struck down limits
on political spending in the form of independent expenditures by non-party organizations
such as corporations, non-profit groups, and interest groups. These decisions gave rise to the
growth of Super PACs, which are formally nonconnected to candidates and operate solely
through independent expenditures (and not direct contributions to candidates). Although
8

P. Dunphy

2 LITERATURE AND THEORY

subject to contribution limits, PACs directly contribute to candidates as well.
The electoral power of outside actors extends beyond contributions and direct expenditures from special interest groups. Endorsements, especially from trusted organizations
and officials, weaken the importance of other candidate characteristics such as ideology to
voters (Boudreau, Elmendorf, and MacKenzie 2018). Endorsements also act as a form of
communication between interest group leaders and activists within the group. The information networks of interest groups allow for their activists to strategically donate to candidates
and overcome the collective action problem of small donors (Grumbach 2020). Appeals to
interest groups and elites who are either national in scope or operate at the federal-level require strategic subnational politicians to craft appeals based on national-level divides to gain
support from outside actors in the forms of resources such as endorsements and contributions.
Finally, with the decline of regional partisanship, these appeals to national politics become available in a broader swath of jurisdictions. As Schattschneider noted, ”One way to
restrict the scope of conflict is to localize it, while one way to expand it is to nationalize it”
(Schattschneider 1960). When candidates engage in strategic nationalization, they localize
national conflict for the purposes of electoral gain. As Schattschneider suggests, however,
the decision to nationalize or not to nationalize is a strategic choice that during campaigns
is generally made by candidates or elites. Strategic nationalizing changes the grounds of
debate for a given race, potentially to a frame that would be more beneficial to a candidate.
There are many scenarios, which I describe in the following section on district characteristics, that may prompt candidates to reframe a race in an attempt to gain electoral support.
Reframing changes the axes of debate away from local issues to ones that touch on established and generally durable partisan attachments. Incumbents may seek to draw upon these
frames to deflect from their performance while in office while challengers may do the same
to situate themselves as more in line with a jurisdiction’s national political characteristics.
These differing contextual reasons to reframe an election through strategic nationalizing are
considered in greater depth in the following section.
I define the concept of local and state candidates drawing upon national politics for the
purposes of electoral support as ”strategic nationalizing.” The perceived benefits of strategic
nationalizing may be manifold: providing easy heuristics and increasing the perceived importance of otherwise low salience races; appeal to a broader donor base, especially among
PACs and out of state contributors, by increasing the relevance of a given race to broader
national politics; and similarly, framing a local race as an extension of national political
debates. In line with these incentives, I define the following hypotheses:
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H1. State and local level candidates will engage in strategic nationalizing by appealing to
national issues, divides, politicians, and symbols.
H2. The effect of increased nationalization will be found across different levels of federalism,
in both partisan and nonpartisan elections.
2.2.2

District Characteristics

The previous section considered candidate incentives to strategically nationalize. The extent of incentives for candidates to nationalize, however, is heavily moderated by the district
and candidate characteristics that change the degree of incentives in a given race. I offer
examples of three races where we may expect the highest degrees of strategic nationalizing:
(i) where a candidate is deemed ”out of step” with a district’s national partisan characteristics; (ii) where a primary challenger seeks to outflank a candidate; and (iii) in a nationally
competitive district where a candidate seeks to ”raise the stakes” of a given subnational election.2 These theoretical expectations are model in Figure 1, where the x-axis represents a
district’s national partisan/ideological composition while the y-axis represents an individual
candidate’s partisan/ideological profile. I turn to these three scenarios and their respective
incentives to strategically nationalize in turn.
Figure 1: District and Candidate Characteristics Influencing Strategic Nationalizing

2

This paper does not consider the types of races/districts where we could expect a lower degree of strategic
nationalizing. Considering the characteristics of races where there are incentives to strategically localize is an
important next step of this research.

10

P. Dunphy

2 LITERATURE AND THEORY

Election 1 in Figure represents a district where there is a clear liberal majority in national elections. In the theoretical race, a conservative incumbent is challenged by a liberal.
The liberal challenger in this scenario has an incentive to strategically nationalize in order to reframe the election away from discussions of a candidate’s performance and instead
to tap into national-level partisanship among those in the district. The challenger may say
that the conservative incumbent is ”out of step” with the district’s political ideology. Beyond
reframing, by strategically nationalizing, the liberal candidate draws upon cheap,
understandable partisan heuristics. More broadly, I expect that in districts with a clear partisan
majority, candidates in general elections will strategically nationalize in an attempt to tap
into the existing partisan majority.
Election 2 represents a primary election in an extremely conservative district. Here
the primary challenger, who is more conservative than the incumbent, would again have a
rational interest in reverting to strategic nationalizing to outflank the incumbent from the
right. The incentive to strategically nationalize in this scenario includes both to provide an
understandable wedge heuristic between the more conservative challenger and the incumbent,
and reframe the election to be a fight over the future direction of the party. In these types
of races, strategic nationalizing also serves the purpose of attracting the resources of outside
ideological interest groups and elites such as donations, endorsements, and general political
consulting. By framing the primary as not a contest over the issues of the office up for
election and instead as a fight over the direction of the party, strategic candidates raise the
perceived stakes of a primary, potentially attract ideological interest groups and elites.
I expect the incidents of strategic nationalizing in primary contests to be most heightened in situations in which there are major national-level party divides that are, in turn,
manifested in these primary elections. While the definition of party fracture for the purposes of considering nationalization is outside the scope of this paper, it is a crucial step to
considering the role of nationalization in primary contests.
In Election 3, the district is politically competitive on the national level and both candidates are generally moderate. Here I expect that the incentive to strategically nationalize will
come through all three major incentives. Candidates provide heuristics that provide understandable references.3 Similarly, by reframing the election to be a contest over national-level
politics and the direction of a given district, strategic nationalizing serves to raise the stakes
3
The central importance of understandable heuristics in low-salience races suggests that strategic nationalizing would provide even stronger incentives the lower a position is on the ladder of federalism. Put
otherwise, the salience of a gubernatorial race is higher than that of a school board race. In the face of lowsalience, heuristics can become even more crucial. While I expect that strategic nationalizing will be used by
candidates across the different levels of subnational politics (see H2), future research is needed to test
whether this is even more powerful in more local and low-salience races.
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of an election to have ramifications that extend beyond a given race, assigning broader
symbolic meaning to subnational races. Hand-in-hand with reframing and offering heuristics, strategic nationalizing also has the potential to attract support from outside groups,
activists, and elites.
We therefore define the following hypotheses:
H3a. Strategic nationalizing will take place in more nationally competitive districts during
general elections, to ”raise the stakes” of a given race to those inside and out of a district.
H3b. Regardless of district competitiveness, strategic nationalizing will occur during primary elections.
I begin to test these three hypotheses about the supply-side factors influencing strategic
nationalizing with two observational studies below. The first assesses campaign contributions
in Virginia to understand differences in the composition of campaign contributions across
jurisdictions while the second considers references to federal contributions in gubernatorial
races from 2010 through 2018.

3
3.1

Study 1: Campaign Contributions
Data, Variables, and Specification

The first study considers how district characteristics affect the total amount and composition
of campaign contributions to state and local candidates. Paralleling exponential increases
in campaign contributions in federal races (Statistical Summary of 24-Month Campaign Activity of the 2019-2020 Election Cycle 2021), spending in state and local races has grown
to unparalleled levels. In 2020, campaign donations to state-level candidates grew to $1.9
billion (Most expensive ever: 2020 election cost 14.4billion 2021).
This study tests Hypotheses 2 and 3a. If candidates strategically nationalize for the
purposes of attracting support from outside donors and PACs, one of the signs of strategic
nationalizing would be candidates having a higher percentage of contributions come from
out-district and PAC donors. If H2 were correct, we would expect that an increase in outside
contributions would happen in races across races at different levels. If H3a were correct, we
would expect that more nationally competitive districts have a higher percentage of PAC
and out-district donors.
I draw upon Virginia campaign finance reports from 2007 to 2022. These reports include
all non-federal candidates who ran in Virginia. Virginia provides a useful case study for
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three major reasons. First, while Virginia has been nationally competitive in recent years,
there are a diverse variety of political and demographic contexts throughout the Commonwealth. Second, Virginia school districts overlap with county borders, which allows for easy
modeling of a given school district’s partisan competitiveness. Third, the Virginia campaign
finance database includes all state and local candidates in one central database. I use Schedule A contributions specifically, which are direct contributions over $100 to candidates or
candidate-associated committees.4
The dependent variables of interest are the total number of donations, percentage of contributions from PACs, and percentage of contributions from donors residing out of district.
I run two models: the first considers all candidates in the time period, while the second
considers solely school board candidates. Testing the differences between all candidates and
school board candidates, who are elected in nonpartisan elections in one of the most local
types of races, tests the claims of H2.
Measuring district characteristics, the main independent variables is the national competitiveness of a given district. I define competitiveness through the following equation
|.5 −

DemocratV otesi
GOPV otes i + DemocratV otes

|

(1)

i

Where i is the most recent presidential election in the county respective to a given state/local
race.5 The measure provides a statistic for the two-party competitiveness in high profile national-level elections. If H3a were correct, as Competitiveness decreases (meaning
the district is more nationally competitive), we would see a higher percentage of PAC and
out-district donors. I also include control variables for a district-specific factors including
diversity (measured as the percent non-Hispanic white population from the 2019 Census
American Communities Survey), population, and median household income. I also include
race-specific controls, such as whether a candidate race unopposed, whether a given election
was in November, and the number of candidates in a race.6
To correct for heteroskedasticity, I use a weighted least squares (WLS) model to measure
the dependent variables of interest with two-way fixed effects for election year and an ordinal
4Under

Virginia law, candidates are not required to disclose contributions under $100.
If a given state legislative district spans more than two counties, I use district characteristics based
on the county in which the campaign is headquartered. Further developments of this research will assess
cross-county districts with greater specificity.
6
While future models could include ”off-year” controls, given that Virginia holds statewide elections on
odd years following presidential elections (such as 2017), it would be unclear what constitutes an ”off year.”
Therefore this model uses year fixed effects. Another omitted variable future models should include is if a
district is within the Washington, D.C. media market. For areas within the D.C. media market, we may worry
that given the proximity to the seat of federal government, these individuals do not offer a representative
sample.
5
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categorical variable indicating the level of office for a given race.7 The least squares model
is defined below:
Y = α + β1 ∗ Competitiveness + β2 ∗ %NHWhite + β3 ∗ MedianHouseholdIncome(log)+
β4 ∗ CandUnopposed + β5 ∗ NumUniqueCandidates(log) + β6 ∗ DistrictPopulation(log)+
β7 ∗ NonNovemberElection + β8 ∗ CandOfficeLevel + β9 ∗ ElectionY ear

3.2

Results and Discussion

As Figures 3-5 demonstrate, Virginia campaign donations indicate that a large degree of
total, PAC, and out district contributions occur at every level of candidate office. As Virginia holds executive-level statewide elections on odd years following the presidential election
(2013, 2017), we can clearly see spikes of spending during those years, separated by considerable and constant spending in state legislative and local races. It is important to note that
one reason for the high degree of spending in local races is the considerable number of
local offices on the ballot: the median levels of total contributions ($556,662), PAC contributions ($332,151), and out-district contributions ($334,454) for state legislative race far
exceed the medians for local races ($37,905, $4,127, $21,057, respectively).
Figure 2: Total Contributions (Logged) by Election Year

7

Local races include school board, sheriff, county board of supervisors. The three statewide races in
Virginia are governor, lieutenant governor, and attorney general.
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Figure 3: PAC Contributions (Logged) by Election Year

Figure 4: Out-district Contributions (Logged) by Election Year

The results of the six weighted least squares regressions presented in Table 1 offer general
support for the theoretical expectations. As a district becomes less competitive between
the two parties (an increase in the Competitiveness coefficient), the log of total campaign
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contributions increases. At the same time, however, the composition of the total amount
of donations change: as counties become more competitive, we find a higher percentage
of out district and PAC candidates. This would suggest that outside actors are more apt
to infuse money into races that are in nationally competitive districts. The results finding
larger percentages of out-district and PAC actors in local races in competitive districts lends
support for H3a.
More broadly, we find that an increase in the total number of contributions is associated
with more diverse, populated, and richer districts, along with contested races and races with
a larger number of candidates. Among all candidates, richer districts are associated with a
lower percentage of out of district and PAC donor. However, the association of population
size and diversity with PAC and out state donations remain unclear, and coefficients between
PAC and out district donations point in opposite directions, both with statistical significance.
A potential reason for this is, as previously stated, the category of ”out district donor” is
calculated as donors from outside the county in which a committee is headquartered. This
may interfere with the broader interpretation of these results and is an area of further model
specification for the future.
A remarkable result of the six models presented is the degree to which trends in school
board funding align with contribution patterns in races up and down the federalism ladder.
Seven variables between the all candidates and school board candidates model share the
same statistical significance and coefficient direction (positive v. negative). These results
suggest that contributions to school board candidates are not immune to the broader political
landscape and, as shown from the Competitiveness variable, are very much associated with
broader political contexts. Given that school board elections in Virginia are non-partisan,
this offers support for H2: non-partisan elections are not immune from broader political
characteristics. In fact, non-partisan and partisan operate similarly, a departure from classic political science assumptions that non-partisan elections offer insulation from partisan
fundraising patterns (Adrian 1952).
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(2)
% PAC
All Candidates

(3)
% Out District
All Candidates

(4)
Total (log)
School Board

(5)
% PAC
School Board
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(1)
Total (log)
All Candidates

(6)
% Out District
School Board

—0.050
(0.052)

− 0.142∗∗∗
(0.038)

1.828∗∗∗
(0.671)

− 0.323∗∗
(2.65)

− 0.200∗
(0.103)

% Non-Hispanic White

—0.677∗∗∗
(0.186)

− 0.08∗∗∗
(0.028)

0.021
(0.02)

− 1.574∗∗∗
(0.411)

− 0.121∗
(0.08)

−0.057
(0.062)

Unopposed (True)

—0.332∗∗∗
(0.103)

− 0.086∗∗∗
(0.159)

0.006
(0.011)

− 0.466∗∗
(0.203)

− 0.09∗∗
(0.04)

0.007
(0.82)

# Candidates (log)

1.22∗∗∗
(0.065)

—0.0026
(0.015)

− 0.006
(0.024)

1.317∗∗∗
(0.121)

0.003
(0.04)

− 0.042∗∗∗
(0.019)

County Population (log)

0.123∗∗∗
(0.03)

0.028∗∗∗
(0.005)

—0.032∗∗∗
(0.071)

0.106∗
(0.064)

0.025∗∗
(0.014)

− 0.05∗∗∗
(0.009)

Median Household Income (log)

0.427∗∗∗
(0.10)

—0.037∗∗∗
(0.015)

− 0.044∗∗∗
(0.011)

0.059∗∗∗
(0.205)
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Non-Nov. Election (True)

Observations
R2

—0.307∗∗∗
(0.107)

2, 896
0.559

− 0.010
(0.015)

2, 896
0.38

0.001
(0.011)

2, 896
0.112

− 0.003
(0.04)

0.07∗∗∗
(0.031)

0.04
(0.041)

0.036
(0.029)

− 0.13
(0.19)

424
0.662

424
0.13

p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
Note: Robust clustered standard errors in parentheses using two-way fixed effects for election year and candidate office level.
∗

Table 1: Weighted Least Squares Results
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0.884∗∗∗
(0.337)

Competitiveness

424
0.188
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Study 2: Political Advertising
Data, Variables, and Specification

The campaign finance data from Virginia offers strong evidence that national level national
level contributions affect the fundraising composition of local and state candidates. We find
that increased political competition is associated with higher levels of out of district and
PAC funding in both partisan and non-partisan elections, offering general support for H2
and H3a. However, the model suffers from two weaknesses: first, it only considers within
state differences and second, uses candidate contributions as a proxy for candidate behavior.
In light of these, I use a second observational model employing data from the Wesleyan
Media Project (WMP) to track mentions of federal politicians in gubernatorial elections
from 2010 through 2018. Starting in 2010, WMP tracks elected-related television advertising
from candidates, parties, and outside interest groups (Fowler n.d.). WMP tracks advertising
from presidential, congressional, gubernatorial, and down-ballot candidates. Unfortunately,
WMP does not currently track mention of federal politicians in down ballot advertisements
and thus I am limited to gubernatorial candidates for the purposes of this paper; tracking
mentions of federal officials in down ballot elections is of great theoretical interest, however.
Mentions of federal politicians in gubernatorial advertisements represents a quintessential
form of strategic nationalizing. While interactions between state-level executives and the
federal government have increased in recent years, such as in the number of multistate
lawsuits state attorneys generals have brought against the federal government (Statistics
and visualizations - Multistate Litigation vs. the Federal Government 2021), rarely do the
responsibilities of a governor involve their relationship with the leader of the Senate majority
conference. Rather, framing gubernatorial elections as a referendum on national politics may
be a potentially-winning electoral strategy and helps ”increase the stakes” of a given election.
This model seeks to test H1 (partially) by considering direct mentions of national officials
in subnational races. If H1 were true, we would see gubernatorial candidates mentioning
federal officials, both generally and with a partisan tone (pro/anti). The model also tests
Hypotheses 3a & 3b. Under 3a, we would expect more nationally competitive states to see a
higher number of federal officials mentioned. Under 3b, we would expect to see an increase
in strategic nationalizing during primary elections.
The main dependent variables of the second study is total mention of federal politicians,
mentions of national Republican, and mentions of national Democrats. I also assess positive
mentions of national Democrats plus negative combined mentions of national Republicans
along with positive mentions of national Republicans and negative mentions of national
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Democrats.8
My main independent variable of interest is a metric of competitiveness created as the
absolute value of a state’s Cook Partisan Voting Index as calculated from the immediately
preceding presidential election. A larger value would mean more one-party dominance in
a given state. To test H3b, I include a variable as to whether an election was a primary
or general. Along with year fixed effects, I employ a host of control variables including a
state’s population, whether an incumbent was on the ballot, median household income, and
the percentage of the population that is non-Hispanic white. The model is defined:
Y = α + β1 ∗ PV ICompetitiveness + β2 ∗ StatePopulation(log) + β2 ∗ Incumbent+
β3 ∗ %NHWhite + β4 ∗ Income(log) + β5 ∗ PrimaryElection + β9 ∗ ElectionY ear

4.2

Results and Discussion

The results of three ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions are reported below in Table 2.
The results offer support for Hypotheses 1 and 3a. More competitive states have a higher
level of total mentions of federal candidates, including more positive messages about GOP
and negative about Democratic leaders (no statistically significant was found as to proDemocrat/anti-GOP messages). These types of adds seem to be particularly likely in openseat gubernatorial contests. This would seem to suggest that in races where no candidate
has the added legitimacy and name recognition that comes with incumbency, candidates are
more likely to strategically nationalize the race. With more uncertainty in a race without
an established candidate through incumbency, strategic nationalizing offers a ready-made
campaign strategy to attract an established base of supporters.
Contrary to the expectation of H3b, a primary election was associated in a substantial
decrease (-1.907) in ads mentioning a federal candidate. An alternative explanation for
this result may be that strategic nationalizing is fiercest in interparty and not intraparty
settings. Candidates may be best suited by tapping into a simply partisan identity over a
more nuanced sub-party identity (e.g. Progressive Democrats or Trump Republican). These
may be less effective and clear frames. The null results for the primary dummy variable in
the second and third models measuring the tone of appeals to national candidates may be
the result of an omitted variable in the current model: elections are solely coded as primary
versus general. Further model refinement is required to subcategorize elections as Republican
or Democrat would permit better clarification.
8

Advertisements for 2016 gubernatorial elections unfortunately do not include an analysis of the tone
of the variables, and therefore the year is removed from the last two models. WMP tracks mentions of
the following national politicians: Donald Trump, Barack Obama, George Bush, Ronald Reagan, Hillary
Clinton, Bill Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, John Boehner/Paul Ryan, Mitch McConnell, and Harry Reid/Chuck
Schumer.
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Table 2: OLS Analysis: District & Political Characteristics on Advertising Content
(1)
Total
Mentions (log)

(2)
Pro-Dem/
Anti-GOP (log)

(3)
Pro-GOP/
Anti-Dem (log)

−0.116∗∗
(0.061)

−0.088∗∗
(0.043)

0.810∗∗
(0.061)

0.552∗∗
(0.253)

0.680∗∗∗
(0.292)

Incumbent (True)

−2.666∗∗∗
(0.664)

−1.257∗∗∗
(0.475)

0.921∗∗
(0.548)

% Non-Hispanic White

4.402
(2.503)

− 2.118
(1.744)

3.178
(2.009)

PVI Competitiveness
Population (log)

0.072
(0.05)

Median Household Income (log)

—0.758
(1.948)

Primary Election (True)

−1.907∗∗∗
(0.604)

−0.219
(0.448)

−0.074
(0.516)

Observations
R2

122
0.251

192
0.275

192
0.211

∗p

4.400∗∗∗
(1.486)

< 0.10, ∗p∗ < 0.05, ∗p∗∗< 0.01
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses with election year fixed effects.
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Finally, when a normal Cook PVI is substituted for the standardize PVI-Competitiveness
score for the main independent variable (the latter being the absolute value of the former),
partisan effects on the tone of ads emerge. States with a higher R+ PVI have a higher incidence of television advertisements that support GOP leaders and oppose Democratic leaders
(coefficient: 0.104 [0.032], p < 0.01) while states with a higher D+ PVI (more negative on -50
to 50 scale) see an increase in the number of ads support national Democrats and criticizing
Republicans (coefficient: -0.10069 [0.0283], p < 0.001). This result is largely obvious but
offers useful confirmation that the model captures state partisan political characteristics in
the tone of ads. More models would be helpful to look at partisan dynamics of the presence
of national competitiveness.

5

Conclusion

In Federalist 46, James Madison opined that under the new constitution, ”many considerations ... seem to place it beyond doubt that the first and most natural attachment of
the people will be to the governments of their respective States.” Writing in Federalist 25,
Alexander Hamilton similarly believed that ”in any contest between the federal head and
one of its members the people will be most apt to unite with their local government”
(Hamilton,Madison, and Jay 2009).
Contemporary demand- and supply-side reasons challenge the localized understanding
of political identity the founders presumed. As polarized parties become nationally unified
and the most popular forms of media provides extensive coverage of federal politics at the
expense of local issues, the American electorate is apt to consider their political identities
and candidate evaluations in national terms.
This paper considers how strategic subnational politicians respond to the demands of a
nationalized electorate. I argue that both electoral and material incentives provide supplyside factors that prompt candidates for state and local office to strategically nationalize.
Drawing upon two different data sources, I find that strategic nationalizing is widespread
among different levels of subnational government, including nonpartisan offices, and most
likely to occur where two-party competition at the national level is fiercest. Contrary to my
expectations, I find that strategic nationalizing is less likely to occur in primary contests
as compared to general elections. These theoretical and empirical results help us better
understand federalism, party polarization, candidate behavior, political communications,
and changes to the American constitutional order more broadly.
While this paper offers a first step in understanding candidate responses to nationalization, further research is necessary to fully understand under what district/state circum21
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stances candidates are most apt to use national-based appeals. Social media offers a promising potential: looking at state and local politicians interact with their federal counterparts,
both during the campaign trail and while in office, could provide valuable further information
as could expanding the data from the Wesleyan Media Project to include the degree to which
down ballot candidates invoke federal politicians. For those candidates who engage in the
most strategic nationalizing, the outcomes as to whether they won election and/or sought
higher office would provide greater detail for both demand- and supply-side considerations
of nationalization.
To properly contextualize the results showing that strategic nationalizing is widespread,
we must consider how newfound a phenomena this represents. Drawing upon a data set that
spans many decades would provide valuable lessons on how strategic nationalizing developed
as a campaigning tool, and would provide for a better understanding of the degree to which
candidates respond to nationalized political behavior or drive that behavior themselves. As
suggested in the results of Study 2, further research is needed to understand the differences
in strategic nationalizing incentives for Democrats and Republicans. Is one party more likely
to strategically nationalize over another? Do we see the out-party of the presidency more
likely to strategically nationalize versus the party that holds the White House? The interplay
between parties, institutional control, and strategic nationalizing begins to be developed in
this paper but is ripe for future study.
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Examining the Post-1990 Shift in the Use of Restrictive Special Rules in the U.S. House of
Representatives

Abstract
The House Rules Committee has assigned more restrictive special rules to bills post-1990
than it has in history. Restrictive special rules limit the number of bill amendments and the
amount of debate prior to a bill’s floor vote. In 1993, 9% of special rule assignments in the
House were closed rules.1 By 2021, 54% of special rule assignments were closed rules, a 45%
increase.2 Using an original Special Rules Bills Dataset, this paper isolates variables
contributing to restrictive special rule use. Results show that out-party bill co-sponsorships play a
key role in special rule assignments. Specifically, bills with fewer out-party bill co-sponsorships
are more likely to receive restrictive special rules.
Introduction
In recent decades, the House Committee on Rules has assigned more restrictive special
rules to bills than it has in congressional history. Although there has been a substantial rise in the
use of restrictive special rules, few studies examine the types of bills that are being assigned
these rules and what (if any) features about these bills make them particularly suitable for special
rule assignments. Using original data collected on House bills receiving special rules in the 107th
(2001-2003), 110th-116th (2007-2021) Congresses and data from the Center for Effective
Lawmaking on bill sponsors’ legislative effectiveness, this chapter will identify key variables
contributing to the rise in restrictive special rules.3 The key variables (i.e., out-party bill cosponsorships and majority party status) show how members in the contemporary Congress are
navigating an increasingly complex political landscape that is often rooted in an increasingly
partisan lawmaking environment. With members of the majority party holding fast to restrictive

The Bipartisan Policy Center. Table 1. “Special Rules Providing for the Original Consideration of Legislation in
the House, 103rd-116th Congresses (1993-2020). Donald R. Wolfensberger. Last Updated: January 3, 2021.
2
Gray, Breanna. Special Rules Bills Dataset: 107th, 110th-116th Congresses (2001-2003, 2007-2021).
3
Volden, Craig, and Alan Wiseman. Center for Effective Lawmaking. Legislative Effectiveness in the United States
Congress: The Lawmakers Dataset. University of Virginia Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy and
Vanderbilt University College of Arts and Sciences. https://thelawmakers.org/data-download.
1
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special rules to shield priority bills that have fewer out-party cosponsors and a greater number of
amendments, evidence of protectionist, partisan, procedural tactics persists and offer new
opportunities to examine how members cope with a changing congressional environment.
The two sets of models (i.e., each set with three separate models) examined in this
chapter will explore the relationships between bill-level factors, bill sponsor-specific factors, and
restrictive special rule assignments. The first set of models are constructed using four key
variables from an original special rules bills dataset. These variables include, the ratio of outparty bill co-sponsors to overall bill cosponsors for special rules bills and for bills receiving
house floor consideration, the political party of the bill sponsor, the absolute value of the
Dynamic Weighted (D.W.) NOMINATE score of the bill sponsor, and whether the bill addresses
appropriations or budgetary matters.4 The second set of models introduce data from the Center
for Effective Lawmaking that provides a coding schematic for the legislative effectiveness of
each congressional member since the 93rd Congress (1973-1975). From this dataset, the second
set of models will use biographical information such as a bill sponsor’s seniority in Congress,
whether the bill sponsor holds any leadership positions, and their lagged legislative effectiveness
scores during the congressional session being examined. The set of models using Center for
Effective Lawmaking data will add all variables from the first set of models from the original
Special Rules Bills Dataset.
This paper will present three main findings about special rules bills. First, the models in
this study show that bills are more likely to receive special rules (especially restrictive special
rules) when they have fewer out-party co-sponsorships. Second, bills are more likely to receive

Dynamic Weighted (D.W.) NOMINATE Scores provided by the Keith T. Poole and Howard Rosenthal’s
Voteview Data: https://voteview.com/about
4
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special rules (especially restrictive special rules) if their sponsor is a member of the majority
party. Despite this finding, however, evidence shows that members of majority party leadership
are not more likely than other members of the majority party to receive restrictive special rule
assignments—a divergence from conventional theoretical models on partisan leadership
behavior. Third, the Rules Committee is more likely to assign special rules to appropriations
and budget bills; however, these bills are more likely to receive open or modified-open rules.
Although three primary findings emerge from this evaluation, several secondary findings
prove to be illuminating as well. The secondary findings shed light on the relationship that
member-specific qualities (i.e., a member’s legislative effectiveness score, seniority in Congress,
and status as a committee or subcommittee chairman) have with restrictive special rule
assignments. More specifically, secondary findings suggest that a member’s legislative
effectiveness, seniority in Congress, and leadership position (i.e., majority party leader, minority
party leader, committee chair, or subcommittee chair) do not always guarantee that their bills
will receive restrictive special rule assignments.
Literature
Legislative studies scholars have long examined how procedural tools are used to set the
legislative agenda and to control the House floor of Congress (Cox and McCubbins 1993; Dion
and Huber 1996; Binder 1997, Schickler and Rich 1997; Krehbiel 1997; Marshall 2005;
Finnocchario and Rhode 2008; Roberts 2010). From these examinations, three primary classes
of theory have emerged and form the basis of how Congress scholars think and write about
legislative organization. These theories are the partisan, informational, and distributive theories
of legislative organization and they have been used to construct both formal and empirical
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models to better explain Congress’ use of special rules at distinct moments in congressional
history.
Scholarship that has championed the partisan theory of legislative organization (Kieweit
and McCubbins 1991; Cox and McCubbins 1993) asserts that the majority party organizes itself
and congressional committees in a manner that best suits the desired end goal of the majority
party which is to 1) achieve the party’s preferred policy outcomes by controlling the legislative
agenda and 2) position itself for enduring electoral appeal and success. Adherents to the
distributive theory of legislative organization (Weingast, Shepsle, and Johnsen 1981; Shepsle
and Weingast 1987; Weingast and Marshall 1988, Baron and Ferejohn 1989a) assert that in
conditions under which members face recurring reelection pressures, they use a bargaining
system by which they practice logrolling and pork barrel politics as a currency of exchange.
These currencies include bill co-sponsorships, policy endorsements, vote trades, and other
political favors that can advance a member’s strategic political agenda. Finally, the
informational theory of legislative organization posits that a legislature arranges itself in a
committee-based system to encourage subject-matter specializations for the purpose of crafting
and reviewing legislation. This institutional design helps to 1) reduce the risk of information
asymmetries within Congress by allowing members on committees to oversee topic specific
legislation (arguably producing a better quality of House bills) and 2) organize the workload in
Congress so that members can better manage and sort through the bulk of legislation introduced
in each congressional session.
Using the existing theoretical framework (i.e., partisan, distributive, and informational
theories), Dion and Huber (1996), Binder (1997) and Krehbiel (1997) provide compelling
arguments to explain specific motivating factors for procedural choices in Congress vis-à-vis
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restrictive special rules. Equally as important, Dion and Huber (1996) Binder (1997) and
Krehbiel (1997) shed light on the limitations in their own empirical work to explain the use of
restrictive rules and offer valid critiques on competing theories. Dion and Huber (1996)
construct formal and empirical models rooted in partisan theory in which they show how
restrictive special rules provide a means for the Rules Committee and members of substantive
committees “to secure noncentrist policy outcomes on the Floor of the House.” 5 They focus on
the Rules Committee specifically because of their concern that much of the existing formal
literature on restrictive rules has tended to “downplay the importance of the Rules Committee as
a legislative actor.”6 They show through empirical tests of their formal model that restrictive
rules are “not simply the glue holding vote trades together, as distributive theories argue,” nor
are rules “precommitments that encourage legislative specialization, as informational theories
argue.”7 Instead, Dion and Huber find that restrictive rules facilitate non-centrist policy outcomes
that are preferred by both substantive committees and the Rules Committee to the policy
outcome that would result if the Floor had been allowed an unconstrained choice of policies.
This finding, however, hinges on the assumption that the Rules Committee does not share the
preferences of the median legislator and that the Rules Committee practices periods of legislative
autonomy from majority party leadership.
Despite Dion and Huber’s (1996) meaningful intent to show how the Rules Committee
can play an autonomous part in the legislative process (i.e., through an alignment with
substantive committee preferences for the purposes of facilitating non-centrist policies); their

Dion, Douglas, and John D. Huber. 1996. “Procedural Choice and the House Committee on Rules.” The Journal of
Politics. Vol. 58, No. 1. pp. 27.
6
Dion, Douglas, and John D. Huber. 1996. “Procedural Choice and the House Committee on Rules.” The Journal of
Politics. Vol. 58, No. 1. pp. 25.
7
Dion, Douglas, and John D. Huber. 1996. “Procedural Choice and the House Committee on Rules.” The Journal of
Politics. Vol. 58, No. 1. pp. 43.
5
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findings do not provide specific evidence to explain when the Rules Committee acts
autonomously from majority party leadership and when it does not. The inability to concretely
show when the Rules Committee and the majority party leadership’s preferences are aligned for
policy decisions and when their preferences are not aligned proves to be a shortcoming in their
theoretical explanation for restrictive special rule assignments. Dion and Huber acknowledge
this shortcoming and present this observation as an area for future research in legislative studies.8
Binder (1997) pushes back against partisan theory in its current theoretical state because
she argues that “it suggests policy preferences alone shape procedural outcomes.”9 The problem,
Binder notes, is that this theoretical framework contradicts what we know about legislative
outcomes which is that legislative outcomes are shaped by both member goals and chamber
rules.10 This combination of factors that contribute to legislative outcomes thus depends on the
alignment of preferences as well as the institutional context in which members operate. Binder
constructs a study based on this premise and examines how institutional changes, particularly
procedural changes, are the product of a combination of observable political factors. Binder’s
study finds that minority rights are more likely to be suppressed under conditions of higher
workload, higher majority party advantage in strength over the minority and high levels of
minority party obstructionism.11 In each of these scenarios, the majority party implements more
restrictive rules and procedures to secure its legislative reach over the minority party. Binder also
finds that a rise in legislative activity, as well as increases in the majority party’s perceived need

Dion, Douglas, and John D. Huber. 1996. “Procedural Choice and the House Committee on Rules.” The Journal of
Politics. Vol. 58, No. 1. pp. 44.
9
Binder, Sarah A. 1997. Minority Rights, Majority Rule: Partisanship and the Development of Congress.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. pp 13.
10
Binder, Sarah A. 1997. Minority Rights, Majority Rule: Partisanship and the Development of Congress.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. pp 13.
11
Binder, Sarah A. 1997. Minority Rights, Majority Rule: Partisanship and the Development of Congress.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. pp 76.
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and actual capacity for procedural change, appear to have statistically significant separate effects
on the likelihood of suppression.12 While Binder’s work provides robust and innovative
contributions to existing legislative studies literature demonstrating critical moments when the
majority party activates its procedural privileges; her sample selection focuses on procedural and
rule changes in Congress. Her work does not concentrate exclusively on the assignment of
restrictive special rules. Furthermore, Binder’s study does not examine (in detail) bill-level
features such as bill topic areas, bill co-sponsorships, and the political ideology of a bill’s
sponsor—each of which can contribute to discussions of institutional change and restrictive rule
choice.
Keith Krehbiel (1997) dissects other theoretical models and their limitations in explaining
the rise in restrictive special rule use. He begins by highlighting what he calls an “obvious point
of agreement” across theoretical frameworks which is that special rules and the Rules Committee
are instruments for the majority-party to exercise its power particularly in a partisan Congress.13
However, after his departure from this proclamation of general consensus across the legislative
studies discipline, he provides a well-crafted review of why the need for additional research on
restrictive special rule assignments is critical.
Krehbiel states that, “While the Rules Committee is regularly portrayed metaphorically—
e.g., as an “arm” of the Speaker (Oppenheimer 1977), as an “agent” of majority-party leaders
(Cox and McCubbins 1993), or as an institution that enhances majority party exercises of power
(Rohde 1991)—no such party-centered work presents an explicit theory of the choice of rules.”14
Furthermore, Krehbiel notes an even more surprising lapse in evidentiary support for theories

12

Binder, Sarah A. 1997. Minority Rights, Majority Rule: Partisanship and the Development of Congress.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. pp 76.
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Krehbiel, Keith. 1997. “Restrictive Rules Reconsidered*.” American Journal of Political Science 41(3): 920.
14
Krehbiel, Keith. 1997. “Restrictive Rules Reconsidered*.” American Journal of Political Science 41(3): 921.
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explaining special rule use in that existing congressional research does not present “an explicit
collective-choice theory about legislative outcomes and their alleged majority-party biases.”15 In
this critique, Krehiel highlights an important gap in legislative theory in which scholars make
claims about majority party access to restrictive special rules as tools for partisan policy agenda
control; however, these claims do not provide adequate empirical support for the assertion that
majority party biases are baked into policy outcomes. Krehbiel acknowledges that the postreform era of Congress (beginning with the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970) ushers in a
shift in traditional congressional practices—a shift that marks a notable “upsurge in the use of
complex and restrictive special orders [i.e., special rules]”16 While what Krehbiel calls
“conventional wisdom” tends to rely on the reasonability of the partisan theoretical framework,
Krehbiel is cautious about legislative scholars’ reliance on partisan theory saying that “ a more
thorough analysis of patterns of behavior is required before conventional wisdom should be
embraced.”17 He acknowledges that in previous studies such as Dion and Huber’s (1996) work,
conventional wisdom “fares well.”18
However, Krehbiel concludes that, in his study, “relatively unconventional nonpartisan
theories perform better than theories that accentuate or exaggerate the role of the majority party
in the House.”19 Ultimately, Krehbiel poses an important question that acts as a catalyst for this
dissertation research. His question is “What happens when data are rule-specific and when
independent variables span a wider range of informational, distributive, and partisan concerns?”
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(Jul., 1997), pp. 941.
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To stretch this question further, how can legislative studies scholars assess the contemporary rise
in restrictive special rule use when existing models that “explain” special rule assignment
choices have demonstrated inconsistencies at various junctures? This dissertation asserts that too
few studies focus specifically on special rules bills themselves and their “biographical” features.
Prior studies estimating and evaluating procedural choice models tend to craft their research
around party and committee-level features. Moreover, many of these studies predict restrictive
rule assignments based on estimated median proximities (i.e., Congress’ voting median, the
Rules Committee’s median, the majority party leadership’s median, etc.). While acknowledging
that these studies have provided valuable insight on partisan and committee-focused models to
help predict special rule choices under a conditional set of circumstances; this dissertation
provides a refreshed set of empirical models that focus on observable bill-level factors that
arguably render these bills more suitable for restrictive special rules than other bills.
Procedure for Special Rule Assignments
To better understand why a bill-specific evaluation is useful in helping to explain
restrictive special rule assignments, it is critical to first understand the rule assignment process.
Bach and Smith (1988) summarize the primary legislative pathways that most House bills take
after members introduce them in Congress.20 For most bills and resolutions that are not
privileged, there are three primary routes for them to reach the House floor.21 First, a measure
can be considered by unanimous consent if no member of the House objects. These bills are
often uncontroversial in nature and rarely have monetary implications. Examples of these types
of bills are the renaming of federal office buildings (i.e., post-offices, libraries, schools, etc.) or a

20

Bach, Stanley, and Steven S. Smith. 1988. Managing Legislative Uncertainty in the House of Representatives:
Adaptation and Innovation in Special Rules. Washington D.C.: The Brookings Institution. pp 6.
21
A privileged House bill is one that is accelerated on the legislative calendar interrupting the daily order of
business enumerated in the House’s standing rules.
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resolution to commemorate an important historical figure or event. Secondly, a measure can be
passed under a motion to suspend the rules but only if the Speaker agrees and two-thirds of
members vote for it. This practice is also geared toward less controversial pieces of legislation;
however, it permits 40 minutes of debate (with no amendments allowed) prior to calling for the
vote. Third, a measure can be passed by a simple majority under the terms of a special rule.
The third measure, they argue, is the most common pathway by which important but (in
many instances) controversial bills and resolutions can advance for House floor consideration.
This is where the Rules Committee and Rules Committee hearings become critical in the
legislative process. The Rules Committee first conducts a hearing for a committee of jurisdiction
responsible for the oversight a bill in the legislative process. At the Rules Committee hearing,
members most closely associated with the bill can demonstrate the need to receive a special rule
assignment for this bill. After the hearing, the Rules Committee evaluates the need for a special
rule and then conducts a full Committee vote to determine whether the request for special rules
should advance to the House floor for a vote from the Committee of the Whole House (also
known as the Committee of the Whole which includes the entire membership of the U.S. House
of Representatives).
Nearly all major bills and resolutions that reach the House floor are considered in the
Committee of the Whole because its procedures are better suited to widespread participation by
House members.22 Operating in the Committee of the Whole for major bills and resolutions has
become commonplace because it eliminates “In the House” procedures which would have
allowed each congressional member to speak for an hour on every bill, on every amendment, and
on every other debatable question that arises, until a majority votes to order the previous question

22
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(i.e., to end debate and order a vote on the bill). 23 Bach and Smith (1988) note that at this point
in the legislative process, “the responsibility for designing and recommending these special rules
inevitably puts the Rules Committee at the juncture of the House’s standing committees, the
majority party leadership, and the members of the House acting individually and collectively on
the floor.”24
If the Rules Committee votes favorably on special rules measures for a bill, a Rules
Committee-sponsored resolution detailing the rule’s conditions and the House bill are reported
out of the Rules Committee for another vote within the Committee of the Whole. The Committee
of the Whole then votes on the same special rule resolution. It is important to note that the Rules
Committee and the Committee of the Whole are not voting on the content of the bill, but rather,
the rule request outlining how the bill will be managed if it is granted a privileged position on the
legislative calendar for a House floor vote. For this reason, they argue that the committee’s
location in the legislative process “makes it an excellent vantage point from which to examine
the consequences of institutional and political change in the House.”25 If the Committee of the
Whole votes favorably on the special rules for a bill, then the bill will then be considered
“privileged” in the House. At this point in the legislative process, the Committee of the Whole
exclusively adheres to the special rules (to which they previously agreed) governing how a bill
should be considered on the House floor. Ultimately, by controlling the floor consideration
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process through amendment and debate limitations, Bach and Smith (1988) argue that “special
rules can profoundly affect the policy decisions the House has the opportunity to make.”26
Data
The empirical tests performed in this chapter are designed to examine the relationships
between restrictive special rules and individual bill-level variables (e.g., out-party bill cosponsorships, bill amendments, bill sponsor’s party identification and dynamic weighted (D.W.)
nominate score) to determine what (if any) effect these variables have on the rise in restrictive
special rule use.27 The dataset that this dissertation has built includes information on bills
assigned special rules in the 107th, 110th-116th Congresses, which amounts to 16 years of
congressional history on special rules. Two separate sets of samples are collected. The first
sample includes all special rules bills in the 107th, 110th-116th Congresses. The second sample
includes a random sample of 150 bills in each of the aforementioned Congresses that received
House floor consideration. Thus, there are a total of 1350 bills in the special rules bill sample
and a total of 1200 bills in the floor consideration bill sample. Floor consideration bills are used
in this study to compare the characteristics of bills that did and did not receive a special rule.
They share a commonality with special rules bills in that they also receive advanced attention in
the legislative process. The sample of House bills that receive floor consideration have
progressed to a status that nearly 90% of bills never experience: reaching the House floor to
receive member votes. The sample of bills that receive special rules have an early indicator that
floor consideration is forthcoming because of the rules that they are assigned which govern how
they will be treated once they advance to the House floor. Approximately 92% of bills that
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receive special rules advance to the House floor for consideration/floor vote. Thus, these samples
are comparable for statistical analyses because the criterion on which these samples were
selected reduces the risk of possible confounding variables that often influence which bills
advance in the legislative process and which bills do not (i.e., the House’s legislative calendar,
bills that receive single committee referrals versus multiple committee referrals., the order of
bills on committee consideration calendars, preferences of members, member reelection concerns
and the campaign/election cycle, bill urgency for committee and subcommittee chairmen, etc.).
For this reason, the comparison sample of bills that receive floor consideration was not randomly
generated from the full population of House bills. Instead, this comparison sample was selected
based on a random sample of bills that receive floor consideration.
The repository of special rules information created for this project denotes the special
rule type assigned to a bill, the bill’s fate, the name of the bill’s primary sponsor, the number of
cosponsors, the title of the bill, the number of amendments attached, the gender and state of the
bill’s sponsor, and several other pieces of information regarding the bill’s content. Bills in the
repository are assigned special rule categories in the Special Rules Bills Dataset based on what
the rule assignment designated in the Rules Committee’s rule document for a bill. For example,
if the rule document specifies that a bill will receive open rules, then the bill is assigned a “1” in
the Special Rules Bills Dataset. If the rule document specifies that a bill will receive modifiedopen rules, then the bill is assigned a “2” in the Special Rules Bills Dataset. If the rule document
specifies that a bill will receive structured rules, then the bill is assigned a “3” in the Special
Rules Bills Dataset. If the rule document specifies that a bill will receive closed rules, then the
bill is assigned a “4” in the Special Rules Bills Dataset. There is a group of bills with
unclassified rule types in the Rules Committee’s repository of special rules bills. These bills are
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assigned a “1.5” to acknowledge that they are considered privileged with Rules Committee
oversight but not specifically designated one of the four categories of special rules bills. More
than half of the unclassified bills are from the earliest two Congresses in the sample (i.e., the
107th and 110th Congresses) and they address motions to waive points of order or similar
measures to expedite House votes. These bills typically pass in on the House floor without
objection. They are coded separately from open and modified-open rules to account for their
distinct role in the legislative process specifically regarding congressional procedure. However,
they most closely align with the categories of open and modified-open rules which is why they
are coded using “1.5.”
Variables and Hypotheses
Figure 3.1 enumerates the key variables in this study used to examine the rise in
restrictive special rule use. Figure 3.3 summarizes the hypotheses tested in the models
constructed. The primary variable of interest is out-party bill co-sponsorships. This dissertation
defines “out-party” as the political party opposite that of a bill’s primary sponsor. This variable
will be measured based on the proportion of out-partisan cosponsors for each bill in both sample
sets (i.e., the samples of special rules bills and of floor consideration bills). Using this key
variable, the first hypothesis projects that lower proportions of out-party bill co-sponsorships
increases the likelihood of restrictive special rule assignments.
To collect information regarding the out-party co-sponsorships for House bills in this
sample, Congress’ repository of House and Senate bills on Congress.Gov proved to be a vital
resource. This repository of House and Senate bills not only provides information on the bill's
sponsors and cosponsors (from which one could calculate the number of out-party cosponsorships) but it also provided information on the status of the bill, the bill’s amendments,
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and the text of the bill. This hypothesis supports existing literature conveying that one of the key
elements for a bill’s viability in the legislative process (other than receiving support from its own
party) is out-party support.
Figure 3.1: Variables in Models Estimated Using Special Rules Bills & Floor Consideration Bills
Dataset

Campbell (1982), Kessler and Krehbiel (1996), and Koger (2003) emphasize the
significance of bill co-sponsorships and the signals inherently sent to other legislators and
constituents through their associations. Tam Cho and Fowler (2010) assert that despite the cost
of co-sponsorships being low, evidence supports the finding that co-sponsorships contain
valuable information about how well members of Congress work together. Members of Congress
have consistently used co-sponsoring as political currency relying on them for strategic leverage
in the campaign arena, during interactions with constituents and at public meetings, and during
House floor proceedings. Given the resources spent and the compromises made to secure bill cosponsorships (particularly out-party co-sponsorships), Hypothesis 1 seeks to examine the role
that these relationships play in restrictive special rule assignments. More specifically,
Hypothesis 1 will test the relationship between out-party bill co-sponsorships and restrictive
Gray 16

special rules. Recent work from Harbridge-Yong, Volden, and Wiseman (2020) demonstrates
how members in the House and in the Senate who attract a balanced proportion of Democrat and
Republican cosponsors to their bills are more effective lawmakers than are partisan lawmakers.
Their results are consistent for both majority and minority party members and they find that the
out-party-friendly member demographic sees a larger number of their bills become law than
those who do not secure a large proportion of cosponsors from members of the opposite party.28
This variable is of particular importance in the study of special rule assignments because, as this
chapter will show, when a bill’s primary sponsor has acquired what the sponsor believes to be an
adequate number of bill cosponsors (including out-party cosponsors), the sponsor would not
need to expend additional (and often limited) resources on the rule assignment process. Thus,
having the security of out-party co-sponsors helps to insulate bills from obstructionist tactics that
could potentially kill members’ bill. Binder’s (1997) work supports this assertion because she
finds that the majority leadership is more likely to suppress minority rights under conditions of
greater obstructionist politics.29 This suggests that the majority party has a greater commitment
to implement restrictive special rules to combat minority party delays in the legislative process in
peak obstructionist periods.
The second variable of interest in this study is the political ideology of bill sponsors for
the samples of bills assigned special rules and for those that receive House floor consideration.
The specific measure used to examine political ideology in this study is Keith T. Poole and
Howard Rosenthal’s multi-dimensional scaling application: dynamic, weighted NOMINATE
scores of political actors. NOMINATE has become the predominate estimator in legislative

Harbridge-Yong, Laurel, Craig Volden, and Alan E. Wiseman. 2020. “Are Bipartisan Lawmakers More
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studies applied commonly in empirical models to better understand the U.S. Congress. Poole
and Rosenthal (1991, 1997) calculate ideal point estimates representing members’ most preferred
outcomes in a two-dimensional Euclidean space where members have single-peaked utility
functions. To measure member preferences on the liberal/conservative scale for the models in
this chapter, Poole and Rosenthal’s first NOMINATE dimension provides a robust set of
estimators. More specifically, to measure the relationship between members at the ideological
extremes and their relationship with restrictive special rules, the models in this study will take
the absolute value of bill sponsors’ D.W. NOMINATE scores.
Existing literature on party polarization and ideological extremes in Congress
demonstrates how changes in the ideological composition of the House have often coincided
with historical, social shifts in the U.S. population.30 Barber and McCarty (2015) provide
evidence showing how a changing external and electoral environment have increased the
incentives for ideological polarization and partisanship. Furthermore, using the external
explanations framework (of ideological polarization and partisanship), they argue that social,
economic, and campaign environments have altered electoral incentives for elected members to
pursue moderation or bipartisanship.
Theriault (2006, 2008) and Bonica (2014a) find, through systematic studies of Congress
from the 1970s-1990s, that approximately 60% of the total increase in the ideological gap
separating the parties [in Congress] has stemmed from the replacement of older and more
moderate members by newer and more extreme legislators. Furthermore, they find that the
remaining 40% of congressional member ideological shifts is attributable to the movement of
moderate members toward their respective parties’ means (i.e., ideological migration). Given

Barber, Michael, and Nolan McCarty. “Chapter Two Causes and Consequences of Polarization.” in Political
Negotiation: A Handbook. Mansbridge, Jane. Brookings Institution Press. pp. 37-90.
30
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this ideological shift in the political landscape and to better understand the relationship that
members at the ideological extremes have with restrictive special rules, Hypothesis 2 is designed
to examine how bills that are sponsored by members at the ideological extremes fare in special
rule assignments. Hypothesis 2 projects that members at the ideological extremes are more
likely to receive restrictive special rules than other bill sponsors. The rationale for this
hypothesis is that it may be more difficult for extremist members to negotiate bill cosponsorships from out-party members because of their ideological leanings. As such, extremist
members may have a higher propensity to seek restrictive special rules (than their more centrist
colleagues) to better protect the viability of their bills. Using the absolute value of bill sponsors’
D.W. NOMINATE scores provides a means to test this hypothesis.
The third variable of interest in this study, and the variable used to test Hypothesis 3, is
the party identification of bill sponsors. This variable is a (0,1) indicator where “0” represents
that the bill sponsor is a Democrat and “1” represents that the bill sponsor is a Republican.
Including a measure of party identification is consistent with existing empirical models in
legislative studies of special rules to 1) explore how parties may perform in distinct ways
regarding special rule use and 2) to test the partisan theoretical framework about majority party
exertion of procedural powers using special rules. In alignment with the partisan theoretical
framework’s assertions about the perception of majority party’s proclivity for special rule use, a
(0,1) indicator is used to control for a member’s status as a majority party leader, committee
chairman and subcommittee chairman. These variables are used, in conjunction with the party
identification indicator, to test what has been deemed “conventional wisdom” about the majority
party clinging to restrictive special rules to execute its partisan political agenda. One variable
used as a control is a (0,1) indicator for whether a bill addresses appropriations or budgetary
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matters. Because appropriations bills must pass in some fashion during each Congress (i.e., to
ensure the vitality of the U.S. government), these models account for what may be different
about appropriations bills when compared to other bills in the dataset.
The remaining two key variables of interest are a bill sponsor’s seniority in Congress and
her/his/their lagged legislative effectiveness (LEP) score. Seniority in Congress is measured by
the number of two-year terms that a member has served in office, including the current
congressional session. The lagged legislative effectiveness score, a measure that Craig Volden
and Alan E. Wiseman (2014) devised, draws on fifteen indicators that collectively capture the
proven ability of a legislator to advance her/his/their agenda through the legislative process into
law in each congressional session that the member has held her/his seat in Congress. 31 To
measure a member’s lagged LEP score, Volden and Wiseman (2014) identify the number of bills
that each member of the House sponsored, the number of those bills that received any action in
committee, or action beyond committee on the floor in the House. For bills that received any
action beyond committee, Volden and Wiseman (2014) also identify how many of these bills
subsequently pass the House and how many eventually become law. They then categorize these
bills classifying them as either “commemorative,” “substantive,” or “substantive and
significant.” Based on the five categories of bill statuses and the three categories of bill types,
Volden and Wiseman produce 15 indicators of legislative effectiveness for each congressional
member during their tenure in office.

31

Volden, Craig. Alan E. Wiseman. 2014. Legislative Effectiveness in the United States Congress: The Lawmakers.
New York, NY: University of Cambridge.
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Figure 3.3: Hypotheses for All Empirical Models

Description of Empirical Models
This study constructs two sets of three models each to examine how special rules in
contemporary Congresses have evolved in the legislative space. Logistic regression is used to fit
two models in each of the sets because they have dichotomous dependent variables to measure
the log odds that a bill 1) receives a special rule and 2) receives a restrictive special rule. Linear
Regression is used for one model in each set to examine the relationship between the
independent variables and the type of special rule that is assigned to bills in the sample. Prior
studies of special rule assignments also construct logistic regression models to predict procedural
choice in the House.32 However, the models in this dissertation differ from prior models in that
it focuses on bill-level factors that possibly render specific bills more susceptible to receive
special rules. Previous models in legislative studies scholarship focus on the relationship
between committees of jurisdiction, their ideological proximity to the Speaker, and to the Rules
Committee to predict procedural choice.

32

Marshall, Bryan W. 2005. Rules for War: Procedural Choice in the U.S. House of Representatives. Burlington,
VT: Ashgate Publishing.
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The first set of models (i.e., the “baseline” models) uses only the original Special Rules
Bills Dataset and has three distinct dependent variables. The second set of models incorporates
Legislative Effectiveness Dataset which provides additional support to estimate the relationship
between key independent variables from both datasets and the same set of dependent variables
from the baseline model. The first set of models are Models 3.1A, 3.1B, and 3.1C—the results of
which are displayed in Tables 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, and 3.5. Marginal effects of the logistic
regression Models 3.1A and 3.1B are displayed in Tables 3.2 and 3.4. The second set of models
are Models 3.2A, 3.2B, and 3.2C, and the results of this set of models are displayed in Tables
3.6, 3.7, 3.8, 3.9, and 3.10. Marginal effects of the logistic regression Models 3.2A and 3.2B
results are displayed in Tables 3.7, and 3.9.
Models 3.1A, 3.1B, and 3.1C
Constructed using only the original Special Rules Bills Dataset (which also includes an
original, randomly selected, comparison sample of floor consideration bills), Models 3.1A, 3.1B,
and 3.1C estimate the relationship between four independent variables and three distinct
dependent variables. These Models are found in Tables 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3. The four independent
variables in these models are: 1) the proportion of out-party cosponsors for a bill, 2) the absolute
value of the Dynamic-Weighted (D.W.) NOMINATE score of the bill’s primary sponsor, 3) the
political party of the bill sponsor, and 4) whether the bill addressed appropriations or budgetary
matters. The dependent variable for Model 3.1A is binary and accounts for whether a bill
received special rules or did not receive special rules. The dependent variable for Model 3.1B is
also binary and accounts for whether a bill is assigned restrictive special rules or is not assigned
restrictive special rules. The dependent variable for Model 3.1C is categorial and ranges on a
scale from 1-4 with “1” representing bills that receive open rules, “2” representing bills that
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receive modified-open rules, “3” representing bills that receive structured rules, and “4”
representing bills that receive closed roles.
Models 3.1A and 3.1B include both the populations of special rules bills and floor
consideration bills from the 107th, 110th-116th Congresses (2001-2003, 2007-2021). Model 3.1C
includes only the bills for which the Rules Committee assigns special rules. Model 3.1C
intentionally excludes bills that receive floor consideration because this model is designed to
isolate the effects of the independent variables on special rule assignments (from open to closed).
A separate set of models (i.e., Models 3.1A, and 3.2A) examine the difference(s) between floor
consideration bills and bills that receive special rules. After 1) an extensive review of special
rules’ Rules Committee documents during a two-year period, 2) a critical review of the
classifications that the Rules Committees uses to categorize the four special rule types and the
bills in these categories and 3), excluding the comparison sample population of bills receiving
floor consideration in Models 3.1C and 3.2C, this study has found sufficient evidence to support
the assumption that the spatial distance between special rules bills in the four rule categories is
similar. Thus, linear regression is used for Model 3.1C to estimate differences across rule
category.
Models 3.2A, 3.2B, 3.2C
The second set of empirical models constructed are Models 3.2A, 3.2B, and 3.2C. These
models incorporate the baseline models 3.1A, 3.1B, and 3.1C and add a separate set of variables
provided by Craig Volden and Alan Wiseman’s Legislative Effectiveness Dataset to complete the
model. The variables that are used from the Volden and Wiseman dataset in Models 3.2A, 3.2B,
and 3.2C are: 1) majority party leadership, 2) committee chairman, 3) subcommittee chairman,
4) seniority, and 5) lagged legislative effectiveness score. The dependent variables for Models
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3.2A, 3.2B, and 3.2C match those used in Models 3.1A, 3.1B, and 3.1C. Also, like the baseline
models 3.1A, 3.1B, and 3.1C, the new models incorporating the Legislative Effectiveness
Dataset use the same sample populations. Thus, for Model 3.2A and 3.2B, all bills that receive
special rules in the 107th, 110th-116th (2001-2003, 2007-2021) Congresses are included (N=1350)
as well as a separate, randomly selected sample of 1200 bills that received floor consideration
during the same period (i.e., 150 bills from each of the eight congressional sessions selected in
the study).
Results
Tables 3.1 and 3.2 display the logistic regression results of Models 3.1A and 3.1B for the
baseline models in this study. Model 3.1A provides support for Hypothesis 1 and suggests that
endorsement by out-partisan co-sponsors has a negative and statistically significant relationship
with a bill receiving special rules. More specifically, the estimates in Model 3.1A represent the
expected change in log odds of a bill receiving special rules per unit change of the four
independent variables. For example, in the 107th Congress the coefficient “-1.975” represents
the log odds of a bill receiving special rules as the proportion of out-party cosponsors increases.
To better assess the relative effect of the individual variables on rule choice in Table 3.1 (i.e.,
Model 3.1A), Table 3.2 transforms the logit coefficients to reflect the marginal effects on
changes in the probability of a bill receiving special rules for each independent variable in the
table. This transformation from log odds to probabilities will allow for more substantive
discussions of the predicted hypotheses and will allow for enhanced comparisons across the
empirical models in this study.
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Table 3.1: Model 3.1A Logistic Regression Results
(Dependent Variable is Whether Special Rule is Assigned)
Model 3.1A Logistic Regression Results - Special Rules Bills Dataset (with Floor Consideration Bills Included) Baseline Model 3.1A
for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Special Rule Assigned, 0=No Rule
Assigned

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
D=Dem. Majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(2001-2003)
R

110th
Congress
(2007-2009)
D*

111th
Congress
(2009-2011)
D

112th
Congress
(2011-2013)
R*

113th
Congress
(2013-2015)
R

114th
Congress
(2015-2017)
R*

115th
Congress
(2017-2019)
R

116th
Congress
(2019-2021)
D*

Proportion of Out-Party
Co-sponsorships for Bills

-1.975***

-2.395***

-1.236**

-3.389***

-2.763***

-2.077***

-1.513***

-4.254***

Standard Error (S.E.)

(0.435)

(0.472)

(0.618)

(0.658)

(0.501)

(0.483)

(0.439)

(0.742)

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW)
NOMINATE Score

-0.171

-0.635

0.25

2.498**

-1.736*

0.934

-0.212

-0.062

(S.E.)

(0.086)

(0.578)

(0.912)

(1.233)

(1.008)

(0.916)

(0.912)

(1.22)

Republican Sponsor

1.954***

-3.932***

-3.693***

3.631***

2.778***

2.779***

3.078***

-1.933***

(S.E.)

(0.427))

(1.027)

(1.027)

(1.033)

(0.652)

(0.624)

(0.639)

(0.665)

Appropriations/Budget
Bills

1.122**

1.219*

1.537***

4.089***

1.877***

1.691**

3.117**

0.602

(S.E.)

(0.407)

(0.628)

(0.564)

(1.145)

(0.587)

(0.76)

(1.264)

(0.505)

Constant

-1.148

1.273

0.152

-4.108

-1.233

-2.341

-2.166

0.764
(0.539)

(S.E.)

(0.512)

(0.277)

(0.399)

(1.133)

(0.764)

(0.706)

(0.758)

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

340

345

283

Log Likelihood

-194.19

-194.903

-162.668

-130.455

-159.63

-185.239

-195.145

-149.792

Chi-Square

72.358

105.61

70.46

136.368

107.51

96.146

82.095

91.714

R-Squared

0.157

0.213

0.178

0.343

0.252

0.206

0.174

0.234

Table 3.2: Marginal Effects for Model 3.1A
Marginal Effects on Change in Probability of a Bill Receiving a Special Rule in Model 3.1A
for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Special Rule Assigned, 0=No Rule
Assigned

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(20072009) D*

111th
Congress
(20092011) D

112th
Congress
(20112013) R*

113th
Congress
(20132015) R

114th
Congress
(20152017) R*

115th
Congress
(20172019) R

116th
Congress
(20192021) D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

-0.391***

-0.431***

-0.246**

-0.521***

-0.483***

-0.384***

-0.296***

-0.764***

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW) NOMINATE
Score

-0.034

-0.114

0.05

0.384**

-0.303*

0.173

-0.041

-0.011

Republican Sponsor

0.387***

-0.708***

-0.735***

0.558***

0.485***

0.514***

0.601***

-0.347***

Appropriations/Budget Bills

0.220**

0.219*

0.306***

0.628***

0.328***

0.313**

0.609**

0.108

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

340

345

283

In Table 3.1 (i.e., Model 3.1A), the independent variables displaying coefficients with the
greatest statistical significance are the proportion of out-party co-sponsorships for bills, the
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Republican bill sponsor indicator, and the appropriations/budget bill indicator. In each Congress
in Model 3.1A, there is a negative and statistically significant relationship between the
proportion of out-party bill co-sponsorships and the assignment of a special rule. This finding
supports part one of Hypothesis 1 which projected that bills with higher proportions of out-party
co-sponsorships are less likely to receive special rules. The negative coefficient indicates that
when the proportion of out-party bill co-sponsorships increase, special rule assignments
decrease. However, a better gage of how accurate part two of Hypothesis 1 is (i.e., that higher
proportions of out-party bill co-sponsorships result in fewer restrictive special rule assignments)
can be found in Tables 3.3 and 3.4. In Tables 3.3 and 3.4, the dependent variable is binary and
measures whether a bill receives a restrictive special rule or does not receive a restrictive special
rule. Tables 3.1 and 3.2, however, only account for whether a bill receives any special rule
which can range from open to closes rules.
Table 3.2 displays the marginal effect of the relationship between the proportion of outparty bill co-sponsorships and receiving a special rule. This table is useful in helping to assess
the changes in probabilities of the dependent variable (i.e., receiving a special rule) associated
with a one unit change in the independent variables. For example, in the 107th Congress (20072009), the probability of a bill receiving a special rule decreases by 0.391 as the proportion of
out-party co-sponsorships increases. The marginal effect of the proportion of out-party cosponsorships on receiving a special rule assignment is the largest in the 107th Congress.
Moreover, this relationship remains negative and statistically significant across each Congress in
the study.
The marginal effect of a House member being a part of the majority party, measured
using the Republican sponsor variable, is also large relative to the marginal effects of other
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variables in Table 2.3.33 Substantively, Table 2.3 shows that if a Republican sponsors a bill in a
Congress where Republicans are the majority party, then the probability of the bill receiving a
special rule increases by 0.387. Conversely, if a Republican sponsors a bill in a Congress where
Republicans are not in the majority, such as the 110th Congress, then the probability of their bill
receiving a special rule decreases by 0.708. This finding aligns with Hypothesis 3 which
projected that if the bill sponsor is a member of the majority party, then they are more likely to
receive restrictive special rules.
A review of Tables 3.3 and 3.4 also lends support for Hypothesis 1 because there is a
negative and statistically significant relationship between the proportion of out-party bill cosponsorships and restrictive special rules. More specifically, the logit coefficient “-1.157” for the
proportion of out-party bill co-sponsorships variable in the 110th Congress (2007-2009) shows
that there is a negative and statistically relationship between this variable and the dependent
variable which is whether a bill receives a restrictive special rule. Substantively, regarding the
marginal effects of the relationship between these two variables in the 110th Congress, the
probability of a bill receiving restrictive special rules decreases by 0.235 when the proportion of
out-party co-sponsors for a bill increases by one unit.
Tables 3.1 and 3.2 also provide evidence to support the inclination that there is a
meaningful difference between appropriations bills and other bills in this sample. Results in
these tables indicate that there is a positive and statistically significant relationship between
appropriations bills and receiving special rules. Table 3.2 provides the marginal effect—showing
that if the bill addressees appropriations, the probability of the bill receiving a special rule

33

One can determine whether a political party is in the majority based on the column headers which provide the
congressional sessions and the political party in the majority. Aligning this information with the “Republican”
variable will show when the Republicans are in the majority (in the 107 th, -112th-115th Congresses) and when they
are not (i.e., 110th-111th, 116th Congresses).
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increases by 0.220 in the 107th Congress (2001-2003). These results are consistent and
statistically significant in seven of the eight Congresses examined.
Hypothesis 2 predicted that members who fall at the ideological extremes of Poole and
Rosenthal’s D.W. Nominate scare are more likely to receive special rules, particularly restrictive
special rules. Results in Tables 3.1 and 3.2 (Model 3.1A), do not support this hypothesis because
the logit coefficients only show signs of statistical significance in two of the eight Congresses
observed and because the direction of the logit coefficients changes across Congresses. These
findings are consistent across all of the logistic regression models in the study; however, findings
that lend some support to Hypothesis 2 are evident in the final linear regression model (Model
3.10).
Tables 3.3 and 3.4 (i.e., Model 3.1B) provide results similar to those in Model 3.1A. The
dependent variable has changed in this model, and it now represents the binary outcome of a bill
receiving a restrictive special rule (or not receiving one). In six of the eight Congresses (110th,
112th-116th), the proportion of out-party bill co-sponsors is negative and statistically significant.
Also, in each of the Congresses, the indicator of whether a member is Republican is statistically
significant and consistent in the expected direction of their logit coefficients [ (+) for
Republicans when they are in majority]. However, there is one finding in Model 3.1B that does
not comport with findings in Model 3.1A regarding appropriations bills.
Table 3.2 shows that the appropriations variable is a statistically significant predictor of
bills receiving special rules in seven of the eight Congresses examined. However, Table 3.4
shows that in only three of the eight Congresses in this study, there is a statistically significant
relationship between appropriations and receiving restrictive special rules. These findings
suggest that appropriations bills are highly likely to receive special rules, but less likely to
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receive restrictive special rules specifically. Ultimately, these findings acknowledge that there is
a unique relationship between appropriations bills and special rule assignments and provides
additional insight on the types of bills that receive special rules.
Tables 3.3 and 3.4 display the relationship between the same set of independent variables
as in Table 3.1 and 3.2 and whether a bill will receive restrictive special rules. Like the findings
in Tables 3.1 and 3.2, the proportion of out-party bill co-sponsorship variable has a negative
coefficient indicating that bills with more out-party cosponsors are associated with fewer
restrictive special rules. This finding supports Hypothesis 2. Tables 3.3 and 3.4 support
Hypothesis 3 in that bills sponsored by a Republican member, when the Republican party is in
the majority, increases the probability that the bill will receive a restrictive special rule.
Substantively, interpreting the marginal effects, Table 3.4 shows that the probability of a bill
receiving a restrictive special rule when the bill’s sponsor is in the majority party increases by
0.255 in the 107th Congress (2001-2003). This finding is statistically significant and the logit
coefficients are consistent with Hypothesis 3 in that the sign flips when the Republicans are not
holding the majority in Congress.
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Table 3.3: Model 3.1B Logistic Regression Results
(Dependent Variable is Whether Bill Received Restrictive Rule)
Model 3.1B Logistic Regression Results – Special Rules Bills Dataset (with Floor Consideration Bills Included)
Baseline Model 3.1B for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Restrictive Special Rule Assigned,
0=Open/Modified Open Rule Assigned/No
Rule

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(20072009) D*

111th
Congress
(20092011) D

112th
Congress
(20112013) R*

113th
Congress
(2013-2015)
R

114th
Congress
(2015-2017)
R*

115th
Congress
(2017-2019)
R

116th
Congress
(2019-2021)
D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

-0.298

-1.157**

-0.568

-3.341***

-2.784***

-1.939***

-1.318***

-4.147***

Standard Error (S.E.)

(0.483)

(0.466)

(0.627)

(0.728)

(0.518)

(0.504)

(0.429)

(0.743)

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW) Nominate
Score

0.369

1.915***

-0.61

1.403

-0.472

2.024**

-0.049

-0.363

(S.E.)

(0.974)

(0.592)

(0.935)

(1.163)

(0.975)

(0.899)

(0.883)

(1.213)

Republican Sponsor

1.603**

-3.214***

-3.08***

3.274***

2.354***

3.476***

3.177***

-1.815***

(S.E.)

(0.064)

(1.025)

(1.027)

(1.034)

(0.635)

(1.026)

(0.737)

(0.663)

Appropriations/Budget Bills

-0.442

-0.877**

2.012***

-0.504

0.273

-0.79*

0.8

0.696

(S.E.)

(0.399)

(0.44)

(0.521)

(0.438)

(0.380)

(0.443)

(0.585)

(0.503)

Constant

-2.838

-0.87

-0.233

-3.69

-1.588

-3.955

-2.591

0.782

(S.E.)

(0.719)

(0.279)

(0.407)

(1.109)

(0.735)

(1.089)

(0.835)

(0.537)

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

340

345

283

Log Likelihood

-165.027

-238.626

-158.75

-147.97

-175.656

-194.651

-206.531

-151.382

Chi-Square

10.688

50.168

56.301

73.867

72.407

77.782

64.975

87.347

R-Squared

0.031

0.105

0.151

0.2

0.172

0.167

0.136

0.224

Table 3.4: Marginal Effects for Model 3.1B
Marginal Effects on Change in Probability of a Bill Receiving a Restrictive Special Rule in Model 3.1B
for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Restrictive Special Rule Assigned,
0=Open/Modified Open Rule Assigned/No
Rule

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(20072009) D*

111th
Congress
(20092011) D

112th
Congress
(20112013) R*

113th
Congress
(2013-2015)
R

114th
Congress
(2015-2017)
R*

115th
Congress
(2017-2019)
R

116th
Congress
(2019-2021)
D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

-0.047

-0.235**

-0.109

-0.595***

-0.545***

-0.387***

-0.276***

-0.756***

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW) Nominate
Score

0.059

0.389***

-0.117

0.25

-0.092

0.404**

-0.01

-0.066

Republican Sponsor

0.255**

-0.653***

-0.591***

0.582***

0.461***

0.694***

0.665***

-0.331***

Appropriations/Budget Bills

-0.07

-0.178**

0.386***

-0.09

0.053

-0.158*

0.168

0.127

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

340

345

283
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Model 3.1C (displayed in Table 3.5) provides the linear regression results in the case
where the dependent variable is a scale of special rule type (from 1=open, to 4=closed). This
sample only includes bills that are assigned special rules so that the model can isolate the
marginal effects and differences between a bill receiving an open rule, modified-open rule,
structured, and closed special rule. Table 3.5’s results provide evidence showing that there is a
statistically significant difference between appropriations bills and other bills in the sample. Of
the congressional sessions exhibiting statistical significance for the appropriations variable, the
linear regression coefficients show that in five of the eight Congresses, appropriations bills are
less likely to receive restrictive special rules (i.e., evidenced by the negative linear regression
coefficient). In two remaining two Congresses showing significance for the appropriations
variable (i.e., 111th and 116th Congresses), there is a positive relationship between appropriations
bills and the marginal effect of a bill receiving more restrictive special. The remaining results of
Model 3.1C (displayed in Table 3.5) do not provide sufficient evidence that the proportion of
out-party bill co-sponsorships, the absolute value of the bill sponsor’s D.W. Nominate score, and
the presence of a Republican co-sponsor are significant in predicting the differences across
special rule type categories (on a scale from open to closed special rules). This is an important
divergence from models 3.1A and 3.1B which show that out-party bill co-sponsorships and a
majority party bill sponsor are significant predictors of a bill 1) getting a special rule and 2)
particularly getting a restrictive special rule. This finding will be further examined in Tables 3.6,
3.7, 3.8, 3.9, and 3.10.
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Table 3.5: Model 3.1C Linear Regression Results
(Dependent Variable is Special Rule Category)
Model 3.1C Linear Regression Results - Special Rules Bills Dataset (with Floor Consideration Bills Excluded)
Baseline Model 3.1C for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV=Special Rule Type Assigned
(Five Point Scale from No Rule to Closed
Rules)

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(20072009) D*

111th
Congress
(20092011) D

112th
Congress
(2011-2013)
R*

113th
Congress
(2013-2015)
R

114th
Congress
(2015-2017)
R*

115th
Congress
(20172019) R

116th
Congress
(20192021) D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

0.433

0.337

0.255

-0.115

-0.552*

-0.356

-0.082

0.233

Standard Error (S.E.)

(0.147)

(0.310)

(0.393)

(0.334)

(0.29)

(0.253)

(0.213)

(0.326)

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW) Nominate
Score

0.453

1.057***

-0.353

0.027

0.482

1.409***

0.335

0.217

(S.E.)

(0.297)

(0.253)

(0.532)

(0.754)

(0.56)

(0.466)

(0.447)

(0.483)

Republican Sponsor

0.192

1.238

0.056

-0.882

-0.991*

1.106**

0.424

0.141

(S.E.)

(0.357)

(0.991)

(0.903)

(0.885)

(0.519)

(0471)

(0.546)

(0.376)

Appropriations/Budget Bills

-0.383**

-0.687***

0.473**

-1.186***

-0.251

-0.861***

-0.349*

0.295*

(S.E.)

(0.18)

(0.201)

(0.205)

(0.199)

(0.163)

(0.185)

(0.192)

(0.15)

Constant

1.793

2.283

2.941

3.987

4.185

1.46

2.821

3.321

(S.E.)

(0.399)

(0.122)

(0.235)

(0.946)

(0.534)

(0.51)

(0.586)

(0.214)

Observations (N)

185

216

136

137

158

340

195

134

Significance F

0.059

1.60E-06

0.217

7.96E-08

0.06

3.14E-08

0.219

0.364

Multiple R

0.221

0.376

0.207

0.503

0.239

0.443

0.172

0.181

Tables 3.6, 3.7, 3.8, and 3.9 (i.e., Models 3.2A and 3.2B and their marginal effects) show
the logistic regression results for a new model incorporating Volden and Wiseman’s Legislative
Effectiveness Dataset with the baseline variables from prior models in this study (i.e., Models
3.1A, 3.1B, and 3.1C). The dependent variable in Tables 3.6 and 3.7 is whether a bill receives
any special rule. The dependent variable in Tables 3.8 and 3.9 is whether a bill receives a
restrictive special rule. Findings in Table 3.6 show similar results as the baseline models for the
proportion of out-party bill co-sponsorships and Republican sponsor (i.e., an indicator to help
identify when the Republicans have control of the House or when the Democrats have control),
and the appropriations indicator variable. For each of the baseline model variables that had a
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statistically significant relationship the assignment of a special rule in Tables 3.1 and 3.2 (i.e.,
proportion of out-party bill co-sponsorship, a Republican indicator variable to show which party
is in the majority, and the appropriations indicator), the results are mirrored in Table 3.6 and 3.7.
However, there are meaningful differences between the baseline models and the new
models incorporating legislative effectiveness data—particularly with the introduction of the
member seniority variable. In comparing Table 3.6 and 3.8, results vary across the new Models
3.2A, 3.2B, and 3.2C. For example, while the relationship between a bill sponsor’s seniority
status and receiving special rules is largely insignificant in Table 3.6, the relationship is
statistically significant across several Congresses in Table 3.8—with marginal effects illustrated
in Tables 3.7 and 3.9, respectively. Substantively, in Table 3.9, the change in probability of a bill
receiving restrictive special rules as the bill sponsor’s seniority in the 107th Congress increases
by 0.02. A marginal effect of 0.02 indicates a slight advantage that members with seniority have
over their more junior colleagues in gaining access to restrictive special rules.
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Table 3.6: Model 3.2A Logistic Regression Results
(Dependent Variable is Whether Special Rule is Assigned)
Model 3.2A Logistic Regression Results - Legislative Effectiveness Dataset and Special Rules Bills Dataset
(With Floor Consideration Bills Included) for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Special Rule Assigned, 0=No Rule
Assigned

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(2001-2003)
R

110th
Congress
(20072009) D*

111th
Congress
(2009-2011)
D

112th
Congress
(20112013) R*

113th
Congress
(20132015) R

114th
Congress
(20152017) R*

115th
Congress
(20172019) R

116th
Congress
(2019-2021)
D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

-2.002***

-2.561***

-1.379**

-4.75***

-3.034***

-2.057***

-1.446***

-4.318***

Standard Error (S.E.)

(0.453)

(0.499)

(0.626)

(0.844)

(0527)

(0.4923

(0.454)

(0.776)

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW) NOMINATE
Score

-0.402

-1.274*

-0.774

2.107

-2.191**

0.954

-0.031

-1.539

(S.E.)

(0.901)

(0.713)

(1.045)

(1.389)

(1.078)

(0.929)

(0.929)

(1.33)

Republican Sponsor

1.983***

-3.429***

-3.43***

2.730**

2.355***

3.133***

3.13***

-1.431**

(S.E.)

(0.467)

(1.062)

(1.05)

(1.084)

(0.691)

(0.66)

(0.649)

(0.714)

Appropriations/Budget Bill

1.140***

1.004

1.38**

4.638***

1.78***

1.818**

3.189**

0.071

(S.E.)

(0.415)

(0.658)

(0.601)

(1.295)

(0.589)

(0.781)

(1.25)

(0.552)

Majority Party Leadership

0.167

1.455**

-0.984**

19.544

0.455

0.106

0.797

-0.681

(S.E.)

(0.456)

(0.702)

(0.461)

(805.005)

(0.67)

(0.447)

(1.051)

(0.74)

Committee Chairman

0.567

0.188

-0.052

1.108***

0.876**

-0.066

0.712

0.279

(S.E.)

(0.443)

(0.468)

(0.523)

(0.478)

(0.430)

(0.398)

(0.675)

(0.464)

Subcommittee Chairman (or
Vice Chair)

-0.262

-0.246

0.31

0.179

0.639*

-0.693**

0.46

-0.038

(S.E.)

(0.33)

(0.316)

(0.323)

(0.402)

(0.343)

(0.294)

(0.361)

(0.329)

Seniority

0.006

0.07**

0.038

0.022

-0.062

0.053

-0.044

0.105***

(S.E.)

(0.045)

(0.034)

(0.034)

(0.044)

(0.04)

(0.038)

(0.03)

(0.037)

Lagged Legislative
Effectiveness Score

-0.054

-0.313

0.084

-0.81***

0.069

-0.05

0.192

-0.145

(S.E.)

(0.093)

(0.208)

(0.067)

(0.305)

(0.062)

(0.088)

(0.128)

(0.209)

Constant

-1.086

1.031

0.047

-3.23

-0.734

-2.619

-2.388

0.687

(S.E.)

(0.557)

(0.362)

(0.412)

(1.219)

(0.817)

(0.745)

(0.814)

(0.584)

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

190

345

283

Log Likelihood

-191.391

-183.457

-156.318

-107.303

-155.954

-180.974

-191.304

-140.898

Chi-Square

77.96

128.503

83.158

182.671

114.862

104.675

89.776

109.503

R-Squared

0.169

0.26

0.21

0.46

0.269

0.224

0.19

0.28
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Table 3.7: Marginal Effects for Model 3.2A
Marginal Effects on Change in Probability of a Bill Receiving a Special Rule in Model 3.2A for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional
Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Special Rule Assigned, 0=No
Rule Assigned

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(2007-2009)
D*

111th
Congress
(2009-2011)
D

112th
Congress
(2011-2013)
R*

113th
Congress
(2013-2015)
R

114th
Congress
(20152017) R*

115th
Congress
(20172019) R

116th
Congress
(2019-2021)
D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

-0.389***

-0.429***

-0.26**

-0.598***

-0.516***

-0.37***

-0.275***

-0.72***

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW) NOMINATE
Score

-0.078

-0.2133*

-0.146

0.265

-0.372**

0.171

-0.006

-0.256

Republican Sponsor

0.385***

-0.574***

-0.647***

0.344**

0.4***

0.563***

0.594***

-0.238**

Appropriations/Budget Bill

0.222***

0.168

0.261**

0.584***

0.302***

0.327**

0.606**

0.012

Majority Party Leadership

0.033

0.244**

-0.186**

2.462

0.077

0.019

0.151

-0.113

Committee Chairman

0.11

0.0315

-0.01

0.14***

0.149**

-0.012

0.135

0.046

Subcommittee Chairman (or
Vice Chair)

-0.051

-0.0412

0.059

0.023

-0.109*

-0.125**

0.087

-0.006

Seniority

0.001

0.0117**

0.0073

0.003

-0.012

0.01

-0.008

0.017***

Lagged Legislative
Effectiveness Score

-0.011

-0.0524

0.016

-0.102***

0.012

-0.009

0.037

-0.024**

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

190

345

283

Tables 3.7 and 3.9 also show that the effect of having a leadership position in Congress on
receiving special rules (especially restrictive special rules) is largely insignificant. On average,
majority party leadership, committee chairmanship, subcommittee chairmanship, are only
significant in two of the eight congresses in some cases only demonstrating significance at
p<0.01. This finding is critical because it complicates what has been deemed conventional
wisdom in the legislative studies literature which is that those in leadership positions in Congress
are more likely than their colleagues without leadership positions, to be granted access to
resources (i.e., including tools like special rules) to use to their legislative advantage. Results in
Tables 3.6 and 3.8 show that, especially in modern Congresses, leadership positions do not
automatically equate to special rule accessibility and/or usage. What remains to be explored
regarding this finding, however, is the extent to which leadership ensures that important bills are
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being sponsored by their colleagues. In this case, leaders in Congress would not have to sponsor
legislation themselves to then request special rule assignments. This possibility is not accounted
for the models in this study but it may help to explain the findings in Tables 3.6 and 3.8.
Nonetheless, with three separate measures for leadership, findings consistently show that
leadership and special rules (particularly restrictive special rules) do not fit hand in glove—at
least not at the level of bill sponsorship.
Regarding the lagged legislative effectiveness score variable added to Models 3.2A,
3.2B, and 3.2C, results in Tables 3.6, 3.8, and in 3.10 do not show that this variable is a
significant predictor of a bill receiving special rules or, more specifically, restrictive special
rules. This finding does not support the prediction in Hypothesis 5 which is that members with
higher legislative effectiveness scores are more likely to receive restrictive special rules.
However, there is a possible theoretical rationale that may provide clarity here. If a member has
a higher legislative effectiveness score, they may decide to use other tools in their congressional
arsenal to accomplish their legislative agendas. Their prowess as seasoned legislators provides
them with an “upper hand” when selecting a legislative strategy to increase the likelihood of a
bill’s success. As a result, they may rely on other tools to accomplish their legislative agendas
that do not require special rule assignments.
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Table 3.8: Model 3.2B Logistic Regression Results
(Dependent Variable is Whether Bill Received Restrictive Rule)
Model 3.2B Logistic Regression Results - Legislative Effectiveness Dataset and Special Rules Bills Dataset (With Floor Consideration
Bills Included) 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Restrictive Special Rule Assigned,
0=Open/Modified Open Rule Assigned/No
Rule

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(2007-2009)
D*

111th
Congress
(2009-2011)
D

112th
Congress
(20112013) R*

113th
Congress
(2013-2015)
R

114th
Congress
(2015-2017)
R*

115th
Congress
(2017-2019)
R

116th
Congress
(2019-2021)
D*

Proportion of Out-Party
Co-sponsorships for Bills

-0.365

-1.278**

-0.734

-3.485***

-2.916***

-2.038***

-1.329***

-4.198***

Standard Error (S.E.)

(0.512)

(0.508)

(0.635)

(0.719)

(0.531)

(0.521)

(0.445)

(0.771)

Absolute Value of
Dynamic Weighted (DW)
Nominate Score

0.053

-1.117*

-2.414**

0.895

-0.691

2.119**

0.153

-1.536

(S.E.)

(1.045)

(0.508)

(1.084)

(1.281)

(1.031)

(0.923)

(0.903)

(1.315)

Republican Sponsor

1.796*

-2.189*

-2.746***

2.323**

2.246***

3.716***

3.176***

-1.407*

(S.E.)

(0.727)

(1.078)

(1.056)

(1.073)

(0.666)

(1.046)

(0.741)

(0.711)

Appropriations/Budget
Bill

-0.734

-1.529**

1.781***

-0.501

0.257

-0.803*

0.904

0.219

(S.E.)

(0.441)

(0.524)

(0.555)

(0.477)

(0.393)

(0.473)

(0.59)

(0.545)

Majority Party Leadership

0.27

2.156***

-0.142

2.101**

0.174

-0.551

0.956

-0.984

(S.E.)

(0.474)

(0.647)

(0.457)

(0.829)

(0.654)

(0.408)

(1.049)

(0.733)

Committee Chairman

0.644

1.013*

0.157

1.27***

0.737*

-0.042

0.195

0.165

(S.E.)

(0.47)

(0.448)

(0.507)

(0.438)

(0.403)

(0.376)

(0.596)

(0.455)

Subcommittee Chairman
(or Vice Chair)

-0.153

-0.651

0.217

0.379

0.011

-0.558**

0.142

0.022

(S.E.)

(0.398)

(0.341)

(0.334)

(0.377)

(0.317)

(0.283)

(0.339)

(0.322)

Seniority

0.135**

0.08**

0.068**

-0.033

-0.016

0.043

-0.043

0.088**

(S.E.)

(0.049)

(0.032)

(0.033)

(0.038)

(0.036)

(0.037)

(0.029)

(0.036)

Lagged Legislative
Effectiveness Score

-0.233*

0.086

0.048

-0.468

-0.006

0.023

0.213

-0.119

(S.E.)

(0.106)

(0.199)

(0.058)

(0.267)

(0.057)

(0.085)

(0125)

(0.205)

Constant

-3.573

-2.117

-0.348

-2.761

-1.412

-4.203

-2.709

0.696

(S.E.)

(0.842)

(0.361)

(0.425)

(1.163)

(0.809)

(1.117)

(0.877)

(0.578)

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

340

345

283

Log Likelihood

154.392

-183.457

-150.9

-138.111

-173.477

-190.389

-204.12

-144.756

Chi-Square

31.957

128.503

72.001

93.585

77.099

86.306

69.798

100.598

R-Squared

0.094

0.259

0.193

0.253

0.182

0.185

0.146

0.258
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Table 3.9: Marginal Effects for Model 3.2B
Marginal Effects on Change in Probability of a Bill Receiving a Restrictive Special Rule in Model 3.22B for 107th, 110th-116th
Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV: 1=Restrictive Special Rule Assigned,
0=Open/Modified Open Rule Assigned/No
Rule

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority, R=Rep.
majority, D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(20072009) D*

111th
Congress
(2009-2011)
D

112th
Congress
(2011-2013)
R*

113th
Congress
(2013-2015)
R

114th
Congress
(2015-2017)
R*

115th
Congress
(2017-2019)
R

116th
Congress
(20192021) D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

-0.054

-0.218**

-0.132

-0.571***

-0.562***

-0.396***

-0.273***

-0.723***

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted
(DW)NOMINATE Score

0.008

-0.19*

-0.434**

0.147

-0.133

0.4115**

0.032

-0.265

Republican Sponsor

0.264**

-0.373*

-0.493***

0.381**

0.433***

0.722***

0.652***

-0.242*

Appropriations/Budget Bill

-0.108

-0.261**

0.32***

-0.082

0.05

-0.156*

0.186

0.038

Majority Party Leadership

0.077

0.368***

-0.026

0.344**

0.034

-0.107

0.196

-0.17

Committee Chairman

0.095

0.173*

0.028

0.208***

0.142*

-0.008

0.04

0.028

Subcommittee Chairman
(or Vice Chair)

-0.023

-0.111

0.039

0.062

0.002

-0.108**

0.029

0.004

Seniority (Number of Terms
Served Counting Current)

0.02**

0.014**

0.012**

-0.005

-0.003

0.008

-0.009

0.015**

Lagged Legislative
Effectiveness Score

-0.034*

0.015

0.009

-0.077

-0.001

0.005

0.044

-0.121

Observations (N)

335

366

286

287

308

340

345

283
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Table 3.10: Model 3.2C Linear Regression Results
(Dependent Variable is Special Rule Category)
Model 3.2C Linear Regression Results – Legislative Effectiveness Dataset and Special Rules Bills Dataset
(With Floor Consideration Bills Excluded)
for 107th, 110th-116th Congressional Sessions (2001-2003, 2007-2021)
DV=Special Rule Type Assigned
(Five Point Scale from No Rule to Closed
Rules)

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

D=Dem. majority,
R=Rep. majority,
D* or R* = Election Year

107th
Congress
(20012003) R

110th
Congress
(20072009) D*

111th
Congress
(20092011) D

112th
Congress
(20112013) R*

113th
Congress
(20132015) R

114th
Congress
(20152017) R*

115th
Congress
(20172019) R

116th
Congress
(20192021) D*

Proportion of Out-Party Cosponsorships for Bills

0.253

0.081

0.26

-0.229

-0.485*

-0.366

-0.072

0.262

Standard Error (S.E.)

(0.293)

(0.286)

(0.388)

(0.35)

(0.286)

(0.257)

(0.219)

(0.328)

Absolute Value of Dynamic
Weighted (DW) Nominate
Score

0.597

0.878***

-0.998*

-0.093

1.038*

1.464***

0.369

0.515

(S.E.)

(0.566)

(0.285)

(0.58)

(0.818)

(0.582)

(0.469)

(0.462)

(0.513)

Republican Sponsor

-0.01

1.449

0.19

-0.98

-0.998*

1.049**

0.365

0.032

(S.E.)

(0.355)

(0.949)

(0.895)

(0.905)

(0.513)

(0.481)

(0.55)

(0.397)

Appropriations/Budget Bill

-0.482***

-0.958***

0.279

-1.122***

-0.314*

-0.905***

-0.379*

0.348**

(S.E.)

(0.185)

(0.201)

(0,236)

(0.217)

(0169)

(0.199)

(0.198)

(0.166)

Majority Party Leadership

0.396

0.518**

0.315

0.263

-0.209

-0.283

0.4

-0.546*

(S.E.)

(0.256)

(0..257)

(0.285)

(0.303)

(0.323)

(0.19)

(0.394)

(0.285)

Committee Chairman

0.268

0.656***

-0.019

0.324

-0.185

-0.003

0.084

-0.153

(S.E.)

(0.239)

(0.234)

(0.251)

(0.252)

(0.203)

(0.169)

(0.242)

(0.165)

Subcommittee Chairman (or
Vice Chair)

-0.11

0.496***

0.111

0.067

-0.381**

0.058

-0.087

0.014

(S.E.)

(0.199)

(0.17)

(0.188)

(0.225)

(0.161)

(0.142)

(0.145)

(0.125)

Seniority (Number of Terms
Served Counting Current)

0.08***

0.029*

0.032*

-0.02

0.062

-0.004

0.004

-0.009

(S.E.)

(0.028)

(0.016)

(0.017)

(0.02)

(0.02)

(0.017)

(0.014)

(0.015)

Lagged Legislative
Effectiveness Score

-0.108*

0.126

0.007

0.056

-0.052

0.049

-0.076

-0.036

(S.E.)

(0.059)

(0.142)

(0.029)

(0.199)

(0.027)

(0.044)

(0.063)

(0.08)

Constant

1.542

1.541

2.814

4.095

3.85

1.454

2.928

3.383

(S.E.)

(0.389)

(0.15)

(0.242)

(0.994)

(0.538)

(0.516)

(0.605)

(0.221)

Observations (N)

185

216

136

137

158

190

195

133

Significance F

4.00E-04

4.68E-14

0.104

5.74E-06

0.006

9.01E-07

0.389

0.124

Multiple R

0.396

0.571

0.326

0.518

0.378

0.218

0.222

0.323

Linear regression provides a means to again test the five hypotheses. Results in Table
3.10 (i.e., Model 3.2C) do not support Hypothesis 1 (i.e., that higher proportions of out-party bill
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co-sponsorships result in fewer restrictive special rule assignments) having only one Congress
(out of eight Congresses), the 113th Congress (2013-2015) where the regression coefficient is
negative and statistically significant.
Regarding the absolute value of the D.W. Nominate score variable, however, there is
evidence that supports the relationship between members at the ideological poles and their bills
receiving restrictive special rules. In four of the eight Congresses, this relationship is statistically
significant and in three of the four Congresses, the regression coefficient is positive. This
finding diverges somewhat from the results of Model 3.1C where the relationship between these
variables in mostly positive but only statistically significant in two Congresses that are ten years
apart.
The appropriations variable also proves to have a strong and mostly negative relationship
with restrictive special rules. This is demonstrated by the negative regression coefficient in
seven of the eight Congresses for the appropriations variable in Table 3.10. This finding seems to
mirror findings in baseline Model 3.1C which also presents a negative and statistically
significant relationship between appropriations bills and restrictive special rules.
Regarding the variables accounting for a member’s leadership roles (i.e., majority party
leadership, committee chairman, and subcommittee chairman), the results mirror previous
models showing that there is not a strong relationship between leadership and restrictive special
rules. However, there is some evidence that supports a positive and statistically significant
relationship between seniority and restrictive special rules indicated by mostly increasing logit
coefficients 0.08, 0.029, and 0.032 in the 107th, 110th, and 111th Congresses, respectively.
Finally, Table 3.10 does not support Hypothesis 5 which projected that higher legislative
effectiveness scores would be associated with more restrictive special rules. However, per the
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earlier discussion on how members with higher legislative effectiveness scores may find other
ways to advance their policy agendas, this finding comports with a plausible rationale that helps
to explain the inconsistency in these results (with predictions made in Hypothesis 5).
Conclusion
Examining special rules bills and the increasing use of restrictive special rules over the
past three decades helps scholars to gain greater insight into an evolving and arguably more
complex legislative environment. This chapter provides bill-level assessments of the evolving
use in special rules since the 107th Congress using an original Special Rules Bills Dataset and
Volden and Wiseman’s Legislative Effectiveness Dataset. The empirical analyses in this chapter
seek to test five key hypotheses: the first of which addresses out party bill co-sponsorships (H1);
the second of which addresses bill sponsors who represent the ideological extremes of the D.W.
NOMINATE scale (i.e., members whose D.W. nominate scores fall at the poles of this scale)
(H2); the third of which accounts for whether Republicans or Democrats are in the majority in a
congressional session (H3); the fourth of which addresses a bill sponsor’s seniority in Congress
(H4); and the fifth of which addresses the bill sponsor’s legislative effectiveness (H5). Findings
in this chapter support Hypothesis 1 in baseline and secondary logistic regression models where
two separate dependent variables serve as indicators of whether a bill received a special rule or
did not and whether a bill received a restrictive special rule or did not. Findings do not support
Hypothesis 1 in baseline or secondary linear regression models where the dependent variable
ranges on a scale from open to closed special rules. Additionally, except for one model where
there was clear statistical significance in the relationship between members at the ideological
extremes and restrictive special rules, findings in this chapter are inconclusive about the
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relationship between these variables. Thus, Hypothesis 2 warrants additional investigation in
future research.
Logistic regression models in this chapter lend support for the Hypothesis 3 in baseline
and secondary models indicating that there is a statistically significant relationship between
majority party bill sponsors and receiving special rules (especially restrictive special rules).
However, in linear regression models where the dependent variable ranges on a scale from open
to closed, findings do not support a statistically significant relationship between these variables.
Member seniority proves to be significant in several models—particularly models where the
dependent variable is whether a bill receives restrictive special rules. This supports predictions
in Hypothesis 4 which projected that there will be a strong, positive relationship between these
variables. Finally, legislative effective scores are not significant predictors of restrictive special
rules (or even good predictors of whether a bill will be assigned a special rule)—disproving
Hypothesis 5.
Ultimately, empirical models in this chapter test several traditional theories of procedural
choice including the partisan theory about majority party members exercising their privilege to
use restrictive rules as procedural tools that can advance their legislative agenda. To test this
theory, the models isolate majority party membership, majority party leaders and committee
chairs to examine the relationship that these legislators, in particular, have with restrictive special
rules. Results in this chapter support an alignment with this theory in that bill sponsors who are
in the majority party are more likely to receive restrictive special rules. However, results do not
support theories about party leadership using restrictive special rules to a greater extent than
those in the party and in the minority party—at least not through formal bill sponsorships.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 3.1: Explanation for Congress Sample Selection
Information on special rule assignments for five of the eight congressional sessions (i.e.,
112th-116th Congresses, 2011-2021) used in this study are publicly available through the House
Rules Committee’s website. As such, the 112th-116th Congresses were selected for this study
because each of these congressional sessions have accurate, complete, and digitized records of
House bill information and special rule assignment information for bill-level analyses. The
107th, 110th, and 111th Congresses were the congressional sessions for which access to
congressional archives was necessary. To collect data for these Congresses, congressional staff
on the House Rules Committee proved to be critically helpful in providing access to archival
information. 34

After reviewing the availability of bill information for special rules bills in

House Rules Committee archives, the 107th, 110th, and 111th Congresses were selected because
they provide complete, chronological, and well-organized sets of House rule assignment
information. With limited resources and in the interest of time for what proved to be an
extensive data collection process, the only non-sequential Congress used in this study, the 107th
Congress (2001-2003), was selected for three reasons.

34

Many thanks to Ana Martinez, congressional staffer on the House Committee on Rules, for her assistance in this
data collection process.
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First, the 107th Congress was selected because it provides the closest chronological point
of comparison, with readily available and accurate bill information, to observe rising restrictive
special rule use in the first full congressional session at the turn of the 21st century. Secondly,
existing research from Marshall (2005) already provides robust analyses supporting a partisan
rationale for the 104th and 105th congressional sessions. He finds that “the choice of restrictive
rules has become increasingly determined by and reflective of the policy ends of the majority
party.”35 Because his research concludes at the 105th Congress, this dissertation study
commences with a study of the next set of available special rules bills which are those in the
107th Congress. Finally, the 107th congressional session was selected for data collection because
it provides context for a pivotal historical moment in which Republicans secured a federal
government trifecta (i.e., control of the presidency and both chambers of the legislative branch).
This marks the first time that Republicans achieved partisan alignment in the executive and
legislative branches since the 83rd Congress in 1853. Although this alignment was short-lived, it
remains an important historical climate to include in this study because it offers optimal
conditions to evaluate the partisan theoretical framework and special rules. If partisan theory
offers the most statistically efficient explanation for restrictive special rule use, then the majority
party effects on restrictive rule use should be stronger in this Congress than in other
congressional sessions without a government trifecta.

35

Marshall, Bryan W. 2005. Rules for War: Procedural Choice in the U.S. House of Representatives. Burlington,
VT: Ashgate Publishing Company. pp 5.
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Coalition Formation and Flexible Discourse About Gun Rights Among Conservative Interest Groups at the US Supreme Court

Abstract
The Second Amendment has long been a ‘hot topic’ among US conservatives, attracting diverse
groups’ support. This paper proposes that shared discourse enables diverse conservative interest
groups to establish coalitions while pursuing differing primary values. Gun politics accommodates diverse coalitions by being compatible with diverse value sets and not falling along ideological faultlines between bedfellows like libertarians and religious conservatives. Through qualitative content analysis of groups’ ‘friends of the court’ briefs in the landmark Supreme Court
case of D.C. v Heller (2008), I argue that sharing a flexible discourse about gun rights is a strategic
vehicle through which diverse groups pursue differing constituent priorities while sustaining coalition. These two analytical insights of the discursive flexibility of gun rights and its related capacity to realize groups’ ‘real’ priorities are mechanisms that sustain ideationally-broad coalitions. These findings help explain how diverse coalitions form and why gun politics attracts diverse support on the right.
Key words: gun politics, gun rights, discourse, coalition, conservative interest groups, Supreme Court, ideational,
discourse flexibility
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Fein’s puzzle: ““[Scholars] long been concerned with the question of how conservatives were able to craft a belief system
out of dissonant first principles. They have also wondered how to think about the conservative coalition. How did a range
of different […] groups manage to come together…?”
(Phillips-Fein 2011, 735)

1. Introduction
Why conservatives co-operate amid ideational differences has been the subject of some political study, mostly
from historicist and historical institutionalist perspectives (Phillips-Fein, 2011; Zelizer, 2010; Teles, 2008).
The literature on American conservatism and the conservative coalition has often focused on an overarching
ideational consensus as a means of uniting diverse parties. This paper addresses how far discourse is a mechanism enabling cohesion between diverse actors in conservative litigation at the US Supreme Court. Its animating puzzle is: how, despite ideational differences, do conservative interest groups come together in shared
action in pursuit of gun rights? The research question asks: how in the landmark Supreme Court (SCOTUS)
case of D.C. versus Heller (2008), did a variety of conservative interest groups with different, and even dissonant, first principles come together in support of gun rights? The subject of inquiry is the mechanism that
sustains broad support for gun rights. This inquiry is explanatory of the broad appeal of gun rights among
conservatives and therefore engages with how conservatives co-operate amid ideational differences, as well as
generalizable mechanisms in coalitions of diverse actors.
I propose that sharing a flexible discourse is an explanatory mechanism of coalition among diverse
conservative groups, through which groups retain their distinctive ideational goals whilst sustaining discursive
unity. I develop this theoretical observation through an inductive discourse analysis among the conservative
interest groups who submitted amicus curiae (‘friends of the court’) briefs in the landmark Supreme Court case
of D.C. versus Heller (2008).
I find that the participating conservative interest groups pursue differing objectives in supporting gun
rights; constitutional originalism1 is a shared discourse whose flexibility allows it to be invoked by actors with
distinctive and sometimes dissonant values. I find that this common refrain accommodates diverse issues
within the single issue. I also find evidence to infer that gun rights possess a particular rhetorical and ideational

Also referred to as ‘textualism’ and ‘interpretivism’ (Teles 2008, 145), originalism advocates for the Constitution to be
implemented in line with the intentions and contemporary provisions of the original document.
3
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flexibility for conservative actors: in other words, gun rights' flexibility as an issue is a key mechanism sustaining a broad coalition of conservative interest groups. I unexpectedly find a lack of direct investment in gun
rights among two key actors (at Cato Institute and Institute for Justice) who funded and litigated for gun rights
in Heller. From this, one can infer that the groups utilized the issue as a vehicle for their main ideational
objectives. In this instance, gun narratives provide an adaptive discursive vehicle rather than a shared ideational
framework. This is explanatory of guns’ diverse support in this consequential, landmark case. It also provides

a promising explanation of guns’ diverse appeal on the right more generally. Furthermore, it may provide a
generalizable theoretical mechanism of coalitions: i.e. that groups may unify in shared action by combining
outward cohesion while retaining ideational differences.
The implications of this study are that co-ordination constitutes a better explanatory model of conservative interest group coalition than shared values in this instance. Co-ordination and shared values are competing
models of coalitional behavior in political studies (Hardin, 1982; Parsons, 2007). My results yield the general

theoretical insight that discursive props, deployed commonly among diverse actors, sustain coalitions in lieu
of exact ideational alignment. Discourse must be given sufficient recognition as a mechanism. Of the particularistic dynamics within the Conservative Legal Movement, these results suggest that instrumental narratives
may sustain its ideational breadth while retaining individual groups’ specific ideational agendas. This limits
the extent to which values are a necessary binding agent, as discursive mechanisms circumvent this. This
negates the necessity of ideational consensus, which is commonly postulated of conservative coalitions. While

it appears necessary that a discursive locus, such as gun rights, be ideationally-neutral among actors, signifying
ideational compatibility is a precondition for coalitions, this constitutes a mechanism rather than ideational
consensus. These findings also have the particularistic implication that constitutional originalist jurisprudence
and narratives of the Constitution can operate as discursive tropes, notwithstanding any attendant values-commitment to them.
Using an inductive method, this paper's main questions are: i) what is the mechanism for cohesion
between diverse interest groups on the right and ii) how far do they share values? Respectively, it identifies
discourse, specifically originalism, and implies a limited role of shared values in explaining cohesion between
different conservative interest groups respectively. These are the two main contributions of this paper. A third
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is my finding that the Second Amendment is instrumentalized towards different primary value sets by conservative actors and that there are differences in rationales and, accordingly, their apparent interests in gun
rights between gun activist groups and conservative interest groups in Heller.
This paper is structured as follows. The following section briefly reviews existing literature on the
questions of this research (both particularistic and general) and my theory of interest group coalition. The third
section on research design outlines the case study, sample section and use of content analysis. I then present

my findings. First, it presents an inductive study of groups’ discourse in their amicus briefs. I then compare
CIGs’ discourse to gun groups to make inferences about their commitment to guns and how uniquely their
discourse is tailored to their ideational agenda. The final section of the analysis contrasts CIGs’ support for
guns with the four groups of the sample who submitted briefs in the subsequent landmark case of Windsor
(2013) and inductively compares the cohesive potential of gun issues among conservative groups to equal
marriage rights. The final substantive section analyses the mechanism through which diverse groups sustain

shared action while retaining their constituent ends, before concluding.

2. Literature: Conservative Coalition and the Second Amendment
The question of cohesion amid ideational difference is implicit but not explicitly theorized in the growing
literature on conservative litigation. Research has shown the strategic dynamics of interest group participation
at the Supreme Court. Hollis-Brusky and Wilson (2017) show that New Christian Right (NCR) amici partici-

pate in secular Supreme Court cases to strategically pursue their constituent goals (see also Aydin-Çakir,
2014). Hansford (2008) shows the importance of networks to communicating ideas within conservative legal
circles (also Jackson, 2008; Fowler et al., 2007). While these studies provide salient insights to what motivates
and facilitates conservative litigation, there is as yet no study on the theoretical mechanisms enabling cohesion
amid values-difference in this literature and explanations of coalition formation among amici are scarce (Epstein and Lindquist, 2017; Collins 2017).
This paper addresses Second Amendment litigation specifically as an area of conservative legal activism.
While it is not necessarily representative of all conservative behavior, it gives insight into conservative litigation broadly and specifically the role of values in coalitional dynamics therein. This anomalousness also explicates the importance of issue-selection for discursive alignment (see 4.3). The Second Amendment is not
substantively discussed in conservative litigation literature; nor Heller despite its importance as a landmark
5
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victory for the right and originalism (Neily, 2010). Political studies of the Second Amendment are also scarce.
Recent studies include Lacombe who proves the importance of group identity as an “ideational resource” to
the National Rifle Association’s (NRA) preponderance (2019, 1344). Merry (2018) also demonstrates the
NRA’s use of narrative on social media. Goss (2006) has also argued for the importance of narrative in framing
gun politics. These studies contribute insights to groups’ use of discourse to generate political and social capital. Hitherto this research has concentrated on gun advocacy groups. Interest groups are less studied. This

paper in part compares how interest groups’ interests in this issue differ from gun groups (see 4.2); a question
so far overlooked and which pertains more broadly to how political issues may be instrumentalized or reconfigured by agents. It also uses the distinctive tool of ‘discourse’ as well as offering a distinct framework, by
doing this, it adds a theoretical dimension to the gun literature in considering mechanisms versus values, which
is not addressed in nor necessitated by the aforementioned studies.
Secondarily, this case addresses the conservative studies literature’s implicit puzzle of how diverse

groups converge in the ‘broad church’ of American conservatism. Phillips-Fein (2011) and Zelizer (2010)
argue that a key question in this literature is how conflicting first principles of differing groups have been
aligned (Phillips-Fein, 2011, 735) which “entail[s] a study about how the Right built coalitions” (Zelizer, 2010,
388). Hitherto this question has been answered with ideational explanations (Dionne, 2004; Hodgson, 1996;
McGirr, 2001; Young, 2016; Sager, 2006). The preponderant factor considered has been an ideational silver
bullet (e.g. anticommunism for McGirr, 2001). There is no explicit debate around the mechanisms enabling

cohesion and the analytical question of whether the ideational is a factor that coheres actors. This literature
obliquely discusses outward constraints that historically catalysed cohesion between diverse conservative actors: e.g. the dominance of liberalism incentivising greater co-operation (Zelizer, 2010, 388), legal liberalism
catalysing a backlash manifesting in legal conservatism (Teles, 2008, 4). However, this literature focuses on
the origins of conservative movements and lacks substantive assessments of the mechanisms in specific instances of coalition. Where the role of strategy and co-ordination is implied (see Dionne 2004 on conservative
coalitions as a marriage of convenience), these explanations are not theoretically-grounded.
Coverage of originalism in conservative studies literature is also scant. Teles’ authoritative book on the
Conservative Legal Movement (CLM) alludes to its inception and dissemination in conservative legal circles
(2008, 145). However, originalism has not yet been theorized or identified as a discourse mechanism through
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which coalitions and individual groups realize goals. This paper’s findings identify originalism as the connection of shared conservative discourse in this case study. It is the first study to identify its enabling function in
conservative coalitions.
While this paper is primarily concerned with the particularistic phenomenon of gun politics’ broad
appeal, it suggests that this ‘hot topic’, which has become a synecdoche of conservatism, offers generalizable
insight into which subjects unite diverse ideational types and how. This is relevant to the Conservative Legal

Movement. While I employ a constructivist epistemology, recognizing the culturally-embedded capacities of
specific discourses, the theoretical insight of the cohering capacity of flexible discourse has general applications.

Discourse Coalition Theory
This paper’s engagement with theoretical questions of coalitions yields a tertiary contribution to the dispersed
literature on interest group coalition2, and interest group theory and theoretical uses of discourse.3 Discourse
Coalition Theory (Hajer, 1995, 2006; Plehwe, 2011, 2014; see Parrilla, Almiron and Xifra, 2016 for an overview of interest group theory) is a sociological critical approach, developed to explain transnational change,
which has been applied to think tanks (Pautz, 2011). Plehwe, who developed this approach, defines discourse
coalitions as, “social forces acting jointly, though not necessarily in direct interaction, in pursuit of a common
goal" (2011, 130). This renders redundant the need for direct co-ordination, information of which is limited in
this study but whose presence main actors confirmed in first-hand interviews (2019). This paper parenthetically
contributes a case study in support of this theoretical approach to shared action.
My definition of coalition

2

Strategic incentives to forming coalitions have been discussed by Hanegraaf and Pritoni (2019).
The limits of paper do not allow a full survey of this term. It applies DCT as a specific tool pertaining to coalitions.
‘Discourse’ was originally a Foucauldian term designating the production of knowledge that governs power relations. It
has since been operationalized in political science. Pautz (2011) applies a Gramscian definition of discourse to think
tanks. See [names] for an overview of this term’s use. Similar attempts to discuss rhetoric and communication includes
Merry applies ‘Narrative Policy Framework’ to the NRA (2018) (aforementioned) (which refers to storytelling (Merry
2018, 383) as a rhetorical strategy distinct from discourse, which constitutes a looser nexus of ideational nodes). Both
denote linguistic uniformity as a political strategy.
7
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This paper observes a phenomenon of de facto coalition. It defines coalition here as the simultaneous support
among diverse parties. It does define direct co-ordination as a prerequisite. This definition of coalition is distinct from de jure, or active, coalition. This paper maintains that active co-ordination is incidental to the phenomenon of shared action.
While interviews with Levy and Neily yielded significant anecdotal evidence of active co-ordination,
irrespective of whether active co-ordination occurred, this study focuses on the outcome of discursive cohesion, not the means of its production. There is a de facto coalition, regardless of whether parties intended or
actively sought this (notwithstanding the evidence that there was indeed active participation). DCT does not
stipulate active co-ordination as a condition of coalition (Plehwe, 2011, 130). Discourse, and its capacity to be
transmitted unintentionally, makes active co-ordination superfluous. This study defines cohesion and coalition between actors according to Plehwe: “social forces acting jointly, though not necessarily in direct interaction, in pursuit of a common goal" (2011, 130). What constitutes cohesion in this sample is alignment in
arguments, rationales and language toward this goal.
This paper asks the extent to which these traits (constituting ‘discourse’) are a co-ordinative mechanism
and how far shared values account for it. This paper defines ‘shared values’ as the same ideational content
between actors. Values that may overlap or be compatible but are distinct and have different emphases cannot
be defined thus. This paper’s inquiry is not about actors’ intentions or motivations (i.e. whether they act out of
ideational commitment), though the role of strategy and teleology is parenthetically addressed.

Values
This paper ascribes the paradigm of ‘values’ to this study of interest group coalition. The term ‘value set’
designates one’s worldview, measures of political actions’ worth and desirable outcomes (van Deth, 1984,
1995; Inglehart and Klingemann, 1979, 207). The concept is not rigorously defined as an explanatory construct
in political studies (Loek et al., 2007). The author finds it illuminating because it ties to one of four key analytical models explaining collective action: values-sharing (Hardin, 1982; Parsons, 2007). The inquiry of this
paper is not the causal role of values in action: but rather, how far discursive flexibility explains the shared
action of diverse groups and the diverse appeal of the issue in question (gun rights). ‘Value sets’ is an appropriate paradigm in this paper. Not all groups promulgate systematized ideologies or possess intellectual frameworks like Cato and IJ. iii) Conservative is the most nebulous. Disentangling the synthetic (policy agendas)
8
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from the ideational is necessarily challenging; e.g. some groups (ACLJ - NCR PILF - and Heartland - ii. think
tank) promulgate legal-policy objectives more than explicit values. Reducing ideational inputs to ‘value sets’
creates a common measure of the ideational content of the sampled groups.

3. Method
Case study: D.C. v Heller (2008)
The landmark Supreme Court ruling of District of Columbia v Heller (554 U.S. 570) (2008) is a prime case
study for interest group coalition on the right. The most recent Second Amendment SCOTUS case since Miller in 1939, it is cited as one of the most consequential Supreme Court rulings on the Second Amendment,
establishing for the first time in federal law the individual’s right to keep a handgun in the home (Wilkinson,
2009, 254; O’Shea, 2009; Neily, 2010). The case involved the plaintiff, Dick Anthony Heller, who was handpicked by Cato and IJ staff and sought to overturn the 1975 D.C. ordinance restricting handgun ownership and
requiring existing arms be kept under lock and key. From its inception, Heller was a political case, conceived
by four individuals at the libertarian think tank Cato Institute and the PILF Institute for Justice. Its express
aims are to promote “textualism” (originalism) (Levy interview) and the libertarian principle of individual
liberty (Clark Neily interview). By their admission, these actors were not primarily interested in guns or equally
interested in the wider ideational issues.

Constitutional Originalism
This paper examines originalism as the discourse content shared by the interest groups. Heller has an implicit
link with originalism. It has been considered a landmark victory for originalism and a foremost example of its
practical application (Greene, 2009, 325; Neily, 2010), and Scalia’s (a prominent originalist) majority opinion
cites originalism as an imperative of legal interpretation (Scalia, 2008, 56, 30; Neily, 2010, 186). Originalism
(also referred to as “textualism” (Levy interview), ‘interpretivism’ and ‘original meaning jurisprudence’
(Teles, 2008, 145)) is a school of constitutional interpretation that promulgates the document’s original meaning and provisions (sometimes formulated as ‘intentions’) as the only legitimate guide to its present-day application (Neily, 2007, 2010; Greene, 2009; Avery and McLaughlin, 2013). Its identifying features include an
emphasis on the Constitution’s historical origins, circumstances influencing its provisions and contemporary
norms and practices. Originalism arose in the Conservative Legal Movement in the 1970s (Teles, 2008) and is
9
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associated with the Federalist Society as an eminent conservative legal network (Hansford, 2008), which
shaped and promoted originalism (Teles, 2008, 145; Avery and McLaughlin, 2013, 8). Levy and Neily subscribe to this jurisprudential school (interviews), citing it as equal a motivation as the libertarian principle of
individual freedom. Cato is institutionally in favor of originalist and Madisonian readings of the Constitution
(Ilya Shapiro, director of Constitutional Studies at Cato, confirmed this in an interview (10 August 2020) and
it is confirmed in his written output (CPR Nov/Dec 2008, 14; Shapiro, 2008). While one cannot infer it as a
motivator for all 13 groups in this paper’s sample, constitutional originalism is a connective tissue linking the
conservative lawyers and actors in Heller. It is strongly present in the briefs (4.1). It is in the commonality and
flexibility of the Constitution that one can perceive its capacity to be utilized by differing ideational types; i.e.
functioning as a binding agent between diverse groups without the need for exact ideational alignment. While
Teles traces its origins in CLM (2008, 145), originalism is yet to be considered as a mechanism among diverse
conservative groups or regarding its discursive function. This paper contributes to this understudied area.

Research Design
This paper employs a qualitative case study design allowing for inductive inferences. A case study that is
sufficiently anomalous or representative facilitates hypothesis generation (Jack Levy, 2008). I select Heller as
a pertinent case from which to inductively draw conclusions about the mechanism sustaining broad interest
group coalitions for three reasons:

i. Landmark case on the right: This prominent case attracted widespread support from a range of actors,
mainly but not exclusively from the right.4
Significant right-wing figures submitted briefs in support of the respondent including Edwin Meese (former
Attorney General and Chair at the Heritage Foundation), Vice President Dick Cheney and 304 members of
Congress of whom 228 (75%) were Republican.

4

Neily stated that the Heritage Foundation held a meeting to co-ordinate action and arguments on Heller (interview with
Neily, 22 July 2019).
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ii. Implicit connection with interest groups: Heller was conceived, litigated and funded by three staff (Robert
Levy, Clark Neily and Alan Gura) at two prominent interest groups (aforementioned). As the case’s Question Presented (QP) implies, it was conceived and framed as a libertarian action. Cato and IJ handpicked petitioners and engineered the action to maximize its chances of achieving an “ideological” objective (interview with Clark Neily).
iii. Litigation as a relevant subject of political study: Litigation is an established strategy of political influence among interest groups (Teles, 2008; Collins, 2017). Amici have a demonstrably important role in influencing legal outcomes, at least in obtaining cert. for cases to be heard at the Supreme Court (Collins, 2017).
There is an established literature on conservative litigation at the Supreme Court (Hansford, 2004; Hansford
and Johnson, 2008; Solowiej and Collins, 2009) and litigation and interest groups more generally (Kobylka,
1991; Scheppele and Walker, 1991). While the groups here do not directly litigate, amicus submission constitutes participation in litigation (Hollis-Brusky and Wilson, 2017; Hansford, 2008). It can therefore be included under the umbrella of conservative litigation.
This case explicates how broad coalitions are sustained in support of the Second Amendment. The
ideational and discursive makeup of the gun issue has wider salience by explicating the types of issues and
their related discursive capacity that enable coalitional cohesion. Gun rights’ potential anomalousness signifies a theoretical opportunity to draw broader conclusions. To this end, I inductively compare Heller with the
landmark equal marriage case, United States v Windsor (2013), as a categorically distinct libertarian issue
falling along social-libertarian lines like Heller but dividing conservatives, unlike gun rights. Comparison of
this anomaly allows one to draw conclusions about the peculiar cohering capacity and ideational flexibility
of gun rights.

Selection criteria for sample
This study examines conservative interest groups who submitted amicus briefs in favor of the respondent
(Dick Heller). This represents 13 of 47 amicus curiae briefs that were submitted in his favor in total (see full
list of amicus submissions). The remaining 34 are composed of diverse parties, of which 11 are gun groups
and 23 miscellaneous including academics.

Method of selection
11
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Having selected Heller as a case study, I inductively identified the 13 sample by identifying all 47 amici’s a)
political orientation and b) organizational type, using the criteria was that they i) explicitly identify with a form
of conservativism and ii) are a type of interest group who advocate for defined political objectives.5 I bring
together differing organizational types (think tanks, advocacy groups, PILFs) under the rubric of ‘interest
groups’, like conservative litigation scholars. Teles (2008), and Hollis-Brusky and Wilson (2017) include
PILFs (e.g. IJ) alongside think tanks (e.g. Cato) within the CLM. These groups also adhere to the aforementioned descriptor. (See Parrilla, Almiron and Xifra, 2016 to verify the establishing practice of discussing think
tanks and PILFs under the same umbrella of ‘interest groups.’) The 13-sample is the total number of conservative interest group-amici in the case. This inductive method found that all groups habitually engage in litigation
and/or amicus submission as normative influencing strategies.
The question of ideational versus co-ordinating mechanisms is particularly appropriate to the subject of
interest groups, which commonly participate in political action towards explicit ideological or policy goals. It
pertains less well to other amici who do not by nature participate in legal cases with systematic ideational
agendas, like academics. Campaigning organizations’ interests are often positivistic and narrow (see 4.2).
Elected representatives, such as the 304 members of Congress, can be reasonably expected to respond to electoral incentives and constraints, which produce different dynamics of coalitional behavior and litigative participation. The incommensurability of these subjects justifies concentration on multi-issue conservative interest groups. Other subjects require separate study altogether. Though gun groups exhibit overlaps in political
and ideational characteristics with CIGs (Melzer, 2009; Horowitz and Anderson, 2009), they cannot be treated
as a subset of conservatism. This study emphasizes that distinction, which is little explored by literature on
gun groups and conservatism (aforementioned).
Some groups in this sample (ACRU, ACLJ, Cato, IJ, FML) are discussed in conservative litigation and
CLM scholarship (Teles, 2008; Hollis-Brusky and Wilson, 2017). Their evidently habitual engagement in litigation and/or amicus submission and putative centrality to conservative litigation increases this study's relevance to that literature. This paper builds on some of these discussions; it extends Hollis-Brusky and Wilson’s

5

I exclude Claremont Institute, Association of American Physicians and Surgeons, Paragon Foundation, Independence
Institute, Conservative Legal Defense and Education Fund, and Eagle Forum Education and Legal Defense Fund, as these
conservative groups were minor participants in briefs with multiple amici. Their late billing in the list of groups indicates
that they came into the amici brief late (interview with Robert McNamara, 5 August 2020), and are unlikely to have
influenced its content.
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findings about NCR groups’ strategic uses of secular litigation, and the spread of common strategies (Teles,
2008; Hansford 2008).

Amici Curiae
Amicus curiae brief submission is a low-cost strategy of influence6 cited as part of groups’ regular practice.
Briefs provide expert information to Supreme Court Justices and favor the petitioner, respondent or neither.
Cato’s amicus archives shows a 7700% increase in amicus submission between 1999 and 2018 (1 brief in 1999
compared to 78 in 2018) (Appendix A). Amicus submission to SCOTUS cases is a common practice according
to literature on the subject (Caldeira and Wright, 1990; Hansford, 2008, 1). It is substantively addressed with
regard to interest groups by Collins (2008) and Lindquist and Collins (2017) (see also Barker, 1967; Ennis,
1983 ; Songer and Sheehan, 1993; Spriggs and Wahlbeck, 1997).

Table 1: Interest groups’ organizational histories
Interest group

Founded

Primary location

Policy priorities

1. American Center for Law
and Justice (ACLJ)

1990

Washington, D.C.

Religious freedom

2. American Civil Rights
Union (ACRU)

1998

Naples, Florida

Religious, social / economic freedom

Legal organization

iii. Conservative

3. American Legislative
Exchange Council (ALEC)

1973

Arlington, Virginia

Small government, free
enterprise, social issues

Voluntary organization

iii. Conservative

1974/7

Washington, D.C.

Individual / economic
freedom

Think tank

i. Libertarian

5. Center for Individual
Freedom (CFIF)

1998

Virginia

Small government, economic freedom

Nonprofit organization

ii. Free market

6. Foundation for Moral
Law (FML)

2003

Montgomery, Alabama

First Amendment, religious freedom

Legal advocacy
group

iv. New Christian
Right

7. Goldwater Institute

1988

Phoenix, Arizona

Small government, free
market

Think tank / litigating org

ii. Free market

8. Heartland Institute

1984

Arlington
Heights, Illinois

Small government, free
market

Think tank

ii. Free market

9. Institute for Justice (IJ)

1991

Arlington, Virginia

Economic Liberty, Educational choice, Private
property, First Amdnt

PILF (public interest law firm)

i. Libertarian

4. Cato Institute

6

Organization
type

Typology

PILF (public inter- iv. New Christian
est law firm)
Right [NCR]

Cost is not a barrier to amicus submission, often requiring an in-house or consulting lawyer to draft briefs. This may
explain why amicus submission became a common political strategy for large and small groups alike. Many organizations
have in-house lawyers or legally-trained staff (e.g. Cato, IJ). This also reduces costs of litigation as it avoids legal fees.
Neily stated that Levy’s personal expenditure on Heller was no more than a few thousand dollars, due to savings on legal
advice. This is partly a result of individuals’ commitment: Heller’s litigating team worked on the case without remuneration (Neily interview).
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Table 1: Interest groups’ organizational histories
Interest group

Founded

Primary location

Policy priorities

Organization
type

Typology

10. Libertarian National
Committee

1971

Washington, D.C.

Individual / economic
freedom

Committee of political party

i. Libertarian

11. Liberty Legal Institute

1997

Planto, Texas

Religious freedom

12. Mountain States Legal
Foundation (MSLF)

1977

Lakewood, Colorado

Free market

Public interest law
firm

ii. Free market

13. Southeastern Legal
Foundation

1976

Marietta, Georgia

limited government, individual economic freedom, free enterprise

PILF (public interest law firm)

iii. Conservative

Nonprofit legal or- iv. New Christian
ganization
Right

Sources: Compiled author. (See: McGann (2008), TTCSP Global Go To Think Tanks Index Report; group websites)

Typology of value sets
Four value sets can be extracted from the sample based their a) self-descriptions and b) policy priorities on
their websites (accessed 2019). I use groups self identifications where possible, and terms employed by similar
studies (for example, Hollis-Brusky and Wilson, 2017 on NCR litigation).
Table 2: Groups categorized by typology
Typology

Constituent groups

Value descriptors

Policy/Legal Areas of
Priority

Total Number of
Groups

i. Libertarian

1. Cato Institute
2. Institute for Justice
3. Libertarian National Committee

Emphasis on human
Individual freedom,
freedom. Often espous- limiting government
ing small state and mar- regulation
ket liberalization.

3

ii. Free Market

4. CFIF
5. Goldwater Institute
6. Heartland Institute
7. Mountain States Legal Foundation

Overlaps with but disProperty rights and ecotinct from libertariannomic liberty, limiting
ism ; pragmatically in- government regulation
terested in free markets.

4

iii. Conservative

8. ACRU
9. ALEC
10. Southeastern Legal
Foundation

Generic. Socially conservative with elements
of small-state. Often
neoconservative.

Small government, social conservatism, legal
conservatism.

3

iv. New Christian
Right (NCR)

11. ACLJ
12. Foundation for
Moral Law
13. Liberty Legal Institute

Social conservatives,
often authoritarian in
contrast to libertarians;
prioritizing Christian
values and religious
freedom.

First Amendment, religious freedom, (marriage, abortion, religion
in schools)

3

Source: Compiled by author using organization websites [accessed July 2019] and Heller amicus briefs (2008)
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This sample is an ideationally diverse sample with a roughly equal balance of types; a fortuitous outcome of
the inductive method.
Variation in values is perceptible across the groups. The types are approximations: they are not necessarily incompatible and there are overlaps in values. This occurs between neighboring categories, notably i.
and ii. Free Market (ii) contains libertarian elements (individual freedom, limiting government) but lacks its
explicit identity and its classical-liberal intellectual framework. Values overlaps are also visible within individual groups: ACRU has NCR elements and Goldwater conservative elements. This notwithstanding, the
types promulgate mutually distinct emphases. The dynamics of values-difference, therefore, vary according to
the combination of types and groups. The greatest divergence is between libertarian (i) and NCR (iv). A contributing factor may be that both promulgate more distinct ideologies than ii. and iii. Section 4.4. explores this
divergence. Notwithstanding conspicuous variation in values, all groups tacitly or explicitly identify as conservative including Cato and IJ, and conform to established definitions of conservative values (Scruton,
2017; Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy [accessed August 2021]; Honderich, 1991; Nash, 1976, 27, 31).
Likewise, all are unified by a shared outcome in Heller and profess commitment to the US Constitution in their
briefs.
A valid question regarding this inquiry into the ideational is whether the briefs accurately represent their organization’s perspectives. It is credible to interpret them thus, as briefs are submitted under organizations’
auspices, including Cato’s and IJ’s.7 The briefs explicitly claim to represent their organizations’ beliefs and
agendas.

Data and method of analysis
This paper employs content analysis to identify i) shared discourse and ii) its cohering properties. This comprises two sub-methods: quantitative content analysis (word frequency) and qualitative engagement with the
briefs’ arguments in context using Qualitative Document Analysis (QDA) (Wesley, 2010) (see Flick, 2013).
The use of complementary mixed methods (see Seawright, 2016) is ideal for identifying discourse, whether it

Though Neily insists that action in Heller was undertaken privately by three individuals, Cato and IJ’s briefs were
submitted under their organizations’ names, not theirs as individuals. Cato and IJ later claimed Heller as a victory for
their organizations (Cato Policy Report September/October 2018, 16).
15
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is invoked in sufficient degrees to be considered discursively central, and how far it coheres to ideationally
different groups.
This paper uses the 13 amicus briefs as the main source of evidence (to which it applies the aforementioned method of word frequency and QDA). It supplements this with semi-structured interviews with two of
three members of Heller’s litigation team (Clark Neily and Robert Levy), written correspondence with these
actors, the 13 groups’ media and research output (e.g. CPRs, op-eds, academic articles), and evidence of
groups’ orientations from their websites [accessed 2019].

Coding procedure
To develop an accurate codebook, an inductive, grounded coding procedure was used. First, all 13 amicus
briefs, plus the 11 gun groups for the comparison in 4.2 (making a total of 24 briefs) were coded using NVivo
11. Discursive nodes were then identified from point-blank word frequency. At the third stage, the most frequent keywords (or ‘nodes’) identified 5 main themes: 1. Originalism, 2. Small state, 3. Insurrectionism, 4.
Founding fathers, 5. Empiricism. A qualitative reading of all briefs’ main arguments was then undertaken to
confirm their discursive orientation. Counts for nodes associated with originalism were then compared and an
inductive finding of shared originalism was made.
As mentioned, the consistently inductive rationale for using the case of Heller, the sample and identifying the discursive nodes avoids selectiveness. This method, and Heller’s significance as a lightning rod case,
means that despite the inductive limitations of this qualitative study, which is primarily focused on one case,
it offers inductive lessons for the wider question.

Method of analysis
This paper employs the two aforementioned methods of analysis to identify discourse and its deployment. It
uses i) content analysis (word frequency) to identify discourse content, the presence of shared discourse, and
its distribution across the groups. ii) Comparative analysis identifies whether this discursive cohesion is peculiar to the interest groups; i.e. it is not a default argument that coheres with all groups but rather a distinctive
discourse. iii) QDA analyses arguments in-context to show the ends to which they are used and whether constitutional originalism is discursively central, as well as statistically present. Word frequency and qualitative
assessments of arguments were done individually for each brief (24), and this was repeated for both groups
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combined in order to compare them. Integrating quantitative word frequency with qualitative content analysis
enables identification of a discourse’s breadth and depth within briefs and across the sample, whilst retaining
a view of arguments in-context. Multi-method analysis allows for ‘triangulation' (Wesley 2010, 6). Qualitative
engagement with arguments (e.g. originalist versus positivist arguments) supports hypotheses from the data.
It also counterbalances the implicit disadvantages of a given method. For example, this paper uses aggregated
word counts to identify points of commonality, complemented with non-aggregated word frequencies per
group to ameliorate the possible tendency for high counts of a minority to overweight the average use of a
node. Similarly, qualitative examination of discourse in context circumvents the potential deficiencies of selecting nodes in isolation via word frequency. Thematic analysis — which comprises these methods of multimethod content analysis, including quantitative word frequency, also known as ‘syntactical analysis’ (Weber,
1990, 44) and ‘referential content analysis’ (Krippendorf, 1980, 62) — is established in the literature as ideallysuited to identification and analysis of discourse (Kaplan, 1943, 240; Weber, 1990, 44-52). This is partly because it allows systematic discourse extraction from sources. It is apt for this paper’s research question as it
uncovers any embedded “ideological biases” (Sage, 2004).
Each method of analysis has a function in this paper’s inquiry. They primarily established a) discourse
connect and b) whether it is shared. Content analysis identifies embedded concepts; the qualitative method is
close to any textual exegesis. Having identified discourse, the qualitative examination of briefs’ arguments
identifies cohesion. Information about groups’ orientations contextualizes the briefs. This paper uses total
count of nodes to make inferences about its importance. It defines nodes of 3 counts or more as discursively
significant. This is appropriate given their relative unusualness and specificity, which one can use to infer the
presence of a specific argument. It uses percentages to compare frequencies between the interest and gun
groups.
In sum, this paper’s inquiry is the mechanism that binds the groups. It proposes DCT as an explanatory
framework for this. It does not openly ask about competing dependent variables but it does briefly address
them in 5.4.

4. Analysis: Discourse in the Amicus Briefs
This section explores how originalism functions as a cohesive discourse among the 13 groups. Its key findings
are: (1) there is a shared discourse among a majority (10) of the 13 interest groups, constituted of constitutional
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originalism. (2) This discourse is distinctive among the interest groups compared to gun groups, which suggests that it is not overdetermined by the QP. (3) This discourse coheres diverse groups with distinct value
sets. (4) Discursive cohesion in this one instance does not necessarily predict cohesion in another case on a
separate issue. Values divergence remains, notwithstanding shared action and discourse in Heller; originalist
discourse is redeployed by one Heller actor to the opposite end than former amici partners. These findings
contribute to this paper’s conclusion that shared discourse is a cohering mechanism that binds diverse values.

Shared Discourse: Constitutional Originalism
It is first necessary to identify whether there is a shared discourse and its content. Word frequency results from
the 13 groups’ briefs show significant overlaps in the shared discourse around constitutional originalism (identified in Table 6). The inductive word frequency, combined with a qualitative assessment of all 24 arguments,
identifies discursive nodes that divide into five categories: 1. Small government, 2. Originalism, 3. Founding
fathers, 4. Insurrectionism, 5. Empiricism.
This paper concentrates on originalism because it is the dominant subtext of the case. Furthermore,
Heller’s implicit link with originalism accounts for this decision. Heller was dubbed an “originalist victory”
(Neily, 2010; Wilkinson, 2009, 256; Spivey, 2016, 1068), Levy cites originalism as his motivation in the case,
and Scalia authored his majority opinion asserting it as the appropriate interpretative framework through which
to read the Second Amendment. In addition, while there are multiple (generic) discursive strands in the briefs,
originalism is the only jurisprudential school among them and represents a distinctive discourse on the right.
Originalist nodes include keywords invoking historicism, the Constitution’s origins and contemporaneous
norms, including “English”, “England”, “British”, “original”, “origins”, “tradition/al.” Four groups combine
originalist discourse with constitutional interpretation (“collective [rights theory]”, “miller”).9 I identify instances of originalist discourse in the briefs using four key dimensions:
Table 3:

8

Dimension

Key words

i. Explicit historicism

“history”, “historical”

Though Wilkson and Spivey argue it is a pyrrhic triumph for originalism (Wikinson, 2009; Spivey, 2016, 106), they
agree it is a triumph nonetheless.
9
Miller (1939) was the last previous Supreme Court case regarding the Second Amendment. It promulgated the ‘collective rights theory’, that the Second Amendment pertains to militias, not individuals.
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Table 3:
Dimension

Key words

ii. Contextual origins

“England”, “origins”

iii. Constitutional interpretation

“miller”, collective rights theory”, “interpretation”

iv. Teleology

“purpose”, “intention”, “provisions”
Source: Author

Results show that 10 of 13 groups exhibit one or more dimension:
Table 4:
Dimension

Groups

Proportion of sample

i. Explicit historicism

ACRU, ALEC, Cato, FML, (GI), HI,
IJ, MSLF

8/13

ii. Contextual origins

ACRU, (ALEC), Cato*, FML, HI,
MSLF

6/13

iii. Constitutional interpretation

ACLJ, ACRU, ALEC, Cato, CFIF*,
FML, HI, IJ, MSLF

8/13

iv. Teleology

ACLJ, ACRU, ALEC, Cato, FML,
HI, IJ, MSLF

8/13

Source: Author

Content analysis of total counts of these key nodes are derived from word frequency analysis of all amicus
briefs in NVivo. Data shows conspicuous overlap in the nodes of 7 groups. 6 groups have a full house of all
four dimensions (ACRU, ALEC, Cato, FML, HI, MSLF) and IJ uses three. This shows commitment to an
extensive originalist discourse weighted in half of the groups. Ten - a majority - use at least one discursive
node in sufficient frequency to be considered significant. While this study, as mentioned, designates 3 or more
counts as statistically significant (given they are not quotidian words, they can be reasonably inferred to correspond to a specific discursive orientation), half the groups exceed this minimum measure. The aforementioned 7 groups show high frequency rates, using at least one node on 10 or more occasions (ACRU, ALEC,
Cato, FML, HI, IJ, MSLF). 8 groups use nodes from iv) Teleology 10 or more times.
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There are implicit challenges in quantitatively determining the threshold at which frequencies constitute
discourse. However, cross-referencing this data with a qualitative survey of their arguments affirms that groups
make substantiative use of originalism in their main arguments. A majority of 9 of 13 (ACLJ, ACRU, ALEC,
Cato, CFIF, FML, HI, IJ, MSLF) advance substantive originalist arguments for all or most of their main arguments, including the same 7 groups with high frequencies in all four dimensions10. I use the established definition of originalism (see 2. Case study) to identify its presence in the briefs: i.e. invocations of the historical
meaning, intentions, provisions and contextual norms of the constitutional amendments of 1789. I also include
critiques of Miller and Collective Rights Theory, as engagement with constitutional interpretation. All arguments 13 aggregated can be reduced to three key angles of argumentation: i) historical origins, i) textual provisions/interpretation and iii) contemporary consequences or circumstances. The first two are recognizably
originalist. Within these broad approaches, the main arguments utilize the key paradigms of originalism: historical provisions (ACLJ, ALEC), historical intentions (ACRU), historical origins ((ALEC to a lesser degree),
Cato, FML, HI, IJ), contemporaneous ideas and norms (MSLF) and constitutional interpretation (CFIF). There
is inevitable overlap between groups’ arguments, not least because originalism's paradigms overlap, making it
necessarily difficult to strictly taxonomize originalist arguments in the sample.
Further qualitative engagement with the 9 briefs’ content confirms originalism's discursive centrality to
their arguments. Arguing from i) origins, Cato, whose brief is the strongest in word frequency and substantive
argument), argues primarily from the Constitution’s historical content and provenance: “The English right to
have and use arms belonged to individuals... and particularly protected their ‘keeping’ of guns for self-defense”
(2008 ii-iii). While Cato’s brief is perhaps the most evangelical and ‘out of central casting’ use of originalism
in the sample, it is substantively incorporated by a majority of fellow actors. HI's first argument (of three)
replicates Cato’s: “I. Historical Origins and Early Interpretations” (2008, i). Likewise, FML’s central argument
is historicist and gives a close textual engagement with the Constitution, arguing that, “Properly interpreting
the text requires reading it with an eye toward what it meant by common understanding at the time of its
enactment” (2008, 2). Using the second form of originalism, (ii) textual provisions/interpretation), ALEC and
CFIF engage with questions of interpretation. ALEC’s summary of argument scrutinizes prevailing interpretations of, “militia” (2008, 3). CFIF’s central argument faults the collective rights theory of Miller (1939);

Amicus briefs generally field three to four key arguments. See table of contents and ‘Summary of Argument’ in each
brief.
20
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whilst this argument is not implicitly originalist, it pertains to constitutional interpretation. As a tacit critique
of supposed liberal revisionism, this argument ostensibly favors an individualist reading and complements an
originalist one.
These surveys show sufficient a) resemblance and b) shared paradigms to interpret originalism as a
cohering discourse. There is broad employment of originalism in core arguments in a majority of briefs, and
coherence of results between quantitative and qualitative surveys. Variations between types of originalist arguments are minimal, though their subject or focus may vary. This can be reasonably explained by the common
incentive for co-operating amici to co-ordinate arguments to avoid duplication and cover more ground argumentatively. Levy and Neily affirm that they (at Cato and IJ) co-ordinated among amici (details unobtainable)
in this manner. While there is some variation in the use of different dimensions, with highest frequencies
clustering around one to two dimensions per group, all nodes are paradigmatically descended from the originalist school of thought.
There are three outliers from this pattern (LNC, LLI, SLF) which do not register significant word
frequencies of originalist keywords, and do not field substantively originalist main arguments. Furthermore,
there are varying degrees of originalism in the positive sample. Of the ten discursively-aligned groups, three
occupy a limited range (fewer than three dimensions of nodes). Weak frequencies (below 10 counts) (depth of
originalism) account for three groups; ALEC for all but one dimension, GI, and SLF with under ten frequencies
in historicism and contextual origins.11 There is some variation in emphasis in the originalist ten. Reflecting
the frequency data picture of a 7-to-3 ratio of strong-to-moderate alignment, the most aligned 6-7 groups make
exclusively originalist arguments, and 3-4 supplement originalist arguments with applied or contemporary
supporting third or fourth-place arguments (e.g. HI’s first argument of three discusses historical origins, the
second the Second Amendment’s provisions (both constituting an originalist/textualist approach) and diversifies with a third addressing the empirical question of handguns and crime (2008, i) (also CIF). Notwithstanding
this, originalism is the dominant discursive strand fielded in most main arguments in the aligned groups. Only
in three briefs (GI, LNC, LLI) is it absent (which make contemporary or D.C.-related arguments instead) and
it is utilized as a minor argument in SLF12 (the only brief to field an empirical main argument).

11

While CFIF and IJ lack some dimensions in high frequencies, especially contextual origins (ii), they each engage with
two nodes - CFIF with constitutional interpretation and teleology, and IJ with historicism and teleology - in frequencies
above 10.
12
While SLF includes an originalist argument, it is minor and cannot be considered a full-throated adoption of the discourse. I therefore define it as an outlier from the aligned sub-group in the sample.
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In brief, qualitative and quantitative surveys determine that 10 of 13 groups are discursively aligned,
using originalism for main arguments: of this, 7 are strongly originalist (roughly half of the sample). This is a
sufficient number to define as discursive cohesion.
How distinctive is this discourse? Is it a default, determined by the QP? While de facto alignment
stands, irrespective of how far it is shared by other actors, determining whether the interest groups could be
equally aligned with other types of actors, and how far this discourse is endogamous to the case or exogenously-produced, indicates how far their cohesiveness is contingent, specific to conservative groups who engage in Supreme Court activism, and thereby significant, possessing operational value specific to conservative
interest groups.

Distinctive Discourse Among the Interest Groups
Comparative content analysis of interest groups and gun activist groups (11 submitted briefs in Heller; see
Table 5) shows higher levels of originalism among the 13 interest groups, delineating it i) as a political decision, not a default and ii) a cohesive discourse specific among the conservative interest groups. This means
that the 10 aligned interest groups make a unique - not incidental - discursive choice. This implies that they
can be perceived as a self-contained group and maintain practices specific to the CLM and conservative interest
groups.
Aggregated frequencies of key discursive nodes, including originalist ones, are presented the part section of this section.13 Data shows proportionally higher invocations of originalist nodes by the 13 interest
groups than the 11 gun groups. This is true notwithstanding the differential in group size. Using percentage of
text circumvents this issue. The 13 interest groups exhibit consistently higher frequencies for three of the four
dimensions (the outlier being explicit historicism):
Table 5:
Dimension

ii. Contextual origins

13

Details
• Each node is higher among the 13 interest groups. There are equal uses
of “original.” “English” and “England” are used more by the 13 by a
substantial margin.

Measures of this are imperfect, since there are greater absolute numbers of interest groups (13) to gun groups (11).
NVivo word frequency analysis gave total word count and percentage of document. I use total counts of keywords and
comparative percentages to address this.
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Table 5:
Dimension

Details

iii. Constitutional interpretation

• “Collective” 87 counts to 17 (0.10% higher), “miller” 75 to 38 counts
(0.05% higher). There are even more mentions of “constitution” and
“constitutional” (0.03% and 0.06% higher).

iv. Teleology

• Nodes are substantially higher among the interest groups. “Purpose” is
a third higher for the 13 (40.9% higher; 93 counts to 66). “Intention”
does not rank high enough to be included in the top 1001 words of the
aggregated gun group briefs. “Provisions” is used almost twice more by
the interest group (93 aggregated counts versus 66 counts). “Interpretation” is 143.47% higher among 13 than 11 (56 counts versus 23).

Source: Author

Notwithstanding the extent to which aggregating counts overweights individual groups’ discursive nodes (e.g.
Cato’s highly-originalist brief, which emphasizes the Second Amendment’s origins in English common law
and social norms), 4.1 indicates that strongly originalist groups are statistically significant among the 13 with
roughly similar uses among half of the sample, and a clear majority argumentatively deploying originalism.
A qualitative assessment of all 24 briefs' individual arguments consolidates this picture. The gun briefs
give more empirical arguments, use fewer originalist main arguments, often integrate these with empirical and
applied arguments at greater rates than the 3 to 4 interest groups, and exhibit less strong originalist discourse
overall, using fewer originalist node-dimensions. Six gun groups give empirical and applied (D.C.-related)
arguments. While 6 groups make originalist arguments of some kind, only one (National Shooting Sports
Association (NSSA)) makes an undiluted originalist argument using all four dimensions, compared to 6-7
interest groups. Just three groups make exclusively or mainly originalist arguments (NSSA, Second Amendment Foundation (SAF), Grassroots of South Carolina (SRSC)). SAF and SRSC use a limited discursive range
of two and one dimensions respectively and combine it with empirical and applied arguments. Three groups
integrate an originalist argument as one of their main arguments in a mixed bag and three use originalism as a
minor point, incidental to the main argument. These have limited depth and range: originalism is a minor
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inclusion by GeorgiaCarry and Gun Owners of America (GOA), and one aforementioned use of all four dimensions (NSSA) with two (2) or one (3) used by the rest (compared to 6 and 7 interest groups using 4 and 3
respectively).
While originalism is used in the gun groups’ briefs, it is more diluted, mixed with applied arguments
and is not discursively varied. The mix-method evidence evinces that it is comparatively peripheral in their
arguments, more sparsely deployed and less full-throated than the interest groups. Greater numbers of interest
groups — 10/13 (76.9%) to 6/11 (54.54%) — are discursively-aligned with originalism, and more strongly,
by 7 (53.8%) to 1 (9.09%) gun group.
Notwithstanding the inductive limitations of this small, 24-number sample and the degree to which this
discourse is determined by the QP (which pertains equally to interest groups), the relatively greater concentration and centrality of originalism in the conservative interest groups indicates that it is a contingent narrative
with particular value to conservative groups in the CLM. This is congruent with originalism’s preponderance
in the CLM (Levy interview) and their concurrent rise is established in the literature (see Teles 2008, 145)
albeit scantly.
A resulting puzzle is how such diverse interest groups are bound by originalism. More specifically, how
does one reconcile their use of the same discourse with their ideational differences? Do they pursue the same
ideational objectives (values)? Or does the same discourse offer differing constituent utilities? If so, why does
it have the capacity to cohere diverse groups?
Parenthetically, the comparison begs the question of whether the interest groups are invested in the
immediate issue of guns or pursue teleological objectives. The discursive divergence between gun campaigns
and interest groups implies they have divergent incentives for participation. Gun groups’ greater empiricism
by 6 to 1 suggests a direct investment in the real-world ramifications for gun ownership; a reasonable inference.
The abstract nature of the interest groups’ arguments, lesser empiricism, and commitment to jurisprudential
interpretation suggests a lack of primary interest in gun rights themselves. This is substantiated by Levy and
Neily’s limited direct interest in the immediate issue of gun rights itself relative to related ideational issues
that come out of the question of guns (interviews, 2019) and the absence of the Second Amendment in the 13
groups’ listed policy priorities (websites accessed, 2019). Given this, do the interest groups’ pro-Second
Amendment participation have a teleological function and what role does issue-selection play in bringing together diverse conservative groups? I address this question in my discussion.
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Cohesive Discourse Binds Groups with Distinct Value Sets
Is the use of the same discourse indicative of shared values? While they pursue the same outcome, the briefs
indicate different values as their ideational goals, in spite of shared discourse. How, then, does this discourse
accommodate such diverse value sets? This section proposes flexible discourse as a mechanism enabling diverse groups to cohere in shared action; i.e. discursive cohesion does not necessarily imply or depend on values
cohesion as a precondition (an analytic distinction). This paper does not claim cohesion as the purpose with
which originalism is employed, nor are groups’ motivations within this paper’s remit. Regardless, it is a de
facto outcome.
The shared discourse of originalism is notwithstanding differences in groups’ values and priorities and
is discursively deployed to diverse ends. By extension, it is devoid of intrinsic value-content, insofar as it is
employed in Heller. The typology in section 2 indicates the groups’ essential differences in values. Notwithstanding their originalist alignment, groups’ ideational goals diverge along these typological lines. This is
evident in groups’ self-descriptions in ‘Statement of Interest of Amicus Curiae’ (page 1 of briefs). For example,
three groups in the strongly originalist majority, ALEC and ACLJ/FML (types ii and iv) articulate distinct
ideational goals: “to advance the Jeffersonian principles of free markets, limited government, federalism and
individual liberty” (ALEC 2008, 1) in contrast with the NCR groups’ (ACLJ and FML) main interest in the
First Amendment (religious freedom) (FML 2008, 1). Tellingly, the same discursive content is attached to
differing values and priorities. Faithfulness to the constitution is diverted towards market liberalism and individualism by the CFIF (e.g. “dedicated to defending the individual rights protected by the United States Constitution”, 2008, 1), religious rights by the NCR groups, and individual freedom/containment of the state for
Cato. While there is overlap in the values that neighboring types promulgate (e.g. market freedom between i.
(Cato/IJ) and ii. (e.g. CFIF)), their emphases vary and therefore constitute distinct ideational goals (values),
not values-sharing. Originalism, it can thus be inferred, is a flexible discursive construct, customizable to diverse value sets. The Constitution specifically is a device to which diverse actors across the right-wing spectrum can ascribe their constituent values. It is reasonable to infer that the US Constitution’s primacy in political
and popular culture is a structural factor that influences actors to employ it as a discursive device. This yields
a particularistic insight that the Constitution is a shibboleth on the right. It also suggests theoretical parameters
that circumscribe cohesive discourse: namely, a discourse or its locus must have sufficiently broad reach across
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diverse parties. Notwithstanding the inductive insights for discourse coalition generally, this suggests that the
Constitution possesses a unique capacity to cohere diverse groups. That incidentally implies it is aberrant.

In addition, originalist discourse is employed evenly across types. This suggests that, unless it constitutes a
shared value commonly shared by all, its employment is not correlated to first principles: i.e. it lacks immanent
normative values-content. This, in turn, supports the interpretation of originalist discourse in Heller as adaptable to diverse actors. An inductive survey of positively-aligned groups (i.e. those who utilize originalism
strongly) show they are not confined to type. Ergo, its use is not dependent on a group’s values or ideational
goals:
Table 6: Use of originalist discourse according to ideational typology
Use of originalist discourse

Number of groups

Groups

i. Libertarian

2

Cato, Institute for Justice

ii. Free Market

3

Heartland, MSLF, CFIF

iii. Conservative

1

ACRU

iv. New Christian Right

2

ACLJ, FML

Source: Author

Nor is there an apparent negative correlation between lack of originalist discourse and typology, with a similarly even distribution of absence or reduced use of originalism (combined below):
Table 7: Groups who do not use originalist discourse, according to ideational typology
Absence / lesser use of originalist
discourse

Number of groups

Groups

i. Libertarian

1

LNC

ii. Free Market

1

GI (*if excluding CFIF)

iii. Conservative

2

ALEC, SLF

iv. New Christian Right

1

LLI

Source: Author
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While this small-N sample is not sufficiently large to extract a generalizable rule disproving a link between
the use of originalism and type, relative to Heller it implies this. This suggests two possibilities: i) groups are
potentially equally committed to originalist principles, and ii) originalism is flexible to diverse values. The
first, pertaining to intention, is immaterial here. However, the effect (interest group alignment) is ascribable to
the second.
Why does alignment on originalism not represent values-sharing in itself? Why identify it as a practice
of co-ordination and not ideational? Though difficult to measure, groups may have equally strong commitments to originalism as a value in itself. This would technically constitute a form of values-sharing. Levy, for
example, cites “textualism” as a key motivation in Heller. Not all actors are aligned on this: Neily cites libertarianism as his primary driver and sees originalism as a means (though notes the difficulty in separating out
motives, especially when they are complementary). Any commitment to originalism as a value is therefore
inconsistent across the sample and by no means present in the sample. In addition, all groups expound on
differing ideational goals attendant with originalism in their briefs’ self-descriptions. This implies originalism
has operational (strategic) utility, concomitant with any implicit commitment to it. It is therefore valid to identify originalism’s flexible adaptation to differing value sets as an instance of co-ordination, which necessarily
limits values-sharing as an enabling mechanism for coalition. In sum, there are two key observations: i)
originalism has utility and adapts to different values, and ii) it produces the outcome of cohesion.
The Second Amendment, as a specific political issue, also ostensibly has instrumental utility for interest
groups in the case. No group lists the Second Amendment as a priority area on their websites (accessed August
2019). It appears only on [Name] among [No] areas. Only Cato and IJ promote Heller as a victory on their
previous cases (ibid), which is explicable due to their role as primary actors. Its omission on their fellow
amici’s websites suggests the case holds little significance for them, a fact corroborated by groups’ (e.g.
ACRU) prolific amicus submission on multifarious issues (ACRU website accessed 29 August 2019). This
supports Hollis-Brusky and Wilson’s view (2017) that groups [specifically, NCR PILFs] selectively engage in
secular litigation beyond their natural remit to strategically advance their primary goals (i.e. religious rights,
issues of social morality). Such participation instrumentally utilizes a given issue toward a teleological end.
This inference is supported by the ‘Statement of Interests of Amicus Curiae’ briefs, which (across types) explicate ideational goals other than the Second Amendment. IJ, MSLF, and LLI (NCR) frame Heller via individualist, property rights and First Amendment issues respectively. The low cost of amicus submission can be
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reasonably assumed to incentivize legal activism outside priority areas. This increases the likelihood that participation in SCOTUS cases is undertaken for reasons other than a conviction, and may be for teleological
purposes. As aforementioned, this does not preclude an earnest interest in the Second Amendment. Contextual
evidence suggests, however, a degree of teleological interest in the Second Amendment. Moreover, it indicates,
once more, that its capacity to be flexible towards diverse values is a key mechanism enabling interest group
coalition. This implies a second mechanism for cohesion: issue neutrality and flexibility.
We can test the limitations of shared values among discursively-aligned groups in Heller by comparing
it with a similar case involving the same actors, to which the next section is devoted.

4.4. Comparative Case: Windsor
The case of Windsor provides an inductive comparison to perceive how far shared values are correlated to
discursive alignment between types in Heller. Is discursive alignment in one case a predictor of values alignment, the undertaking of shared action in others, or alignment in other policy areas? This case finds that discursively-aligned groups in Heller diverge here, suggesting limitations to shared values as an explanatory tool
for their cohesion in Heller.
In the Supreme Court case of United States v Windsor (2013), four discursively-aligned actors (from
the most strongly-aligned 7 of 13) from Heller submit amicus briefs for opposing sides: Cato and IJ (i); ACRU
(iii) and FML (iv) . The QP asked whether DOMA (the Defense of Marriage Act 1 U.S.C §7, 1996) “violate[d]
the Fifth Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection of the laws” (SCOTUS majority opinion, Windsor, 2013)
by preventing same-sex couples married under their states’ laws from collecting federal benefits. It was ruled
unconstitutional in a 5-4 decision; a ruling later confirmed in Obergefell v. Hodges (2015).
The essential finding of this comparative is that originalist discourse does not in itself suggest valuessharing across issues, nor is it a precondition for discursive alignment. Parenthetically, this comparative reinforces the aforementioned finding that originalist discourse is not delimited to a single ideational type; it can
be flexibly invoked by different actors. This comparative also indicates the importance of neutral issues that
do not inflame points of ideational disagreement, as social policy is prone to. Notwithstanding the inductive
limitations of this qualitative comparison, it supports findings with respect to originalism’s flexibility and that
latent ideational divergences persist despite groups’ cohesion in Heller.
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Discursive alignment in Heller is despite ideational differences in other areas
The Windsor comparative shows that groups aligned in Heller differ, and this falls along existing ideational
differences. Cato and IJ favor equal rights while ACRU and FML support DOMA and traditional definitions
of marriage. This division follows predetermined by values lines: libertarians (Cato, IJ) versus social conservatives (ACRU (iii), FML (NCR/iv). As Levy’s interview suggested, a persisting source of division between
groups who partner on the right is social liberalism versus authoritarianism. Notably, ACLU (ACRU’s liberal
counterpart, which it was set up to oppose), submitted a brief in Windsor alongside Cato; Levy noted ACLU
as an organization across the conventional political divide with which Cato has partnered. Significantly, actors
who are furthest apart in the typology (i and iii/iv) diverge here. First principles are therefore a persistent
division notwithstanding discursive alignment in Heller. We can therefore surmise that discursive cohesion
arises in spite of values differences. This necessarily limits the explanatory force of values-sharing for interest
group coalition in Heller.
Parenthetically, social policy’s capacity to inflame divisions suggests the Second Amendment is an
ideationally-neutral issue on the right, reconciling values sets that might otherwise diverge. Appropriate issueselection is therefore a salient precondition for discursive cohesion.
A remaining question is whether Heller is an example of values alignment on a specific issue, the
Second Amendment, rather than one disputing values-sharing as a mechanism in shared action. This is relevant
to some extent; but a necessary distinction must be made between a shared objective (overturning the D.C.
ban) and the value attached to this (e.g. individual rights, religious freedom), which are demonstrably diverse
in Heller. Different values may be compatible but they do not constitute shared values. The 13 groups in Heller
demonstrably frame their originalist arguments in terms of different values.

Originalist discourse is employed flexibly across types
Originalist discourse is employed by FML, showing its utility beyond Heller. FML argues that the founders’
intentions and contemporary norms do not provide for homosexual marriage under the Fifth Amendment. This
argument (which constitute the group’s two main arguments) take precedence even over Biblical argument (its
third point). Word frequency analysis of FML’s brief shows the same originalist nodes from Heller: “madison”
has 17 counts (0.33%), “traditional” 13 (0.25%), “english” 9 (0.18%), “history” 9 (0.18%). This constitutes a
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quintessentially originalist argument.14 Even ACRU, while not explicitly originalist, invokes historical provisions and social norms in its third argument (albeit around marriage practices and definitions historically,
distinct from the of the Constitution). Significantly, originalist discourse is co-opted by FML toward an end
opposed by their former amici partners in Heller five years earlier. Originalist discourse (or discursive cohesion
more generally) is not a predictor of these partners’ value positions. Nor does alignment with originalism in
Heller preclude divergence in Windsor.
Furthermore, Cato and IJ do not utilize originalism in Windsor, potentially suggesting it is used selectively depending on its efficacy in particular circumstances. Despite submitting arguably the most originalist
brief of the 13 in Heller, Cato instead discusses the constitutional provisions of the Fifth Amendment and court
precedents. This omission by Cato and IJ reinforces the inference made in 4.3 that originalism is strategically
utilized towards primary value sets; i.e. it does not necessarily constitute (but may for particular actors - e.g.
Levy) a compelling end in itself. Parenthetically, this divergence in discursive use (and non-use) of originalism
suggests it is not adopted in all constitutional law cases by the actors who use it in Heller.

Originalism’s Flexibility
The disagreement in interpretations of the Fifth Amendment by four previously-aligned actors further highlights the flexibility of originalism to be applied across groups whose principles may conflict in other areas.
Incidentally, the case comparison suggests originalism may be under-theorized by right-wing actors regarding
its practical applications.

The role of issue selection in diverse group cohesion
Finally, Windsor highlights the importance of neutral issues that do not inflame existing ideational divisions;
specifically in Heller the Second Amendment’s neutrality on the right. This also implies that the Second
Amendment is potentially anomalous in its capacity to cohere diverse parties. This concurs with literature such
as Heinz et al. (2003), who found that social issues produce ideational dissonance between litigating partners.

FML’s Windsor brief has different author (John A. Eisdmoe) to its Heller brief (Benjamin D. DuPré). Deployment of
originalism in both may suggest it is an entrenched discourse within the organization. More data is required to confirm
this.
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5. Discussion: A Mechanism for Cohesion
There is sufficient evidence of shared discourse towards differing constituent ideational goals (values) among
the conservative interest groups in Heller. This paper offers two key contributions herein: i) discourse (specifically, originalism) is a mechanism enabling coalition between diverse parties, which ii) necessarily limits the
role of shared values as a mechanism. Values alignment does not necessarily attend discursive alignment.
This is because discourse coheres to potentially divergent first principles. A remaining question is the precise
way in which discourse functions as a mechanism of co-ordination, as opposed to one of shared values. This
section addresses that question and the role of discourse, the Second Amendment and the Constitution in the
particularistic context of US conservatism and litigation.

Conservative interest groups: strategy and diverse interests
Section 4 indicates that a majority of the conservative interest groups come together towards a shared objective
by employing the same language and arguments, not by pursuing the same primary ideational goals. The role
of shared values is therefore necessarily limited.15 The implications for interpretations of conservative coalition in this case are significant. It intimates that shared values are not the primary mechanism facilitating a
common interpretation. The emergence of originalism in conservative legal circles (Teles 2008) enabled such
a common rationale to arise. Literature attests to this. Teles shows that the Federalist Society was a locus for
the dissemination of “‘original intent jurisprudence’” since the 1970s (2008, 145). The specificities of how it
developed into shared discourse (the context and mechanisms of its transferral) requires separate study but this
existing literature on originalism (while sparse, and mostly legal) provides some explanation.
We can therefore contribute a theorization of originalism (which has hitherto been lacking) through the
explanatory tool of ‘discourse’, though it does not limit the genuine commitment originalism actors may have
to it more broadly. This insight can be applied as an interpretative framework for conservative co-operation
generally. It is one potential explanatory framework for Phillips-Fein’s puzzle that addresses ‘the conservative
coalition’ more broadly. (This concept refers to the alliance of dissonant schools within US conservatism generally, in a variety of contexts.) In so doing, it responds to and validates Phillips-Fein's implicit premise that

15

Differing constituent interests do not necessarily conflict; rather they are not shared, even between types i. and ii.
where there is considerable overlap. There are fissures at the far edges (i and iv) along ideational lines. Divergences or
relative alignment in values depend on the specific interaction of constituent types; they are not the same across all types.
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the ‘conservative coalition’ is not facilitated entirely or even mostly by shared values; a premise that has not
been hitherto theoretically-framed or received precise analytical tools in answer. While a case study has limited
scope for precise or universal extrapolation (and this case pertains to interest groups as a specific breed of right
wing actor, whose behavior may not be reproduced by others), it offers a theoretical response with broader
applications to this implicit question in the conservative studies literature. This is the secondary contribution
of this case study (in addition to that for conservative litigation and the CLM).
The cohesion arising from shared discourse is not necessarily the intended but rather the de facto
outcome. The cohesion is ostensibly an emergent phenomenon, due to its common utility for constituent interests. It suggests that collectivizing effort for different ends is an efficient strategy employed by interest groups.
A question for literature on conservative litigation could be whether coalitions which share discourse are more
efficacious than those without. Also pertaining to conservative litigation, the comparative of Windsor suggests
that participation in shared action among conservative interest groups is on a case-by-case basis; i.e. coalition
in one instance does not necessarily transfer to new cases, and is herein not indicative of deeper ideational
agreement across policy areas. (Quantitative data is needed to explore this further.)

Second Amendment and conservative coalition
In addition to shared discourse circumventing the need for shared values, the political issue at play is an important factor for cohesion among diverse interest groups. In the instance of Heller, the Second Amendment is
a neutral issue enabling cohesion on a shared outcome and discourse. This may be another case of emergence,
in which the Second Amendment is a fortuitously mutually effective vehicle for differing groups’ ends. An
inevitable implication of this is that values matter insofar as they can either keep dormant or inflame potential
divergences between first principles where they arise (between types i. and iv. for example). Values therefore
cannot be seen as irrelevant in whether and how coalitions form. However, this does not contradict this paper’s
foundational premise that shared values matter only to a limited extent in comparison with discourse as a
mechanism in Heller.

Instrumentalization of the Second Amendment
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This case constitutes an example of the Second Amendment’s apparent teleological utility on the right, notwithstanding any values-based commitment the actors may have to it. This case implies that strategic considerations at least partially underlie groups’ choice to participate. Hitherto this line of inquiry (regarding strategy
in action) has been explored in CLM literature in relation to NCR litigation. Strategic selection of “high profile” secular litigation by NCR PILFs is convincingly argued by Hollis-Brusky and Wilson (2017, 128)16 and
Blackwell (2015) explores the teleological approach (my term) of NCR litigation on the Second Amendment
specifically. Yet political studies literature on instrumentalism in conservative litigation is scant, and that on
the Second Amendment even smaller. This paper extends these insights and applies them to other types of
conservative groups. It is evinced in the Heller case by all 13 groups’ lack of enthusiasm for the Second
Amendment outside of the case and, indeed, the lead litigators’ (Levy and Neily) admitted lack of interest in
the issue.

Second Amendment: Origins of a Political Issue?
The Second Amendment’s compatibility with differing first principles may be a causal variable enabling its
rise as a ‘hot topic’ on the right, as divergent groups are predisposed to agree on this area, unlike social issues
such as equal marriage which unearth quiescent conflicts. Its popularity among some conservative constituencies and movements may have created an incentive for groups to participate in Second Amendment litigation
(a variable requiring further research to affirm it); a factor which Hollis-Brusky and Wilson (2017) bear regarding NCR Supreme Court participation. The potential that Second Amendment activism may offer in terms
of strategic realization of goals and its capacity to bind coalitions may be a structural explanation for the issue’s
historical prominence since the 1980s (Spitzer, 2015). This requires, of course, more research. It addresses a
question missing from the scant political studies coverage of the Second Amendment: whether values or coordination explain the emergence of ‘big issues’ in political blocs, electoral or otherwise. The particularistic
insight that the Second Amendment is a neutral issue on the right may contribute to this wider question within
US conservatism and more generally. It also contributes to the theoretical observation that issue selection is a

16

Hollis-Brusky and Wilson suggest that NCR PILFs [New Christian Right Public Interest Law Firms] are highly selective about which secular litigation they undertake and “despite their visible participation as amici curiae in some very
high-profile Supreme Court decisions”, they “have not invested… significant… litigant resources” except in advantageous cases which fit “their religiously defined mission focus” (2017, 128).
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foundational mechanism enabling diverse coalitions, aligning with existing literature on this subject such as
Heinz et al. (2003).

Constitution
The instrumentalism of the Second Amendment and limited values-sharing has corresponding implications for
the role of the Constitution in conservative litigation. The Constitution has an apparently cohesive effect on
the right, enabling actors to affect the same rationales for their positions whilst accommodating diverse value
sets. Once more, it is not possible to ascertain whether this is an intentional effect or de facto. However, it does
indicate that its function (regardless of actors’ intention) is as a flexible discursive device.
Relatedly, the Constitution lacks an intersubjectively stable meaning and application on the right, reflecting the variation in values arguments that actors promulgate. This likewise can feed into an understanding
of the mechanisms that cohere the right, as it constitutes shared content (mechanism) and not shared paradigms
(ideational).
This elicits the contentious question of whether the Constitution is a palimpsest on the right: i.e. a
vehicle for a predetermined set of values and aims, which are contingent on contemporary political mores.
While all briefs in a Supreme Court case are ultimately discussions of the Constitution’s provisions, faithfulness to the Constitution’s embedded norms and views (which are foundational to originalism) is distinct. Cato’s
inconsistent use of this approach to the Constitution from Heller to Windsor suggests that this particular utilization of constitutional discourse is context-dependent: i.e. selectively employed in instances where it is efficacious. This could paradoxically imply that, as opposed to a consistent conviction around constitutional
interpretation, some groups’ use of the Constitution bends to political exigencies. While more data is required
to assess this, it is a relevant question implied by the results of this case study comparison.

Competing and Attendant Explanations
It is pertinent to briefly consider other explanations that may contradict or complement this paper’s interpretation of the cohesive effects of shared discourse as a mechanism for cohesion. In so doing, it necessarily limits
the role of shared values and elaborates how shared discourse can circumvent the need for values alignment,
in order to establish cohesion between diverse parties on the right. It submits that this reading has broader
applications for our understanding both of conservative litigation/the CLM and ‘the’ conservative coalition
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(Phillips-Fein) at large, as well as contributing to the theoretical question of mechanism in coalition (see literature group on interest group coalition and DCT).
The first alternative explanation is that originalism is a value set in itself (briefly mentioned previously).
This has some weight and certainly applies to Levy. However, it is flatly contradicted by Neily (correspondence, August 2019).17 While this is not a sufficient basis for judgment in itself, as the other 12 groups’ putative
motivations are lacking (which is not this paper’s remit), such disagreement between two primary actors in
Heller is a notable indication that originalism i) does not necessarily constitute a value in itself for all actors
(notwithstanding the implicit difficulties of defining what is a value or a device) and ii) was not necessarily
promulgated as a primary value pursued in the case. Any value content actors ascribed to originalism does not
attenuate its force as a mechanism enabling cohesion. Both explanations can work complementarily.

Nor does it necessarily contradict this paper’s finding that shared values are limited between the groups. Any
values the actors may share may be classified as incidental, and not sufficient to constitute ‘shared values’ as
a mechanism for cohesion. This paper assesses the presence of shared values by whether groups i) are oriented
towards a specific value set in their organizational activity generally and ii) profess interest in a particular
value set (as in their ‘Statements of Interest’). Briefs show sufficient divergence in these metrics, notwithstanding any overlap. This suggests that, though shared values are present to an extent between types and may
be an additional factor enabling cohesion, it is a lesser factor compared with discourse as a mechanism, especially in bridging larger divergences in type and values (e.g. i. and iv.) where shared values is a less convincing
factor, not least because Cato and IJ (i) do not reapply originalist discourse in Windsor. It is also less convincing in instances of weak originalism (3-4 groups). More data is required to confirm whether originalism is
consistently applied by groups in the strongest-aligned category (6-7 groups) in other amicus briefs. Finally,
individuals’ perspectives may be a factor influencing the nature of the amicus brief. Whether values can be
maintained by entire groups across multiple amicus submissions, or whether groups can even possess value
systems (see Hardin, 1982) is a relevant debate here. (There is a related theoretical question of whether values can be located in any other unit than the individual (Parsons, 2007). It is thus difficult to ascertain whether

17

Neily insists that originalism “was not a driving force” the case.
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originalism constitutes a shared value, which necessarily constrains our ability to determine whether it is an
important mechanism enabling cohesion between diverse actors.

A complementary explanation is also that there is a minimum required amount of values cohesion underlying
interest group coalition. This is plausible and can complement this paper’s hypothesis around discourse.

Another factor that may cohere the actors is their proximity in aggregated policy preferences. It is reasonable
to infer that actors on the right find themselves on the same side recurrently. Levy and Neily report that Cato
often partners with organizations on numerous cases, sometimes co-ordinating arguments. This explanation is
belied by the apparent promiscuity in groups’ alignment with differing amici. Levy noted in his interview
(September 2019) that Cato often partners with ACLU (a liberal opposition), as well as NCR PILFs such as
ACLJ and FML. That aside, this explanation may be an influential factor on group coalition. It is complementary to this paper’s explanation of discourse. Discursive cohesion may be more likely to occur among groups
who frequently co-ordinate and adopt the same arguments. Proximity is a distinct factor from shared values,
though they could be correlated; policy preferences may signify shared ideational perspectives. This notwithstanding, it does not contradict the evidence of value difference in the amicus briefs. Proximity in policy preferences could be put into either the analytical model of co-ordination (comprising mechanism, and thus discourse) or that of shared values. It is more prone towards co-ordination for the stated reasons, though the two
interact. Importantly, this explanation does not discount the cohering power of discourse in filling the gaps
between differing first principles; a problem which ideational explanations cannot resolve. Inevitably, more
research surveying whether the groups in question partner and/or co-ordinate around shared policy areas, and
the extent to which this influences cohesion. This is, however, a different question to the role of discourse.
A final complementary explanation is shared outcomes. This is a prerequisite for shared discourse.
Shared outcomes are a neutral factor that can couple with shared values or discourse (as explanatory frameworks). It can be read as another non-ideational factor that circumvents shared-values as a precondition for
coalition. That said, it can also be read as a signifier of a shared value, no matter how unrepresentative of the
broader political contests that may exist between coalition partners (e.g. ACLU and Cato in Windsor).
There are remaining areas in which this paper has limited scope to comment. The issue of motivation,
which is outside this paper’s focus, remains an irresolvable part of the puzzle. For one, it is difficult to measure.
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Even personal recollections of motivation are subject to change over time. Levy and Neily’s recollections of
their own and one another’s motivations contain inconsistencies, for example. Additionally, it is hard to determine whether groups tacitly used originalism purposefully as a mechanism; from Levy and Neily’s accounts,
the process arose more organically. Moreover, data is not available to assess whether or how far specific coordination among the amici determined briefs’ content. These omissions, which presently limit our understanding of how discursive cohesion arose in this case, could be opportunities for future research in this area.
That notwithstanding, this paper contributes clear evidence of discourse and its role as a mechanism.

6. Conclusion
This paper proposes ‘discourse’ as an explanatory mechanism for cohesion among ideationally-diverse conservative interest groups in the Second Amendment case of Heller. It argues that employment of similar language and rationales bridges groups’ rifts in values. This limits the role of shared values in this instance and
suggests that it is not a critical precondition for cohesion. It primarily addresses literature on conservative
litigation and the Conservative Legal Movement, in which the mechanisms enabling cohesion have been little
theorized thus far.

The value of this insight is in recognizing the flexible applications of gun politics for multiple ideational types.
This, in turn, is a compelling explanatory model of how diverse brands of conservatism can operate together
— a question that has animated historicist and political studies of modern American conservatism (PhillipsFein, 2011; Zelizer, 2010). Notwithstanding the ideational conflicts between socially liberal and authoritarian
conservatives precluding co-operation on some subjects, it finds that flexible discourse is a key strategy for
sustaining a large movement with an overarching legal and particularistic theme (gun rights), while operating
to the particular ideational frameworks of constituent groups. Discourse can thus be considered a mechanism
for cohesion in this instance and theorizes in part why gun politics represents a ‘hot topic’ on the right. While
the Second Amendment is a somewhat aberrant issue (4.2), it gives insight into, partly, why particular issues
may attract wide supporters. Furthermore, discourse flexibility offers a useful interpretive framework in other
contexts of coalition. Lastly, the deeper critical question remains as to the role of values in political movements,
and whether it is a sufficient mechanism to unite diverse parties — or which other explanations have promise
(Hardin, 1982; Parsons, 2007). The author hopes to contribute to this theoretical debate, offering a case of a
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significant, albeit culturally contingent, question, suggesting that the dynamics of its coalitions may be generalizable.
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Appendix
Appendix A: Cato Institute’s amicus brief submissions, 1999-2018 (Cato website, accessed 3 July 2019).
Source: Cato website [accessed 3 July 2019]

Appendix B: Breakdown of amicus curiae submissions in District of Columbia v. Heller (07-290)
Total number of amicus briefs submitted by Cato per annum
Amicus briefs

100

75 78

80

Number of briefs

66
57

60

49 51
34

40

38

26
18

20

5 3 3 5
1
0
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2001

10 8
5 4 6
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1999 - 2018
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2015

Amicus briefs in support of the defendant

19

Amicus briefs in support of the respondent

47

Error briefs

1

Source: SCOTUSBlog.

Appendix C: List of interest groups sampled, and related amicus briefs (with abbreviations)
ACLJ

American Center for Law and Justice
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ACRU
ALEC
Cato
CFIF
FML
GI
HI
IJ
LNC
LLI
MSLF
SLF

American Civil Rights Union
American Legislative Exchange Council
Cato Institute and Professor Joyce Lee Malcolm
Center for Individual Freedom
Foundation for Moral Law
Goldwater Institute
Heartland Institute
Institute for Justice
Libertarian National Committee
Liberty Legal Institute
Mountain States Legal Foundation
Southeastern Legal Foundation
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Introduction

Why do primary elections work? Primary elections systematically nominate candidates who are
both ideologically extreme relative to the median voter and have more legislative experience than
would be expected at random. This holds even in competitive, multi-candidate primaries. Past
research has noted this selection effect of primaries, comparing it to the preferences of voters for
experienced candidates and noting the divergence of the median primary voter from the median
voter in the general electorate to suggest primary nominations reflect the preferences the primary
electorate.
However, voters know little about the candidates in primary elections. Primary elections generally require voters to choose between candidates who are broadly similar on most dimensions
and who run more muted campaigns than those run in the general election. A primary might,
for example, require voters to choose between 5 candidates, multiple of whom have prior elected
experience and all of whom agree on most salient issues. Within parties, the degree of similarity
between candidates will generally dwarf the degree of difference between them. Research shows
that voters are generally unable to distinguish between primary candidates on ideological dimensions, even when there might be a strategic incentive to do so (Ahler, Citrin, and Lenz, 2015; Ahler,
Citrin, and Lenz, 2016; Hall and Lim, 2018). Voters lack the information necessary to make these
subtle differentiations and likely further lack the motivation to do so. Even scholars of primary
elections struggle to accurately measure intraparty differences in ideology (Bonica, 2018; Hirano
et al., 2015).
To explain this gap between what voters know and how they behave, I propose and test a
model of party control of primary elections that relies on candidates’ abilities to generate name
recognition. While previous research has focused on voter preferences, I turn to a measure of the
preferences of local party actors following Hassell (2016) and investigate local party preferences
over candidates. Research has shown that local party actors often have divergent preferences and
beliefs from voters Broockman et al. (2021), Lockhart and Hill (2022), and Kujala (2021). I show
that local parties strongly prefer candidates who have prior legislative experience and who are
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close to the median of the party’s Congressional delegation. I then show that these preferences
are reflected in the outcome of primary elections. Local party support, beyond other candidate
attributes, predicts outcomes in primary elections.
But how do local party elites influence outcomes when voters seem to be unaware of even basic
candidate attributes? To explain this puzzle , I proposal a model of positive campaigning where
party backed candidates focus on connecting their name with their partisan label. In elections
without many distinguishing features between candidates, strategic candidates will promote their
own name instead of focusing on contrast with the competition. Voters, in turn, can rely on this cue
either through the positive impression generated by exposure or by using name recognition as a
proxy for candidate valence traits; a candidate who runs a prominent campaign could be expected
to be more competent than one who runs a worse campaign. Empirically, I show this by leveraging
variation in how easy a name is to remember. I argue more common names are easier to recall
and so more readily generate name recognition through campaigning. I show that party support is
more effective for candidates with easier to recall names.
My research contributes to three important areas of understanding in primary elections. First,
it builds on prior work showing the importance of political parties. Previous research focusing on
the invisible primary has largely assumed party actors either push candidates out of the primary or
provide direct endorsements (e.g. Kousser et al., 2015; Hassell, 2018; Kujala, 2021). Relatively
little is known about how party actors impact vote choice in elections with less salience; when
leaders are not providing direct endorsements and signals, how do they affect control over the
party? I argue they do so through scarce resources that candidates use to build effective campaigns.
Second, this research directly tests the role of name recognition in elections, an element that
has long been suggested as important in low information environments, but has rarely been directly tested (Kam and Zechmeister, 2013; Jacobson and Carson, 2019). This contributes to our
understanding of how voters might use heuristics to find suitable candidates, even in extremely low
information environments such as open primary elections. Further, I provide a theory as to why
this might be rational for voters to do.
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Finally, it helps to explain why primary elections continue to produce polarizing results despite
the general preference of voters for moderate candidates. One of the most important questions
facing American politics is why polarization is occurring despite incentives to moderate (Hirano
et al., 2010; Theriault, 2006; McCarty, 2019). By examining the voter’s incentives and connecting
voter behaviour to party involvement, I show that polarization can occur because of party preferences and why voters might vote for more extreme primary candidates even if they would prefer a
moderate.
This paper proceeds in four parts. First, I show that the existing literature lacks a convincing
explanation for empirical patterns observed in primary elections. Second, I develop a theory of
party control of primaries that uses differences in candidate name recognition as a path for parties
to shape primary election outcomes. Third, I present empirical results showing the importance of
name recognition in primary elections. Finally, I empirically demonstrate the role of parties in
primaries by showing parties support a narrow range of candidates and that these candidates tend
to outperform similar candidates who the party does not support.

2

Existing Literature

Existing research suggests that down-ballot primary elections are a hard case for voters in American elections. General elections provide both more distinct choices and more accessible heuristics
for voters to make use of than their primary counterpart. Candidates in the two major parties differ
in predictable ways across social, economic, and foreign policy issues (Moskowitz, 2021). A voter
can reasonably differentiate the general election candidates based solely on their party affiliation
and the candidates’ likely issue positions to compare with their own positions.
Further, when voting across many different elections voters in general elections can make use
of party labels as a heuristic to simplify the question of who to vote for (Downs, 1957; Schaffner
and Streb, 2002). The same basic heuristic of party label can inform voters’ decisions in national,
state, and local elections and so serves to structure much of politics. This is evidenced by the fact
that most voters in general elections do not split their ticket across levels of government or office,
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suggesting their votes are largely driven by differences between the parties rather than candidate
specific features. General elections thus serve as an easy case for voters wishing to make policy
driven choices.
In primaries, policy differences are muted and the partisan cue is absent. Voters face a much
more difficult choice as a result. In one example, Hirano et al. (2015) tried to place candidates
running for state legislative offices on an ideological spectrum relative to one another to identify
more extreme or moderate candidates using statements and media coverage of the candidates.
Despite their expertise, even they found it challenging in many cases to even produce an estimate
of candidate ideologies.
In practice, this seems to match with voters’ own experiences. Ahler, Citrin, and Lenz (2016)
investigate the impact of reforms to California’s voting system designed to increase the incentive
for candidates to moderate by moving to a top-two primary system as opposed to partisan primaries. The change was supposed to advantage candidates who could appeal to moderate voters
from each party, but Ahler and coauthors found no such moderating effect. They argue that this
lack of centripetal force was because voters could not successfully identify the more moderate
candidates to support. The information necessary to distinguish the ideology of candidates from
the same party was too difficult to find and voters had to rely on other cues.
In my own work speaking to voters, I have also found support for the limited role of ideology in
the minds of voters. Conducting exit polls of Texas primary elections in 2020, I found that voters
were rarely able to place even their preferred candidate on an ideological spectrum. In almost
no cases did voters provide multiple ideological placements, suggesting they knew little about the
ideological positions of candidates1.
And yet primary elections seem to explain two important phenomena observed empirically
in Congressional elections that would suggest voters are operating more systematically than the
evidence suggests. First, research by Hirano and Snyder (2019) suggests that primaries act as
an effective screening mechanism for parties by ensuring high quality candidates make it to the
1Because the results turned out to include so much missingness, I was not able to compile any meaningful analysis
although additional quotes are presented later.
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general election. They argue that, empirically, primaries serve surprisingly well at screening out
potential candidates who lack experience and other non-policy characteristics that would hurt the
party’s chances in the general election. Looking at historical data, they find past elected experience
has consistently conferred a substantial advantage to politicians seeking their party’s nomination
in a primary election.
Second, primary elections apparently reinforce ideological homogeneity within parties. Primaries consistently advantage more extreme candidates at the expense of moderate candidates.
While early reformers thought primaries would produce results largely reflective of local characteristics, the introduction of primaries has largely reinforced party homogeneity. Members of
Congress consistently demonstrate behaviour that suggests they are concerned about challenges in
their primary if they do not act sufficiently in line with the party agenda while in Congress (Boatright, 2013). Further, despite the theoretical possibility of ‘crossover voting" discussed by some
scholars (Cho and Kang, 2015), there exists no evidence for this kind of behaviour. Primaries
consistently nominate candidates in line with the party’s agenda.
In fact, the tendency for primaries to nominate non-centrist candidates has been exaggerated
over time and likely contributes to polarization in Congress. Since the 1960s, primaries have
nominated increasingly extreme candidates (Hill and Tausanovitch, 2018). While the exact cause
of the shift in candidate nominations is contentious, it is clear that replacement through primary
elections is the driving force in polarization, not changes in existing representatives’ behaviour
(Theriault, 2006).
More unclear than the outcome of primaries or voter competence is what parties do in primary
elections. There is limited evidence to suggest a role for parties in primaries, but the overall extent
of this evidence is still small and only speaks to some facets of party involvement. Most notable is
the research by Hans Hassel that shows party involvement in Senatorial primaries is an important
source of primary success (Hassell, 2016). Hill (2020) also finds evidence that when institutional
reforms aimed to limit the formal role of parties are introduced, campaign contributions also
increase. He argues that this represents parties finding alternative pathways for influence over
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primary elections. It is this line of research that I build on below.

3

Name Recognition as Party Power

To reconcile the activity of parties in primaries and their predictable outcome, I turn to the role
of name recognition in determining vote choice. Name recognition is often used loosely in the
literature, but I use it to refer narrowly to the familiarity of a candidate’s name, regardless of
any associated feelings. Voters might know nothing about a candidate but recognize their name
strongly in some cases while in others they might have strong positive or negative feelings associated with the candidate whose name they recognize.
The role of name recognition as a shortcut in elections has a long history. Jacobson (2015),
for example, argues that name recognition is one of the important drivers of incumbent success in
Congressional politics. Burden (2002) looks at bad press coverage in primary elections and argues
that it produced positive benefits for candidates by increasing their name recognition. Many more
scholars argue that name recognition, on its own, contribute to the success of candidates
How does this mechanism work? Voters can use their recognition of a candidate’s name, regardless of whether they have developed associated feelings, as a heuristic in extremely low information environments. Absent any additional information about candidates’ experiences and
platforms, a familiar name can be enough for a voter to select one candidate over another. Previous
work by Kam and Zechmeister (2013) provides evidence for this; they show that exposure to candidate names, when presented without additional information, can be enough to win the support
of voters in a lab setting. They argue that name recognition on its own is enough to generate positive impressions through the mere exposure effect (Bornstein and D’Agostino, 1992). Stimuli that
are more familiar are more easily processed, which in turn might suggest they are safer or benign
choices.
This model is roughly consistent with an online processing model in which voters rely on
impressions of candidates rather than specific facts about the candidates they can recall (Lodge,
McGraw, and Stroh, 1989). This model does not require voters to make an explicit comparison
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between their options; instead they can focus on their general impression of candidates. Like with
name recognitions, voters do not need to compare candidates on policy or personal dimensions to
choose a candidate; they can select their preferred candidate without any knowledge of who they
are.
Voters themselves support this idea when asked about their primary votes. When asked why
they support a given candidate, most voters offer only general reasons such as the candidate’s
“value" or they “agreed on most stances", without naming specific issues or positions 2. Voters do
not know specific details or provide comparisons between candidates.
Name recognition offers an explanation for how voters might decide in primary elections given
their lack of knowledge of the candidates. As discussed above, voters in primaries generally struggle to differentiate the candidates they are presented with. In many important ways, the candidates
are similar to one another and more subtle differences are hard to come across and remember. In
this case, absent other information, Kam and Zechmeister (2013) show that voters tend to revert to
this simplest of heuristic. While they might prefer to make their decision along more sophisticated
dimensions, voters can fall back on candidate recognition to make a choice among candidates who
they know little or nothing about.
Given the incentive to build name recognition in the electorate, successful primary campaigns
should orient themselves around this goal. Increasing the profile or familiarity of a candidate in a
low information race can increase their support, regardless of whether voters can recall anything
about the candidate or even form an impression of the candidate. Candidates can engage in a
wide array of activities to do this, from placing lawn signs in prominent locations, door knocking,
attending or hosting local events, and of course through direct advertising campaigns. In fact,
much of the activity campaigns engage in can be thought of as generating name recognition.
Crucially, name recognition can be built by any candidate. It does not depend on a candidate
being ideologically close to the primary electorate, nor does it directly depend on the skills of
2These quotes are based on exit interviews I conducted with voters in competitive primary elections in Texas in
2020. Other voters specified name recognition, having heard of the candidate, or a general good feeling as the reason
for their vote. Few voters named a specific policy position the candidate held and fewer still suggested they knew
anything about candidates besides their preferred choice.
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the candidate or whether the candidate would be seen as qualified by the electorate. Any candidate
who runs an active campaign has the ability to generate name recognition, particularly if they focus
on building it. This provides a pathway for local parties to influence primaries directly. In essence,
the low information environment in primary elections allows parties additional control as they
can influence primaries through a channel that does not depend on an informed citizenry. While
in higher information environments like presidential primaries, power might be exerted through
endorsements or signals of ideology, in low information environments a much weaker signal is all
that is necessary to build support. This gives parties more room to shape the outcome of elections
as any desired candidate can benefit from the party support.
What should this look like? Based on existing research showing patterns in primary elections,
we should expect parties to be targeting two types of candidates. First, while voters might prefer
more moderate candidates (Hall and Lim, 2018), we should expect parties to nominate relatively
more extreme candidates (Broockman et al., 2021). However, there is a limit to this extremity;
local party actors will not support the most extreme candidates who are even more extreme than
they are. Instead, their support will be narrowly focused on candidates that match the extremity of
the party as it currently exists in Congress. On average, candidates closer to the median Member
of Congress of the party should benefit from party support.
Second, we should expect parties to support more experienced candidates. This follows Hirano
and Snyder (2019)’s findings that experienced candidates receive an electoral benefit in primary
elections. I argue experienced candidates are more likely to be known to local party actors and
therefore more likely to receive their support. Local party actors, in turn, would prefer
experiencedcandidates as they already know the candidate’s disposition and ideology.
3.1

Voters and the invisible primary

Why would it be rational for voters to use name recognition as a shortcut for voting in primary
elections? Another way to understand the impact of name recognition is from the perspective of
the voter. Voters can use name recognition as a heuristic for valence characteristics and a proxy for
ideology, especially when parties are homogenous.
9

Unlike in general elections, the primary election pits candidates with similar ideological positions against one another. Republican primary candidates tend to hold similar preferences for
reduced taxes and spending as well as for socially conservative policy while Democratic primary
candidates hold the opposite positions in large. While high profile intraparty disagreements and
factions do emerge, polarization has increased the homogeneity of the two political parties dramatically, increasing the amount of intraparty agreement (Dancey and Sheagley, 2018). Increasingly,
both moderate and extreme members of Congress vote along party lines; since 1970 party line
voting has gone from around 60% to around 90% in Congress.
As co-partisans become increasingly likely to vote with one another and hold similar policy
positions, the benefit of primary elections as policy selection tools decreases. The expected gap
in policy outcomes between electing a moderate and extreme representative of the same party has
shrunk, reducing the potential utility voters derive from selecting a candidate marginally closer to
their position. In a case such as that with reduced party heterogeneity, a rational voter might respond by relying on informational cues that are easier and less costly to locate while still providing
some differentiating information.
These cues might include name recognition, candidate ethnicity and gender, or possibly candidate background if that is listed on the ballot.3 Among these cues, name recognition has the
largest potential to act as a reliable shortcut as it provides two potential pieces of information to
voters. First, it provides valence information about candidates in the form of their fundraising and
campaigning abilities as generating name recognition requires mounting a credible and reasonably
competent campaign. In this way, name recognition is an example of a recognition heuristic where
a positive trait (campaign skills) might correlate with recognition and become a useful shortcut.
This path operates through how candidates generate name recognition. For voters to develop
a sense of who a candidate is, they must be exposed to the candidate during the election campaign. The more frequent the exposure (across advertising, campaigning, and word of mouth), the
stronger the voter’s recognition of a candidate will be. Even if the voter has not followed an elec3In California,

for example, candidates may designate an occupation on the ballot.
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tion campaign, they can infer that candidates they recognize must have mounted some campaign
and the candidate who seems the most familiar likely lead one of the most active campaigns. If
voters are interested in candidates who will be generate positive campaign activity lead up to the
general election, they can use name recognition to infer which candidate is likely to be best at
campaigning.
Second, to the extent that parties are an important source of support for candidates and their
support leads to higher name recognition, name recognition can be used as a cue by voters to infer
that candidates hold positions broadly in line with the party. Put another way, name recognition
can help voters screen out candidates who fall very far outside the mainstream of the party. This is
because candidates who hold policy positions outside the norm for the party will struggle to find
support in the local invisible primary. Without support, their campaigns will struggle to generate
the activity necessary for building name recognition in the electorate. A candidate a voter recognizes in the primary election is likely to be a reasonable representation of the party they support,
even if the voter does not know the candidate’s policy positions specifically.

4
4.1

Data and Methods
Methods

For the purpose of simplicity, I begin by explaining the analysis before describing the data sources.
I proceed with the analysis in two parts. First, I look at whether name recognition is indeed
an important factor in primary elections. I do so by looking at the returns to campaigning for
candidates depending on the commonality of a candidate’s name. This approach draws on the
insight from psychology that people are better able to recall items that are easier for them to
process and that they are more familiar with (Bornstein and D’Agostino, 1992). In this case,
because surnames are shared across individuals, some people will have surnames that are easier to
recall. For example, it might be easier to recall someone with the surname of Smith than someone
with a less common surname as it is easy to bring the surname ‘Smith’ to the top of one’s mind.
Because candidates naturally vary in how common their surnames are, I use this variation
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to ask whether the ease with which voters can recall a candidate’s name impacts the usefulness
of candidate advertising. If name recognition is one of the principal drivers of primary election
outcomes, candidates with easier to remember names should be at an advantage; their campaign
activity will generate a larger change in their name recognition than for a candidate with a difficult
to remember name. Thus, the association between party support and their probability of success in
a primary should be moderated by how common their name is.
I look at how name recognition moderates the relationship between party support and candidate
success. This builds on the work of Hassell (2016). I begin by replicating his finding that receiving
support from local party actors is associated with success in primary elections. Crucially, though,
I look at what happens when this measure is interacted with a measure of name commonality,
using name commonality as a proxy for memorability. I expect that if party support is leading to
candidates generating name recognition through their campaign activities, the independent effect
of party support will depend on how easy a candidate’s name is to remember. Candidates with
more familiar names should find it easier to build name recognition and therefore support.
I also control for additional features to identify the impact of name recognition. First, I control
for the ideology of the candidate. Past research has shown the important role of ideology in predicting primary outcomes (Boatright, 2013); if this is correlated with party support it might be that
parties and voters both prefer the same type of candidate and so the relationship would be spurious.
I further control for district features that do not vary over time and shocks that impact specific years
with district and year fixed effects. This controls for differences that might be attributed to either
the district’s location or composition or shocks such as wave elections that impact all districts.
Second, I look at whether party supported candidates fit in the mould we would expect, based
on the existing literature. I begin with a measure of party support in local elections, again following
Hassell (2016). I do this by focusing on donors who contribute to the central parties. I classify party
contributors as those who gave to one or more of the Democratic National Committee, Republican
National Committee, or any of the four party campaign committees for the House and Senate in
that cycle. These donors are those who are most likely to be involved with the political party at the

12

local level and likely to provide additional support in the form of volunteering or other resources
Hassell (2016). Candidates who receive donations from these donors are likely those favored by
the local party.
To measure the preferences of local party actors, I look at what factors predict support from
party contributors. I look at two key factors that might influence the support from party actors.
First, I look at the ideological distance between candidates and the median candidate for a party.
I expect that, all else equal, parties are likely to support candidates who are neither too extreme
nor too moderate; they’re likely to back candidates who closely resemble the existing ideological
landscape of the party. These candidates likely resemble the donors themselves as they fit closely
to the national image of the party, as we might expect contributors to national campaigns to be.
Following Hirano and Snyder (2019), I then look at the impact of experience on party support. I
expect that candidates with prior experience in elected office will be significantly more likely to
gain the support of party contributors. In addition, I control for the district and year using fixed
effects.
4.2

Data

To conduct this analysis, I bring together data on 5 different aspects of primary elections. My main
outcome of interest is the electoral success of candidates. To measure this, I use election returns
covering 21st century primary elections for the House of Representatives in every state. This data is
collected from Hirano and Snyder (2019) and supplemented with additional electoral returns from
the Federal Elections Commission. All candidates who appeared on the election ballot appear in
this data set.
Next, I use campaign finance data from Bonica (2014) to measure two additional variables of
interest: candidate ideology and party support. To measure the ideology of candidates in primary
elections, many of whom never hold elected office, I use the CF Scores constructed by Bonica
(2014). These scores assume that donors in elections donate to candidates with similar ideologies
and policy positions to their own to recover systematic estimates of ideology for candidates who are
never elected. Following Hassell (2018) and Lockhart and Hill (2022), I classify party contributors
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as those who gave to one or more of the Democratic National Committee, Republican National
Committee, or any of the four party campaign committees for the House and Senate in a given
cycle. Candidates who receive donations from party contributors should be those who are receiving
support from local party actors who are involved in the primary; these donations should track other
types of non-monetary support from these actors. This operationalization of party support is a
more broad one than that used by Hassell (2018) as it captures donations to any national political
organization as opposed to just the national Senate campaigns. As a result, it captures a wider
swatch of donors who might be involved in party politics at the local level.
I measure candidate experience using data collected by Porter and Treul (2019) on candidate
experience. This data draws on candidate biographical information to measure whether a candidate
is considered experienced. Following Hirano and Snyder (2019), I define any candidate with prior
legislative experience in state or municipal governments as being experienced.
Finally, to measure the impact of name commonality on electoral success I use the US Census
Bureau’s decennial publication of surname frequency per 100,000 individuals. This list provides
data on surname frequency in the United States for all names that occur more than 100 times in the
given census. Names that occur less than 100 times are given a score of 0.

5

Name Recognition

Table 1 replicates the results of prior research in the context of primaries for the House of Representatives from 2010 to 2018. Columns 1 and 3 both show that candidates who receive donations from
party contributors are significantly more likely to win primary elections, even when controlling for
candidate ideology, district, and year. This replicates Hassell (2016)’s research on the Senate in
the House. Additionally, surname frequency on its own has no impact on candidate success.
Columns 2 and 4 provide evidence that party support is acting through the generation of name
recognition by increasing campaign activity. There are two important results here to note. First,
when candidate names are added to the regression showing the advantage of party support, the
apparent impact of party support dissipates. This is not surprising but clearly shows the important
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Table 1: Determinants of electoral success based on name commonality.
Democrats

Democrats

Support from Party

0.018+
-0.005
[-0.003, 0.039] [-0.028, 0.017]
Ideology
0.040
0.035
[-0.016, 0.097] [-0.019, 0.090]
Experience
0.293***
0.267***
[0.192, 0.393] [0.168, 0.366]
Log Name Frequency
-0.015
[-0.038, 0.009]
Total Donations
0.000**
[0.000, 0.000]
Name Frequency X Party Support
0.008*
[0.001, 0.014]
Num.Obs.
R2
R2 Adj.
R2 Within
R2 Pseudo

480
0.583
0.250
0.155

+ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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480
0.618
0.304
0.225

Republicans

Republicans

0.604***
-0.017
[0.397, 0.812] [-0.479, 0.444]
0.020
0.030*
[-0.008, 0.047] [0.003, 0.057]
0.153**
0.154**
[0.058, 0.248] [0.062, 0.246]
0.010
[-0.007, 0.027]
0.000***
[0.000, 0.000]
0.130**
[0.033, 0.227]
628
0.401
0.061
0.120

628
0.448
0.128
0.189

role of name recognition
Secondly, candidates with more common names do receive substantial returns to party support,
especially on the Republican side. A candidate with a more common surname can expect to benefit
much more from party support than a candidate with a less common name. A 1% increase in the
commonness of a surname leads to a 0.008 increase in the impact of party support on candidate
success for Democrats and a 0.13 increase in the impact of party support for Republicans. This provides evidence that voters need to be able to remember the name of the candidate for parties to be
able to provide support. Candidates with unfamiliar names struggle to generate name recognition
as efficiently.

6

Party Involvement

Figure 1 plots the distribution of candidate ideologies for both party supported and non-party supported candidates. The distribution shows that Democrats are significantly more likely to support
candidates who are left of center and clustered around a score of -1. This represents a reasonably
liberal but not extreme candidate within the party, similar to the median member of the Democratic Caucus in Congress. Neither extreme nor overly centrist candidates receive significant party
support.
Republicans behave similarly, though following previous work there is some evidence they
prefer slightly more extreme candidates than Democrats. Figure 2 plots the same distribution and
shows that Republican party support clusters around candidates who have DIME scores narrowly
above 1. Again the party appears to select candidates relatively close to their median to support in
primaries. Moderate and extreme candidates receive significantly less support.
Following this, I formalize these predictions in a model predicting support from parties. I
further include the role that experience plays in generating support from local parties. To do
so, I model whether a candidate receives party support as a function of the candidates previous
experience in elected office, DIME score, and incumbency status. Table 2 shows that candidate
experience is strongly predictive of support from both the Democrat and Republican parties. This

16

Figure 1: Distribution of primary candidate ideology by party support status among Democrats.
Party supported candidates are dark blue, other candidates are light blue.

Figure 2: Distribution of primary candidate ideology by party support status among Republicans.
Party supported candidates are dark red, other candidates are light red.
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Table 2: Impact of experience and distance from mean candidate ideology on support from party
actors.
Democrats

Republicans

Experienced

-0.017
0.016*
[-0.294, 0.260]
[0.003, 0.029]
Distance from Mean Ideoology
-0.194*
-0.043***
[-0.352, -0.035] [-0.063, -0.023]
Num.Obs.
R2
R2 Adj.
R2 Within
R2 Pseudo

2628
0.533
0.240
0.002

2937
0.434
0.142
0.008

+ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
suggests that parties are choosing to back candidates who have a high profile within the party;
holding equal candidate ideology there is a preference for candidates who local actors will be
more familiar with.
In this model, I code ideology as the absolute deviation from a party’s average candidate in
an election cycle. This captures that parties would rather support mainstream candidates who are
neither moderate nor extreme. Parties should be likely to support candidates who are close to the
mean of candidates running in a cycle. The results support this; party support declines significantly
as candidates become either more moderate or more extreme. Democratic party donors in particular seem to respond to ideology of the candidates, focusing their donations on a narrow range of
candidates.
Next, I look at Table 3 which examines the independent impact of party support on candidates’
electoral fortunes. In this model, I control for both the ideology of the candidate and the experience
of the candidate. It shows that while experience and ideology predict party support of primary
candidates, party support itself is independently associated with winning primary elections. This
suggests that some voters might respond to the candidates directly, but the invisible primary has an
independent effect on other voters.
Interestingly, in this model it is the overall extremity of candidates that contribute to their
18

Table 3: Determinants of electoral success.
Democrats

Democrats

Republicans

Republicans

Experienced

0.149***
0.148***
0.163***
0.156***
[0.076, 0.221]
[0.077, 0.220] [0.103, 0.223] [0.097, 0.215]
Ideology
-0.096***
-0.095***
0.041**
0.042**
[-0.135, -0.057] [-0.134, -0.057] [0.012, 0.070] [0.013, 0.070]
Support from Party
0.020*
0.304**
[0.001, 0.040]
[0.097, 0.512]
Num.Obs.
R2
R2 Adj.
R2 Within
R2 Pseudo

2628
0.474
0.143
0.023

2628
0.476
0.147
0.028

2937
0.437
0.145
0.017

2937
0.448
0.163
0.038

+ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
electoral chances; voters seem to independently prefer more extreme candidates overall instead of
candidates who fit the general party label. This differs from donors who support middle-of-theroad candidates. The difference in behaviour suggests that at least some voters in primaries might
respond directly to the ideological positions of the candidates.
Support from party donors is significantly associated with winning primary elections, holding
candidate ideologies constant. For Democrats, there is a 5% bonus to electability from party support while for Republicans this is higher at 30%. This evidence suggests that party support must
be providing a useful benefit to candidates; party donors are providing something that candidates
can use to win primaries that goes beyond their ideology and past experience. In the next section,
I investigate this relationship by examining the possibility that party support impacts campaign
styles by providing expertise and non-monetary resources to candidates.

7

Discussion and Conclusion

The role of parties in primary elections in the United States is increasingly being studied as an
extension of party power. How and when parties involve themselves in primaries can help explain
patterns observed across the presidency, Senate, and House and help researchers understand who
runs for office and who wins.
19

In primary elections for the US House of Representatives, parties exert influence at the ground
level. While these primaries are often less salient than other primaries and so direct intervention
might be less likely to succeed, local party actors can work around this by providing support to
candidates they support that those candidates use to win primaries.
Party actors tend to focus this support on candidates who have experience in elected office.
I argued that this is because candidates with prior elected experience represent a visible pool of
candidates with known ideological positions to choose from. Party actors were further seen to
strongly prefer candidates close to the ideological center of the party; candidates who are neither
too extreme nor too moderate. Once candidates receive party support, their chances of winning
elections rise dramatically.
To explain this pattern, I looked closely at the differential impact of party support on electoral
success. While in general party support does predict electoral success, I show that this is most
true for candidates with highly common names. These names are more recognizable to voters and
as a result should be easier for voters to remember once they are exposed to them. I show that
candidates with the most common names experience the largest returns from party support while
candidates with less common names do not receive this benefit.
My findings suggests two important areas for future work to address. First, future work needs
to continue to explore how elites drive election outcomes. While my work focuses on the party’s
role in primaries, there are many other elite groups that are increasingly active in politics. Interest
groups also have access to campaign expertise, committed volunteer bases, and staff that can provide intangible benefits to campaigns. Candidates looking to mount insurgent campaigns against
incumbents, for instance, might use this type of outside support to build a campaign.
Organized social movements like Black Lives Matter or non-traditional party adjacent groups
like the Democratic Socialists of America are increasingly providing candidates with support outside of the party system. This gives candidates who might not fit the ideological mould of a party
the chance to win primary elections, potentially in safe districts where they can go on to be elected.
Candidates like Alexandria Ocasio Cortez can win elections this way. If this trend continues, par-
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ties will likely lose some of their control over primary elections.
Recent evidence suggests this is a growing trend. The preference for experienced candidates
identified here is shrinking; thanks to early funding from outside of a district, inexperienced political outsiders are increasingly successful in primary elections (Porter and Treul, 2019). Non-party
actors increasingly provide the resources parties used to control.
Second, these findings also speak to the need to better understand non-presidential primary
campaigns themselves. The actual campaign activity and campaign style in Congressional primaries remains extremely poorly understood. Little is known about how, when, and why candidates choose to invest in different modes of advertising, door knocking, and campaigning activity.
This is despite primary campaigns likely being a source of some of the most active persuasion in
political communication as voters almost always enter the campaign without having made up their
mind. This makes primaries a very useful place to study how and why different types of advertising
and campaigning are effective.
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Introduction

The World Bank estimates that building a sustainable economy will require more than US$90 trillion in investments by 2030. This urgent need for long-term policies occurs as population ageing
is well under way, with almost 1 in 10 people in the world aged 65 or more. The interaction
between these facts yields unclear predictions. As the electorate gets older, its shorter time horizon (Harrison et al., 2002) might disincentivize governments to promote long-run policies. Since
most of these massive investments will need to be funded via borrowing, the inclination of older
citizens for debt (Tabellini, 1991) might, on the contrary, facilitate political coalitions over public
investments.
There is evidence that the age of voters (Button, 1992; Poterba, 1998) and political elites (Curry
and Haydon, 2018; Alesina et al., 2019; McClean, 2020) matters to explain political outcomes. Seniors have been recognized as particularly powerful political actors, given their institutional overrepresentation and comparative high turnout (Kogan et al., 2018). Evidence outside of welfare and
education is however surprisingly limited, restricting any general theory of ageing beyond preferences for targeted policies. These works also do not place dynamic redistribution at the center of
their inquiry. Even when they study policies that involve intertemporal trade-offs, scholars have
constructed theories on how these programs distribute costs and benefits cross-sectionally, rather
than over time (Bonoli, 2000; Huber and Stephens, 2001). As such, they have failed to add the
politics of “when” to our account of the politics of “who gets what” (Jacobs, 2016). Finally, such
studies have not built consistent predictions on how contact between age groups modify policy
preferences. When researchers consider intergenerational effects, they do so by using reported attitudes rather than behaviors, overestimating socially-desirable answers (Goerres and Tepe, 2010).
They also work with a limited view on intergenerational contact, focusing only on parent and
children from the same family (Bengtson and Roberts, 1991).
In this study, I provide the first behavioral measure of seniors’ preferences for a wide variety
of long-term policies. I examine how seniors vote on real-life public investment projects, and
how their preferences are shaped by the length and funding structure of policies. This allows
me to adjudicate between preferences for investments and preferences for debt, and isolate the
intertemporal determinants of support for investments. I also provide novel behavioral evidence
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that the cohabitation of different age groups strongly increases the salience of age-based policy
preferences. By looking at both neighborhood and family-level contacts, I am able to determine
which intergenerational connection modifies the most preferences for long-run policies.
To address these questions, I draw on several novel datasets on state and local bond elections
in the United States, including election results in more than 550,000 precincts in 126 state and
local bond elections in California between 2002 and 2020; votes on 21,975 local bond and tax
elections in Ohio between 2000 and 2020; and votes on all 975 state bond elections in all American
states between 1967 and 2020. These referendums, unique to the U.S., present voters with public
investment projects ranging from renewable energy infrastructures to the construction of new roads
or the renovation of sewerage systems. They also provide citizens with a rich array of ballot
information on the way these projects will be funded, how long they will last, or how much taxes
will increase if they are approved. By exploring how citizens vote on these investments, I am
thus able to obtain behavioral measures of support for long-term policies and to study how policy
characteristics affect these attitudes.
Using this rich and unique data, I first show evidence that seniors dislike investments. Effects
are substantive, with a 1 percentage point (p.p.) increase in the share of seniors leading to a
0.15 p.p. decrease in support for investment projects. Results are consistent across government
levels, indicating that whether investments are repaid via income or property tax surprisingly does
not matter to older citizens. Findings are also robust across states and over the last six decades,
showing no sign of cohort-specific effect. I also establish that, contrary to theoretical expectations,
seniors are indifferent as to whether a policy is funded by debt or taxation. Seniors’ shorter time
horizon rather decreases their support for investments that last longer. With long times to be fully
operational and large front costs, investments’ cost-benefit balance is indeed getting more favorable
the longer they are enjoyed.
Next, I examine whether the cohabitation of different generations influences policy preferences.
Age is a strong predictor of preferences between different categories of investments, as it shapes
policy utilization rates, and in turn policy support. This result holds even after controlling for
ideological determinants, often conflated with age. Given these diverging age-based preferences,
contact between different age groups creates tension over resource allocation. As the share of
children increases in their community, seniors demonstrate stronger opposition towards investment.
2

These negative effects are particularly strong, even when seniors and children live in the same
block. The only case where intergenerational contact reverts seniors’ hostility toward investment
is when it occurs within families. Seniors living with their grand-children indeed display higher
support for state-level investments, hinting for the fact that they internalize the benefits of their
young relatives. The absence of effect for local investments however indicates that seniors evaluate
whether their grandchildren will benefit from these investments, or miss out on them by moving
out of their hometown.
My first finding that age shapes both intertemporal and immediate preferences for investments
makes several contributions. First, I provide unique evidence in a real-life setting that seniors’
support for policy is a decreasing function of policy length, confirming findings from surveys on
economic behaviors (Harrison et al., 2002). While measures of time-preference have displayed
high instability (Frederick et al., 2002), collective age-based behaviors illustrate that intertemporal
preferences can have real-world implications once aggregated. By unpacking seniors’ hostility for
investments, I also empirically demonstrate that shorter-time horizon does not increase support
for borrowing, contrary to predictions from workhorse political economy models of public debt
(Tabellini, 1991; Persson and Tabellini, 2000). This result points to the necessity to refine theoretical predictions on debt accumulation by differentiating between deficits aimed at immediate
consumption, and long-term borrowing directed toward investments. Finally, I confirm age-based
self-interest theories (Button, 1992; Poterba, 1998) by showing that seniors dislike public investments they do not benefit from. I advance this literature by studying a more extensive family of
goods than targeted welfare programs, allowing to generalize seniors’ attitudes to a wide array
of policies. This result is important for policy-making, as it indicates that population ageing will
complicate the construction of popular coalitions around long-term investment plans.
My second finding that age-based preferences are more salient in communities with higher age
heterogeneity makes additional contributions. First, my result that seniors become more hostile to
investments when the share of children increases in their community contrasts with survey results
highlighting intergenerational solidarity (Goerres and Tepe, 2010). It demonstrates the limits of
self-reported answers to assess socially-desirable behaviors and the necessity to turn to behavioral
measures to move this line of research forward. My findings also chime with and expand the
important literature in urban politics in the United States showing that the cohabitation of groups
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with different policy preferences shapes political behaviors (Dollard, 1957; Blumer, 1958; Alesina
et al., 1997; Welch, 2001). By establishing that seniors’ hostility towards investments can be
alleviated in intergenerational households, I further refine the idea that the scale of contact between
groups matters to explain the contradictory findings of this literature (Oliver, 2010). These works
indeed find that contact breeds intolerance at levels where resources are administered (city, county,
etc.) while promoting tolerance at scales less relevant politically (neighborhood). My inquiry
rather indicates that conflict is not mitigated by the scale of contact, but rather by how overlapping
the social networks of these groups are.
More generally, this study confirms that age is an important determinant of policy preferences
for all age groups beyond seniors. It highlights the necessity to understand the conditions under
which political alliances between different age groups are possible; and points to policy design and
social network structure as fruitful venues for new research. It also lays the foundations for studies
on age-based Tiebout sorting (Tiebout, 1956), where citizens are incentivized to join communities
with people of their age so that they can obtain their most preferred policy mix. It finally emphasizes the need to more consistently evaluate how age shapes elite’s behaviors, a domain where
there has been surprisingly little research (Krcmaric et al., 2020). Age is certainly a bundled treatment and is notoriously hard to distinguish from experience or cohort effects. This should however
not discourage research in this area: most social science treatments are intrinsically multidimensional, and simply require theories acknowledging and delineating these multiple components. A
new generation of works using modern causal inference techniques (Alesina et al., 2019; McClean,
2020) is further showing us the promises of research taking age seriously.
The paper proceeds as follows. First, I discuss my theoretical expectations, and then describe
my data and research design. Next, I establish and unpack seniors’ hostility towards investments,
and then study how contact between age groups shapes policy preferences. Finally, I conclude and
discuss the implications of my findings for the implementation of investment plans.

2

Theoretical expectations

As discussed above, age is a bundled treatment encompassing changes in time-horizon, experience,
ideology, way of life, etc. In this section, I delineate the dimensions of age I will focus on: time
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horizon and public good utilization. I also discuss why and how I abstract from other aspects of
ageing. I formulate four hypotheses that will guide my empirical study of seniors’ voting behaviors
in investment projects.
Age shapes both intertemporal and immediate preferences for investments. Predictions of seniors’ behaviors based on intertemporal considerations are ambiguous. On the one hand, their
shorter time horizon (Frederick et al., 2002; Harrison et al., 2002) might make longer policies less
attractive to seniors. Investment goods (such as transportation, water or recreational infrastructures etc.) indeed do not bring immediate benefits as they take time to build, but rather a delayed
streams of small benefits. Their cost, by contrast, often start much earlier as taxes are raised as
soon as construction starts, whether or not the good is finalized. With less time to enjoy them, seniors should thus be unwilling to promote investments with large front costs and delayed benefits.
The fact that most of these goods are funded by debt repaid over several decades could however
reverse this prediction. Positing that older voters can enjoy the increase in consumption brought
by debt while shifting most of the repayment burden on their younger counterparts, the political
economy scholarship predicts a positive relationship between age and preferences for public debt
issuance (Tabellini, 1991). These theoretical forecasts nonetheless apply most readily to yearly
deficits financing immediate consumption, such as welfare transfers or subsidies. Borrowing oriented toward building infrastructures, on the contrary, distributes cost and benefits more equally
between generations, and does not provide a clear advantage to older citizens. Note that I will
empirically prove this latter claim. Putting these conclusions together, I hypothesize that:

H1. Seniors’ policy support will decrease as the length of a policy increases, even when it is
funded by debt.

Age should not only influence seniors’ general support for investments, but also their preferences
between different investment categories. Two variables associated with age could be important
here: public good utilization rates and ideology. On the first dimension, the literature on age-based
self-interest relies on a simple idea. Holding other factors constant, age shapes the goods you
utilize and the policies you benefit from, and consequently the goods and policies you support
(Poterba, 1998). As such, seniors’ support for investments should vary depending on much benefit
5

they get from them. This statement is certainly simplistic, and ignores the multiple factors making
people vote against what seems to be in their best interest (Benabou and Ok, 2001; Huber, 2017).
Folk wisdom notably argues that people get more conservative when they age (Glenn, 1974). This
could lead seniors to express preferences based on ideological cues rather than on utilization rates by opposing social housing projects even though they might benefit from it for instance. Academic
consensus is, however, that individual political opinions are particularly stable over one’s lifetime
- even though attitude shifts, when they rarely occur, are more common from the left to the right
(Peterson et al., 2020). This finding seems to hold for fiscal conservatism, as existing surveys on
austerity show that voters favor debt reduction and repayment independently of age (Curtis et al.,
2014; Bansak et al., 2021). Given the weak empirical findings on age and ideological/fiscal conservatism and the fact that I will be able to control for partisanship, the utilization rate theory seems
to be the most promising venue to study the cross-sectional dimension of seniors’ preferences for
investments:
H2. Seniors’ hostility toward investments will be stronger for goods with lower utilization rates
among the elderly.
If age shapes preferences for resource allocation, communities in which different age groups coexist should display peculiar political outcomes. Works on racial relationships in the United States
have indeed argued that communities do react to the presence of groups with different demographics and policy preferences (Dollard, 1957; Alesina et al., 1997). In the case of investments,
focusing on how the presence of children impacts seniors’ behaviors is fruitful for several reasons.
First, goods and policies consumed by seniors and children have little overlap, creating a zero-sum
game over resource allocation. Diverging preferences have been extensively studied in the case
of welfare, where elders prefer spending on senior services and pensions (Goerres, 2009), while
young parents favor education, childcare and family allowance policies (Iversen and Rosenbluth,
2010). As I will show, these differences extend to a larger family of goods whose benefits are a
function of age. In sum, the presence of children is the closest approximation to a threat to seniors’
preferred good mix, as they incentivize investments in goods that seniors do not benefit from. Second, societal debates on investments and debt are usually framed around its impact on the future
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of children and issues about the legacy of older generations. Finally, the fact that children do not
vote on investment referendums is empirically valuable to isolate seniors’ reaction to children (as
opposed to children’s reaction to seniors’ presence). Inference will be less clear with young adults
for instance, as they can also change their vote in the presence of older citizens.
Studies on the impact of racial diversity on political behaviors have produced contradictory
results. Proponents of the social contact hypothesis have argued that demographic diversity alleviates antagonism, as groups get to understand each other via coexistence (Welch, 2001). Surveys on
intergenerational solidarity have similarly showed that when seniors have more contact with their
adult children, they express more support for childcare policies (Goerres and Tepe, 2010). Other
works have, on the contrary, found that dominant communities oppose goods targeted towards minorities as they feel threatened in their monopoly of resources (Blumer, 1958; Alesina et al., 1997).
A natural way to accommodate these variations in the case of age is to set different predictions for
relatives and non-relatives. While the arrival of non-relative children in their community might
make resource allocation more conflictual to seniors, living in close contact with young relatives
might increase their support for investments. Frequent familial contact has indeed been showed
to reduce intergenerational conflicts and align policy preferences between parents and children, as
generations get more information about the needs of each other, fostering altruism and empathy
(Szydlik, 2008; Goerres and Tepe, 2010).
H3. Seniors’ hostility toward investments will be stronger in communities with more children.
H4. Seniors’ hostility toward investments will be lower in communities where seniors and children
are relatives.

3
3.1

Data and empirical strategy
Bond and property tax referendums in the United States

A limit of survey data is that expressed opinions might be different from actual electoral behaviors
on real and costly policies. This is especially true when considering socially-desirable behaviors
like intergenerational solidarity. The United States (along with some Swiss counties) provide a
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unique institutional feature which allows to behaviorally test willingness to invest in public goods:
bond and property tax referendums (Rugh and Trounstine, 2011). These referendums are popular
elections held by state and local governments to authorize the issuance of debt and/or an increase
in property tax in order to fund a specific project. These investment projects are usually proposed
to the city council by local actors, which then decides which projects will be placed on the ballot. They are relatively frequent - around 950 from 1968 to 2020 at the state level and 160 from
1995 to 2020 at the local level in California. They vary significantly in the amounts put to vote
(from $400,000 to more than $1 billion) and the policy they aim to finance (see Figure 2). They
are however all united under their common definition as investments, requiring large, stable, and
earmarked sources of funding beyond the general budget. Bonds elections are most often bundled
with other electoral races during general elections, and consequently placed at the end of relatively
long ballots. Appendix Figures A.1 and A.2 show no evidence of self-selection of voters/voters’
fatigue on bond issues, comparatively to other concurrent ballot issues.
Even though not all states possess referendum obligations, representativeness is high, with a
wide variety of states (32) concerned by these regulations (see Appendix Figure A.3). Most importantly, their institutional origin alleviates risk of correlation between current city characteristics
and presence of referendum requirements. The vast majority of these laws were implemented after a succession of state debt crises between 1830 and 1880, to protect taxpayers against reckless
public spending. State-level obligations then trickled down at the local level. These regulations
were notably put in place several decades before the Populist and Progressive movements, which
instituted the initiative and legislative referendums. They also do not deal with balanced budget
rules, which were adopted on an ad-hoc basis – as late as 2004 for California and which does not
regulate bonded debt (Kiewiet and Szakaly, 1996; Matsusaka, 2018).
Issuing bonds is a technical and costly process, involving multiple actors from legal counsels
to investment banks. While municipal bonds are sought after for their low-risk and tax-exemption
on capital gains, it is also not unusual to see cities struggling to find buyers for their debt (O’Hara,
2011). For cities without the capacity to directly access financial markets, several alternatives are
possible. Amesville, a small township in Athens county (Ohio) for instance combined subsidized
loans from the Ohio Environmental Protection Agencies and several private and public grants to
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replace its water treatment plant at a cost of $1M.2 Even in this case, funding those investments
still requires additional public monies, almost always obtained at the local level via property tax
increases. As such, property tax referendums are substitutes of bond elections in small communities. It also happens that bonds issued by local governments are ultimately repaid by property tax
– with ballots often indicating the property tax increase needed to repay the bond issues – making
property tax and bond referendums even more comparable. State bond elections do not explicitly
mention such costs, but are usually repaid via income tax. Figure 1 below presents a sample ballot
bond measure, and highlights the most important dimensions of the information given to voters.
Ballots for property tax increases are very similar to those for bond measures, offering voters with
a clear project and an earmarked property tax increase to fund it.

3.2

Datasets

My empirical approach explores how variations in age distribution in a community affect its voting
behaviors over time. For this, I use several variations of two-way fixed effect models, with community and election fixed effects. This allows me to hold community and election time-invariant
characteristics which could be correlated with age and voting outcomes, such as localization or
public good offered. I also control for several variables whose variations over time could affect
both my dependent and independent variables, such as partisanship, income or house value. Whenever possible, I also interact time fixed effects with county indicators, to account for time-varying
county-level shocks. All in all, my empirical strategy tries to neutralize many variables usually
associated with age (income, wealth, ideology, place of residence, etc.) but not relevant to my
theoretical inquiry. For this inquiry, I rely on four novel datasets on state and local referendums in
the United States, which I use separately and never pool in the main analysis:
1. Precinct-level results for all 90 county and city bond elections in California between 2002
and 2020;
2. Precinct-level results for all 26 state bond elections in California between 2002 and 2020;
3. City-level results for all 21,975 county and city property tax and bond elections in Ohio
2 Interview

with the mayor of Amesville, Ohio (4/1/2022).
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Figure 1: Sample ballot for a 2004 bond election in Los Angeles (highlights by the author)
between 2000 and 2020;
4. County-level results for all 975 state bond elections in all American states between 1967 and
2020.
Dataset 1 was constructed by obtaining physical copies of election results by county officials,
using the California Secretary of State to reference elections. Results for dataset 2 were obtained
on the Statewide Database. Given that precincts do not have a Census unit equivalent, I constructed
a crosswalk to estimate demographic information for each precinct in each election, using precinct
and Census block shapefiles. I describe the procedure used in A.1. Precinct shapefiles are only
available after 2002 in California - also on the Statewide Database - which explains why I start at
this year. Dataset 3 was collected via data made available by the Ohio Secretary of State. Dataset 4
was compiled by extending the state referendum database of ICPSR using various sources of data
including Secretary of State websites, state yearbooks and Ballotpedia.
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Combining these four datasets has several advantages. While they cover a limited number of
referendums, datasets 1 and 2 provide vote shares at the most fine-grained electoral unit reported
in the United States (from several hundred to several thousands), allowing for great precision
in measuring a community’s age distribution. They concurrently provide high statistical power,
a single state referendum producing results for more than 20,000 precincts. Contrasting state
with local election data also permits to see whether results are robust to the mode of investment
repayment, state debt being mostly repaid via income tax, while local borrowing is funded via
property tax revenues. Data from local referendums in Ohio (3) is, on the contrary, characterized
by a large number of elections, allowing me to study variations in investment characteristics. They
notably inform voters on the length of the investment put to vote, a central information in my
inquiry on time-horizon. Finally, county-level data (4) from state referendums will be key to
demonstrate the external validity of my results across time and space, as they cover the entire
universe of states across six decades.
Figure 2 provides information on the referendums under study. A first observation is that these
referendums are often successful (with a minimum of 67.8% success rates for local measures in
California), and are voted with relatively comfortable margins of victory.3 It is also clear that the
types of goods funded by these referendums vary by government levels and geography. States have
a more important role in financing employment programs, higher education, and infrastructures
such as water treatment and sewerage. Local governments, on the opposite, specialize in public
safety (fire and police stations), recreational infrastructures (parks, libraries), and welfare programs
(senior centers, mental health). Governments in California also focus more on infrastructure often related to earthquake resilience and water treatment - while communities in Ohio center on
fire safety and community support.

4

Age and intertemporal preferences for investments

In this first section, I study H1, which states that seniors will oppose policies with long-time
horizons, even when it is funded by debt. I assess this hypothesis with three sets of evidence. First,
3 The

majority threshold for local referendums in California was raised to two-thirds of the vote in the wake of the
fiscal revolution brought by Proposition 13 in 1978. It explains the lower success rates of these elections.
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State California

Local California

Local Ohio

All states

(2002-2020)

(2002-2020)

(2000-2020)

(1967-2020)

Level of results

Precinct

Precinct

City

County

Success rate

84.6%

67.8%

84.5%

77.6%

Median vote margin

57.1%

68.6%

68.3 %

58.1%

N elections

26

90

21,195

975

Employment

11.5%

0%

0.2%

8.4%

Education

19.2%

4.4%

0.2%

17%

Environment

7.7%

8.9%

0%

12.1%

Infrastructure

19.2%

10%

2%

8.4%

Public safety

0%

20%

25.4%

5.5%

Recreational

3.8%

22.2%

10.2%

5.2%

Transportation

7.7%

12.2%

9.4%

8.7%

Welfare

30.8%

16.7%

24.6%

15.8%

Figure 2: Dataset characteristics
I demonstrate that seniors are, on average, more hostile to long-term policies funded by debt than
the rest of the population. Then I show that the length of a policy is a key mechanism to explain
this result, as seniors’ support decreases with policy length. I conclude by establishing that seniors
are, on the contrary, indifferent as to whether a policy is funded by debt or taxation.

4.1

Seniors’ general opposition toward long-term policies

To show that seniors are on average more hostile to long-term policies funded by debt than the
rest of the population, I start by exploring the voting behaviors of seniors in state and local bond
referendums in California, the datasets (1 and 2) for which I have the most fine-grained measures
of the age distribution of communities. I estimate a two-way fixed effects regression model. Such
specification generally ensures that time-invariant confounders will not bias my results, as the
estimation exploits only variations in the share of seniors within precinct over time, while taking
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into account the idiosyncrasies of each ballot measure (amount, timing, policy area, etc.).
Yite = αi + γte + β1 Dit + β2 Xit + εite

(1)

where Yite is the share of votes in favor of bond election e in precinct i in year t and the treatment,
Dit , is the share of people above 65 - the traditional age threshold used in the literature for seniors
- in precinct i in year t. αi and γte are precinct and election fixed effects respectively. At the
state level, I also interact election with county fixed effects (γce instead of γe ), to account for timevarying shocks at the county level. I am unable to add this feature at the local level, as I have several
unique county-level elections. Recent work by de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille (2020) shows
that two-way fixed effects models estimate a weighted sum of the average treatment effects in each
group and period, with weights that may be negative and hence bias the signs of coefficients. I run
diagnostics for all such regressions in this paper using the procedure provided by the authors, and
show that this peculiarity does not affect my results (see Appendix Table A1).
I also control for a variety of demographic, economic, and political determinants of vote shares,
the most important one being the share of Democratic votes in the last general elections. The full
list of precinct-level controls comprised in Xit is as follows: median income, median house value,
share of people below poverty line, share of homeowners, share of people with a bachelor degree,
share of whites, share of people who voted for a Democrat candidate in the last general election,
share of people below 18, share of females and turnout levels. I weight my results by precinct
population to account for variations in precinct size - which does not change my results substantially. Standard errors are clustered at the election level for local elections, and conservatively at
the county level for state elections. I present my analysis separately between state and local levels, to see if my results are robust across government levels. More specifically, as California does
tax non-Social Security retirement benefits, seniors will not be shielded from bond repayment via
income tax at the state level and comparing state and local bond elections will test whether the
repayment medium of bonds matters to explain support.
Table 1 shows that share of people above 65 in a precinct is negatively and robustly correlated
with lower support for new investments. More precisely, for a 1 p.p. increase in the share of seniors in a precinct, votes in favor of investments decrease by 0.15 p.p. at the local level, and 0.11
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Table 1: Seniors and support for bond referendums in California (2002-2020)

Local
Share above 65 [0,1]

Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State

(1)

(2)

−0.153∗
(0.080)

−0.110∗∗∗
(0.019)

31,488
0.853

519,016
0.813

Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + election × county fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2
∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the election level
for local referendums, and at the county level for state elections
p.p. at the state level. Estimates are slightly lower at the local level, showing that seniors might
be particularly sensitive to increases in property tax, having high capital and low income. Point
estimates are probably upper bounds, as seniors vote disproportionately more in these elections
(Kogan et al., 2018). As showed in Appendix Tables B.1 and B.2, results are robust across specifications and are unaffected by placebo lead treatments. Appendix Table B.3 and Figures B.4 and
B.5 confirm these results with specifications with all other age groups and alternative dependent
variable coding, showing that voters start to express negative attitudes toward investment after 50.
To verify that my results are not driven by the time period or state under study, I run a similar analysis on all 126 state bond referendums in California between 1967 and 2020 and all 975
state bond referendums in the United States, also between 1967 and 2020 (dataset 4). Results are
reported at the county level, with election and county fixed effects and the exact same controls
as in Table 1. Table 2 shows that seniors’ hostility towards investment replicates over time both
in California and in all other American states. Estimates are much higher than in the previous
analysis, with 0.59 p.p. and 0.33 p.p. less votes in favor of investments for each 1 p.p. increase
in the share of seniors in a county, respectively. Appendix Figure B.6 shows that these estimates
are particularly stable over time - with the exception of the years 1967-1979 where seniors present
more favorable attitudes towards investments.
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Table 2: Senior county-level support for state bond referendums (1967-2020)
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
California
All states
Share above 65 [0,1]
Election fixed effects
County fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

(1)

(2)

−0.593∗∗∗
(0.215)

−0.327∗∗
(0.127)

7,306
0.890

39,752
0.830

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by county population. Standard errors clustered
at the county level for California, and at the state level otherwise.

4.2

Seniors’ time horizon and policy length

All in all, these results give support for H1, and contradict the hypothesis that given their shorter
time horizon, seniors should be favorable to more debt issuance (Tabellini, 1991). Knowing that
seniors dislike more long-term policies than the rest of the population however does not mean that
seniors vote against these policies because they have long time horizons. Older voters could just
dislike all policies usually offered in referendums, and it remains to be proved that policy length
is an important mechanism to explain their vote. Tax and bond referendums from Ohio (dataset
3) are here empirically useful, because they inform voters how long the fiscal measure funding an
investment will be in place.4 For bond elections, such information indicates how many years the
bond requires to be repaid, while for levies, it mentions for how many years the government is
allowed to raise property taxes to fund the investment.
A few facts are important to consider here. As mentioned in the introduction, most local
governments in Ohio are small rural communities which do not have the capacity to issue bonds,
and consequently fund investment using increases in property taxes. The vast majority of the
21,995 local referendums here considered (99%) are consequently investments funded via direct

4 The

ballot for instance reads “The property tax increase of x mills to build the new fire station will be in place for
10 years”.
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property tax levies, rather than bond issues. The very high frequency of these elections is due to
two factors. First, like in many states, Ohio provides local governments with a base property tax
revenue5 and subject any increase beyond this base to popular approval. Second, most of these
new levies can only be approved for a set period of time, with only 7.8% (1653) of referendums
giving governments the possibility to increase taxes over a continuous period of time. The rest
offers policies ranging from 2 years for the shortest tax increases to 30 years for the longest bonds,
with 5 years being the most common length. I use the policy length given to voters on these ballots
to see if seniors are indeed sensitive to investment duration, and estimate the following interactive
two-way fixed effect linear regression model:
Yite = αi + γct + β1 Dit + β2 Lte + β3 (Dit × Lte ) + β4 Xit + εite

(2)

where Yite is the share of votes in favor of policy e in unit (i.e. city or county) i in year t and
the treatment, Dit × Lte , is the interaction between the share of seniors in unit i at time t and the
maturity of policy e offered to vote in year t. I treat policy length (Lte ) as a continuous count of
years, and consequently remove policies approved for a continuous period of time. The distribution
of policy length is presented in Appendix Figure C.7, and is highly concentrated around 5 years,
the maximum legal length for many local policies. To take this peculiar distribution into account,
I also run an analysis on a dummy indicator for policy length, with 0 being the baseline 5-year
length, and 1 being any policy longer than that. Appendix Table C.4 shows that results are equally
robust with this specification. My specification further includes city (αi ) and county-year (γct )
fixed effects, along with the same set Xit of demographic controls as in Table 1. Note that I am
able to add county-year fixed effects even though I have multiple county-level elections because
many counties have several elections per year. Unlike previous analyses, I am unable to control
for ideology, given that general election results are not available at the city level in Ohio. My
current specification with city fixed effects however accounts for baseline ideological levels at the
city level, and would only be biased if large ideological shocks happen within cities over time. I
finally control for several important election characteristics such as policy area, the value of the
tax increase, and whether the fiscal measure is a renewal of an old tax or an additional levy. Table
5 The

base is a 10 mills levy called “inside mileage”, a mill being a $1 tax per $1,000 of assessed house value.
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3 presents the results.
Table 3: Seniors’ intertemporal preferences in Ohio local referendums (2000-2020)
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
Policy length (years)
Share above 65 [0,1]
Share above 65 × policy length
City fixed effects
County-year fixed effects
Demographic controls
Election characteristics
N
R2

0.007∗
(0.004)
0.187∗
(0.107)
−0.049∗∗
(0.022)

19,012
0.727

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Standard errors clustered at the election level.

Support among seniors decreases as a policy is scheduled for a longer time. More quantitatively, an increase in policy duration of one year leads to a decrease in support for this policy of
almost 0.05 p.p., holding the number of senior voters constant. This result indicates that the opposition of older voters to long-term policies is partially driven by the long time-horizon of these
policies, and not by other characteristics. As discussed above, this is likely driven by the fact that
such goods have delayed benefits but large and immediate costs. Investment goods’ cost-benefit
balance is getting more favorable the longer the good is enjoyed, as they provide streams of benefits rather than a large unique payment, making them less attractive to citizens with shorter-time
horizon.

4.3

Seniors’ preferences for debt

The previous two sections showed that seniors dislike investment projects because of their distaste
for long policies. The literature points to another mechanism which could influence seniors’ support for investment: debt. Positing that older voters can enjoy the increase in consumption brought
by debt while shifting most of the repayment burden on their younger counterparts, the political
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economy scholarship indeed predicts a positive relationship between age and preferences for public debt issuance (Tabellini, 1991; Persson and Tabellini, 2000). The previous findings contradict
this prediction, as seniors oppose debt-funded investments more than other age groups. One could
still argue that if these investments were funded by taxation, the opposition of seniors would be
even higher. Without variations in repayment mode, it is difficult to determine what proportion of
seniors’ opposition is due to how long a policy is in place, as opposed to how it is funded.
Here again, referendums in Ohio are useful empirically (dataset 3). They include both bond
and tax referendums for similar policies, allowing me to study the impact of variations in financing
strategies while holding many other policy characteristics fixed.6 To test whether seniors prefer
debt over taxation, I run an interactive two-way fixed effect linear model similar to the one presented in equation 2 where my treatment is an interaction between the share of seniors in a city
and a dummy taking the value of 1 if the policy is funded by debt and 0 if it is funded by taxation. Note that I could here control for the length of fiscal measures (length of tax increase or
bond repayment) and the property tax increases associated with new levies and bond repayment.
While this would allow for a more standardized comparison between debt and taxation, it would
also remove some of the key differences between them. As I am precisely interested in evaluating
whether these differences matter to voters, I opt for not including tax increase and policy length as
controls.
Table 4 demonstrates that whether a policy is funded by debt or taxation has indistinguishable
effect on seniors’ support. The coefficient on the interaction is indeed very noisy, and of the opposite sign than what the political economy literature predicts. This result can be explained by
the fact that the relevant literature has approached debt through the narrow lens of yearly deficits
financing immediate consumption. Investment-oriented debt, in contrast, distributes cost and benefits more equally between generations, and does not provide a clear advantage to older citizens.
This result points to the necessity to refine theoretical predictions on debt accumulation by differentiating between these two uses of borrowing. After having focused on the intertemporal aspect
of senior preferences (H1), the second part of this paper focuses on its cross-sectional dimension

6 As

these polities are small communities however, many of them never issue bonds: out of 21,975 referendums, only
179 are bond elections. By using city fixed effects, I will however only compare cities which have funded policies
both by debt and taxation.
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Table 4: Seniors’ preferences for debt in Ohio local referendums (2000-2020)
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
Funded by debt {0,1}
Share above 65 [0,1]
Share above 65 × funded by debt

−0.118∗
(0.060)
−0.058
(0.065)
−0.023
(0.358)

City fixed effects
County-year fixed effects
Demographic controls
Election characteristics
N
R2

20,864
0.567

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Standard errors clustered at the election level.
(H2, H3 and H4).

5
5.1

Age and cross-sectional preferences for investments
Age and preferences for public goods

The previous section showed that seniors had a general distaste for goods with long-time horizons
and that this distaste was grounded in dynamic computations of cost and benefit streams. These
analyses however did not unpack seniors’ preferences between various investment categories. Age
should also matter to explain these intra-investment variations, with two potential mechanisms.
First, seniors can vote depending on the use they make of investments. Following this logic, older
voters should express, for example, more support for a senior center than for a school. Second,
seniors can vote according to ideology. If we assume that older citizens are more likely to be
conservative, we should see them, for instance, vote more in favor of investments targeted towards
veterans, than for those funding social housing projects. Seniors could also express more fiscally
conservative positions, and oppose new public spending projects, independently of their purpose.
As mentioned before, the literature shows weak evidence for a relationship between age and ide-
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ological or fiscal conservatism (Curtis et al., 2014; Bansak et al., 2021; Peterson et al., 2020). To
unpack seniors’ preferences between various investment categories, I consequently focus on the
way age shapes utilization rates, as stated in H2.
I break down the support of seniors for various investment categories for state and local referendums in California between 2002 and 2020 (see D.1 for information on coding). I regress the
share of votes in favor of a bond election in a precinct on an interaction between the share of seniors in this precinct and the category of the good voted upon. Besides this change in independent
variable, specifications are exactly similar to the ones used in equation 1: a two-way fixed effect
linear model with demographic controls and standard errors clustered at the election level for local
elections, and at the county level for state referendums. As I intend to focus on utilization rates
rather than ideology, I keep my control for the share of Democrat votes in the last general elections.
While this does not ensure that all sources of variation due to ideology will be removed, it provides
a robust measure of ideological differences, especially coupled with precinct fixed effects. Figure
3 presents the results of these interactions with 95% confidence intervals (see Appendix Table D.5
for table format).
Figure 3 yields support for H2 as utilization rates seem to be the main driver of variations in
seniors’ support for investments. Seniors are indeed comparatively less opposed to bonds funding
disaster-related (earthquake infrastructure, ambulances, fire and police stations) and water infrastructures (water treatment and supply), goods they benefit quite directly from. On the contrary,
they oppose to a higher extent transportation, open-space, recreational (libraries, museums, stadiums), and education bonds, goods they arguable use less than other age groups. Such results are
consistent across government levels, with local estimates being slightly noisier.
An ideological reading of the results is ambiguous. On the one hand, seniors oppose social
housing projects more than other age groups, which could result from variations in ideology not
captured by my current controls. This opposition is stronger at the local level, confirming results
from works on the NIMBY phenomenon (Marble and Nall, 2020). Estimates on investments targeted at veterans however weaken an ideology-based explanation. In this category fall state bonds
issued to provide loans to veterans to purchase homes or farms, and local bonds used to fund the
creation of memorials or museums celebrating the military. While these investments arguably cater
to conservative audiences, it seems that seniors support them less than other age groups. This fact
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Figure 3: Effects of seniors’ presence on support for investments
is quite incompatible with the argument stating that older citizens oppose certain investments only
because they have more conservative values.
Two sets of evidence similarly show that fiscal conservatism cannot satisfactorily explain seniors’ attitudes towards investments. First, the fact that seniors express various levels of support
for different goods indicates that they do not oppose public spending regardless of its purpose.
Second, their comparatively high support for the 2004 state bond election on deficit reduction further shows that policy goals matter more than public spending levels. Led by Republican governor
Schwarzenegger, this referendum offered to issue $15bn to fund state deficits and create a reserve
preventing future deficit financing. Its particularly strong support by seniors could be interpreted
in different ways. On the one hand, the ballot measure was backed by taxpayer associations and
initiated by a Republican administration arguing that it would “allow California to get its financial
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house in order”7 while protecting voters from tax increases. As such, seniors’ support would be
congruent with higher fiscal conservatism among elders. On the other hand, this ballot did allow
for the issuance of $15bn in bonds to be repaid over fourteen years. Most interestingly, these bonds
were destined to replace a smaller $10.7bn issue repayable over five years.8 While they certainly
followed a fiscally conservative coalition, seniors still supported more expensive and longer-term
bonds than initially planned, weakening the argument that seniors are fundamentally hostile to
increases in public spending.
All in all, these results yield support for H2. Variations in utilization rates indeed explain
differences in electoral support better than ideology or hostility to public spending. Note that
H2 originates from a broader intuition that age shapes public good utilization, and in turn public
good preferences. Showing that age groups have different preferences is also the cornerstone
of H3, which argues that seniors’ hostility toward investments will be stronger in communities
with a high proportion of younger citizens. The cohabitation of age groups with different policy
preferences will indeed heighten conflict over resource allocation and make age-based preferences
more salient. In this vein, a particularly fruitful group to focus on is that of the youngest voters,
aged from 18 to 34 years old. These citizens are likely to consume goods with little overlap with
those preferred by seniors, while also having much longer time horizons. For this, I replicate the
previous analysis by replacing the share of seniors by the share of citizens from 18 to 34 in the
interaction term.
Figure 4 shows that an increase in the share of young adults in a precinct has very different
effects on support for new investments (see Appendix Table D.6 for table format). First and contrary to what was found for seniors, the share of young citizens is positively correlated with higher
support for most investments. I confirm this result in Appendix Table D.7, using the same model
as in Table 1. Second, the large support of voters from 18 to 34 for transportation, open-space,
education, and recreational bonds contrasts with the opposition of seniors on these same projects
and yields additional evidence in favor of the utilization rate mechanism (H2). Like seniors, young
adults express support for water safety bonds, hinting that pure public goods might be less polarizing between age groups.
7 Ballot
8 This

pamphlet, UC Hastings Scholarship Repository
previous bond was authorized by the legislature alone and thus challenged in court as anti-constitutional.

22

Figure 4: Effects of young adults’ presence on support for investments
Like for seniors, ideology alone seems inadequate to explain variations in preferences of the
youth. While young voters’ support for social housing could point to an ideological channel not
captured by my current controls, their high endorsement of veteran-friendly policies demonstrates
that ideology is not sufficient to account for these results. The diametric opposition between young
adults and seniors over the 2004 deficit reduction bonds is concurrently striking: while seniors
expressed strong support for this policy, voters from 18 to 34 voiced a resounding opposition to
it. As discussed before, the ambiguities of this referendum - both framed as a fiscally conservative
policy backed by Republicans and issuing a large amount of debt - complicates its interpretation
in terms of fiscal conservatism. Like for seniors however, this result seems to indicate the young
adults are not a priori debt-friendly. All in all, these findings yield further support for H2, as
age-based utilization rates provide a more satisfactory account of variations in bond support than
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ideology or a priori attitudes towards debt. These diverging preferences between age groups are a
central step towards studying intergenerational conflicts over investments (H3).

5.2

Intergenerational conflict over resource allocation

The previous section uncovered clear age-based cleavages in preferences for investments. A natural
next step is to see whether the coexistence of age groups influences their attitudes towards investments. Works on racial relationships in the United States have showed that communities react to
the presence of groups with different demographics (Dollard, 1957). More specifically, many of
these works have found that dominant communities are hostile to growing minorities, as they feel
threatened in their monopoly of resources (Blumer, 1958). Following the above reasoning, communities where various age groups cohabit might be particularly ripe for generational conflicts
over resource allocation. In the case of investments, focusing on how the presence of children impacts seniors’ behaviors seems fruitful for several reasons. First, goods consumed by seniors and
children have little overlap, creating a zero-sum game over resource allocation. Second, societal
debates on investments and debt are usually framed around its impact on the future of children.
Finally, the fact that children do not vote provides a clear causal direction for any detected change
in seniors’ behaviors. Inference will be less clear with young adults, who can also change their
voting behaviors in the presence of older citizens. This reasoning results in H3, which states that
the cohabitation of seniors with children should increase seniors’ opposition towards investments.
To model the cohabitation between seniors and children, I interact the share of seniors with the
share of people under 18 years old in a precinct, for state and local referendums in California from
2002 to 2020. Besides the interaction, I use the exact same specification as in equation 1, with
precinct and election fixed effects at the local level, precinct and election-county fixed effects at
the state level, the same set of controls, and standard errors clustered at the election level for local
referendums, and conservatively at the county level for state elections (columns 1 and 2). To make
sure that my results replicate over time, I also run a similar interaction model for all state bond
referendums in California between 1967 and 2020 with results at the county level (column 3).9 In

9 To

be exact, I use the share of people below 19 rather than 18 for this last model, as county age group bins diverge
from the block-level data I use for precincts.
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this analysis, I use the exact same specification as Table 2, with election and county fixed effects,
a range of demographic controls, and standard errors clustered the county level.
Table 5: Presence of children and seniors’ support for bond referendums in California
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State
State
Local
(2002-2020) (2002-2020) (1967-2020)
Share above 65 [0,1]
Share below 18 [0,1]
Above 65 × below 18
Result level
Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + election × county fixed effects
County + election fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

(1)

(2)

(3)

−0.038
(0.066)
0.039
(0.112)
−0.838∗∗∗
(0.211)
Precinct

−0.027
(0.020)
0.004
(0.028)
−0.583∗∗∗
(0.095)
Precinct

0.124
(0.381)
−0.272
(0.248)
−3.064∗
(1.539)
County

31,488
0.853

519,016
0.813

7,306
0.890

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by population. Standard errors clustered at the election level for (1),
and at the county level for (2) and (3).
Table 5 shows that the opposition of older voters to new investments is strongly fueled by the
presence of children, both at the local and state levels and across time. Interaction terms are not
only negative and strongly significant, but they also divide the main effect by four at both the local
and state levels (columns 1 and 2). This finding is consistent with the intergenerational differences
in good preferences previously described, as a rising share of children in a community most likely
exacerbates conflicts over resource allocation (H3). Notice that this evidence of intergenerational
conflict contrasts with survey evidence from Europe (Goerres and Tepe, 2010), showing solidarity
between generations.10
10 It

could alternatively indicate that seniors are willing to protect the youth against the burden of debt. This latter
hypothesis could explain why intergenerational effects are lower at the state level. Since geographical mobility is
much higher within state than between states, younger citizens are more likely to benefit from state than local goods
when they grow up. This could in turn alleviate the concerns of seniors regarding the nonproductive debt burden of
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5.3

Intergenerational solidarity over resource allocation

While a strand of works has found that diversity breeds conflict, proponents of the social contact
hypothesis have argued that close inter-community contact could, on the contrary, alleviate antagonism (Welch, 2001). More recent works on racial relations in the United States have notably
argued that the contradictory findings of this literature could be explained by variations in the geographical scale of studies (Oliver, 2010). At levels where resources are administered (city and
county), diversity nourishes intolerance as majority groups feel their benefits are being threatened.
At the neighborhood level however, the distribution of resources is less salient and the benefits of
social contact are most detectable. My results in California seem to contradict this latter prediction,
as precincts - units with a few thousand people - could be compared to neighborhoods. One might
still argue that precincts and counties are too large to capture the effect of close and daily contacts
between generations.
To check whether neighborhood-level contact alleviates seniors’ opposition to investments,
I replicate the results of Table 5 using Census block-level election results from 30 state bond
referendums in California between 1992 and 2010. These results, computed by the Statewide
database, are a relevant approximation of the closest social networks of seniors, the majority of
census-blocks counting less than 200 individuals. While I keep the same dependent (vote share in
favor) and independent (interaction between seniors and children) variables, I make minor changes
in my specifications given this new level of analysis. I approximate the previous specifications by
running a model interacting block-group with election fixed effects (block groups being the Census
unit directly above blocks) and clustering my results at the county level. I however do not include
block fixed effects, as blocks are not consistent between Census, being redrawn every decade.11
Given the level of analysis, several of my usual demographic controls are also unavailable. I still
include the share of whites, Hispanics, females, homeowners and most importantly, the share of
Democrat vote in the last general elections in each block.
Table 6 echoes previous findings, showing that in Census blocks where seniors cohabit with

future generations, and increase their support for bonds at the state level. Later results on intergenerational solidarity
disqualifies this interpretation however.
11 Note that block-groups also experience variations over decennial Censuses, but are generally more stable. I replicate
the analysis with higher and more stable Census units in Appendix Table E.8, and find similar results.
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Table 6: Block intergenerational contact and support for investments in California (1992-2020)
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State
0.011∗∗∗
(0.001)
0.002
(0.002)
−0.025∗∗∗
(0.008)

Share above 65 [0,1]
Share below 18 [0,1]
Above 65 × below 18
Block-group × election fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

9,646,159
0.814

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by unit population. Standard errors clustered at the county level.
more children, they express more hostile attitudes towards investments (H3). The point estimate is
arguably between 20 and 40 times smaller than at the precinct level, which could indicate that this
hostility is smaller - yet present - at the neighborhood-level. It still disproves the social-contact
hypothesis as formulated by the current literature, as even block-level intergenerational contact
does not change seniors’ mind on investments.
A specificity of age is that different groups could be related, a situation rather rare in raciallydiverse settings. While seniors’ opposition grows when the number of children surrounding them
increases, they might, on the contrary, be more favorable to investments when they live in close
contact with young relatives (supposedly their grand-children), as they gain indirect utility from
these policies (H4). Intergenerational households appear to be a relevant configuration to look at
the social-contact hypothesis as applied to families. To test for H4, I interact the share of seniors
with the share of households where grand-parents and grand-children live under the same roof,12
and look at how it influences the support for state and local referendums in California from 2002
to 2020. Besides the interaction, I use the exact same specification as in Table 1.
Table 7 shows mixed evidence that the presence of grand-children within households makes
12 The

presence of intergenerational households can also signal communities with higher poverty levels. As poorer
communities are usually favorable to public spending, this specification could be subject to omitted variable bias.
Note however that I do control for the share of people below the poverty line, which would weaken such concerns.
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Table 7: Intergenerational solidarity and support for investments in California (2002-2020)

Local
Share above 65 [0,1]
Share intergenerational households [0,1]
Above 65 × intergenerational households

Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State

(1)

(2)

−0.179∗
(0.105)
−0.398
(0.317)
1.804
(2.062)

−0.116∗∗∗
(0.020)
−0.126∗∗
(0.059)
0.793∗∗
(0.353)

31,488
0.853

519,016
0.813

Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + election × county fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2
∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the election level
for local referendums, and at the county level for state elections.
seniors more favorable towards investments (H4). While point estimates are positive at both government levels, they are only precisely estimated at the state level. Plots of marginal effects shown
in Appendix Figures F.8 and F.9 also illustrate that these effects are still too weak to make seniors
net supporters of investments. The absence of effect at the local level is consistent with the geographical mobility argument previously mentioned. Seniors caring about young relatives might be
reluctant to fund local goods since their grand-children will probably not enjoy them for long if
they move out - a scenario quite likely at the local level. Financing state infrastructures might, on
the contrary, be a safer way to invest in their young relatives’ future, since the youth is less likely
to move out of state. This finding is however inconsistent with the hypothesis stating that seniors’
opposition to debt might stem from their desire to protect the youth against future debt burden. If
that were the case, one should expect grand-parents to be particularly opposed to debt increases.
All in all, these findings yield mixed support for H4. They however refine the idea that the
scale of contact between groups matters to reconcile the social contact hypothesis with tensions in
heterogeneous communities (Oliver, 2010). The present results indeed indicate that conflict is not
mitigated by the scale of group contact, but rather by how overlapping the social networks of these
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groups are.

6

Conclusion

With governments turning to large debt-funded investment plans to build climate-resilient infrastructures, understanding citizens’ preferences for investments is particularly timely, especially in
ageing societies. As the electorate gets older, the time horizon of the median voter decreases, which
can hurt support for long-term policies. Since most of these massive investments will need to be
funded via borrowing, the inclination of seniors for debt might, on the contrary, facilitate political
coalitions over investments. This article examined how age shapes preferences for investments by
studying how different age groups vote on real public investment projects. By abstracting from
social desirability bias and costless self-reported preferences, it dissects the various ways in which
age shapes preferences for long-term policies. My findings show that older voters dislike public investments, and that this opposition is rooted in a distaste for policies with long-time horizon.
Contrary to predictions from the political economy literature, I also demonstrate that seniors are indifferent as to whether a policy is funded by taxation or debt. By affecting goods’ utilization rates,
age is also a strong predictor of preferences between different categories of investment. These
age-based preferences are especially salient when different age groups cohabit. Seniors indeed become more hostile towards investments when the share of children in their community increases,
as resource allocation becomes more conflictual. Only intergenerational contact within the same
household can alleviate these tensions, as seniors gain indirect utility when their grand-children
benefit from investments.
Taken together, this article first illustrates that age shapes both intertemporal and cross-sectional
preferences for investments. Two issues seem like fruitful venues for future research in this space.
First, the literature on public debt should integrate the differences between deficits aimed at immediate consumption and long-term borrowing directed toward investments. While deficits might be
favored by short-sighted electorates, the same voters can symmetrically oppose investment debt because of its long time-horizon. Second, scholars should study more systematically how age shapes
elite behaviors. There has been surprisingly little biographical work on age, even though seniors
are overrepresented among elites (Krcmaric et al., 2020). A nascent literature has demonstrated
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effects of mayors’ age on welfare policies (Curry and Haydon, 2018; McClean, 2020) and career
concerns (Alesina et al., 2019), but more research should be done on other policies and government
levels. Given that age is correlated with many variables, scholars should be particularly mindful to
theoretically delineate these dimensions and choose relevant empirical strategies to isolate them.
A second central finding of this paper is that age-based preferences can create conflict over
resource allocation. Two questions remain open here. First, future research should establish the
conditions under which political alliances between different age groups are possible. My results are
worrisome from a policy standpoint, as they highlight the structural difficulties of creating robust
support for long-term policies in societies where the median voter is getting older. As highlighted
in this article, policy design and social network structure are key to build intergenerational support
for policies. Age-based conflicts can for instance be heightened in large cities, where goods are
more excludable and age heterogeneity is higher. Appendix Figure G.10 indeed shows that agebased preferences are less salient in rural Ohio communities than in urbanized California. Second,
my findings suggest that age could be an important driver of Tiebout-sorting (Tiebout, 1956). If
age indeed shapes policy preferences, citizens might be incentivized to join communities with
people of their age so that they can obtain their most preferred policy mix. In Appendix Figure
G.11, I show that communities in the United States have indeed become more homogeneous with
respect to age, as older citizens have moved away from large cities. This societal fact is important
to further study, especially if it disincentivizes the promotion of intergenerational policies.
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Appendices
A

General information

A.1

Crosswalk precinct-Census

The process used to combine socio-demographic variables at the precinct level is the following.
We are using seven different datasets for each election:
1. Election data at the precinct level for election e at time t (e.g. general election in 2008);
2. Crosswalks between precinct and blocks for the two bounds (e.g. for 2008 crosswalk 20002008 and crosswalk 2008-2010);
3. Census data at the block group level for all socio-demographic variables ;
4. Census data at the block level to get the population only.
We start by computing the following populations by aggregating populations from several
blocks. In each case this is an area weighted computation of the population). e.g. if only half
of the surface of block 1 falls in the precinct, we associate only half of the population to the population count.
1. Compute the population in each block group-precinct pair intersection, named Nbp (note that
here the letter b designates the Census block group and not the block!);
2. Compute the population in each Census block group, named Nb = ∑ p Nbp ;
3. Compute the population in each precinct, named N p = ∑b Nbp .
We then compute two types of weights:
1. wb =

Nbp
Nb

2. w p =

Nbp
Np
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We then computed the weighted sum for each variable in count in each precinct. e.g.: the
population that is 20-29 in precinct p:
Pop20−29
=
p

∑

wbb Pop20−29
b

b|Ab ∩A p 6=0/

with b the block group and Ab (resp. A p ) the associated area of the block group (resp. precinct).
For variables in average, median, etc. we compute the following:
medianhousing
p

price

=

∑

wbp medianhousing
b

price

b|Ab ∩A p 6=0/

A.2

Descriptive statistics

Figure A.1: Voter attrition in California local bond issues (2002-2020)
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Figure A.2: Voter attrition in California state bond issues (2002-2020)

To verify if there is attrition between ballots of the same election, I compute the difference
between the turnout in bond ballot questions, and the turnout in the presidential/congressional race
that happens on the same day. The two following graphs show that in both local and state bond
elections, less than 5% of the voters who voted for the president/their congressman, did not express
opinions for the associated bond ballot question.
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Figure A.3: States with bond referendum procedures

The following map shows all states which have had at least one state bond election between
1968 and 2020. Matsusaka (2018) also provides an up-to-date list of such states. Most states with
bond elections at the state level also have referendum requirements at the local level. The ICMA
survey provides an up-to-date list for local governments, and counts around 30 states with some
sort of local bond requirement.
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B

Seniors’ general opposition toward long-term policies

Figure B.6: Decade-by-decade analysis of seniors’ vote in all state bond elections between 1967
and 2020

The graph above splits dataset 4 into four different periods, and use the specifications from
Table 2. Periods are usually of 10 years, except for 1967-1979 where I add the only three years I
have for the sixties, and 2000-2020 where I lump both decades together to allow for the inclusion
of county fixed effects. There are indeed less elections in the 2000s, so I would not have multiple
observations for several states if I used a 10-year division.

39

40
537,459
0.035

−0.390∗∗∗
(0.091)

−0.317∗∗∗
(0.044)

32,214
0.028

(2)

(1)

32,214
0.422

−0.425∗∗∗
(0.073)

(3)

Local

537,459
0.247

−0.392∗∗∗
(0.094)

(4)

32,214
0.845

−0.180∗∗∗
(0.049)

(5)

537,459
0.804

−0.192∗∗∗
(0.031)

(6)

State

31,488
0.853

−0.153∗
(0.080)
0.001
(0.001)
0.075∗∗
(0.030)
−0.0001
(0.0001)
−0.006∗
(0.003)
−0.034
(0.033)
0.044∗
(0.025)
0.300∗∗∗
(0.091)
−0.067∗∗
(0.031)
−0.050
(0.115)
−0.006
(0.029)

(7)

Local

519,016
0.813

−0.110∗∗∗
(0.019)
0.003∗∗∗
(0.001)
0.106∗∗∗
(0.026)
−0.0001∗∗∗
(0.00002)
−0.012∗∗∗
(0.003)
−0.044∗∗∗
(0.014)
−0.016
(0.011)
0.146∗∗∗
(0.034)
−0.017
(0.032)
−0.052∗∗
(0.025)
0.091∗∗∗
(0.016)

(8)

State

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the election level for local referendums, and at the county level
for state elections. For state elections, election fixed effects are interacted with county fixed effects.

∗p

Election fixed effects
Precinct fixed effects
N
R2

Share female [0,1]

Share below 18 [0,1]

Turnout [0,1]

Share Democrat [0,1]

Share white [0,1]

Share B.A. [0,1]

Share homeowners (log)

Med. house val. (10k)

Share below poverty [0,1]

Med. income (10k)

Share above 65 [0,1]

State

Local

Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State
Local

Table B.1: Table 1 full specifications

Table B.2: Placebo leads of share of seniors
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
Local
State
Local
State
Share above 65 lead 2 [0,1]

(1)

(2)

−0.096
(0.062)

−0.032∗

21,131
0.853

(4)

−0.074
(0.097)

−0.012
(0.012)

16,349
0.859

296,878
0.814

(0.016)

Share above 65 lead 4 [0,1]
Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + election × county fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

(3)

401,015
0.811

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the election level
for local referendums, and at the county level for state elections.
∗p

Table B.3: Non-parametric age groups specification
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
Local
State
Share 18-34 [0,1]
Share 35-49 [0,1]
Share 50-64 [0,1]
Share above 65 [0,1]
Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + election × county fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

(1)

(2)

0.054
(0.108)
0.072
(0.254)
0.023
(0.147)
−0.087
(0.060)

0.075∗∗∗
(0.024)
0.056
(0.051)
−0.023
(0.031)
−0.037
(0.031)

31,488
0.853

519,016
0.813

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the election level
for local referendums, and at the county level for state elections.
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Figure B.4: Sensitivity of Table 1 results to alternative definitions of seniors in California local
bond elections

Figure B.5: Sensitivity of Table 1 results to alternative definitions of seniors in California state
bond elections
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C

Seniors’ time horizon and policy length

Figure C.7: Distribution of maturities in Ohio local referendums (2000-2020)

Table C.4: Seniors’ intertemporal preferences in Ohio local referendums (dummy specification)
Vote in favor [0,1]
Policy length > 5 years {0,1}
Share above 65 [0,1]
Share above 65 × policy length > 5 years
City fixed effects
County-year fixed effects
Demographic controls
Election characteristics
N
R2

0.027
(0.026)
−0.055
(0.056)
−0.271∗∗
(0.136)

19,012
0.727

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Standard errors clustered at the election level.
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D

Age and preferences for public goods

D.1

Category coding

I hand-coded all referendums into several categories inspired by the ones adopted by Rugh and
Trounstine (2011). Here is a list of all categories with examples of the most recurring categories:
• Public safety/disaster relates to policies funding police and fire stations, earthquake response
offices and jails.
• Economic/employment (state only) relates to policies destined to stimulate the economy,
most notably programs support employment/training and policies related to firms (loans,
etc.).
• Education relates to policies funding schools and colleges and research programs. While
schools are usually funded at the local level and colleges at the state level, the State of
California has broad funding programs for all educations levels.
• Environment indicates policies related to renewable energy, parks and pollution reduction.
• Water indicates policies with relation to sewerage and water provision.
• Recreational/culture relates to policies funding stadiums, libraries, zoos, and museums.
• Transportation relates to policies funding roads, highways, bridges and street re-pavement.
• Veterans count welfare programs targeted towards veterans, along with building celebrating
the military.
• Social housing funds the construction of rent-control housing.
Here are also several categories for which there are elections, but that I do not use, as they are
too peculiar and/or lack category coherence.
• Bundled (only local) relates to bonds funding multiple projects at the same time.
• Hospitals relate to two state bonds funding children hospital.
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• City hall (only local) relates to a bond funding the renovation of a city hall.
• Pension (only local) relates to a bond funding refinancing in local civil servants’ pension
fund.

D.2

Tables
Table D.5: Seniors’ support for investments by category in California (2002-2020)

Local
Share above 65 [0,1]
Above 65 × public safety/disaster
Above 65 × environment/parks

(1)

(2)

−0.120∗∗
(0.054)
−0.159
(0.124)
0.159∗∗
(0.064)
−0.244∗∗
(0.118)
0.053
(0.061)
−0.065
(0.048)
−0.111∗∗
(0.043)
0.260∗∗∗
(0.084)

−0.214∗∗∗
(0.029)
−0.003
(0.021)
0.300∗∗∗
(0.043)
0.559∗∗∗
(0.131)
−0.052
(0.035)
−0.003
(0.021)
0.161∗∗∗
(0.035)
0.155∗∗∗
(0.018)
0.203∗∗∗
(0.023)

29,946
0.860

456,089
0.817

Above 65 × water
Above 65 × social housing
Above 65 × transportation
Above 65 × culture/recreational
Above 65 × veteran
Above 65 × deficit reduction
Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + county × county fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the election level
for local referendums, and at the county level for state elections. Reference good is public school.
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Table D.6: Youth support for investments by category in California (2002-2020)

Local
Share 18-34 [0,1]
18-34 × public safety/disaster
18-34 × environment/parks
18-34 × water
18-34 × social housing
18-34 × transportation
18-34 × culture/recreational
18-34 × veteran

(1)

(2)

0.025
(0.027)
−0.069
(0.045)
−0.028
(0.055)
0.163∗∗
(0.066)
0.189∗∗
(0.083)
0.102∗∗
(0.041)
0.047
(0.078)
0.261∗∗∗
(0.048)

0.143∗∗∗
(0.019)
−0.237∗∗∗
(0.017)
0.035∗∗∗
(0.008)
−0.128∗∗∗
(0.013)
0.102∗∗∗
(0.021)
−0.106∗∗∗
(0.012)
0.072∗∗∗
(0.022)
−0.049∗∗∗
(0.015)
−0.800∗∗∗
(0.075)

29,946
0.860

456,089
0.822

18-34 × deficit reduction
Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + county × county fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the election level
for local referendums, and at the county level for state elections. Reference good is public school.
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Table D.7: Young adult support for bond referendums in California (2002-2020)
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
Local
State
Share 18-34 [0,1]
Precinct + election fixed effects
Precinct + election × county fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2
∗p

(1)

(2)

0.078∗∗∗
(0.012)

0.092∗∗∗
(0.019)

31,488
0.853

519,016
0.813

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by precinct population. Standard errors clustered at the
election level for local referendums, and at the county level for state elections.
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E

Intergenerational conflict over resource allocation

Table E.8: Block intergenerational contact and support for investments in California (1992-2010)
Share of votes in favor [0,1]
State
0.018∗∗∗
(0.002)
0.005∗∗
(0.002)
−0.044∗∗∗
(0.008)

Share above 65 [0,1]
Share below 18 [0,1]
Above 65 × below 18
Census tract × election fixed effects
Demographic controls
N
R2

9,646,159
0.781

∗p

< .1; ∗∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .01
Results weighted by unit population. Standard errors clustered at the county level.
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F

Intergenerational solidarity over resource allocation

Figure F.8: Effect of intergenerational households on vote share for local investments in California
(2002-2020) (95% confidence interval)

Figure F.9: Effect of intergenerational households on vote share for state investments in California
(2002-2020) (95% confidence interval)
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G

Further research

Figure G.10: Effect of seniors’ presence on support for investments in Ohio local referendums
(2000-2020)

Figure G.11: Evolution of the shares of seniors by city size (1970-2010)
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Information and Ranked Choice Voting
Theodoros Ntounias, UCSD0
Abstract: Does ranked choice voting (RCV) change the information search behavior of
voters? The answer to this question is important in the context of the proposed representational benefits of RCV, which I argue are conditional on voters broadening their information
search. I present a theory, consistent with past work on voter behavior and information,
which shows that (1) RCV is a more complex informational environment than typical single
preference voting, which then predicts that (2) voters should be motivated to search for
and retain more information on the candidates, and particularly on non-copartisans. This
change in behavior should correspond to an increase in the cost of voting. I design a survey
experiment to test this theory on a nationally diverse sample of U.S. adults. Results indicate
that voters do not adapt their information search and retention behaviors, nor do they spend
more cognitive effort in the process of voting.
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Introduction
The U.S. electoral system is often criticized for producing disproportionate results, incurring
high numbers of wasted votes, and being unable to provide effective representation due
to two-party dominance reducing the viability of potentially preferred non-partisan options.
Ranked Choice Voting (RCV) presents a possible improvement on these faults. Activists and
supporters focus on its potential to increase representation, campaign civility, and candidate
diversity at relatively minimal cost to the voters themselves1 This promise has led to an
increasing number of jurisdictions which employ some form of ranked ballot in their elections,
most recently mayoral elections in New York City, and all federal and local elections in Alaska
starting in 2022. However, no electoral reform comes without a cost, which often can be less
than clear without a thorough examination of the exact consequences of the new policy
(Berinsky, 2005; Burden et al., 2014).
The empirical evidence for RCV has been mixed, with authors mostly confirming its positive
effects on campaign civility (Donovan, Tolbert, and Gracey, 2016; Neely and Cook, 2008)
but expressing doubt about whether voters comprehend RCV enough to access its benefits
(Donovan, Tolbert, and Gracey, 2019; Cerrone and McClintock, 2021; Burnett and Kogan,
2014). Crucially, research has not yet examined the effects of RCV on how voters inform
themselves prior to elections. This is a linchpin issue for the promise of RCV to be realized.
Increases in the diversity of the field of candidates is undermined in importance if voters
are still exclusively informed about the major partisan options. Similarly, while voters could
in theory pick the candidate most ideologically proximate to them without much regard to
strategic voting or fears of “vote-splitting”, such an assessment requires deeper knowledge of
the field of candidates than would be necessary to just pick the candidate who shares their
partisan affiliation.
In this paper I apply existing theory on voter information to generate a narrative of how
voters may respond to RCV, consistent with them accessing the theorized representational
benefits. Previous scholarship tends to agree that, when preparing for an election, voters
make a trade-off between being informed enough to accurately express their preferences, and
expending as little cognitive capacity as possible (Kunda, 1990; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998;
Basinger and Lavine, 2005). Starting from the model of voter information search presented
by Lau et al. (2006) it is fairly straightforward to show that RCV presents a more challenging
informational environment than typical single preference voting; voters cannot as effectively
rely on candidate elimination or strong partisan heuristics, but must venture further in order
to present an accurate ranking of their preferences. This means that, assuming voters are
willing to expand their investment of cognitive resources into their pre-election information
search, they should spend more time seeking and retaining more information on the candidate
1

For reference on activist support of RCV, FairVote provides a comprehensive list of arguments on their

website.
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set. In addition, given the importance of partisanship as a heuristic (Lau, 2013), it should
be expected that partisan voters need to expand their information search beyond just their
copartisan candidate, in order to break ties between independents or rank them relative to
the candidate of the opposing party. This set of predictions, assuming they hold, paints a
picture of RCV as a trade-off between increased cost of voting and an increase in information,
representation, and bipartisanship, given the increase in cross-partisan information and the
aforementioned results regarding campaign civility.
I test this theory using a survey experiment on a nationally diverse sample of 1488 respondents2. Participants are told they will be voting in a state-wide election using either RCV
in the treatment group, or typical single preference voting in the control group. The exact
RCV prompt is modeled after Congressional election information from the Maine Secretary
of State’s website. Voters are then presented with four candidates, and are given the option
to view an information package for each candidate. This information package contains short
biographical information, policy positions, and endorsements, which covers typical informational heuristics (Lau and Redlawsk, 2001). The participants are then presented with a
set of questions designed to test their knowledge of each candidate, before being asked to
vote3. Consistent with the theory, I expect to see respondents who expect to vote using
RCV spending more time reviewing information about the candidates, searching beyond
their party, and being better able to answer factual questions about the candidates’ policies,
background, and endorsements.
The results are null across almost all hypotheses. Voters seem very hesitant to change any
aspect of their behavior when presented with RCV; they do not click on more candidate
profiles, they do not spend more time receiving information, nor do they score higher in
the knowledge test section. Null effects are also present when the response is restricted to
non-copartisan candidates, meaning that voters do not conduct a broader search to ensure
ideological proximity or to gauge the relative ranking of independents. Proving a wellspecified null result is complex, and there is some doubt cast by the survey findings as to the
success of the experiment. For example, respondents spend relatively little time on the survey
as a whole, and appear to be slightly worse than random at responding to the knowledge
questions. This is particularly concerning given that the sample comes from Lucid Theorem,
which has in the past had issues with respondent attentiveness (Aronow et al., 2020). I
present evidence that the survey has worked as intended and produced a valid null result
that should address these concerns; specifically, respondents appear to vote based on their
partisan affiliation, show low rates of abstention, interact with a median of two candidate
profiles, are honest when responding that they are not sure of a piece of information, and
2

The survey experiment presented in this paper was approved as exempt by the UC San Diego Institutional

Review Board, and designated code 801419.
3
The survey experiment analyzed in this paper was pre-registered with OSF, with EGAP registration ID:
20211128AA.
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show clear patterns of age, education, and party effects. Assuming pathologic inattentiveness,
these results would be much closer to random.
I expand on the existing literature in three ways. First, I apply past theory on voter information to the new environment presented by RCV, which expands our understanding of voter
response to complexity. Second, I add to the growing literature on RCV by expanding its
scope to information effects; almost no research has empirically tested the changes that rank
ordering might entail for how voters seek out and retain information. Third, I add to the
broader literature on the behavioral impact of electoral reform, which has extensively studied
changes in American elections such as voter identification laws (Grimmer and Yoder, 2021),
mail voting (Gerber, Huber, and Hill, 2013), early voting (Gronke, Galanes-Rosenbaum,
and Miller, 2007), or a top-two primary system (Kousser, Phillips, and Shor, 2015)4. More
specifically, this type of research advances our knowledge of the menu of potential options for
improving the function of American democracy, of which RCV is a relatively understudied
part.

The Promise of Ranked Choice Voting
Ranked choice voting can be employed with wide variation in ballot type, tabulation system,
and requirements. As such, several electoral systems can be described as having elements
of ranking as part of their process. For the purposes of this paper, I use the term “ranked
choice voting” (RCV) to refer to any such electoral system with ranking elements, where
voters are required to express an ordinal preference between candidates or parties. Some key
elements of RCV include, but are not limited to:

• Minimum/Maximum Ranks: RCV systems may entail a minimum or maximum
required number of ranked candidates. For example, a voter’s ballot may only be
considered valid if they selected at least four candidates in ordered preference. Alternatively, jurisdictions such as Maine in the U.S. do not require any number of rankings.
• Tabulation System: RCV tabulation varies substantially across jurisdictions, particularly across different countries that employ Westminster or Proportional electoral systems. For example, the alternative vote/instant run-off tabulation system sequentially
eliminates candidates and re-allocates their voters to their subsequent most preferred
candidate until the winner reaches a majority. Conversely, Slovenia and Kiribati employ a Borda count, which allocates points to each candidate based on the full ranked
ballots of the voters.
4

Kousser et a. (2015) similarly find and publish an informative null result of the reforms they examine

on effective representation, which indicates the importance of disproving, as well as confirming the potential
benefits of electoral reforms.
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• Partisanship: Many implementations of RCV, particularly in the U.S., occur in nonpartisan jurisdictions, such as local mayoral races.

In practice, RCV presents four main benefits. First, it allows for fewer wasted votes, since
ballots will still play a role in deciding the winners even after the first preference is eliminated
from contention. This means that, especially in single member district systems, voters have
more influence over the eventual winner, as long as they input enough ranks in their ballot
to avoid exhaustion5. Second, RCV should reduce negative campaigning, since candidates
are now vying to be ranked on the ballots of opposing voters, and as such will not risk
completely alienating the opposition. This has important impacts not only on voter satisfaction with campaigns, but also crucially on participation, since prior research has found
that attack adds can have a demobilizing effect (Ansolabehere et al., 1994)6. Third, RCV
should have an upstream influence on candidate entry, since potential candidates will not
fear splitting the vote and allowing for the election of an ideological opponent. For example,
a far left Democrat may now run as an independent in a district represented by a centrist
of the same party, without necessarily fearing that this will split Democrats and lead to the
election of a Republican, since voters of each candidate can just express the two as first and
second preference respectively. This should increase representation, since voters can now
rank candidates closer to their ideal point higher on their ballot. The effect on candidate
entry has also been theorized to especially help historically under-represented groups run for
office, given it allows for building political experience outside the party structure, induces
less negative campaigning, and counteracts a spoiler effect that has been historically used
as a cudgel especially against potential women candidates (Terrell, Lamendola, and Reilly,
2021). Fourth, RCV should, in theory, reduce incentives for strategic voting, since voters
can now pick a candidate beyond the “lesser of two evils” presented by the two mainstream
parties. It is also much more complex for voters to think strategically given the tabulation
systems being employed, which are not clearly ex ante deconstructed into strategic options.
In the United States, ranked choice voting is mainly implemented in local elections, in cities
such as Oakland, Minneapolis, San Francisco, and most recently New York City in 2020.
Implementation at the municipal level is set to expand, since all cities in Virginia and Utah
have been given the option to adopt RCV, and Amherst, Albany, Boulder, and Burlington
5

Ballot exhaustion in an RCV context is when, after sequential rounds of candidate eliminations, no more

ranked candidates remain on a voter’s ballot. This means that they no longer influence the result of the
subsequent rounds, and as such their ballot is ”exhausted”. Exhaustion is more likely when voters rank
fewer candidates.
6
It should be noted that this result is hotly contested. For more on this discussion in the literature,
Freedman et al. (2004) note that advertising has a positive effect regardless of content, while other authors
claim that the effects of advertisement are conditional on the emotion being conveyed (Marcus and Mackuen,
1993; Brader, 2005). Others yet claim that advertisement in general and negative adds in particular have
no discernible effect on participation (Lau, Sigelman, and Rovner, 2007; Krasno and Green, 2008), although
the measurement strategies used here have also been contested by Franz et al. (2008)
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will also conduct all elections using RCV starting in 2022. At the state level, Maine has
been conducting all elections using RCV since 2018, while Alaska has approved a state-wide
implementation of RCV starting in 2022. Several Southern states such as Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana implement RCV for military and overseas voters in runoff elections,
since re-distribution of ballots between general and runoff would be impossible.
Research on RCV has broadly focused on the first three of the aforementioned benefits, with
little work being done on strategic voting. In terms of Campaign civility, Kropf (2021) uses
text analysis of online activity and newspaper articles to show that local election candidates
in an RCV setting are more likely to directly engage with each other, and less likely to
use negative language than their counterparts in plurality election cities. Donovan et al.
(2016) also presents evidence in favor of RCV’s effects on civility, showing how voters in
RCV districts appear to be significantly more satisfied with their local election campaigns
in terms of candidate conduct. On the other hand, Clark (2020) finds no effect on perceived
campaign civility in an online survey of Maine voters. However, apart from Clark (2020),
these studies have not extended to Congressional or state-wide elections, nor do they present
any strong causal methodology, relying more on matching or simple differences in means
between curated selections of cities.
In terms of candidate entry, John et al. (2018) study local elections in California cities before
and after RCV implementation, and find a nine percentage point increase in candidates from
racial and ethnic minority backgrounds, although they find no impact in entry for women.
Terrell et al. (2021) conduct a similar study of bay area cities and find a significant increase
in entry and success rates of women candidates in jurisdictions after the implementation of
RCV. Cerrone and McClintock (2021) predict and demonstrate modest gains in candidate
entry for RCV districts in Maine when compared to other states, but posit that they are not
significantly different than what could be expected given its electoral history. On the whole,
evidence of candidate entry is mixed, and similarly to campaign civility focuses primarily on
local elections, without providing a strong causal claim for the effects they identify.
While direct representational differences in terms of policy implementation have not been
studied, the extent to which RCV is able to better represent voters can be approximated
through voter satisfaction and participation. While some research suggests that voter satisfaction is enhanced by the ordinal and preferential features of RCV (Farrell and Mcallister,
2006), most empirical work shows that voters are confused by the novel electoral system.
Older and less educated voters show consistently poor understanding of RCV (Donovan,
Tolbert, and Gracey, 2019), which leads to enduring and widespread over-voting, which is
when a voter ranks more candidates than is legally permitted, thus spoiling their ballot
(Neely and Cook, 2008; Clark, 2020). Representational benefits are minimized due to the
prevalence of ballot exhaustion, which happens when all ordered candidates from a ballot
are eliminated (Burnett and Kogan, 2014). It is not surprising, therefore, that voters often
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either appear dissatisfied with the implementation of RCV (Cerrone and McClintock, 2021),
or very hesitant to endorse its expansion (Kimball and Anthony, 2021). This result also
extends to local election officials; in a survey of local administrators conducted by Anthony
et al. (2021), the majority of respondents and the overwhelming majority of Republican
respondents were in favor of abolishing RCV in the state, citing its relative complexity and
doubting its benefits for representation.
A common thread missing from the above studies is to what extent voters adapt their
information gathering and retention behavior based on the switch from single preference
voting to RCV. The importance of this question can be quickly ascertained when examining
the promised benefits of ranked ballots. For example, assuming the empirical evidence
existed, benefits of increased representation through a broadening of the field of candidates
would only help if voters could adequately inform themselves of these alternatives, and
of the basic premise that they can freely rank based on their preferences with no fear of
“vote-splitting”. Similarly, the empirical evidence that voters tend to under-fill their ballots,
leading to exhaustion (Burnett and Kogan, 2014), is highly suggestive of the fact that voters
do not reap the representational benefits. Strategic voting could also persist if voters are
unaware of the potential alternatives presented by independent candidates. Therefore, the
promise of RCV is locked behind an assumption about voters increasing, or at least adapting,
their informational behavior to compensate for the new environment. This is a critical gap in
understanding the trade-offs that RCV entails. Currently, RCV implementation is outpacing
research on its behavioral consequences, and research is immediately necessary in order to
assess whether it will function as intended (Berinsky, 2005). In this paper, I attempt to
bridge this gap, adding to our knowledge on the downstream effects of RCV and its capacity
to fulfill its promise.

Information and Heuristics
Initial theories on voter information centered either around rational choice accounts that
required voters to act as “ambulatory encyclopedias” (Lau, Redlawsk, et al., 2006), dispassionately updating their beliefs based on new information (Downs, 1957), or as simply
socialized party members (Campbell et al., 1980) who care little about active updates to their
deep-rooted partisan identity. These views are augmented by Popkin (1991) who draws on
previous theory to argue that voters exhibit “low-information rationality”, by drawing on
information and cues from their social circle and the media in order to keep a running tally
of assessments on candidates and parties. Lupia advances the idea of low-information voters
compensating for their lack of knowledge by using elite queues (Lupia, 1992), and later on
empirically demonstrates that voters who rely on polls, endorsements, and shared information from their community act almost as if they were fully informed in a set of non-partisan
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California ballot measures (Lupia, 1994). Voters, in this model of information, are able to
make a reasoned choice by reacting to fairly simple informational cues from trusted sources
(Lupia and McCubbins, 1998).
This view of heuristics leading to an adequately informed vote is undermined by Bartels
(1996), who shows an approximate deviation of ten percentage points between informed
voters and uninformed voters with otherwise similar demographic characteristics. Kuklinski
and Quirk (2000) expand on this view, claiming that political scientists are often overly
optimistic about voter cognition and information. Citizens are called upon to make overwhelmingly complex decisions, and while heuristics are a cognitive strategy that is typically
employed, voters will be overconfident in their assessments of these cues, biased as information receivers, and resistant to disconfirmatory evidence (Kuklinski and Quirk, 2000). Lau
and Redlawsk (2001) employ a dynamic process tracing strategy to simulate an electoral
campaign, testing how voters seek out heuristics such as party, endorsements, polling, ideology, and candidate appearance. They conclude that, while heuristics do tend to improve
correct voting for individuals with extensive political knowledge and experience, they actively
damage accuracy for political novices. This result, however, does not exclude the presence
of a signaling mechanism (Lupia, 1992), and does not take into account how heuristic-based
voting may influence the equilibrium actions of politicians (Ashworth and Mesquita, 2014).
Regardless of whether heuristic use leads to accurate voting, it is overwhelmingly clear that
voters do rely on such cues to form their preferences over the list of candidates. Another
consistent result is the critical importance of party as an informational cue. For Snyder
and Ting (2002), party acts as a “brand” for politicians that provides voters with useful
summary information about the approximate policy positions of candidates. When this
“brand” is not present, voters will rely on heuristics that might convey partisan identification,
such as endorsements from copartisan elites (Lupia, 1994), and will be substantially less
likely to accurately reflect their preferences (Lau, 2013). From another perspective, partisan
identification supersedes a simple heuristic and becomes a social identity (Campbell et al.,
1980), which causes voters to display directional motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990). This
means that voters will be more likely to seek out and trust evidence that supports their own
party (Adida et al., 2020), and thus hold beliefs that increasingly diverge from those of their
non-copartisans (Little, Schnakenberg, and Turner, 2021).
Beyond reliance on party identification, Lau et al. (2006) present a broad set of strategies
that voters employ in order to inform themselves prior to an election. Voters apply decision
heuristics as a means of decomposition, breaking down a complex political choice into a set
of specific variables such as party, endorsements, or ideology. Voters also edit the presented
choice set; in elections, this means that they will immediately disqualify irrelevant alternatives, such as independent candidates that have no chance of winning. Voters proceed to
apply the selected decision metrics on the limited choice set, either sequentially searching
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across all candidates based on their most important metric, or exhaustively searching each
candidate across the selected variables (Lau, Redlawsk, et al., 2006). These strategies are
used in the context of a maximization problem that voters face when trying to inform themselves. This is summarized by Basinger and Lavine (2005) in the form of two axioms: voters
want to be sufficiently informed in order to accurately present their preferences, but want
to do this by expending the least effort possible. Put differently, voters use decomposition
and editing strategies because they are “cognitive misers” (Fiske and Taylor, 1991).

RCV as a Complex Informational Environment
RCV presents voters with a substantially more complex choice, because it diminishes the
effectiveness of typical information acquisition strategies in contrast to single preference voting. Starting with decomposition, consider a partisan voter trying to pick their single most
preferred candidate; it is quite likely that the party heuristic is in and of itself sufficient
for making that choice. However, assuming a two-party system, RCV, and the presence
of independent candidates7, the party heuristic can, at most, dictate the top and bottom
candidates without needing more information on the independent candidates in between.
This heuristic is exhausted, since it cannot provide more information on the voter’s relative
preferences between the candidates. Therefore, decomposition as a strategy is harder under
RCV, since some heuristics, particularly discrete heuristics such as party, do not contain
enough information to produce a full ordering of candidates. Similarly, editing also becomes more complex under RCV. Assuming one of the goals of RCV is to allow voters to
rank according to preference and better represent their interests, voters cannot immediately
eliminate candidates based on viability. Additionally, viability itself becomes substantially
harder to calculate from simple polling, since voters are often unfamiliar or confused by the
exact system of choosing a winner in RCV (Anthony et al., 2021). Similarly, it is also harder
to eliminate based on partisanship, since independents can often be more radical than mainstream party candidates, meaning that voters need to examine all of them to produce a full
relative ordering.
Consequently, RCV voters either limit their definition of sufficiency to an under-vote8, or expand their effort in information acquisition. Therefore, if voters are to reap representational
benefits and provide incentives for wider candidate entry, they must become more informed
than under single preference voting; if they are to pick the candidate that best represents
them, they must also exhibit this increase in information on heuristics that have some substantive benefit (policy position, ideology, experience, representational characteristics), and
7
8

This setup is typical of RCV elections in Maine, or partisan mayoral elections across the US.
This appears to be the case in several municipal elections. Burnett and Kogan (2014) examine ballot

exhaustion across four California municipalities, and find that 9.6 to 27.1 percent of ballots do not survive
to the final round.
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not simply by candidate appearance or ballot position(Cunow et al., 2021).
H1: RCV voters, compared to single preference voters, will seek and retain more information.
In addition, given the effect of RCV on partisan editing strategies, it is reasonable to expect
that voters spend more time researching non-copartisan candidates, since they cannot simply
arrive at their final decision by picking based on party. Given partisans are, by definition,
more likely to vote based on party, it should also be expected that RCV will have more of
an effect on their behavior.
H1a: RCV voters, compared to single preference voters, will increase the amount of information they seek and retain on non-copartisans.
H1b: Partisan RCV voters, compared to partisan single preference voters, will increase the
amount of information they seek and retain, relative to independents.
Lastly, given differential rates of comprehension of RCV, voters that have a hard time understanding the ranking process should also exhibit a more limited response to the shifting
informational environment.
H1c: Younger, more educated RCV voters will exhibit a larger increase in information search
and retention, when compared to older, less educated RCV voters.

The Consequences of Complexity
The flip-side of the above optimistic case is that since strategies and heuristics are weaker,
voters will need to spend more cognitive effort to reach a level of minimum comfort with
expressing their preferences at the ballot box. They will not only need to rely on strictly more
information, but often on more complex heuristics, since breaking ties involving independent
candidates may often require an ideological assessment that partisans are not used to making
for nonpartisan candidates; for example, it may be hard for a Democrat voter to assess the
difference between a Republican and a libertarian based on endorsements alone, which may
lead them to consider specific policy positions. This leads to the following hypothesis:
H2: RCV voters, compared to single preference voters, will expend more cognitive resources.
The consequences of this increased cost are likely to be reflected in terms of participation,
with abstention increasing for individuals faced with the prospect of voting using RCV. This
is consistent with results on how changing the cost of voting affects participation (Downs,
1957; Burden et al., 2014; Berinsky, 2005). Additionally, this increased complexity, along
with the complexity of RCV as a system, should also lead to ballot spoilage9 particularly
9

Broadly speaking, spoilage occurs when a voter incorrectly follows instructions on how to fill out and

submit their ballot. In the RCV context this may include ranking too many or too few candidates, or ranking
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for older and less educated voters, consistent with previous results (Anthony et al., 2021;
Cerrone and McClintock, 2021).
H2a: RCV voters, compared to single preference voters, will be more likely to abstain.
H2b: Older, less educated RCV voters will be more likely to spoil their ballots.
Before proceeding, it should be noted that the exact process by which RCV affects voters
may be reversed from the ordering of the hypotheses as presented above. Voters are first
brought up against the complexity of the new system, and as such can choose to abstain
prior to any information acquisition. This means that, conceivably, the above effects stand
only for voters that make the initial choice to participate despite the increased complexity,
and as such those who abstain should show no effect from RCV. The models presented below
include all voters, gauging an average response across a nationally diverse sample; at worst,
these models include some noise from voters who pick not to participate because of RCV,
rather than those who abstain due to any issues with the candidate pool or their own voting
habits, who should be randomly distributed between treatment and control. In Appendix D
I split the sample based on abstention, and find the exact same results for both groups.
In this section, I focus on the optimistic case as a direct test of the benefits of RCV and
the issues that it might entail with regards to increases in the cognitive costs of voting. Of
course, as will become abundantly clear in the results section of this paper, the case presented
here may not necessarily be fulfilled. There are several alternative mechanisms that might
be taking effect. For instance, Cunow et al. (2021) argue that increasing the complexity
for voters can lead to “choice overload” (Iyengar and Lepper, 2000), which is connected
with decreased intake of information per candidate, less time spent learning about candidate
policy, higher abstention rates, and higher spoilage rates. If voters faced with RCV are
exhibiting choice overload, similar results to those hypothesized above should be present in
H2 and potentially H1a, while all other hypotheses should be null or even negative, given
that voters should be expected to learn less about policy. Another alternative is that voters
are simply unwilling to adapt their informational behavior at all; their cognitive budget is
strict and their common strategies for information acquisition are deeply ingrained enough
that a shift in electoral method does not cause them to change their practices. This would
mean RCV increases the complexity of voting, but does not do so enough to induce choice
overload. In this case, all hypotheses should be null apart from H2b, assuming voters stick
to their trained behaviors. In both these alternative cases, voters using RCV would be faced
with higher complexity but less information, meaning the benefits of RCV to representation
would be substantially undermined.
the same candidate in multiple positions. In non-RCV contexts, this looks like failing to sign a mail ballot
or voting for more than one candidate.
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Experimental Design and Data
Survey Design
In order to test the above hypotheses, a nationally diverse sample of 1,488 respondents was
recruited between December 13 and 20, 2021 through Lucid Theorem, all U.S. citizens 10
aged 18 and older. The participants were asked to complete a survey, which they completed
in a median time of four minutes. The sample closely reflected national demographics on
age, ethnoracial characteristics, partisanship, and education, according to Lucid Theorem’s
audience targets11; however, given the size of the sample, the results should not be assumed to
generalize equally within all demographic groups. Another issue relevant to Lucid Theorem
is the existence of a concerning number of low-quality respondents or bots (Aronow et al.,
2020). In order to circumvent this issue, attention checks were used to screen respondents,
leading to the elimination of around a thousand potential subjects. While this is certain to
not have fully corrected the issue, the survey experiment design detailed here is robust to
some noise from low quality respondents, assuming equal distribution between control and
treatment groups.
Table 1: Balance table for treatment versus control groups. Mean Difference is standardized.

Variables

Type

Mean Difference t-Test P-Value

Republican

Binary

-0.0004

0.984

Democrat

Binary

-0.049

0.256

Independent/Other

Binary

0.049

0.239

Registered

Binary

0.018

0.545

RCV Experience

Binary

0.0004

0.996

Age

Contin. 0.0002

0.987

Gender

Binary

-0.013

0.757

Asian

Binary

0.008

0.704

Black

Binary

-0.022

0.421

Indigenous

Binary

0.001

0.824

Other

Binary

0.026

0.341

Pacific Islander

Binary

-0.001

0.790

White

Binary

-0.012

0.774

Hispanic

Binary

0.004

0.907

No Response (Hisp)

Binary

0.006

0.663

Non-Hispanic

Binary

-0.009

0.768

Education: High School

Binary

0.012

0.748

Education: Some College Binary

-0.008

0.827

Education: College

0.012

0.786

-0.016

0.587

Binary

Education: Postgraduate Binary
10

Note here that the respondents are not registered voters. They are asked about registration status in

order to ensure balance between treatment and control. Registration status is used as a control variable
in all regressions, but does not achieve statistical significance. Lucid Theorem does not permit exclusively
sampling registered voters.
11
https://lucidtheorem.com/faq
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After consent and attention checks, respondents answer a brief pre-survey questionnaire12 and
are divided into treatment and control groups through random allocation, which successfully
led to balance on observables between the groups as is evident from Table 1. Both groups
are informed that they will vote on a set of four simulated candidates, who they should
assume are running for statewide office in their state. They are also informed that they will
be allowed to abstain, if they chose to do so. The control group is told they will vote using
single preference voting, which is briefly explained as the standard voting system applied
in most U.S. jurisdictions. The treatment group is given a prompt explaining RCV, which
closely mimics the information publicly available on the Maine Secretary of state’s website 13.
This means that the exact system they are briefed on does not require a specific amount of
rankings for the ballot to be valid, displays the partisanship of the candidates on the ballot,
and uses an alternative vote measure to determine a winner. This is chosen as the model
of RCV given it is the only currently implemented statewide RCV method, which reinforces
the external validity of the study. Additionally, it provides a good test of the theory since
it is minimally restrictive: partisanship is present and there are no minimum and maximum
ranking requirements.
Both groups are then directed to a page that displays the names and partisan affiliations of
the four candidates (two independents, one Democrat, one Republican). They are instructed
to select as many or as few candidates as they want from the list to learn more about. If they
select no candidates, they are led to the next section of the survey. Less than five percent
of the respondents selected to see no further information, while the average number of candidates selected was 1.93. For the selected candidates, the respondents are presented with a
short biographical summary, a set of policy positions, and a small number of endorsements.
The biographical summary focuses on prior work and political experience, but also gives
ethnoracial and gender information about the candidate. For example, the Republican candidate is presented using he/him pronouns and is said to be of white Irish descent. Exactly
four policy positions are given per candidate, in a neutral journalistic tone; as an example,
for one of the independent candidates, the prompt reads “Ruiz is pro-life, citing religious
reasons for his position.” The candidate profiles do not vary across respondents, and are the
same across groups. The time the respondents spend in the candidate information section
is recorded.
It should be noted that the task of creating a set of simulated candidates that are equally
plausible across all districts in the United states is quite daunting. While some effort is made
to present a relatively broad spectrum of politicians, this does not mean that the exact set
is perceived to be equally plausible for a voter in Orange County as it might be for a voter
in Connecticut. The approximate policy positions of the candidates, and in particular the
independents who are coded as libertarian and fiscally conservative moderate, was loosely
12

The full survey is available in Appendix A.
https://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/upcoming/rankedchoicefaq.html
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inspired by candidates for U.S. House in Maine RCV elections, in order to make sure the
set is plausible in an RCV context. The experimental design should, again, be robust to
different perceptions of plausibility, assuming group balance; however this may complicate
both external validity and make it harder to detect a treatment effect.
After the end of the candidate section, voters are given a set of eight questions to assess their
acquired knowledge of the candidates. These are selected randomly by sampling two questions from a pool of four, for each candidate. They address endorsements, prior experience,
and policy positions. Responses on candidates that the voters did not select to learn about
are automatically coded as being incorrect. The questions are set up to assess knowledge
of more complex heuristics, based on the increased representation promise of RCV, and the
difficulty of decomposition when the party heuristic is absent. In this section respondents
perform particularly poorly, with the correct response rate being only just as good as random14. While this result is not optimistic for the validity of the survey design, it should be
noted that individual questions exhibit a very wide range of correct responses, from around
35 percent to 14 percent, well above and below what would be expected if respondents were
uniformly guessing, respectively. The correct response rate also rises if “Not Sure” responses
are coded as correct in the cases where the respondent has not seen the profile. Additionally,
respondents seem to be fairly sincere when they did not view the candidate profile; around
70 percent of responses to questions they could not have possibly known are “Not Sure”,
as compared with a “Not Sure” response rate of 30 percent when they plausibly could have
known the answer. These results suggest that, at worst, the questions may have been too
difficult for respondents, leading to an adverse environment for detecting an effect. They do
not suggest an overwhelmingly high rate of random responses and low attention.
The respondents are then asked to vote, with the control group asked to select their single
preferred candidate or abstain, and the treatment group given a grid RCV ballot

15.

As

previously stated, it is possible for RCV voters to spoil their ballots if, for example, they
input more than one candidate as their second option, or if they skip a rank. Approximately
thirteen percent of RCV respondents spoiled their ballots, slightly above the average for
RCV districts in Minneapolis and San Francisco which is around ten percent (Neely and
Cook, 2008). It should also be noted that the vast majority (around 73 percent) either voted
for their copartisan candidate or ranked their copartisan candidate as their first preference,
14

This is a surprising result, which was not predicted by average performance in soft-launches of the

survey. More specifically, the first pilot had an average correct response rate of around 35 percent, with
individual questions ranging between 15-50 percent. The pilot sample was also fairly representative based
on Lucid demographic requirements, although the much smaller sample size did lead to an intensified issue
with representation of relatively small subgroups.
15
Voting occurs after the question step in order to make sure that the process of voting does not act as a
confounding treatment on the retained information; voters could conceivably be better at remembering facts
if they first were tasked with a complex ranking procedure, rather than a single choice. In this experiment,
the knowledge test matters more than the ballots.
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which provides a strong indication that the results are not random, but inputted in good
faith by the respondents. Additionally, 69 percent of the respondents in the treatment group
filled out a full ballot, with four ranked choices16. This is a good indicator that respondents
are engaging with the ranking system and not randomly clicking through, as it would be
very easy to spoil a fully ranked ballot.
While the artificial nature of this survey should create questions as to the generalizability of
the results, I stress the following four points. First, the treatment briefs, ballot structure,
and RCV system was raised directly from real Maine elections, meaning that voters should
have a very similar experience to when they are actually asked to vote in an American RCV
election. The addition of an abstention option is also not typical of simulated campaign
surveys, but further adds a degree of similarity between the survey and real voting procedure. Second, despite some concerns, the candidates themselves are heavily influenced by
candidates from Maine RCV elections, but adapted to better reflect national demographics and issues, meaning that they should provide at least a glimpse at voter response to a
realistic RCV choice set. Third, there are fail-safes built into the survey; attention checks
remove a large amount of poor quality respondents, random guessing is weeded out through
profile viewing data, and voters are uniformly given the option to express ignorance, rather
than being forced to respond. Fourth, even if there is some sacrificed external validity, such
survey experiments present a unique option to study the behavioral effects of RCV on a
national level without just relying on the states that have already implemented it. Exclusively studying Maine, Alaska, and a set of mayoral elections should present at least equally
strong generalizability concerns, and waiting until wide RCV implementation has occurred
is closing the barn door after the horse has bolted.

Operationalization and Controls
The first hypothesis splits into two parts: seeking and retaining more information. Information seeking is measured as the proportion of profiles that each respondent selected to
learn more about. Information retention is measured first as the proportion of correct responses. A potential issue with this operationalization comes from varying item difficulty,
as is evident from the differential correct response rates from the respondents. In order to
show robustness of the model to this issue, I use item response theory (IRT) to implement
a Bayesian Rasch model (Bürkner, 2020; Nguyen et al., 2014). IRT models the relationship
of individual items to an unidentified latent trait, commonly measured by all the questions
on the test. More specifically, the 1PL or Rasch model I implement works by estimating the
16

One concern here is that this result does not appear to fully reflect the under-voting rate present in

Maine, where only 48 percent of voters ranked every single candidate in the 2020 July Congressional primary,
and only around a quarter fully filled in their ballot in 2018. Respondents appear more comfortable fully
expanding on their choices in the simulated survey environment, which makes the null results in information
more concerning.
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probability that respondent i correctly answers question j as the logistic function of the sum
θi + βj , where βj represents the difficulty of the question and θi the latent ability of each
individual. As such, this model solves the issue of varying question difficulty by controlling
for it while estimating individual scores. Some specifics on the assumptions and implementation of the model can be found in the Appendix, and the resulting model for H1 that uses
the latent trait estimated values is indistinguishable from the simple proportion of correct
responses model.
For H1a, which predicts that RCV respondents increase the amount of information they
seek and retain on non-copartisans, the response variables of H1 are restricted to exclusively
non-copartisan candidates; for independents, non-copartisan is taken to mean Republican or
Democrat candidates17. H1b and H1c, which correspond to heterogeneous treatment effects
of partisanship, and age and education respectively, are assessed using interaction effects
between the treatment and the variables of interest. Cognitive effort, as referred to in H2,
is measured as the logged time respondents spent learning about the candidates. The log is
taken because it better fits distributional assumptions for the response in OLS, since there is
a substantial skew to the right in terms of the distribution of time spent gaining information.
Ballots are coded as spoiled according to Maine election standards: a ballot is valid only if
it includes ranks starting from first and proceeding step-wise to the final rank, and there is
exclusively one rank given to each candidate.
The hypotheses are tested using difference-in-means tests, and OLS regression. For the models of spoilage and abstention, a linear probability model is preferred. A first set of control
variables is supplied by Lucid, and includes age, education18, race, and Hispanic identification. Another set is asked in pre-survey questions. Respondents are asked for their party
identification, whether they are registered to vote, and whether they have previous RCV
experience. These are asked primarily to ensure balance between groups; more politically
active respondents or respondents with previous RCV experience could potentially skew information search and retention. They are also used in the OLS models to reduce standard
errors and control for heterogeneous treatment effects beyond those that were hypothesized.

Results
Treatment Group and Information Effects
Table 2 presents the results from a set of t-tests between control and treatment group for
the full and non-copartisan specifications of the response variable. The difference in means
17

An alternate specification, with independents having no copartisans, is presented in Appendix B.
In all regressions, the reference category for these variables is the 18-28 age group and individuals with

18

no college education, respectively.
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Table 2: Difference in means tests.

Hypotheses

Control Mean

Treatment Mean

Difference

t-Test

Profiles Seen

1.931

1.948

0.017

0.760

Correct Responses

1.873

1.851

-0.022

0.805

Non-Copartisans Seen

0.919

0.923

0.003

0.943

Non-Copartisasn Correct

0.935

0.925

-0.009

0.881

4.124

4.127

0.004

0.944

0.065

0.042

-0.023

0.018

H1

H1a

H2
Logged Time
H2a
Abstention

between the proportion of seen profiles and correct responses is not statistically significant,
which provides a strong first indication against H1.
Results for H1 are further presented in Table 3 and Figure 1, which graphically presents point
estimates and 95% confidence intervals for selected covariates. Respondents do not change
the amount of information they seek or retain based on the treatment, relative to the single
preference baseline. The effects of education on the sample as a whole confirm expectations,
as individuals with at least some college education appear to be seeking and retaining more
information across treatment and control groups. Individuals aged 28 to 48 appear to be
seeking less information than the baseline group, although this effect is not present for older
ages. There are no consistent effects of age on the number of correct responses individuals
submit either; the 28-38 age group appears worse than the baseline at correctly answering
questions, although all other age groups are statistically indistinguishable. The education
effect outlined here provides some evidence for the validity of the experiment, but there is
no evidence in favor of H1. It is also clear that there are no heterogeneous treatment effects
based on age or education, which is evidence against H1c.
When the response variable is restricted to non-copartisan candidates, education and age
effects remain roughly similar, although there is still no treatment effect present, as is clear
from Figure 2. This is evidence against H1a, meaning that respondents in the treatment
group appear quite hesitant to even reallocate their time and effort to different candidates, as
the partisanship mechanisms in the theory would predict. The evidence implies that voters
faced with RCV will continue to seek out independents and non-copartisans at approximately
the current rate, which means that the representational benefits of RCV that rely from an
expanded candidate selection pool would most likely not materialize.
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Treatment

Age (28, 38]

Age (38, 48]

Age (48, 58]

Age (58, 68]

Age (68, +]

Some College

College

Response
Postgraduate

Seen
Correct

Treatment * (28, 38]

Treatment * (38, 48]

Treatment * (48, 58]

Treatment * (58, 68]

Treatment * (68, +]

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Treatment * educationPostgrad

−0.1

0.0

0.1

0.2

Estimate

Figure 1: Test of H1: Treatment effect, education, and age.
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Response
Treatment

Seen
Correct

−0.10

−0.05

0.00

0.05

Estimate

Figure 2: Test of H1a: Treatment effect for non-copartisan response.
The same theoretical mechanism is further tested in H1b. A variable indicating partisan
status is added to the regression and interacted with the treatment. The marginal effects
plots in Figure 3 reveal no evidence of a heterogeneous treatment effect of partisan status.
However, they do reveal that independent respondents both seek and retain more information
than their Democrat or Republican counterparts19. This is consistent with the theory on the
importance of partisan attachment as a heuristic. Independents have to conduct a somewhat
broader search to decide on their preferred candidate, given the lack of an automatic option,
which leads them to seeking more profiles and as such retaining more information.
The overall conclusion on H1 is that respondents do not change any aspect of their information search and retention patterns, at least when it comes to the partisanship of candidates
or knowledge on their endorsements and policy positions. The effects of partisanship and
education provide some corroboration for the validity of the survey design; they are clearly
non-random, and show an effect consistent to expectation.

Complexity
The results relating to H1 suggest a different picture from the theory. Respondents do not
shift the amount of profiles they interact with, nor are they better at retaining information;
therefore, it should be expected that the treatment has not led them to expend any additional
effort. This is corroborated by the results in this section.
Respondents, on average, spend the same time on the candidate section between control and
treatment groups, as is shown from the results of the t-test and the regression presented
in Table 4 and Figure 4. Similarly to the previous section, there also appear to be no
heterogeneous treatment effects of age and education, although older voters appear to be
19

Full regression table can be found in the Appendix, where this effect is also clearly present.
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Number of Candidates Seen

0.4

Group

0.3

Control
Treatment

0.2

0.1

No

Partisan

Yes

(a) Candidates seen
0.25

Correct Responses

0.20

0.15

Group
Control
Treatment
0.10

0.05

0.00
No

Partisan

Yes

(b) Correct responses

Figure 3: Test of H1b: Treatment effect interacted with partisanship
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Table 3: Hypothesis H1, OLS regressions with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors.

Dependent variable:
Profiles Seen
Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, + )

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Non-copartisans

Correct Responses

Interactions

Non-copartisans

0.006

0.001

−0.024

−0.007

−0.008

−0.036

(0.016)

(0.039)

(0.051)

(0.012)

(0.031)

(0.033)

−0.104∗∗∗

−0.112∗∗∗

−0.152∗∗∗

−0.054∗∗∗

−0.061∗∗

−0.083∗∗∗

(0.026)

(0.034)

(0.045)

(0.021)

(0.028)

(0.031)

−0.061∗∗

−0.066∗

−0.093∗∗

0.004

0.008

−0.043

(0.027)

(0.036)

(0.046)

(0.021)

(0.028)

(0.031)

−0.027

−0.053

−0.089∗∗

0.038∗

0.030

−0.023

(0.027)

(0.034)

(0.045)

(0.022)

(0.030)

(0.032)

−0.052∗

−0.046

−0.056

0.033

0.038

0.010

(0.028)

(0.038)

(0.049)

(0.022)

(0.032)

(0.036)

−0.020

−0.047

−0.033

0.059∗∗

0.040

0.010

(0.033)

(0.047)

(0.058)

(0.026)

(0.037)

(0.043)

0.056∗∗

0.091∗∗∗

0.083∗∗

0.045∗∗

0.060∗∗

0.051∗

(0.022)

(0.030)

(0.039)

(0.018)

(0.026)

(0.028)

0.069∗∗∗

0.067∗∗

0.077∗∗

0.046∗∗∗

0.048∗∗

0.044∗

(0.020)

(0.027)

(0.034)

(0.016)

(0.022)

(0.024)

0.123∗∗∗

0.132∗∗∗

0.169∗∗∗

0.075∗∗∗

0.072∗∗

0.071∗∗

(0.027)

(0.038)

(0.048)

(0.022)

(0.028)

(0.032)

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, + )

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

0.022

0.034

0.017

0.051

(0.049)

(0.064)

(0.039)

(0.042)

0.018

0.028

−0.005

0.033

(0.051)

(0.065)

(0.040)

(0.043)

0.058

0.126∗

0.019

0.088∗

(0.052)

(0.067)

(0.043)

(0.045)

−0.009

0.008

−0.007

−0.003

(0.052)

(0.067)

(0.043)

(0.047)

0.058

0.091

0.039

0.079

(0.065)

(0.081)

(0.052)

(0.058)

−0.070

−0.064

−0.029

−0.024

(0.043)

(0.055)

(0.036)

(0.039)

0.005

0.014

−0.003

−0.004

(0.039)

(0.050)

(0.031)

(0.034)

−0.018

−0.038

0.006

0.001

(0.054)

(0.068)

(0.041)

(0.045)

0.317∗∗∗

0.320∗∗∗

0.147∗∗

0.138∗∗∗

0.139∗∗∗

0.074

(0.052)

(0.051)

(0.066)

(0.042)

(0.045)

(0.046)

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Interactions

Models include controls for ethnoracial characteristics, voter registration, previous RCV experience and party.

Observations

1,488

1,488

1,488

1,488

1,488

1,488

Adjusted R2

0.095

0.081

0.079

0.099

0.084

0.070

Note:

∗

p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05;

∗∗∗

p<0.01
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spending significantly more time, on average, viewing candidate profiles. It should be noted
here that there were some data-related issues with measuring the time variable; there were
major outliers in terms of survey completion time, and some missing values for the time
spent on the candidate section. The latter observations are not included in the regression,
but they appear random enough so as to not harm balance between control and treatment.
The outliers in terms of survey completion, some reaching up to twenty five hours in total,
are included in the regression, since their time spent on the candidate section appears to be
about average; the best guess is that they left the survey open on an electronic device on a
different page, and returned to it the next day.

Treatment

Age (28, 38]

Age (38, 48]

Age (48, 58]

Age (58, 68]

Age (68, +]

Some College

College

Postgraduate

0.0

0.4

0.8

1.2

Estimate

Figure 4: Test of H2: Time spent searching.
In Table 2, there appears to be a statistically significant difference in the mean abstention
rate of the two groups, with individuals in the treatment group being less likely to abstain,
counter to expectations. This result is partially corroborated by the first regression on Table
4, but does not hold up after the inclusion of interaction effects, which is also clear in Figure 5.
The negative effect here is therefore quite weak, but does admittedly run somewhat counter
to expectations from the theory. One possible explanation here could be a novelty effect
making first-time RCV participants more likely to engage with the ballot, which would be
consistent with the fact that participants who reported prior experience with RCV were also
more likely to abstain in general, as can be seen from the full regression tables in Appendix
A.
Lastly, ballot spoilage in the treatment group is examined in Figure 6.

There appears

to be no consistent effect of age or education on ballot spoilage, which goes counter to
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Treatment

Age (28, 38]

Age (38, 48]

Age (48, 58]

Age (58, 68]

Age (68, +]

Some College

College

Postgraduate

0.0

0.1

Estimate

Figure 5: Test of H2a: Probability of abstention.

Age (28, 38]

Age (38, 48]

Age (48, 58]

Age (58, 68]

Age (68, +]

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Previous RCV Experience

−0.1

0.0

0.1

Estimate

Figure 6: Test of H2b: Probability of spoilage.

0.2
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Table 4: Hypothesis H2, OLS regressions with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors.

Dependent variable:

Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

log(Time)

Interactions

Abstained

Interactions

−0.010

−0.010

−0.029∗∗

−0.029

(0.053)

(0.153)

(0.013)

(0.029)

−0.057

−0.057

0.002

0.002

0.078∗

(0.099)

(0.136)

(0.020)

(0.027)

(0.047)

0.472∗∗∗

0.472∗∗∗

0.022

0.022

−0.002

(0.095)

(0.134)

(0.020)

(0.031)

(0.046)

0.593∗∗∗

0.593∗∗∗

0.039∗

0.039

−0.028

(0.099)

(0.129)

(0.021)

(0.031)

(0.047)

0.733∗∗∗

0.733∗∗∗

0.090∗∗∗

0.090∗∗

−0.052

(0.095)

(0.125)

(0.023)

(0.036)

(0.043)

0.903∗∗∗

0.903∗∗∗

0.093∗∗∗

0.093∗∗

−0.035

(0.104)

(0.137)

(0.029)

(0.046)

(0.052)

0.249∗∗∗

0.249∗∗

−0.011

−0.011

0.008

(0.081)

(0.110)

(0.018)

(0.027)

(0.036)

0.098

0.098

0.032∗

0.032

−0.030

(0.073)

(0.101)

(0.017)

(0.027)

(0.031)

0.131

0.131

−0.004

−0.004

−0.004

(0.093)

(0.126)

(0.021)

(0.031)

(0.049)

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, + )

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Spoiled (Treat)

0.127

0.060

(0.192)

(0.037)

−0.082

−0.001

(0.190)

(0.037)

0.183

−0.025

(0.193)

(0.036)

0.099

−0.042

(0.181)

(0.042)

0.067

−0.047

(0.195)

(0.054)

−0.164

0.014

(0.161)

(0.036)

−0.014

−0.052

(0.144)

(0.033)

−0.128

0.002

(0.179)

(0.038)

3.429∗∗∗

3.429∗∗∗

0.085∗∗

0.085∗∗

0.141

(0.185)

(0.202)

(0.039)

(0.040)

(0.087)

Models include controls for ethnoracial characteristics, voter registration, previous RCV experience and party.

Observations

1,419

1,419

1,488

1,488

737

Adjusted R2

0.175

0.173

0.034

0.035

0.068

Note:

∗

p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05;

∗∗∗

p<0.01
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empirical results on RCV in the observational setting. While this casts some doubt about
the external validity of the survey, two factors should be mentioned. First, there is no
randomization mechanism for the treatment group, meaning that internal validity of the
test on unobservable characteristics cannot be guaranteed; the test is simply not set up to
accurately detect such effects, and should only be taken as an indication. Second, even if a
result should be detected, it is likely much smaller in the experimental setting, since there
is no situational pressure that would exist at the ballot box; individuals voting may have
waited in line, be aware that others are waiting to vote, and may not have the ability to
easily correct mistakes on their ballot. All these factors are not present in the experimental
setting, and therefore the test of H2b may be under-powered to detect a result, rather than
it indicating a lack of validity for the survey as a whole.
Consistent with the previous section, respondents appear to be entirely unaffected by the
treatment both in terms of information and on cognitive effort. Returning to the Basinger
and Lavine (2005) trade-off, respondents presented with the RCV condition are not altering
their cognitive budget, which in turn leads them to seek and retain the same amount of
information, while broadly maintaining the same pattern of cross-partisan search. Respondents appear comfortable expressing their ranked order preferences with the information
they already have at hand. While it is conceivable that they are correct in their assessment,
contrary to the theory of RCV as informationally complex, it is quite interesting that the
two groups reach a different electoral outcome; in the control group, the Democrat wins
with 37.7 percent of the vote, while in the treatment group the Democrat and Republican
survive to the last round, where the Republican wins with 51.4 percent of the aggregated
preference votes. Two groups of individuals, randomized and balanced on observable characteristics, reach different electoral results while using the exact same information set. While
it is conceivable that this is an accurate reflection of true ranked preferences, it is more likely
somewhat concerning that the results of an election are switched when the electoral system
becomes more complex, without voters adapting to that complexity.

Discussion
The results here are clearly inconsistent with the hypothesized view of RCV, as voters do
not adapt their information search and retention strategies as measured by the survey instrument. One potential alternative explanation for these results comes from the study of
ballot length and choice overload (Iyengar, Wells, and Schwartz, 2006; Cunow et al., 2021).
Previous research has argued that as the choice set of candidates available increases, voters
exhibit “choice overload” (Iyengar, Wells, and Schwartz, 2006; Iyengar and Lepper, 2000),
which leads to confusion, incorrect voting, and abstention (Cunow, 2014; Cunow et al., 2021).
Specifically, Cunow et al. (2021) argue that despite the purported benefits to representation
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from a wider choice set, voters tend to not alter or even reduce the amount of policy information they seek for each candidate. This is confirmed through a similar survey experiment
with simulated candidates in Brazil. Cunow (2014) also argues that voters presented with a
larger ballot are likely to be “first-issue hunters”, who quickly scan between candidates for a
single, separating issue. Cohen (2018) empirically shows that higher levels of ballot length in
South American democracies is predictive of higher abstention and spoilage rates, as voters
are confused or turned off by complex ballots.
Could voters in this study be facing a similar “choice overload” effect, which leads them to
rely on their previously trained party heuristics and a quick, single-issue scan of independent
candidates? The survey results do not indicate that this is the case. RCV voters do not
show any increase in information retention or search, which should be present even if they are
simply learning from an additional single-issue scan. Nor are they expanding their information search to other candidates, even superficially, since there is no effect on non-copartisan
information. Further still, abstention shows a weak negative effect for the treatment group,
which is the exact opposite of what would be predicted by a “choice overload” phenomenon.
Coupled with the null effect of the treatment on cognitive effort, this means that respondents
who vote using RCV in this study appear less confused, and more simply impassive about
RCV, not recognizing the complexities that it incurs. However, a form of “choice overload”
should not be rejected as a potential outcome of RCV. Shifts in ballot length examined in
studies of Latin America range the number of candidates from three to fifteen in a nonpartisan setting, while the current RCV survey experiment only includes four candidates,
two parties, and forces no minimum number of rankings. This means that perhaps RCV
could have an actively detrimental “choice overload” effect in local election settings, which
are often non-partisan and include a much larger range of candidates. RCV could still cause
choice overload, but conditionally based on the choice set of candidates, the existence of the
partisanship heuristic, or even increased rates of understanding of what RCV actually entails
and how it functions. Further research is required to examine how the complexity of RCV
might affect informational behavior in different electoral settings across the United States.
Another alternative, which would require further inquiry, is that voters are very hesitant to
change their cognition on information unless they are institutionally forced to do so, like
they are in non-partisan elections (Lupia, 1994), or the signal that change is necessary is
particularly strong, as would be the case with a five fold increase in the number of candidates. Note that RCV is more complex, but typically does not force this complexity on the
voters; they are still able to input a small number of rankings, they can still learn based on
their past practices and heuristics, and they can still garner the satisfaction that comes from
participation despite their ballot being exhausted, which is something they would have to
consciously calculate ex post. Why would voters not shift their behaviors? Perhaps this is
consistent with the general depiction of voters as “cognitive misers”(Fiske and Taylor, 1991)
who exhibit motivated reasoning based on an ingrained, intuitive combination of partisan-
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ship, heuristics, normative assessments and policy stereotypes (Kuklinski and Quirk, 2000).
From this theoretical basis, it could follow that voters are misers when they are called to
adapt their information search on a macro level, and do not consider the fact that full representation under RCV requires more information than before. Perhaps an effect may be
clearer when RCV systems require a minimum number of ranks for a ballot to be counted
as valid, thus setting a hard institutional mandate on the exact extent of participation. In
addition, voters in observational settings may adapt their practices over time, as they realize
the potential of RCV. This effect would be very hard to test for in a survey experiment
setting, but should be further examined.
A last alternative explanation for the reported results may be that the methodology is flawed.
This would likely be either the fault of the survey or of the incentive structure for Lucid
respondents. Respondents in online surveys typically get compensated for completion, and
as such would want to finish the survey as fast as possible, and not necessarily provide a
strong response. There are some reasons for concern. Respondents performed particularly
poorly on average in the information test, and spent a relatively low median time of four
minutes on the survey. I have tried to address these concerns by pointing at some patterns
that indicate respondents are participating in good faith: partisans vote for copartisans,
respondents submit extensive rankings and abstain rarely, they tend to genuinely express
their ignorance when it is impossible they would know the answer to a survey question,
and there are clear patterns of education and partisanship effects that appear consistent
with the theory. In addition, respondents who see more profiles and submit more correct
responses spend a larger amount of time on the survey as a whole; if their behavior was an
outcome of random chance, then there should be no relationship between survey completion
and how well they performed. I also control for randomness by dropping implausible correct responses, and perform standard attention checks. On the whole, while I cannot rule
out that several respondents were simply mechanistically completing the survey, the survey
results appear consistent with expectations and should be trusted. Low accuracy on the
information questions is also an issue, but is somewhat assuaged by the variance in average correct response rates per question. This was also a necessity of the survey set-up; the
point of the representational benefits of RCV rest on respondents being able to expand their
knowledge of useful endorsement and policy information, and as such the theory mandated
some complexity from the knowledge test.

Conclusion
Subjects in this survey experiment do not show any evidence of altering their information
search and retention behavior in response to the complexities presented by Ranked Choice
Voting. In the context of the trade-off between effective expression of preferences and cogni-
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tive effort (Basinger and Lavine, 2005), respondents either do not recognize the representational opportunity offered by RCV or feel that their previous information search behaviors
suffice. If the latter is true they are likely incorrect, or at least unable to sufficiently access the representational benefits that RCV promises. This hesitancy is clearly documented
by the consistently null results in all hypotheses. Across age and education groups, which
could be said to proxy RCV comprehension based on past literature, voters do not spend
more time on researching candidates, nor are they more effective at responding to questions
regarding policy and endorsements. Voters also examine approximately the same number
of candidates, and do not seem to allocate their time more broadly when faced with the
prospect of ranking.
This study contributes to our understanding of voter behavior and RCV is a number of
ways. First, the theory in this paper demonstrates that RCV represents a more complex
informational environment than typical single preference voting. By connecting RCV with
canonical works on voter information, I show that voters need to adapt their information
search behavior if they are to access the representational benefits that ranked preference can
provide. I also show the importance of sequential heuristic exhaustion which should, but
crucially does not, lead voters to broaden their information search if they are to accurately
express their ranked candidate ordering.
Second, I give strong evidence that voters do not adapt to this complex informational environment, and seem to stay committed to their previous patterns of information search with
regards to policy, endorsement, and the number of candidates they examine. This presents
an empirical contribution to the literature of election reform, since it shows that giving voters more options, choice, or expanding their opportunities for representation does not imply
that they will capitalize on that opportunity, consistent with the final conclusion, but not
the mechanism, of research on ballot length (Cunow et al., 2021; Cohen, 2018). The findings
in this paper suggest that voters may be unable to access the representational benefits that
are theorized to follow RCV implementation. If voters do not adapt their information search
they can’t identify and reward ideologically proximate candidates, which means there is little
incentive for expanded candidate entry, which in turn leads to exactly the same “lesser of
two evils” choice, just with a more complex and unwieldy ballot. This result could also compound issues of fair representation, considering that those who report lack of comprehension
of RCV, and as such should be more likely to abstain or spoil their ballots as a sacrifice
to an uncertain benefit, are older and less educated voters (Donovan, Tolbert, and Gracey,
2019). Therefore, a perverse consequence (Berinsky, 2005) of RCV could be shifting the
composition of the electorate.
A last implication is that more research is necessary before further expansions of RCV in
the United states. While the goal of expanded choice and civility is admirable, we simply
do not know enough about how voters will respond to RCV in order to fully sanction its
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implementation. A natural first step is to examine if the null results produced in this study
actually lead to worse, or at least unimproved, representation. It is highly unlikely, but
perhaps voters do get enough information in the status quo to accurately express their preferences under RCV. A similar design to Cunow et al. (2021) or Lau et al. (2006) could help
discern if voters are ranking “correctly” based on their preferences. These studies could be
augmented with observational data from Maine and Alaska, in order to examine how voters
are adapting their informational search in real world conditions. Another avenue of research
could examine a supply-side explanation of increased information, as suggested by Neely
and Cook (2008).

They posit, but do not directly test, that campaigns in RCV elections

could have incentives to more broadly share information, even reaching the point of cooperating on public outreach. This could be conceptualized as a form of informational subsidy,
which does not require that voters expend more cognitive effort but leads to information
itself becoming less costly. Given such a subsidy, it would be possible for voters to access
representational benefits without increasing their cognitive budget, therefore circumventing
the problem illustrated in this survey design.
Hasty expansion of promising electoral reforms can lead to unintended consequences (Berinsky, 2005; Burden et al., 2014). The results presented in this paper should urge caution
about RCV as an experiment for the improvement of American elections. While further
research into supply-side mechanisms or representational outcomes may prove this concern
unwarranted, these studies should be conducted prior to a wider implementation of a mostly
untested electoral reform. It is therefore critical and time sensitive to conduct more observational and experimental studies on how ranking affects voter behavior, before it is fully
institutionalized and its consequences are in wide effect.
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Regression Tables
Table 5: Regression table for H1 with all covariates.
Dependent variable:

Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Previous RCV Experience

Registered Voter

Democrat

Independent/Other

No Hispanic Answer

Non-Hispanic

Black

Indigenous

Other Ethnicity

Pacific Islander

White

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, +)

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Note:

Profiles Seen

Non-Copartisan

Correct Answers

Non-Copartisan

0.001

−0.024

−0.008

−0.036

(0.039)

(0.051)

(0.031)

(0.033)

−0.112∗∗∗

−0.152∗∗∗

−0.061∗∗

−0.083∗∗∗

(0.034)

(0.045)

(0.028)

(0.031)

−0.066∗

−0.093∗∗

0.008

−0.043

(0.036)

(0.046)

(0.028)

(0.031)

−0.053

−0.089∗∗

0.030

−0.023

(0.034)

(0.045)

(0.030)

(0.032)

−0.046

−0.056

0.038

0.010

(0.038)

(0.049)

(0.032)

(0.036)

−0.047

−0.033

0.040

0.010

(0.047)

(0.058)

(0.037)

(0.043)

0.091∗∗∗

0.083∗∗

0.060∗∗

0.051∗

(0.030)

(0.039)

(0.026)

(0.028)

0.067∗∗

0.077∗∗

0.048∗∗

0.044∗

(0.027)

(0.034)

(0.022)

(0.024)

0.132∗∗∗

0.169∗∗∗

0.072∗∗

0.071∗∗

(0.038)

(0.048)

(0.028)

(0.032)

−0.093∗∗∗

−0.063∗∗

−0.104∗∗∗

−0.083∗∗∗

(0.021)

(0.027)

(0.015)

(0.016)

0.102∗∗∗

0.106∗∗∗

0.071∗∗∗

0.070∗∗∗

(0.023)

(0.029)

(0.018)

(0.020)

0.035∗

0.057∗∗

0.023

0.042∗∗∗

(0.019)

(0.024)

(0.015)

(0.016)

0.117∗∗∗

0.167∗∗∗

0.071∗∗∗

0.102∗∗∗

(0.020)

(0.025)

(0.016)

(0.018)

−0.107∗∗

−0.096

−0.089∗∗

−0.087∗∗

(0.051)

(0.067)

(0.039)

(0.038)

0.063∗∗

0.096∗∗∗

0.014

0.038∗

(0.028)

(0.035)

(0.022)

(0.022)

−0.116∗∗∗

−0.157∗∗∗

−0.088∗∗

−0.098∗∗

(0.041)

(0.052)

(0.037)

(0.039)

−0.023

−0.058

−0.090

−0.152∗∗

(0.122)

(0.161)

(0.060)

(0.070)

−0.038

−0.029

−0.041

−0.025

(0.048)

(0.060)

(0.040)

(0.042)

−0.278∗∗∗

−0.326∗∗∗

−0.169∗∗∗

−0.160∗∗

(0.065)

(0.100)

(0.061)

(0.081)

−0.013

−0.014

−0.027

−0.022

(0.038)

(0.047)

(0.033)

(0.036)

0.022

0.034

0.017

0.051

(0.049)

(0.064)

(0.039)

(0.042)

0.018

0.028

−0.005

0.033

(0.051)

(0.065)

(0.040)

(0.043)

0.058

0.126∗

0.019

0.088∗

(0.052)

(0.067)

(0.043)

(0.045)

−0.009

0.008

−0.007

−0.003

(0.052)

(0.067)

(0.043)

(0.047)

0.058

0.091

0.039

0.079

(0.065)

(0.081)

(0.052)

(0.058)

−0.070

−0.064

−0.029

−0.024

(0.043)

(0.055)

(0.036)

(0.039)

0.005

0.014

−0.003

−0.004

(0.039)

(0.050)

(0.031)

(0.034)

−0.018

−0.038

0.006

0.001

(0.054)

(0.068)

(0.041)

(0.045)

0.320∗∗∗

0.147∗∗

0.139∗∗∗

0.074

(0.051)

(0.066)

(0.045)

(0.046)

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 6: Regression table for H2 with all covariates.
Dependent variable:

Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Previous RCV Experience

Registered Voter

Democrat

Independent/Other

No Hispanic Answer

Non-Hispanic

Black

Indigenous

Other Ethnicity

Pacific Islander

White

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, +)

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Note:

log(Time)

Abstained

−0.010

−0.029

(0.153)

(0.029)

Spoiled (Treat)

−0.057

0.002

0.078∗

(0.136)

(0.027)

(0.047)

0.472∗∗∗

0.022

−0.002

(0.134)

(0.031)

(0.046)

0.593∗∗∗

0.039

−0.028

(0.129)

(0.031)

(0.047)

0.733∗∗∗

0.090∗∗

−0.052

(0.125)

(0.036)

(0.043)

0.903∗∗∗

0.093∗∗

−0.035

(0.137)

(0.046)

(0.052)

0.249∗∗

−0.011

0.008

(0.110)

(0.027)

(0.036)

0.098

0.032

−0.030

(0.101)

(0.027)

(0.031)

0.131

−0.004

−0.004

(0.126)

(0.031)

(0.049)

−0.447∗∗∗

−0.035∗∗∗

0.175∗∗∗

(0.078)

(0.014)

(0.046)

0.193∗∗

−0.061∗∗

0.009

(0.092)

(0.025)

(0.042)

−0.014

0.029∗∗

−0.017

(0.068)

(0.014)

(0.032)

0.216∗∗∗

0.059∗∗∗

0.018

(0.070)

(0.017)

(0.031)

−0.178

−0.024

0.074

(0.177)

(0.058)

(0.115)

0.184∗

−0.030

−0.056

(0.110)

(0.025)

(0.061)

−0.243

−0.003

0.104

(0.149)

(0.028)

(0.065)

−0.264

0.092

0.154

(0.387)

(0.123)

(0.199)

0.040

0.046

0.053

(0.166)

(0.036)

(0.077)

−0.150

0.126

0.419

(0.549)

(0.193)

(0.338)

−0.120

0.012

0.003

(0.127)

(0.024)

(0.049)

0.127

0.060

(0.192)

(0.037)

−0.082

−0.001

(0.190)

(0.037)

0.183

−0.025

(0.193)

(0.036)

0.099

−0.042

(0.181)

(0.042)

0.067

−0.047

(0.195)

(0.054)

−0.164

0.014

(0.161)

(0.036)

−0.014

−0.052

(0.144)

(0.033)

−0.128

0.002

(0.179)

(0.038)

3.429∗∗∗

0.085∗∗

0.141

(0.202)

(0.040)

(0.087)

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 7: Regression table for H1b
Dependent variable:

Non-copartisan:
Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Previous RCV Experience

Registered

Partisan

Profiles Seen

Correct Responses

0.003

−0.012

(0.045)

(0.035)

−0.112∗∗∗

−0.061∗∗

(0.034)

(0.029)

−0.065∗

0.009

(0.036)

(0.028)

−0.052

0.030

(0.035)

(0.030)

−0.048

0.037

(0.038)

(0.032)

−0.049

0.039

(0.047)

(0.037)

0.091∗∗∗

0.061∗∗

(0.030)

(0.026)

0.069∗∗

0.049∗∗

(0.027)

(0.022)

0.136∗∗∗

0.074∗∗∗

(0.038)

(0.028)

−0.092∗∗∗

−0.102∗∗∗

(0.021)

(0.015)

0.104∗∗∗

0.072∗∗∗

(0.023)

(0.018)

−0.095∗∗∗
(0.025)

N/A

Non-Hispanic

Black

Indigenous

Other Ethnicity

Pacific Islander

White

Treatment * [28, 38)

Treatment * [38, 48)

Treatment * [48, 58)

Treatment * [58, 68)

Treatment * [68, +)

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Treatment * Postgraduate

−0.110∗∗

−0.090∗∗

(0.052)

(0.039)

0.061∗∗

0.013

(0.028)

(0.022)

−0.111∗∗∗

−0.084∗∗

(0.041)

(0.037)

−0.029

−0.094

(0.125)

(0.061)

−0.038

−0.041

(0.048)

(0.040)

−0.276∗∗∗

−0.167∗∗∗

(0.066)

(0.060)

−0.016

−0.028

(0.037)

(0.033)

0.021

0.015

(0.049)

(0.039)

0.015

−0.007

(0.051)

(0.040)

0.056

0.016

(0.052)

(0.043)

−0.008

−0.007

(0.052)

(0.044)

0.057

0.039

(0.065)

(0.052)

−0.071∗

−0.030

(0.043)

(0.036)

0.005

−0.003

(0.039)

(0.031)

−0.014

0.008

(0.054)

(0.041)

−0.061∗∗∗

Control * Partisan

(0.020)

Treatment * Partisan

Constant

Note:

−0.003

−0.055∗∗∗

(0.034)

(0.019)

0.438∗∗∗

0.212∗∗∗

(0.053)

(0.045)

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Alternate Independents Specification for H1a.

In this section, independent respondents are modeled as having no copartisans for the purpose
of testing H1b, rather than modeled as being copartisan with the two available independent
candidates.

Response
Treatment

Seen
Correct

−0.50

−0.25

0.00

Estimate

Figure 7: Alternate specification of H1a.

0.25

Ntounias, Information and Ranked Choice Voting

38

Table 8: Alternate specification of H1a: regression table.
Dependent variable:

Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Previous RCV Experience

Registered

Democrat

Independent

N/A

Non-Hispanic

Black

Indigenous

Other Ethnicity

Pacific Islander

White

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, +)

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Note:

Profiles Seen

Correct Responses

0.005

−0.142

(0.153)

(0.170)

−0.423∗∗∗

−0.438∗∗∗

(0.136)

(0.161)

−0.244∗

−0.236

(0.142)

(0.168)

−0.209

−0.137

(0.133)

(0.173)

−0.209

−0.028

(0.149)

(0.183)

−0.148

−0.038

(0.184)

(0.221)

0.342∗∗∗

0.324∗∗

(0.118)

(0.149)

0.271∗∗

0.229∗

(0.106)

(0.123)

0.537∗∗∗

0.392∗∗

(0.149)

(0.165)

−0.273∗∗∗

−0.478∗∗∗

(0.083)

(0.089)

0.397∗∗∗

0.323∗∗∗

(0.089)

(0.093)

0.165∗∗

0.243∗∗

(0.073)

(0.095)

1.361∗∗∗

0.134

(0.078)

(0.087)

−0.362∗

−0.419∗∗

(0.201)

(0.180)

0.269∗∗

0.205∗

(0.108)

(0.124)

−0.458∗∗∗

−0.555∗∗∗

(0.159)

(0.212)

−0.133

−0.776∗

(0.485)

(0.404)

−0.140

−0.155

(0.186)

(0.224)

−0.935∗∗∗

−0.796∗∗

(0.307)

(0.349)

−0.028

−0.146

(0.144)

(0.193)

0.031

0.232

(0.194)

(0.217)

0.035

0.175

(0.199)

(0.226)

0.198

0.454∗

(0.200)

(0.242)

−0.029

0.068

(0.204)

(0.248)

0.130

0.471

(0.256)

(0.300)

−0.235

−0.235

(0.168)

(0.205)

0.064

−0.060

(0.151)

(0.176)

−0.068

−0.014

(0.208)

(0.238)

0.347∗

0.568∗∗

(0.200)

(0.254)

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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IRT Implementation and Results for H1

IRT, commonly used in political science to measure responses such as ideological positioning
(DeCrescenzo, n.d.; Clinton, Jackman, and Rivers, 2004), is implemented here as a robustness
check for varying question difficulty. The 1PL model described briefly in the text of the paper
is implemented using the brms package in R, which uses a Bayesian estimation procedure
for latent ability scores and question difficulty. In this case I use Normal priors for all
parameters, with partial pooling for both, which assumes some covariance between different
questions answered by the same respondent (Bürkner, 2020). The model is then fit using
Hamiltonian Monte Carlo. Goodness of fit is assessed from effective sample size and chain
convergence parameters, which are all well inside typical value ranges.
However, it should be noted that the data in this case do not comply particularly well with
the assumptions behind IRT (Nguyen et al., 2014). For example, IRT assumes that the
questions are locally independent conditional on the latent trait. While pooling question
difficulty somewhat deals with this issue, it does not account for the obvious covariation
that comes from the questions referring, in groups, to specific candidates. The covariance
structure, therefore, should show that answering correctly to one Republican question, should
lead to a higher probability of answering the other question on the Republican correctly as
well. It is also unclear whether the test is well calibrated to exhibit item invariance, which
assumes that the estimated parameters are constant across subgroups. This may be violated,
for instance, if different respondents exhibit different interpretations of the same question.
In this case, it cannot be ruled out that factors such as partisanship color the interpretation
of questions or facts; a phenomenon that is well documented in studies of voter information
(Bartels, 2002; Bullock et al., 2013; Taber and Lodge, 2006). For this reason, I use IRT here
as a robustness check rather than the main analytical tool of the paper. The results that
follow in Table 9 exhibit similar null findings for H1; the t-test p-value between scores for
Treatment and Control groups was 0.75.
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Table 9: Comparison of IRT score model with correct response model.

Dependent variable:
Proportion Correct
Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, +)

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

IRT Score

−0.008

0.002

(0.032)

(0.092)

−0.061∗∗

−0.184∗∗

(0.029)

(0.081)

0.008

0.077

(0.030)

(0.086)

0.030

0.107

(0.029)

(0.083)

0.038

0.143∗

(0.030)

(0.087)

0.040

0.152

(0.036)

(0.102)

0.060∗∗

0.174∗∗

(0.025)

(0.072)

0.048∗∗

0.151∗∗

(0.023)

(0.066)

0.072∗∗

0.233∗∗∗

(0.030)

(0.084)

0.017

0.056

(0.041)

(0.116)

−0.005

−0.062

(0.042)

(0.120)

0.019

0.037

(0.042)

(0.120)

−0.007

−0.048

(0.042)

(0.120)

0.039

0.083

(0.050)

(0.143)

−0.029

−0.090

(0.036)

(0.102)

−0.003

−0.026

(0.032)

(0.091)

0.006

−0.029

(0.042)

(0.119)

0.139∗∗∗

−0.305∗∗

(0.045)

(0.127)

Observations

1,488

1,488

Adjusted R2

0.084

0.091

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Models include controls for ethnoracial characteristics,
voter registration, previous RCV experience and party.

Note:

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Results by Abstention Status
Table 10: Results for base models with abstained population excluded.
Dependent variable:
Profiles Seen
Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, +)

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Correct Responses

Logged Time

−0.002

−0.015

−0.016

(0.040)

(0.032)

(0.157)

−0.088∗∗

−0.051∗

−0.038

(0.035)

(0.030)

(0.139)

−0.050

0.010

0.465∗∗∗

(0.037)

(0.029)

(0.139)

−0.032

0.044

0.658∗∗∗

(0.035)

(0.031)

(0.133)

−0.022

0.049

0.744∗∗∗

(0.040)

(0.033)

(0.131)

−0.042

0.059

0.941∗∗∗

(0.049)

(0.039)

(0.142)

0.089∗∗∗

0.060∗∗

0.246∗∗

(0.031)

(0.027)

(0.114)

0.051∗

0.033

0.051

(0.028)

(0.023)

(0.105)

0.107∗∗∗

0.065∗∗

0.089

(0.039)

(0.030)

(0.132)

0.001

0.002

0.073

(0.049)

(0.040)

(0.194)

0.007

−0.005

−0.079

(0.051)

(0.041)

(0.194)

0.043

0.006

0.112

(0.052)

(0.044)

(0.198)

−0.017

−0.007

0.095

(0.054)

(0.044)

(0.186)

0.066

0.030

0.033

(0.067)

(0.054)

(0.200)

−0.062

−0.023

−0.129

(0.044)

(0.037)

(0.166)

0.016

0.013

0.036

(0.039)

(0.032)

(0.147)

0.005

0.014

−0.090

(0.055)

(0.041)

(0.182)

0.348∗∗∗

0.162∗∗∗

3.488∗∗∗

(0.052)

(0.046)

(0.207)

Observations

1,391

1,391

1,345

Adjusted R2

0.087

0.091

0.176

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Models include controls for ethnoracial characteristics,
voter registration, previous RCV experience and party.
Note:

∗p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
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Table 11: Results only for abstainers

Dependent variable:

Treatment

Age [28, 38)

Age [38, 48)

Age [48, 58)

Age [58, 68)

Age [68, +)

Some College

College

Postgraduate

Treatment * Age [28, 38)

Treatment * Age [38, 48)

Treatment * Age [48, 58)

Treatment * Age [58, 68)

Treatment * Age [68, +)

Treatment * Some College

Treatment * College

Treatment * Postgraduate

Constant

Profiles Seen

Correct Responses

Logged Time

−0.123

0.005

−0.034

(0.155)

(0.158)

(0.646)

−0.393∗∗∗

−0.181∗

−0.331

(0.124)

(0.104)

(0.318)

−0.246

−0.009

0.321

(0.156)

(0.127)

(0.523)

−0.238∗

−0.066

−0.190

(0.131)

(0.128)

(0.384)

−0.200

0.021

0.490

(0.136)

(0.132)

(0.390)

−0.071

0.009

0.440

(0.150)

(0.137)

(0.427)

0.122

0.031

0.254

(0.100)

(0.067)

(0.350)

0.247∗∗∗

0.206∗∗∗

0.806∗∗∗

(0.074)

(0.067)

(0.293)

0.427∗∗∗

0.158∗

1.408∗∗∗

(0.121)

(0.085)

(0.285)

0.664∗∗∗

0.432∗

2.244∗∗

(0.247)

(0.217)

(1.038)

0.191

0.026

0.775

(0.237)

(0.182)

(0.946)

0.418∗

0.237

2.104∗∗

(0.215)

(0.235)

(0.805)

0.122

−0.040

0.580

(0.208)

(0.198)

(0.887)

0.229

0.126

1.823∗∗

(0.329)

(0.229)

(0.866)

−0.338∗

−0.195

−1.671∗∗

(0.196)

(0.154)

(0.699)

−0.179

−0.181

−1.218∗∗

(0.143)

(0.112)

(0.594)

−0.616∗∗

−0.320

−3.033∗∗∗

(0.256)

(0.232)

(1.104)

0.165

0.036

2.839∗∗∗

(0.337)

(0.212)

(0.886)

Observations

97

97

74

Adjusted R2

0.072

−0.027

0.224

Models include controls for ethnoracial characteristics,
voter registration, previous RCV experience and party.
Note:

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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7/7/22, 12:51 AM

Qualtrics Survey Software

Consent
Graduate student Theodore Ntounias, under the supervision
of Professor Thad Kousser, is conducting a research study
about Ranked Choice Voting in the United States. If you
agree to participate, you will read some information and
answer a set of survey questions. Research records will be
conﬁdential to the extent allowed by law. Your information
will be protected by Lucid and by principal investigator
Theodore Ntounias. Participation is entirely voluntary. You
may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time without
penalty or loss of beneﬁts to which you are entitled. If you
want additional information or have research questions
about this study, you may reach Theodore Ntounias at 971380-7112.
Do you consent to take this survey?
Yes, I consent.
No, I do not consent.

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 1/18
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Attention Checks
People these days are very busy and may not follow what
goes on in election campaigns. We are testing how
voters receive information. To show that you have read
this prompt, please answer both “Strongly interested” and
“Not interested”.
Extremely interested.
Strongly Interested
Mildly interested.
Not interested.
Not sure.

Pre-survey Questions
Generally, do you consider yourself as a Republican,
Democrat, independent, or what other party?
Republican
Democrat
Independent
Other:

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 2/18
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Are you registered to vote?
Yes
No
Not sure

Have you ever participated in an election where you were
required to rank candidates, rather than pick a single
prefered option?
Yes
No
Not sure

Control prompt
In the following section you will be presented with a set of
simulated candidates. Please assume that they are
competing for statewide ofﬁce in your state. Later on in this
process, you will be asked to vote. Therefore, take as much
time as you need to feel comfortable that your decision
best reﬂects your interests and views.

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 3/18
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You will vote using single preference voting. This means
that you will be asked to pick your single most preferred
candidate. After the election is over, the candidate with the
most votes wins. This is the standard system employed in
the vast majority of U.S. State and Federal elections.

Treatment prompt
In the following section you will be presented with a set of
simulated candidates. Please assume that they are
competing for statewide ofﬁce in your state. Later on in this
process, you will be asked to vote. Therefore, take as much
time as you need to feel comfortable that your decision
best reﬂects your interests and views.

You will vote using ranked choice voting. This means that
you will be asked to choose your candidates in order of
preference, by marking candidates as your ﬁrst, second,
third, and subsequent choices. You may rank as many or
as few candidates as you see ﬁt.
https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 4/18
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The votes are tabulated in rounds, with the lowest-ranked
candidates eliminated in each round until there are only
two candidates left. The one who is determined to have
received the majority of the votes (more than 50%) in the
ﬁnal round is declared the winner. It is different from single
preference voting (the standard in most US elections), in
which voters choose only one candidate for each ofﬁce
and the winner is the candidate who receives the most
votes.

Candidate Information
The candidates running for statewide ofﬁce are, in
alphabetical order:
Harwell, John; Republican.
Marsh, Susanne; Independent.
Ruiz, Michael; Independent.
Staley, Linda; Democrat.
You may select any number of candidates to learn more
about their background, policy positions, and
endorsements. Alternatively, if you wish to proceed to the

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 5/18
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next section without learning more about any of the
candidates, please select none of the options below.
Which candidates would you like to learn more about?
(Select any number from the list below)
Harwell, John; Republican
Marsh, Susanne; Independent
Ruiz, Michael; Independent
Staley, Linda; Democrat

John Harwell, businessman
Party: Republican
Biography: Jon Harwell is of white Irish descent. After
obtaining his law degree, Harwell founded a successful
venture capital ﬁrm that has grown into one of the largest
in the state. Harwell has previously sought election to the
U.S. House of Representatives, but was unsuccessful in
securing the Republican party’s nomination.
Key Positions:
Harwell supports lowering taxes on all businesses to
encourage investment.
https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 6/18
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Harwell supports an increase in funding for law
enforcement, combined with stricter punishments for
criminals.
In the past, Harwell had publicly stated that he was prochoice, but has since ammended his position, stating
that he supports efforts to institute a six week abortion
ban in the state.
Harwell is in favor of increasing infrastructure spending
in order to motivate economic growth.

Key Endorsements: Harwell has been endorsed by the
National Riﬂe Association, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce,
and former President Donald J. Trump.

Susanne Marsh, activist
Party: Independent
Biography: Marsh is a retired insurance agent. Since
retirement, Marsh has engaged with multiple activist
groups that support limiting the size of government and
expanding personal freedoms. Marsh often cites her
Eastern European roots as motivating her advocacy,

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 7/18
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claiming her ancestors suffered the extremes of state
overreach.
Key Positions:
Marsh is strongly against any increase in taxation or
regulation.
Marsh is a strong believer in private healthcare over
public funding for health coverage.
Marsh has been ambivalent about abortion rights for
most of her campaign. When pressed, she offered
tentative support for allowing individuals to make their
own moral judgements.
Marsh has previously advocated for decriminalizing
possession and use of all substances. She has
amended that statement in her current campaign,
stating that she only supports decriminalizing
marijuana.

Key Endorsements: Marsh has been endorsed by ten
state representatives, the Marijuana Policy Project, and
former candidate for U.S. President. Jo Jorgensen.

Michael Ruiz, state Treasurer
https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 8/18
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Party: Independent
Biography: Michael Ruiz is the son of ﬁrst-generation
American immigrants from El Salvador. Ruiz attended the
U.S. Air Force Academy, and is a veteran of the air force.
Ruiz worked as an accountant before successfully running
for state Treasurer as an independent candidate.
Key Positions:

Ruiz is only accepting donations under $200.
Ruiz has emphasized the need for ﬁscal stability. He has
criticized both parties for engaging in meaningless
spending that hurts the state’s ability to respond to
crises, when those arise.
Ruiz is pro-life, citing religious reasons for his position.
Ruiz has proposed a plan to expand integration and job
security for veterans.

Key Endorsements: Ruiz is endorsed by a major local
newspaper, several state legislators, and two former state
Treasurers.

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_bk… 9/18
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Linda Staley, state Senator
Party: Democrat
Biography: After graduating college, Staley served as the
ﬁrst African American mayor of her home town for a term
and was then elected to the State Senate. She has served
as chair of the Ways and Means committee.
Key Positions:

Staley supports the creation of a public option for
healthcare, available to all. She does not support
Medicare for All.
Staley has pointed to a wide range of bipartisan bills
she has cosigned as evidence of her willingness to
compromise.
Staley has put forward a plan to expand housing
access, which includes a tax cut on new development
projects to expand housing options.
Staley is pro-choice, and has pledged to strongly
oppose any limitation on abortion rights.

Key Endorsements: Staley has been endorsed by EMILY’s
List, Planned Parenthood, and current President Joe Biden.
https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_…
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Pre-test information
In the following section you will be asked a set of questions
about the candidates. Please answer to the best of your
recollection. If you do not remember the answer, please
respond "Not sure".

Candidate Questions: Republican
Has John Harwell, Republican, previously run for ofﬁce?
Yes, and failed to get the Republican nomination for the U.S. House of
Representatives
Yes, and was elected Governor
Yes, and was the ﬁrst Democrat mayor of his hometown
No
Not sure

Does John Harwell, Republican, support increases in
government spending?
https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_b… 11/18
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No
Yes, but exclusively for promoting housing development
Yes, in most cases
Yes, but only for law enforcement and infrastructure expansion
Not sure

On which of the following issues has John Harwell,
Republican, changed his position?
Support of former President Barack Obama
Abortion
Restricting immigration
Medicare for All
Not sure

Which of the following policy positions has John Harwell,
Republican, expressed support for?
Stricter voter ID requirements
Stricter punishment for criminals
Expanding veterans' beneﬁts
A public healthcare option
Not sure

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_…
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Candidate Questions: Independent 1
Which of the following statements most accurately
describes the prior experience of Susanne Marsh,
Independent?
Marsh is a former member of the Republican Party
Marsh is a former state legislator
Marsh is a retired insurance agent who has become an activist
Marsh is the current lieutenant Governor
Not sure

Which of the following best reﬂects the position of Susane
Marsh, Independent, on the issue of abortion?
Strongly pro-choice
Tentatively pro-choice
Tentatively pro-life
Strongly pro-life
Not sure

Which of the following policies does the campaign of
Susanne Marsh, Independent, support?
Dissolving the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA)
https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_…
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Decriminalizing all drugs
Higher sentences for drug-related offenses
Legalizing the use and possession of marijuana
Not sure

Which of the following has endorsed Susanne Marsh,
Independent?
Former candidate for U.S. President Jo Jorgensen
Senator Rand Paul
Former U.S. President Bill Clinton
The National Riﬂe Association (NRA)
Not sure

Candidate Questions: Independent 2
Which of the following statements best describes the
political experience of Michael Ruiz, Independent?
Current State Treasurer
Former Democrat candidate for Governor
Current State Attorney General
No prior political experience
Not sure

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_…
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Which of the following statements is true about Michael
Ruiz, Independent?
Ruiz is in favor of stricter border security
Ruiz is a former Republican
Ruiz has been endorsed by former President Donald J. Trump
Ruiz has been endorsed by former statewide elected ofﬁcials
Not sure

Which of the following is a policy position expressed by the
campaign of Michael Ruiz, Independent?
Cutting taxes for businesses
Providing expanded access to jobs for veterans
Legalizing marijuana
Instituting a national gas tax
Not sure

Which of the following best reﬂects the positions of Michael
Ruiz, Independent, in terms of managing the budget?
The government should focus funds exclusively on security, at the expense
of welfare
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Fiscal stability is a necessity that allows the state to respond to crises more
effectively
The government should spend as little as possible
High spending is necessary to improve economic output
Not sure

Candidate Questions: Democrat
As a State Senator, Linda Staley, Democrat, has been part
of which committee?
Education
Agriculture
Ways and Means
Armed Services
Not sure

To the best of your knowledge, does Linda Staley, Democrat,
support tax cuts?
Yes, as a tool to expand construction of affordable housing
Yes, but only if the government can afford them
Yes, but only for high income earners
No
Not sure
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Which of the following does Linda Staley, Democrat, fully
support?
A public healthcare option
A Green New Deal
Stricter punishment for criminals
Tougher border security
Not sure

Which of the following has endorsed Linda Staley,
Democrat?
House Majority Leader Nancy Pelosi
The American Conservative Union (ACU)
The Green Party
Planned Parenthood
Not sure

Rank
Please rank as many or as few candidates as you want in
order of preference, with "First Preference" being your most
https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_…
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preferred candidate. If you wish to abstain, you may
proceed to the next section.
First Preference

Second
Preference

Third
Preference

Fourth
Preference

Harwell, John;
Republican
Marsh, Susanne;
Independent
Ruiz, Michael;
Independent
Staley, Linda;
Democrat

Vote
Please vote for your preferred candidate. If you wish to
abstain, you may proceed to the next section.
Harwell, John; Republican
Marsh, Susanne; Independent
Ruiz, Michael; Independent
Staley, Linda; Democrat
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Abstract
Has the Democratic Party’s commitments to the knowledge economy allowed it to
reap electoral rewards among inventors who produce new technologies or have American political institutions confined those payoffs to only a few regions and candidates?
To answer these questions, one must observe changes in the political behavior of American inventors over time. I therefore merged U.S. patent and campaign contribution
(DIME) data to develop a unique dataset capturing donations and ideology scores for
30,603 American inventors who donated to political campaigns from 1980 through
2014. Aggregate trends suggest the Democratic Party has made inroads among the
constituency of American inventors and that inventors who give to Democrats have
become much more liberal over time. But closer scrutiny of the data suggests that these
trends are explained mostly by changes in political geography as Democratic inventors
increasingly reside in a few strong liberal enclaves. As a result, their growing numbers
and contribution amounts are increasingly concentrated on a relatively small number
of political candidates. These findings suggest that the geographic disparities inherent
to the nation’s chosen strategy for knowledge economy development may ultimately
limit that strategy’s political viability.
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Introduction

Inventors, or those who produce valuable intellectual property, are central actors in the
American knowledge economy and are an equally important constituency for those elected
officials within the Democratic Party who have embraced the knowledge economy and
have worked to hasten its development (Haskel and Westlake, 2018; Schwartz, 2022; Short,
2022). But despite the importance of inventors in the American political economy, social
scientists know surprisingly little about the political beliefs and behaviors of those who
produce intellectual property and even less about how their behavior has changed over
time. As a result, it is difficult to determine whether the Democratic Party’s attempts to
cultivate the knowledge economy have allowed it to reap electoral rewards.
Theory offers potentially competing answers to this question. On the one hand, because
prominent Democrats have publicly championed the knowledge economy since at least
1972 (Geismer, 2015), we might expect those efforts to have motivated American inventors
to express deeper levels of support for Democratic candidates over time, much in the
way that the Party’s positions on racial liberalism and labor legislation cultivated deeper
levels of support for Democrats among minorities and the working-class (Schickler, 2016;
Schlozman, 2015). On the other hand, the imperatives of divided government forced
lawmakers to rely heavily on market-based reforms, like changes to U.S. patent law, to
promote knowledge economy development (Short, 2022) and, as a result, knowledge
economy development to date has generally been confined to only a few regions, like
California’s Silicon Valley (Moretti, 2013; Short, n.d.). Accordingly, we might also expect
that American political institutions—namely winner-take-all elections in single-member
2

districts—have concentrated the electoral payoffs to a few Congressional Districts or states
(Rodden, 2019).
To determine if either hypothesis has empirical support, I developed a unique data set
containing ideology scores and information on the donation behavior for 30,603 American
inventors across 18 election cycles. Specifically, I used the research data sets provided by
the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office to identify U.S. residents listed as a named inventors
on a U.S. patent applied for on or after January 1, 1979. I then merged the inventor data
with campaign contribution data from the Database on Ideology, Money in Politics (DIME)
(Bonica, 2016) to capture campaign donations and the common-factor ideology scores
imputed from those donations among U.S. inventors for every election cycle from 1980
through 2014. Finally, I linked the self-reported donor employer names to organizations in
the Capital IQ database to obtain unique employer identifiers and industry data (4-digit
SIC codes), where available. With such data, it is possible to analyze changes in aggregate
donation patterns and their geographic expression; it is also possible to determine whether
American inventors are unique in their behavior after controlling for things like geography,
place of work (firm), and sector. I briefly describe and motivate the construction of the
data set in section 2 (and more details on construction can be found in Appendix A).
Analysis of the data set confirms that, while the Democratic Party has made significant
inroads among American inventors in terms of garnering higher shares of donors and
donations, the vast majority of those benefits have increasingly come from only a few
regions and have flown to a relatively small number of candidates, as shown in section
3. Similarly, though the subset of American inventors who contribute to Democratic
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candidates has become much more liberal over time, this development seems to be driven
by changes in political geography, as shown in section 4. The average ideology scores of
Democratic inventors are not substantively different from those of their peers (those of
the same gender who work at the same firm and live in the same Congressional District),
and the large observed decline in ideological variance among Democratic inventors has
been significantly driven by similar declines in the average ideology scores across the
districts in which American inventors reside. Taken together, the results suggest that
American political institutions have limited the electoral payoffs for the Democratic Party,
that American inventors who donate to campaigns increasingly live in liberal enclaves
of similar ideological persuasion, and that knowledge economy participation motivates
regional rather than individual differences in political behavior.
This study is closest in nature to Broockman, Ferenstein, and Malhotra (2019) in which
the authors surveyed technology entrepreneurs1 and found them to be as liberal or more
liberal than Democratic donors on issues related to economic redistribution, globalization,
and social issues but closely aligned with Republican donors on issues of government
regulation. A key benefit of that study is that it sheds light on the heterogeneity of political
preferences among economic elites, including technology entrepreneurs, in today’s political
environment. The present study sacrifices that nuance by focusing on aggregate ideological
scores and donation patterns. But an important benefit of this strategy is that it allows
researchers to analyze changes over time (across 18 election cycles) and across geographic
space, both of which are essential to understanding the way in which American political
1Specifically, the authors randomly sampled 8,499 individuals listed as founders or CEOs of companies

in Crunchbase and interviewed nearly 700 of them.
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institutions may constrain the electoral payoffs to be derived from championing a specific
vision for the nation’s economic future. The present study also differs in focusing more
on innovators than entrepreneurs, or those who produce new and valuable IP (often for
incumbent firms) rather than those who start their own businesses.2
By analyzing ideological changes among American inventors, this study contributes to a
large and established literature on political polarization in the United States (Levendusky,
2009; Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope, 2010; Abramowitz, 2013; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal,
2016), especially those studies exploring the connection between polarization and the ruralurban divide in American politics (Cramer, 2016; Rodden, 2019). But it contributes much
more directly to a small and growing literature on the ways in which American political
institutions have shaped knowledge economy development in the United States (Soskice,
2022; Barnes, 2022; Gingrich, 2022). A key implication is that American institutions have
the potential to create a political form of “double marginalization” when it comes to
promoting new models of economic growth, an effect that may cast doubt on the viability
or sustainability of “third-way” or “neoliberal” economic reforms more broadly. By first
constraining the economic policy choice set to those policies that exacerbate geographic
inequalities and then impeding the formation of cross-regional coalitions that might
advocate for a more equitable geographic distribution of resources, American institutions
may doom many such reforms to marginal (and highly unequal) success. I comment
on this possibility and other implications in the Conclusion. Importantly, though, this
study moves beyond prior work to consider the ways in which institutions plausibly
influence political behavior. To do so requires disentangling the effects of inventorship—
2Though, in the absence of inventor surveys, it is difficult to know if this distinction is salient.
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an individual characteristic—from the effects of geography when explaining aggregate
changes in behavioral patterns, which is a difficult undertaking. A secondary implication,
then, is that, to the extent we associate Democratic gains among inventors or rising inventor
liberalism with the knowledge economy transition, these shifts appear to be rooted in
regional rather than individual behaviors.

2

Construction of the Dataset

The process for creating the inventor-donor data set involved three main steps: (1) identify
all inventors (first and last name, firm, and city and state of residence) listed on U.S.
patents that were applied for on or after January 1, 1979 and who resided within the
United States using research datasets provided by the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office;
(2) identify the subset of these U.S. inventors that also appear in the DIME database
using fastLink (Enamorado, Field, and Imai, 2019) and acquire data on their contribution
history and imputed ideology; and (3) match the self-reported employer names from the
DIME database to organizations in Capital IQ to generate unique identifiers for these
organizations plus other information, like SIC codes, where available. More details on each
of these steps and statistics characterizing the aggregate dataset are provided in Appendix
A.
A primary advantage of this dataset is that it allows us to study the political behavior of the
people and organizations that produce new technologies while remaining agnostic as to
the boundaries of what constitutes “technology,” which can bias the results of any political
analysis. U.S. patent law places very few restrictions on what constitutes patent eligible
6

subject matter,3 and so subject to certain disclosure requirements and an examination of
prior art, the Patent and Trademark Office generally issues patents for any new and nonobvious invention, broadly construed. Accordingly, the technologies that are the subject of
this study are not limited to the computer and internet technologies that tend to dominate
the news cycle but also include new drugs, nanotechnology, genetically modified crops,
and many other lesser-known domains of invention, like the design (look and feel) of new
sneakers. While this may seem over-inclusive to some, it is important to cast a broad net
to avoid the bias inherent in individual judgments about what constitutes “technology.”
Table 1 illustrates this point. To generate the table, I identified the primary technological
domain of each inventor-donor using the classification scheme developed by the National
Bureau of Economic Research, and then tabulated the total dollar amount of campaign
contributions across all election cycles within each domain. The table presents the top 7
results in two tranches: the top 7 technology domains with the highest share of donations
going to Democratic candidates and committees (“High Dem Share”) and the top 7 with
the highest share of donations going to Republican candidates and committees (“High
Rep Share”). The table shows that inventors in computing (computer hardware and
software, computer peripherals, and semiconductor devices) and some other areas like
optics and genetics give quite heavily to Democratic candidates and committees. At the
same time, inventors in other technological domains, including those related to agriculture
and resource extraction, donate quite heavily to Republican candidates and committees.
All of these inventors are arguably working at the technological frontier within their
3Diamond

v. Chakrabarty, 447 U.S. 303, 309 (1980) ("The Committee Reports accompanying the 1952
[Patent] Act inform us that Congress intended statutory subject matter to ’include anything under the sun
that is made by man.’").
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Table 1: Donations by Technology Classes Show Political Bias
NBER Subcategory
Dem Share (%)
High Dem Share
optics
66.84
computer hardware & software
63.29
computer peripherals
60.33
semiconductor devices
58.92
information storage
50.19
resins
48.91
genetics
48.23
High Rep Share
pipes & joints
5.54
heating
7.29
misc. mechanical
14.21
gas
14.79
agriculture, husbandry, & food
11.86
earth working & wells
16.74
motors, engines, & parts
10.29

Rep Share (%)

Total (Mil USD)

29.72
31.40
23.07
28.64
23.45
38.93
35.25

3.73
57.73
3.45
3.60
19.36
2.98
0.91

93.06
89.13
81.61
81.27
79.93
78.89
77.55

3.83
4.05
16.99
1.92
14.35
9.32
3.59

Note:
In this table, each inventor-donor is associated with a technological subcategory
according to the scheme developed by the National Bureau of Economic Research.
Each row captures the aggregate contributions made by inventor-donors in that
technological subcategory (in millions of 2019 dollars) as well as the share of that total
going to Democratic candidates and committees and the share going to Republican
candidates and committees. There are 37 technology subcategories in the NBER
scheme but only 14 are presented in the table, capturing the top 7 results in each of
two tranches: the top 7 with the highest share going to Democratic candidates and
committees and the top 7 with the highest share going to Republican candidates and
committees.
respective industries and are therefore participating in the knowledge economy. But an
exclusive focus on those who work in computer and internet technology would suggest—
inappropriately in my view—that commanding majorities of knowledge economy workers
have a strong partisan attachment to the Democratic Party. An analysis of all inventordonors helps avoid this bias.
Though the lack of comparable databases makes it difficult to benchmark descriptive
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statistics, the database can be used to replicate prior findings in ways that provide some
confidence that it is soundly constructed. For example, Rodden (2019, Fig. 3.1) reports
that Democratic presidential vote share was not correlated with measures of patent output
(patents per thousand people on the log scale) as recently as 1996, but the two variables
have become strongly correlated since then. Data from the inventor-donor data set produces similar findings, albeit with respect to donor rather than vote shares. For each of
four election cycles (1980, 1996, 2004, and 2012), Figure 1 shows the share of all patents
applied for by inventors located in each Congressional District against the share of all
inventor donations to Democratic candidates and committees by inventor-donors located
in that same district. The blue line shows the results of regressing Democratic contribution shares on patent shares. The figure shows that, from 1980 through 1996, the patent
share of a Congressional District was not significantly associated with the share of total
donations to Democratic candidates or committees by inventor-donors. But since 1996 that
relationship has grown more positive. In this way, changes in regional donation patterns
from the inventor-donor dataset mirror changes in regional voting patterns reported in
other studies.

3

American Political Institutions Shape Donation Patterns

If the Democratic Party’s commitments to the knowledge economy have produced electoral payoffs, we would expect to observe the Democratic Party earning larger aggregate
shares of either inventor donations or inventor donors, the latter of which neutralizes any
potential bias from a small number of donors who contribute exceptionally high amounts
9

High Patent Districts Give More to Democrats Since 1996
1980
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Dem. Share of Inventor Contributions
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Share of Patents

Figure 1: Each plot in this figure shows the share of all patents applied for by U.S. inventors in each Congressional District against the share of all contributions to Democratic
candidates and committees from inventor-donors in the same District. Each panel shows
the results from one of four presidential election cycles (1980, 1992, 2004, and 2012). Patents
with more than one inventor were counted as a fractional share (1 divided by the number
of inventors) accruing to each inventor. Congressional District boundaries are based on
the 1990 Census and held constant across all election cycles. Districts that produced no
patents or no campaign contributions are treated as missing data. The blue line shows the
best linear fit given the data (i.e., a regression of contribution share on patent share).
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to political campaigns. Figure 2 shows that this has in fact occurred. In each election cycle
from 1980 to 2014, the figure shows the total amount of political contributions (in millions
of 2019 dollars) that American inventors made to each of the two major parties (left panel)
as well as the total number of inventors that donated to each of the two major parties (right
panel). Though Republicans attracted about 73.3 percent of inventor donations in the 1980
election cycle, the parties were almost at parity in the 2008 election cycle, and though
Republicans still held an advantage in the 2014 cycle, it was significantly smaller than
in prior years (58.5 percent of donations in a cycle where 67.7 million dollars was raised
by the two parties). Democratic gains among inventors are even more significant when
considering the share of donors rather than donations: though 68.5 percent of inventors
contributed to Republicans in the 1980 election cycle, 62.9 percent of inventors contributed
to Democrats in the 2014 cycle. This suggests that, between 1980 and 2014, the Democratic Party’s commitments to knowledge economy development effectively reversed the
Republican Party’s commanding advantage in the number of donors.
While Figure 2 suggests that the Democratic Party has made significant progress in courting
inventors as a constituency, is amenable to multiple interpretations. Importantly, changes
in aggregate donation patterns do not reveal whether inventors, as a class, have begun
to favor Democratic candidates and committees by virtue of their status as producers of
new technologies or whether inventors increasingly reside in metropolitan areas that have
acquired strong attachments to the Democratic Party over time.
To disentangle the effects of geography and the effects of inventorship, I matched inventor
donors to non-inventor donors who have the same (imputed) gender, work at the same
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Democrats Have Erased Early Republican Advantages Among Inventor Donors
Total Contributions (Millions 2019 USD)

Total Donors (Thousands)

30

3.0

10
1.0
3
0.3
1
0.1

Recipient Party

Dem

Rep

Figure 2: The left panel in this figure shows total contributions by American inventordonors in all federal elections from 1980-2014 broken down by recipient type: Democratic
candidates and PACs (blue line) and Republican candidates and PACs (red line). The
contribution amounts are reported in millions of 2019 dollars. The right panel shows
the total number of American inventor-donors that contributed to each recipient type for
each election cycle from 1980-2014. Inventor-donors are political donors who reside in the
United States and are listed as an inventor on any United States patent applied for on or
after January 1, 1979. Both vertical axes are on the logarithmic scale.
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organization, and reside in the same Congressional District. For each election cycle, I
then regressed a binary variable indicating whether the donor contributed to Democratic
candidates or committees on another binary variable indicating whether the donor is an
inventor. The over time evolution in the coefficients on the inventorship variable reveal
whether inventors have developed a stronger propensity to contribute to Democrats after
controlling for differences arising from gender, place of work, and place of residence. The
regressions were run in matched data sets including all inventors (any donor that applied
for a patent in the current election cycle or any time prior) and the subset of “switchers,”
which are inventors who had not applied for a patent in the prior election cycle but did in
the current election cycle (i.e., donors who only became inventors in the current election
cycle). The estimates from the subset of switchers are not a separate quantity of interest, but
provide a robustness check to ensure that that the estimates observed among all inventors
are comparable to those observed among first-time inventors and that the groups are not
materially different.
The regression output is reported in Appendix B, but the main result is illustrated in Figure
3, which shows the estimated coefficients on the inventorship variable in each election
cycle. The solid points and confidence intervals show the results from estimating the
coefficients using the full matched data set, while the crossed points (with no confidence
intervals) show the point estimates from running the same regressions using the subset of
switchers. As shown, from the 1980 through the 2006 election cycles, inventors were just
as likely as their peers (those of the same gender, place or work, and place of residence) to
donate to Democratic candidates and committees, but since the 2008 election cycle, they
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have become slightly less likely than their peers to donate to Democratic candidates and
committees. These results are consistent with Broockman, Ferenstein, and Malhotra (2019)
to the extent they suggest that inventors have somewhat unique political preferences and
may be more conservative than their peers in certain dimensions. But they also suggest
that changes in political geography are driving Democratic gains among inventors: after
controlling for geography, inventorship actually pulls in the opposite direction and would
alone suggest that the Democratic Party has been losing, not gaining, ground with this
constituency.
In a majoritarian political system with single member districts, the tendency for knowledge
economy work to cluster (or agglomerate) in a handful of regions with strong pre-existing
advantages might limit the electoral payoffs to be earned from supporting the knowledge
economy transition (Moretti, 2013; Rodden, 2019). If this were true, we would expect
to see patterns of political behavior that reflect patterns of economic behavior, with an
increasing geographic concentration in innovation translating to an increasing geographic
concentration in inventor donations. Table 2 indicates that this has taken place. For each of
four presidential election cycles (1988, 1996, 2004, and 2012), the table shows the number
of counties that participated in the knowledge economy (as evidenced by patenting) and
the share of all U.S. patents flowing from the top 1 percent of those counties (the first two
rows). As shown, innovation has spread modestly across geographic space from roughly
78 percent of the nation’s 3,006 counties in 1988 to roughly 84 percent of all counties in 2012,
but it has also become more concentrated: the top 1 percent of counties have increased
their share of all patents from 30.4 to 43.6 percent.
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Inventors Have Become Less Likely to Donate to Democrats Than Their Peers
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Figure 3: This figure shows the point estimates and 95 percent confidence intervals from
regressing a binary variable indicating whether the donor contributed to a Democratic
candidate or committee on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor,
after matching inventors with non-inventors who have the same imputed gender, place of
work, and place of residence. The regressions are run for each matched data set within each
election cycle from 1980 through 2014. The vertical axis reflects the estimated difference in
the logged odds of donating to a Democratic candidate or committee between inventors
and non-inventors, with negative numbers implying less than even (50-50) odds. The
solid points and confidence intervals illustrate the results from running regressions using
the full matched data set where an inventor is any individual that applied for a patent
in the current election cycle or any time prior. The crossed points illustrate the point
estimates (with no confidence intervals) from running the same regression after confining
the matched data set to switchers, or those who were not inventors in the prior election
cycle but are in the current election cycle.
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Table 2: Inventor Donations Have Become More Concentrated by Geography
Variable
1988
1996
2004
2012
Inventions by County
Number of Counties
2322.0 2502.0 2539.0 2514.0
Share of Patents from Top 1% of Counties
30.4
32.8
36.0
43.6
Inventor Donations by Zip Code
Number of Zip Codes
712.0 2200.0 6204.0 14832.0
Share of Dem. Donations from Top 1% of Zip Codes
20.6
44.0
54.5
60.3
Share of Rep. Donations from Top 1% of Zip Codes
15.9
25.9
41.4
59.8
Note:
This table shows growth in the concentration of patenting (first two rows) and in inventor
donations (next three rows) across four election cycles (1988, 1996, 2004, 2012). The first
two rows show the number of counties in which inventors applied for US patents and
the share of all patents flowing from the top 1 percent of those counties in each election
cycle. The third row shows the number of zip codes in which inventors made political
contributions in each election cycle. The fourth and fifth rows show the share of donations
to Democrats (fourth row) and to Republicans (fifth row) flowing from the top 1 percent of
those zip codes in each election cycle.

Table 2 also shows that these economic trends are mirrored—to an even more extreme
degree—in the political behavior of inventors. The next three rows show the number of zip
codes from which inventors donated to political campaigns followed by the Democratic
Party’s share (and the Republican Party’s share) of party donations flowing from the top 1
percent of those zip codes. Campaign contributions, by this measure, have become much
more concentrated than inventions. The Democratic Party’s share of donations flowing
from the top 1 percent of zip codes has grown, for example, from about 20 percent in the
1988 election cycle to more than 60 percent in the 2012 election cycle.
Given that most campaign donations in non-presidential races goes to local candidates,
we would also expect to see the growing geographic concentration in donations (shown
in Table 2) to be reflected in a tendency for higher shares of donations to go to only a few
candidates. Tables 3 and 4 indicate that this has occurred for presidential and mid-term
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Table 3: Higher Shares of Donations in Presidential Races Go to a Few Candidates

Variable
1988 1996 2004 2012
Number of Dem. Candidates
144.0 310.0 340.0 489.0
Number of Rep. Candidates
178.0 450.0 423.0 537.0
Share of Donations to Top 1% of Dem. Candidates
13.1 15.1
40.6
67.3
Share of Donations to Top 1% of Rep. Candidates
26.5 18.9
33.8
58.7
Note:
This table shows the number of Democratic and Republican candidates that
received donations from inventors (rows one and two) and the share of party
donations going to the top 1 percent of candidates (rows three and four) for each
of four presidential election cycles (1988, 1996, 2004, and 2012).
elections, respectively. Table 3 shows that, while the number of candidates who receive
donations from inventors grew significantly for both parties from 1988 to 2012, the share
of donations going to the top 1 percent of candidates also become more concentrated,
growing from 13 to 67 percent for Democrats and from 27 to 59 percent for Republicans.
Table 4 shows that, while this dramatic acceleration in concentration among recipients is
driven largely by donations to presidential candidates, the trends still exist in midterm
elections. Between 1990 and 2014, the share of inventor donations going to the top 1
percent of Congressional candidates grew from 12 to 20 percent for Democrats and from
14 to 20 percent for Republicans.
Closer inspection of the top recipients suggests that inventor donations remain concentrated partly because inventors (from both parties) behave like conventional donors in
giving mostly to local candidates and partly because Democratic donors send much of
their more expressive or strategic donations to candidates who either reside in states
that are leading knowledge economy development or who have publicly promoted the
knowledge economy. On the whole, local giving among inventors has declined, but still
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Table 4: Higher Shares of Donations in Midterm Races Go to a Few Candidates

Variable
1990 1998 2006 2014
Number of Dem. Candidates
221.0 285.0 408.0 433.0
Number of Rep. Candidates
261.0 376.0 405.0 523.0
Share of Donations to Top 1% of Dem. Candidates
11.5 19.7
18.5
19.7
Share of Donations to Top 1% of Rep. Candidates
14.2 12.0
15.1
19.8
Note:
This table shows the number of Democratic and Republican candidates that
received donations from inventors (rows one and two) and the share of party
donations going to the top 1 percent of candidates (rows three and four) for each
of four midterm election cycles (1990, 1998, 2006, and 2014).
made up a majority of donations in the 2014 election cycle (down from 71.6 percent to 51.8
percent of all inventor donations from 1982 to 2014). Among Democratic recipients, in
the 2012 presidential election, three of the biggest recipients of inventor donations behind
presidential candidate Barack Obama were Senate candidate Elizabeth Warren from Massachusetts, Senator Maria Cantwell of Washington, and Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi
of California. Pelosi raised almost all (98.6 percent) of those donations from local donors,
but Warren and Cantwell both raised higher shares from out of state donors (47.2 and
33.5 percent, respectively). Similarly, in the 2014 midterm elections, Senators Ed Markey
of Massachusetts and Kay Hagan of North Carolina were two of the top four recipients
and both drew significant shares of inventor donations from out of state donors (47.9 and
37.5 percent, respectively). But the top recipient in that cycle was Senator Cory Booker of
New Jersey, who has taken prominent positions on the knowledge economy (Techonomy,
2015) and who received 81.8 of his donations from out of state inventors; the fourth largest
recipient was Senator Gary Peters of Michigan who has sought to promote technological
innovation in his home state, especially within the auto industry (Detroit Economic Club,
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2018), and who received 73.1 of his donations from out of state inventors. As these examples suggest, there is some opportunity to cultivate inventor support for candidates
in non-leading states, but those few have successfully capitalized on those opportunities.
The dominant tendency is instead for large shares of Democratic inventor donations to
flow to candidates in regions that are leading the knowledge economy transition.
To summarize, the analyses above suggest that, while the Democratic Party has made great
inroads within the constituency of American inventors, they have achieved those gains
not because these knowledge economy workers have become more strongly attached to
the Democratic Party by virtue of their status as inventors, but because these knowledge
economy workers increasingly work and reside in regions that have developed strong
preferences for Democratic candidates. And, consistent with the hypothesis that American
political institutions have constrained the electoral payoffs the Democratic Party can earn
from its commitments to the knowledge economy, increasing shares of inventor donations
flow from only a few regions and increasing shares of those donations in turn accrue to
only a few candidates. The next section looks for evidence of an alternative payoff. Has
the Democratic Party’s positions on the knowledge economy turned a relatively moderate
group of donors and voters into more ardent and committed liberals?
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4

Changes in Inventor Ideology Arise Primarily from Geographic Trends

The analyses in the previous section focused on changes in patterns of inventor donations,
but a main advantage of the inventor donor database is that it also enables analysis of
ideological changes among inventors. Figure 4 depicts how inventor ideology has changed
over time. For each election cycle from 1980 through 2014, it shows the average ideology
score (left panel) and the variance in ideology scores (right panel) for two sub-populations:
those who contributed to Democratic candidates and committees (blue line) and those
who contributed to Republican candidates and committees (red line).
As shown, the average ideology score among Republican donors remained relatively
stable at about 0.75 until the 2006 election cycle, when it increased a bit. This suggests
that inventors who contribute to Republicans were fairly conservative to begin with and
have become slightly more conservative since 2006. In contrast, the average ideology score
among Democratic donors remained constant and close to zero (at about -0.08) through
1990 but then dropped dramatically over the next twelve election cycles, reaching a low of
-1.23 in the 2012 election cycle. This suggests that inventors who contribute to Democrats
were a relatively moderate group to begin with but became much more liberal beginning
with the election of 1992.
Similarly, the variance or spread in ideology scores for Republican donors was quite
small from the beginning and appears to have slightly increased over the course of the
entire time series. In contrast, inventors who gave to Democrats appeared to be relatively
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moderate, on average, because they were a somewhat heterogeneous bunch and had
widely varying ideology scores in early election cycles. But from roughly 1992 through
2012, the variance in ideology scores for Democratic donors dropped dramatically so
that in recent elections, Democratic donors have been as tightly distributed about their
mean as Republican donors were in 1980 and 1982. In short, American inventors that
contribute to political campaigns have become more polarized, as we observe both higher
separation between average ideology scores and lower variances around those means, but
that polarization arises mostly from ideological changes that took place among inventors
who contribute to Democrats.
Inventors Have Become More Polarized Over Time
Mean Contributor CF Score

Variance in Contributor CF Score

1.0

0.7

0.5

0.6

0.5

0.0

0.4
−0.5
0.3
−1.0
0.2

Recipient Party

Dem

Rep

Figure 4: This figure shows the average (left panel) and variance (right panel) of the
ideology scores for those inventor-donors who contributed to Democratic candidates
and committees (blue line) and those who contributed to Republican candidates and
committees (red line) in each election cycle from 1980 through 2014.
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As with the aggregate donation patterns depicted in Figure 2, these aggregate ideological
shifts are amenable to multiple explanations. It is possible that the Democratic Party’s
efforts to promote the knowledge economy have brought more inventors into the Party and
made them more sympathetic to the Party’s positions on issues like social welfare spending
thereby causing them to become more liberal in their overall ideology. In this sense, the
Party may reap electoral rewards from its knowledge economy position-taking by not
only attracting more inventors but also inducing them to behave more like mainstream
Democrats. The fact that the turning point for Democratic donors appears to be the 1992
election cycle, an election in which the Democratic presidential candidate successfully
courted Silicon Valley entrepreneurs (Miles, 2001; O’Mara, 2019), might support this
interpretation. Alternatively, the acceleration of knowledge economy development in
the mid-1990s associated with the rise of the internet may have simply attracted many
more inventors to metropolitan areas that have become increasingly liberal, and inventor
ideologies have simply tracked these changes in political geography.
To disentangle the effects of geography and the effects of inventorship, I used the subset
of matched inventor donors (described above in connection with Figure 3) and regressed
ideology scores on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor. The over
time evolution in the coefficients on the inventorship variable reveal whether inventors
have become more liberal after controlling for differences arising from gender, place of
work, and place of residence.
The regression output is reported in Appendix B, but the main result is illustrated in Figure
5. As with Figure 3, the solid points and confidence intervals illustrate the results from
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estimating the results using the full matched data set, while the crossed points (with no
confidence intervals) show the point estimates from running the same regressions using
the subset of switchers (those who applied for their first patent in the same election cycle).
The figure shows that inventors were somewhat more conservative than their peers in
early election cycles and slowly became more liberal than their peers over time, though the
effect is not precisely estimated and is not significantly different from zero until 2002. That
trend, however, appears to have reversed around 2006 and by 2014, inventors were only
slightly more liberal than their peers (differing only by -0.13 points on the common factor
ideology scale in 2012).4 Accordingly, after controlling for geography and other factors,
differences between inventors and non-inventors explain only about 11 percent of the total
change in average ideology scores among Democratic donors (of about -1.15 points).
Though individual characteristics, like inventorship, do not seem to explain increasing
liberalism among Democratic donors, it is still possible that we are confounding geographic
with firm-level or sectoral behaviors. For example, it is difficult to know whether rising
liberalism among inventors who contribute to Democrats is an artifact of living in places
like the Silicon Valley or Seattle, or is instead an artifact of working as a software engineer
(for evidence of sectoral patterns, refer to Table 1) or working for a firm like Google or
Microsoft, which happen to have headquarters in those locations.
To explore this question, I first expanded the inventor donor database, for the 1992 and
2012 election cycles, to include campaign contribution data on all workers at firms that
produce intellectual property. Specifically, as described in Appendix A, I used patent data
4Note

that this turning point, in the 2006 election cycle, matches the point in time when inventors began
developing a lower propensity to donate to Democratic candidates and committees, shown in Figure 3.
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Inventors Have Not Become Significantly More Liberal Than Their Peers
0.6

0.3

0.0

−0.3

Figure 5: This figure shows the point estimates and 95 percent confidence intervals from
regressing ideology scores on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor.
The regressions are run for each matched data set within each election cycle from 1980
through 2014. The vertical axis reflects an estimated difference in mean ideology scores
between inventors and non-inventors. The solid points and confidence intervals illustrate
the results from running regressions using the full matched data set where an inventor is
any individual that applied for a patent in the current election cycle or any time prior. The
crossed points illustrate the point estimates (with no confidence intervals) from running
the same regression after confining the matched data set to switchers, or those who were
not inventors in the prior election cycle but are in the current election cycle.
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to identify all companies that produced intellectual property in the five years prior to each
election cycle. I merged these firm names with the DIME database to gather contribution
and ideology data on all employees for these firms (inventors and non-inventors alike)
in each election cycle. I then linked new firm names (for those firms which did not have
inventor donors) to Capital IQ firm identifiers and 4-digit SIC codes.
With this dataset, I performed a variance decomposition on the subsets of knowledge
economy workers who contribute to Democrats and who contribute to Republicans. This
analysis was predicated upon and modeled after similar analyses conducted in prominent
studies of rising wage inequality (Barth et al., 2016; Song et al., 2019). In those studies, the
question was whether increasing wage inequality—reflected by an increasing variance in
the overall wage distribution over time—was best explained by changes between firms,
with the average wages of some superior firms pulling away from the average wages of
their competitors, or within firms, with executive pay (for example) pulling away from
pay for administrative staff across many firms.
Here, the phenomenon to explain is not increasing variance in the wage distribution over
time but decreasing variance in the ideology distribution over time among the subset of
knowledge economy workers that give to Democratic candidates and committees. To
determine whether geographic or firm-level shifts are driving the declining ideological
variance among Democratic inventors, I implemented a Bayesian form of ANOVA decomposition for each subset of knowledge economy workers in the 1992 and 2012 election
cycles using the runjags library in R (Denwood, 2016). Specifically, I fit the following
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non-nested hierarchical model to each data set in each election cycle:

yi ∼ N (aj[i] + bk[i], σ2y )
aj ∼ N (0, σa2)
bj ∼ N (0, σb2)

Here yi represents the ideology score for donor i residing in Congressional District j[i]
and working at organization k[i]. The estimated standard deviations, σa, σb, σy can be
interpreted as point estimates of the variation in the average ideology across districts,
the average ideology across organizations, and the residual variation within districts
and organizations, respectively. Following (Gelman and Hill, 2007, Ch. 22), I report
finite population empirical standard deviations since there is no super-population of
Congressional Districts beyond those observed in the data, though this choice does not
impact the results.
A Bayesian form of ANOVA is preferable, here, because the goal is not to test whether
the batches of coefficients for Congressional Districts and organizations, aj[i] and bk[i], are
statistically significant sources of variation in ideology among Democratic knowledge
economy workers. Both variables are highly significant in this respect in both election
cycles. The goal is rather to precisely estimate (and efficiently compute) the amount of
observed variation between the batch of district effects and organization effects in each
period, and the residual variation within both districts and organizations, and determine
which plausibly explains the overall decline in the variance of ideology scores among
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Democratic knowledge economy workers.
Such an analysis suggests that Democratic knowledge economy workers are becoming
more polarized primarily by virtue of the place they live rather than the place they work,
though residual variation in ideology scores within districts and organizations remains
an important contributor as well. Figure 6 illustrates the main results. It shows the point
estimates and 95 percent confidence intervals for each of the parameters of the model
when the model is fitted to data for Democratic knowledge economy workers (left panel)
and Republican knowledge economy workers (right panel) in the 1992 election cycle
(black points) and the 2012 election cycle (gray points). The figure reveals that, for both
Democratic and Republican knowledge economy workers, the estimated variance in the
average ideology scores between organizations did not materially change between 1992
and 2012. This effectively means that differences between organizations cannot explain
increasing polarization among knowledge economy workers.
In contrast, for Democratic knowledge economy workers, the estimated variance in the
average ideology scores between Congressional Districts plummeted by about 84 percent
and, as of 2012, was close to zero (the point estimate is 0.058). In other words, Democratic
knowledge economy workers have come to increasingly reside in homogeneous liberal
enclaves, so that there is almost no variation left in the average ideology scores across the
districts in which these workers reside. This effectively means that changes in political
geography can plausibly explain increasing polarization among Democratic knowledge
economy workers. A significant decline in the residual variance, by about 40 percent
between 1992 and 2012, also suggests that polarization among Democratic knowledge
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Political Geography Explains Increasing Polarization in the Knowledge Economy
Democratic Donors

Republican Donors

District

Organization

Residual

Estimated Standard Deviation
Cycle

1992

2012

Figure 6: This figure shows the empirical standard deviation in the distribution of average
ideology scores across Congressional District (top line) and across organizations (middle
line) as well as the residual deviation within districts and organizations (bottom line).
The estimates are produced by fitting the model described in the text. The estimates are
reported for two different election cycles: 1992 (black points and 95 percent confidence
intervals) and 2012 (gray points and confidence intervals). And estimates are reported from
fitting the model to two different data sets: Democratic donors (left panel) and Republican
donors (right panel). The estimates suggest that increasing polarization among knowledge
economy workers comes predominately from changes among Democratic rather than
Republican contributors and is most likely explained by increasing polarization between
districts rather than between organizations.

28

economy workers increased within organizations and districts as well. But the amount
of ideological variation remaining within organizations and districts is still relatively
large (comparable in size to the variance between organizations). The most salient and
surprising result is the virtual dissipation of any meaningful variation between districts.
The results are similar when the variance decomposition is run using Congressional Districts and 4-digit SIC codes instead of organizations. Whether the alternative source is
hypothesized to be place of work or industrial affiliation, increasing geographic polarization emerges as the more plausible source of increasing polarization among knowledge
economy workers who contribute to Democrats.

5 Conclusion
Inventors, or those who produce the new technologies that shape the knowledge economy,
have come to favor Democratic candidates and committees when donating to political
campaigns, and those who contribute to Democrats have also become more liberal since
the 1992 election cycle. These aggregate findings generally support the hypothesis that the
Democratic Party’s rhetoric and policy commitments on knowledge economy formation
have allowed it to reap electoral rewards.
But when we examine the geographic expression of these trends, it appears that American
political institutions have constrained those payoffs in ways that call into question the
knowledge economy’s viability as a dominant platform of economic development. Just as
inventiveness has become increasingly concentrated in geographic space, so have dona-
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tions from inventors become more concentrated, with roughly 60 percent of donations to
each party coming from only 148 zip codes in the 2012 election cycle. And larger shares
of these donations increasingly flow to presidential candidates and a small number of
Congressional candidates who either live in states that are leading knowledge economy
development or who have publicly supported the knowledge economy. In a majoritarian
system with single-member districts, the concentration of knowledge economy development to a few regions seems to be generating larger political payoffs for some candidates
but producing more muted results for many others. Of course, the campaign finance
system has developed institutions for distributing money to more competitive races, but
it is not yet clear whether it does so in ways that create concrete electoral incentives for
the many Democratic candidates outside of known knowledge economy hubs to take up
or maintain the cause of knowledge economy development. And if as yet unobserved
voting behavior among inventors follows their donation behavior, institutions for redistributing donations may offer little recourse, as inventor votes will remain concentrated
nevertheless.
More broadly, these results suggest that American political institutions create at least two
major perils for those who seek to mobilize the force of the government to undertake bold
new programs of economic development. In a setting where the two main political parties
have staked out divergent philosophies on macroeconomic management, separation of
powers may tend to give neoliberal or “third-way” strategies a higher likelihood of becoming law (Short, 2022), but the market-oriented reforms that those strategies rely upon and
the unequal (and limited) response of state governments in a federalist system may also
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tend to exacerbate pre-existing regional inequalities (Short, n.d.). In the absence of a more
robust effort by the federal government to equalize regional patterns of economic development, winner-take-all elections in single-member districts may then cause economic
agglomeration (Moretti, 2013) to turn into political agglomeration (Rodden, 2019), where
geographic concentration in economic gains leads to concentration in electoral payoffs
and relatively few political candidates perceive a benefit from supporting the policies
driving the economic transition. This in turn may impede the formation of the kinds of
broader cross-regional coalitions that would be needed to overcome the imperatives of
divided government and assert the federal government’s hand more forcefully which
will continue to make neoliberal strategies attractive for political pragmatists. Though
we observe something like this happening with respect to the knowledge economy, it
remains an open question whether other economic platforms, including those that depend
on infrastructure investments or social welfare spending, are prone to the same dynamics.
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Appendices – Political Contributions by American
Inventors: Evidence from 30,000 Cases

1

Appendix A: Constructing the Inventor-Donor Database

To implement the first step, I used the research datasets published by the PTO on the
Patentsview website to build a database containing the first and last name, city and
state, and organizational assignee (a firm, a university, a government agency, etc.) for all
inventors who applied for a U.S. patent on or after January 1, 1979, who listed an address
in the U.S. in their correspondence with the PTO (i.e., were American residents at the time
of the patent application), and who assigned their patent to some organizational entity.
Assignees are usually employers; by law, the inventors named on a patent must be people,
but ownership of the patent routinely passes to that person’s employer by virtue of the
employment contract. If that does not happen, ownership passes to the inventors (there
is no assignee). Because employer is an essential field for matching with DIME data, I
exclude instances where ownership passes to the inventors and keep only instances where
patent ownership passes to some organization.
To implement the second step, I gathered the same information (name, city and state, and
employer) from the DIME database (Bonica, 2016). Using fastLink (Enamorado et al., 2019),
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I then identified those American inventors who also contributed to a political campaign at
some point from 1979 through 2014 (the 1980-2014 cycles). I completed the matching in
three steps. First, I stratified the patent and donor data by both election cycle and state.
The algorithm would therefore only find a match if an inventor both applied for a patent
and made a campaign contribution in the same election cycle (an election year and the
prior year). These matches are the strongest because the invention and donation occur
close in time. Second, I stratified the remaining data (after purging matches from the first
step) by state and repeated the matching for inventors in all states except California, New
York, and Texas. These results introduce the possibility of more error because the acts of
invention and donation are not close in time. But it captures instances where, for example,
an inventor at Microsoft who lives in Washington and stays in Washington applies for a
patent in, say, 1991 but does not donate to a campaign until, say, 2008. Third, and finally,
for the remaining data in California, New York, and Texas, I stratified by both state and
the first letter of the inventor’s last name. Without this further stratification for these three
large states, probabilistic matching was not computationally feasible.
The administrators of both the Patentsview and the DIME data sets have run their own
disambiguation algorithms to generate unique identifiers for inventors (in Patentsview)
and donors (in DIME). To ensure a higher quality of matching, I kept only those high probability matches where both datasets agreed that the match identified a unique individual.
In other words, I abandoned instances where a single DIME identifier was matched to
more than one Patentsview identifier and vice versa. This produced a dataset of 30,603
American inventors who contributed to a political campaign from 1979 through 2014.
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Once inventor-donors are matched in this fashion, it is possible to use the unique identifiers
in both data set to construct an invention record, containing data on all patents applied
for by these inventor-donors from 1979-2019, and a donor record, containing data on all
campaign contributions made by these inventor-donors from 1979-2014. Below, I focus
exclusively on analyzing the donor record of American inventor-donors.1 I also confine the
donor record to campaign contributions made in all federal elections from the 1980 cycle
through the 2014 cycle. The donor and recipient party coding in the DIME database appear
to be a mix of FEC codes and legacy Voteview codes. In the analysis below, I re-coded
the recipient types as Democratic candidates and committees, Republican candidates and
committees, and political actions committees of unknown partisan affiliation (PAC-UPAs)
and ignored contributions to other partisan entities (which were not substantial in any
time period). As explained in the Introduction, PAC-UPAs are committees that either do
not have a partisan designation in the underlying DIME data, do not have an ideological
score or have a “middling” ideological score (greater than -0.5 and less than 0.5) which
makes it difficult to impute a partisan tendency based on donation patterns, and do not
have the text strings “Republican” or “Democrat” in their name.
The DIME dataset does not have disambiguated firm or organizational identifiers, and
it is problematic to use those provided in the Patentsview dataset for several reasons. I
therefore implemented my own name matching between the self-reported employer listed
in the donation record of American inventor-donors and the organizations in Standard &
Poor’s Capital IQ database. To execute this third step, I first excluded instances where the
1In the

Introduction, I appealed to the invention record to identify the technological domain (based on
patent data) in which each inventor-donor predominately works.
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DIME employer was missing or appeared to be conflated with occupation or employment
status (CEO, engineer, retired, etc.). I then ranked the remaining employer names in
descending order by the number of inventor donations (not the dollar amount) associated
with that employer. I fed all of these names into Capital IQ’s proprietary lookup algorithm
to generate a suggested match and then audited the matches in two steps. First, because the
top 2,212 of these names account for roughly 74.6 percent of all inventor donations across
all election cycles, I manually audited the proposed matches, leading to 2,050 valid matches.
For the remaining results, I implemented a relatively soft constraint on name similarity:
that the DIME employer name and Capital IQ organization name had a Jaro-Winkler
distance less than or equal to 0.15, which produced another 21,204 matches.2 Together,
these 23,254 self-reported employer names were linked to 14,735 unique organizations
with Capital IQ identifiers.
The matching analysis implemented in Section 3 utilizes the subset of inventor-donor
data where the DIME employer was linked to a Capital IQ organization through one of
these 23,254 matches. Table 1 presents some summary statistics about this subset of the
inventor-donor data for each election cycle. The second column shows the total number
of donors in the DIME database in thousands. The third column shows the percentage of
all donors that are inventor-donors, which varies over time between 0.5 and 2.4 percent
of all donors. The fourth column shows the percentage of all donors that are linked to
Capital IQ organizations. It reveals that the link between DIME employers and Capital IQ
organizations is weakest in the 1980s, which is to be expected given that the Capital IQ
2That

cutoff was chosen because, after auditing small samples, I observed that the proposed matches
below this cutoff generated very few potentially false matches, while matches with a Jaro-Winkler distance
between 0.15 and 0.2 had about 30 percent potentially false matches.
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database has the best coverage from the mid-1990s to the present. The fifth column shows
the share of all donors that are linked to Capital IQ organizations that are inventor-donors,
which essentially defines the pool of inventor-donors eligible for matching. It shows that
the linking to Capital IQ organizations slightly reduces the share of inventors compared
to all donors (column three) in the 1980s, that there is no relative loss in the 1990s, and
that the linking slightly reduces the relative share of non-inventors from 2000 to 2014.
But it does not do so dramatically in any election cycle. The sixth column shows the
number of inventor-donors that were matched to non-inventor donors by organization,
Congressional District, and imputed gender, and the seventh columns shows the matching
success rate, which is number of matched inventor-donors as a share of inventor-donors
linked to Capital IQ organizations. It shows that matching succeeds in 20-31 percent of
cases in the 1980s, 35-44 percent of cases in the 1990s, and in 56-67 percent of cases from
2002 to 2014.
The ANOVA analysis implemented in Section 4 is slightly different. Here, the goal is
to understand whether polarization is increasing among knowledge economy workers
who contribute to Democrats even if that organization’s inventors do not donate. For this
exercise, carried out only in the 1992 and 2012 election cycles, I supplemented the data
set with data on non-inventor donors at known IP producers. Specifically, I used patent
data to first identify all IP producers (any organization that was issued a patent) from
1987-1991 and from 2007-2011 (the five years prior to each relevant election year). I then
linked self-reported DIME employers to these IP producers and, for those employers not
already matched above, I linked the IP producer names to Capital IQ firm names. This
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Table 1: Summary of the Inventor-Donor Dataset
Cycle Total
Donors
(Thousands)
1980
1982
1984
1986
1988
1990
1992
1994
1996
1998
2000
2002
2004
2006
2008
2010
2012
2014

225.1
101.4
152.9
155.9
247.6
287.8
451.1
428.7
595.8
487.2
777.2
894.2
1,693.3
1,357.0
2,603.7
1,689.6
3,310.9
2,433.0

Inventor
Share
(%)

CIQ
Linked
Share
(%)

0.5
1.9
1.8
2.3
1.8
2.0
1.5
1.9
1.7
2.4
1.8
1.7
1.0
1.4
0.8
1.4
0.8
1.1

6.3
5.6
4.3
6.6
6.4
8.1
7.8
9.2
8.8
9.6
9.6
11.9
11.9
14.2
12.0
13.2
11.5
10.9

Linked
Inventor
Share
(%)
0.5
0.9
1.2
1.3
1.0
1.4
1.6
1.8
1.9
2.2
2.1
1.9
1.9
2.1
2.1
2.4
2.2
2.3

Matched Matched
Share
Inven(%)
tors
22
10
21
42
49
125
251
275
357
379
582
1,149
2,317
2,338
4,018
3,276
5,470
3,852

31.0
20.0
26.6
30.9
29.7
38.0
44.3
38.9
35.8
36.9
37.4
56.7
59.2
58.8
62.2
60.7
66.6
64.2

Note:
This table presents basic summary statistics about the inventor-donor
data set and the subset of that data linked to Capital IQ organizations
used for the matching analysis in Section 3. For each election cycle (column 1), it shows the total number of donors in the DIME data (column
2), the share of total donors that are inventors (column 3), the share of
total donors and that are linked to Capital IQ organizations (column
4), and the share of donors linked to Capital IQ organizations that are
also inventors (column 5). The last two columns show the number of
inventor-donors matched to non-inventor donors by firm, gender, and
Congressional District (column 6) and the matching success rate as a
share of inventor-donors linked to Capital IQ organizations (column
7).

6

allowed me to link DIME employers to an additional 887 Capital IQ organizations in 1992
and an additional 7,200 Capital IQ organizations in 2012. These organizations produced IP
in the years leading up to the election cycle and had employees who donated in federal
elections but did not have inventor-donors who made contributions.
Table 2 characterizes the data set used in the ANOVA analysis. For each election cycle,
column 2 shows the total number of donors in the DIME data and column 3 shows the share
of those donors (inventors and non-inventor employees at IP producers) that are linked to
Capital IQ organizations. Columns four through six show the number of organizations,
Congressional Districts, and industries (4-digit SIC codes) that are represented in this data
set. As shown, the data set covers virtually all Congressional Districts in each election
cycle,3 and captures data on donors from 957 organizations in 339 industries in 1992 and
6,038 organizations in 714 industries in 2012.

2

Appenidx B: Regression Output

3There

is a 436th district because the at-large district for the District of Columbia is included
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Table 2: Summary of the Knowledge Economy Worker Dataset
Cycle

Total
Donors
(1,000s)
1992 451.1
2012 3,310.9

Linked Orgs.
Share
(%)
1.88
957
5.99 6038

Districts

Industries

434
436

339
714

Note:
This table presents basic summary statistics about the supplemented inventor-donor data set used for the ANOVA
analysis in Section 4, which includes inventor-donors and
non-inventor employees at firms that produce IP. For each
election cycle (column 1), it shows the total number of
donors in the DIME data (column 2), the share of total
donors that are inventors or non-inventor donors employed by IP producers (column 4). Non-inventor donors
employed by IP producers are donors that worked at
organizations that were issued at least one patent from
1987-1991 (for the 1992 election cycle) or from 2007-2011
(for the 2012 election cycle), where the IP producer firm
name was linked to a Capital IQ firm. The last three
columns show the number of organizations (column 4),
Congressional Districts (column 5), and 4-digit SIC industries (column 6) represented in the data.
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Table 3: Regression Results for Ideology Model - Full Matched Dataset
Dependent variable: Common Factor Ideology Score
1980

1982

1984

1986

1988

1990

inventor

0.143
(0.200)

0.009
(0.263)

0.091
(0.235)

0.010
(0.134)

0.072
(0.119)

−0.052
(0.096)

Constant

0.531∗∗∗
(0.127)

0.783∗∗∗
(0.186)

0.424∗∗
(0.162)

0.533∗∗∗
(0.091)

0.606∗∗∗
(0.082)

0.525∗∗∗
(0.062)

35
0.015
−0.015
0.580 (df = 33)
0.508 (df = 1; 33)

20
0.0001
−0.055
0.587 (df = 18)
0.001 (df = 1; 18)

38
0.004
−0.024
0.724 (df = 36)
0.150 (df = 1; 36)

76
0.0001
−0.013
0.581 (df = 74)
0.005 (df = 1; 74)

92
0.004
−0.007
0.571 (df = 90)
0.369 (df = 1; 90)

216
0.001

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

1994

1996

1998

2000

inventor

−0.062
(0.080)

0.020
(0.073)

−0.023
(0.070)

−0.063
(0.072)

−0.074
(0.062)

−0.121∗∗
(0.050)

Constant

0.394∗∗∗
(0.052)

0.441∗∗∗
(0.048)

0.401∗∗∗
(0.047)

0.297∗∗∗
(0.049)

0.256∗∗∗
(0.042)

0.298∗∗∗(0.031)

433
0.001
−0.001
0.817 (df = 431)
0.614 (df = 1; 431)

479
0.0002
−0.002
0.792 (df = 477)
0.076 (df = 1; 477)

656
0.0002
−0.001
0.888 (df = 654)
0.108 (df = 1; 654)

694
0.001
−0.0004
0.948 (df = 692)
0.751 (df = 1; 692)

1,095
0.001
0.0004
1.017 (df = 1093)
1.431 (df = 1; 1093)

1,825
0.003
0.003
1.037 (df = 1823)
5.900∗∗ (df = 1; 1823)

9

1992

−0.003
0.695 (df = 214)
0.293 (df = 1; 214)
2002

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

inventor

−0.161∗∗∗
(0.037)

−0.176∗∗∗
(0.038)

−0.157∗∗∗
(0.029)

−0.142∗∗∗
(0.033)

−0.097∗∗∗
(0.025)

−0.082∗∗∗
(0.029)

Constant

−0.106∗∗∗
(0.024)

−0.103∗∗∗
(0.024)

−0.268∗∗∗
(0.019)

−0.248∗∗∗
(0.021)

−0.492∗∗∗
(0.016)

−0.494∗∗∗
(0.018)

3,945
0.005
0.004
1.155 (df = 3943)
18.667∗∗∗ (df = 1; 3943)

3,818
0.006
0.005
1.138 (df = 3816)
21.838∗∗∗ (df = 1; 3816)

6,938
0.004
0.004
1.188 (df = 6936)
29.627∗∗∗ (df = 1; 6936)

5,305
0.004
0.003
1.159 (df = 5303)
19.100∗∗∗ (df = 1; 5303)

9,321
0.002
0.002
1.184 (df = 9319)
15.267∗∗∗ (df = 1; 9319)

6,158
0.001
0.001
1.112 (df = 6156)
7.971∗∗∗ (df = 1; 6156)

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01

Note: This table shows the results of regressing common factor (CF) ideology scores on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor in the matched inventor data set (as
described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 4: Regression Output for Ideology Model - Switchers
Dependent variable: Common Factor Ideology Score
1982

1984

1986

1988

1990

1992

inventor

0.277
(0.269)

0.147
(0.268)

−0.135
(0.234)

0.052
(0.240)

−0.276
(0.234)

0.062
(0.197)

Constant

0.830∗∗
(0.190)

0.607∗∗
(0.190)

0.828∗∗∗
(0.165)

0.691∗∗∗
(0.163)

0.563∗∗∗
(0.152)

0.271∗∗
(0.126)

6
0.210
0.012
0.329 (df = 4)
1.060 (df = 1; 4)

6
0.069
—0.163
0.329 (df = 4)
0.299 (df = 1; 4)

8
0.053
− 0.105
0.331 (df = 6)
0.333 (df = 1; 6)

13
0.004
− 0.086
0.431 (df = 11)
0.047 (df = 1; 11)

38
0.037
0.011
0.712 (df = 36)
1.398 (df = 1; 36)

75
0.001
− 0.012
0.838 (df = 73)
0.098 (df = 1; 73)

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
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1994

1996

1998

2000

inventor

0.115
(0.212)

—0.118
(0.229)

− 0.083
(0.177)

− 0.011
(0.162)

− 0.352
(0.151)

− 0.183
(0.102)

Constant

0.260∗
(0.139)

0.353∗∗
(0.157)

0.167
(0.122)

0.317∗∗∗
(0.111)

0.427∗∗∗
(0.091)

− 0.197
(0.067)

65
0.005
—0.011
0.846 (df = 63)
0.297 (df = 1; 63)

91
0.003
− 0.008
1.089 (df = 89)
0.266 (df = 1; 89)

130
0.002
− 0.006
1.010 (df = 128)
0.220 (df = 1; 128)

151
0.00003
− 0.007
0.994 (df = 149)
0.005 (df = 1; 149)

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

2006

2008

2010

2002

2012

∗∗

214
0.025
0.020
1.059 (df = 212)
5.428∗∗ (df = 1; 212)

∗

∗∗∗

500
0.006
0.004
1.133 (df = 498)
3.174∗ (df = 1; 498)

2014

inventor

—0.160
(0.109)

∗∗
− 0.177
(0.090)

∗∗∗
− 0.268
(0.093)

− 0.127
(0.072)

− 0.060
(0.084)

Constant

∗∗
—0.146
(0.069)

− 0.341
(0.059)

∗∗∗

− 0.235
(0.057)

∗∗∗

− 0.578
(0.046)

∗∗∗

− 0.640
(0.052)

429
0.005
0.003
1.109 (df = 427)
2.154 (df = 1; 427)

738
0.005
0.004
1.204 (df = 736)
3.910∗∗ (df = 1; 736)

670
0.012
0.011
1.166 (df = 668)
8.247∗∗∗ (df = 1; 668)

1,071
0.003
0.002
1.152 (df = 1069)
3.124∗ (df = 1; 1069)

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

2004

∗

∗∗∗

668
0.001
− 0.001
1.058 (df = 666)
0.508 (df = 1; 666)

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing common factor (CF) ideology scores on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor among switchers (as described in
Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 5: Regression Results for Democratic Donor Model - Full Matched Dataset
Dependent variable: Democratic Donor
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1980

1982

1984

1986

1988

1990

inventor

0.000
(0.725)

0.000
(1.491)

0.214
(0.654)

0.000
(0.514)

0.421
(0.462)

−0.281
(0.284)

Constant

−1.163∗∗
(0.512)

−2.197∗∗
(1.054)

−0.619
(0.469)

−1.131∗∗∗
(0.364)

−1.240∗∗∗
(0.342)

−0.828∗∗∗
(0.194)

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

42
−23.053
50.105

20
−6.502
17.003

40
−26.409
56.818

82
−45.554
95.108

98
−56.276
116.553

250
−146.793
297.586

1992

1994

1996

1998

2000

2002

inventor

−0.190
(0.195)

−0.137
(0.185)

−0.080
(0.163)

−0.050
(0.158)

−0.000
(0.124)

0.010
(0.100)

Constant

−0.760∗∗∗
(0.135)

−0.688∗∗∗
(0.129)

−0.775∗∗∗
(0.115)

−0.787∗∗∗
(0.112)

−0.631∗∗∗
(0.088)

−1.223∗∗∗
(0.071)

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

502
−305.668
615.336

538
−336.862
677.723

704
−433.918
871.835

748
−461.522
927.044

1,152
−743.858
1,491.716

2,252
−1,209.641
2,423.281

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

inventor

−0.102∗
(0.060)

−0.067
(0.062)

−0.187∗∗∗
(0.045)

−0.319∗∗∗
(0.051)

−0.391∗∗∗
(0.039)

−0.607∗∗∗
(0.047)

Constant

−0.274∗∗∗
(0.042)

−0.578∗∗∗
(0.043)

0.014
(0.032)

−0.186∗∗∗
(0.036)

0.420∗∗∗
(0.028)

0.283∗∗∗
(0.033)

4,574
−3,109.524
6,223.047

4,596
−2,980.247
5,964.493

7,910
−5,467.983
10,939.970

6,394
−4,319.290
8,642.579

10,736
−7,325.466
14,654.930

7,472
−5,093.655
10,191.310

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing a binary variable indicating whether the donor contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee on a binary variable indicating
whether the donor is an inventor in the full matched dataset (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 6: Regression Results for Democratic Donor Model - Switchers
Dependent variable: Democratic Donor
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1982

1984

1986

1988

1990

1992

inventor

0.000
(106,969.800)

1.386
(1.732)

0.000
(1.633)

0.000
(1.183)

−0.613
(0.646)

0.000
(0.450)

Constant

−24.566
(75,639.060)

−0.693
(1.225)

−1.099
(1.155)

−0.916
(0.837)

−0.368
(0.434)

−0.659∗∗
(0.318)

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

6
−0.000
4.000

6
−3.819
11.638

8
−4.499
12.997

14
−8.376
20.752

44
−27.775
59.549

88
−56.464
116.928

1994

1996

1998

2000

2002

2004

inventor

−0.117
(0.483)

0.480
(0.441)

−0.000
(0.354)

0.161
(0.328)

0.000
(0.296)

−0.155
(0.168)

Constant

−0.496
(0.339)

−0.990∗∗∗
(0.325)

−0.565∗∗
(0.250)

−0.619∗∗∗
(0.234)

−1.315∗∗∗
(0.209)

−0.119
(0.118)

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

74
−48.527
101.054

96
−59.791
123.582

138
−90.354
184.708

160
−105.205
214.410

274
−141.431
286.863

574
−394.705
793.409

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

inventor

−0.017
(0.185)

−0.142
(0.138)

−0.411∗∗∗
(0.142)

−0.563∗∗∗
(0.114)

−0.727∗∗∗
(0.142)

Constant

−0.595∗∗∗
(0.131)

0.047
(0.097)

−0.239∗∗
(0.098)

0.535∗∗∗
(0.082)

0.414∗∗∗
(0.101)

512
−332.589
669.178

844
−584.424
1,172.847

840
−558.162
1,120.324

1,278
−863.701
1,731.402

824
−557.539
1,119.078

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing a binary variable indicating whether the donor contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee on a binary variable indicating
whether the donor is an inventor among switchers (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 7: Regression Results for Democratic Share Model - Full Matched Dataset
inventor
dem_donor
Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
dem_donor
Constant
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Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
dem_donor
Constant
Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

Dependent variable: Democratic Share of Donations
1984

1980

1982

−2.111
(5.332)

−0.000∗∗∗
(0.000)

60.096∗∗∗ (6.259)
1.056
(4.054)
42
0.703
0.688
17.276 (df = 39)
46.173∗∗∗ (df = 2; 39)

−17.198∗∗∗
(6.028)

100.000∗∗∗
(0.000)

76.415∗∗∗
(6.225)

0.000∗∗∗
(0.000)

8.255∗
(4.782)

20
1.000
1.000
0.000 (df = 17)
38,330,146,607,691,530,952,077,391,953,920.000 ∗∗∗ (df = 2; 17)

1988

1990

−3.747
(3.816)

−1.470
(2.427)

71.244∗∗∗
(4.307)

72.724∗∗∗
(2.705)

1.742
(2.841)

0.760
(1.900)

76.309∗∗∗ (3.960)
2.231
(2.591)
82
0.825
0.821
15.398 (df = 79)
186.563∗∗∗ (df = 2; 79)

97
0.745
0.739
18.696 (df = 94)
137.025∗∗∗ (df = 2; 94)

247
0.749
0.747
19.037 (df = 244)
363.990∗∗∗ (df = 2; 244)

1992
—0.125
(1.665)

1996

1998

− 3.114
(1.591)

∗

− 0.510
(1.425)

− 0.106
(1.316)

2000
∗∗
− 2.545
(1.081)

− 1.097
(0.706)

74.837∗∗∗
(1.812)

76.332∗∗∗
(1.703)

75.435∗∗∗
(1.542)

77.164∗∗∗
(1.424)

80.722∗∗∗
(1.132)

74.284∗∗∗
(0.839)

0.064
(1.313)

1.578
(1.258)

0.258
(1.121)

0.053
(1.033)

1.281
(0.865)

0.547
(0.535)

496
0.776
0.775
18.517 (df = 493)
∗∗∗
854.673 (df = 2; 493)

1994

40
0.808
0.798
19.036 (df = 37)
77.803∗∗∗ (df = 2; 37)

1986
−4.461
(3.401)

535
0.792
0.791
18.388 (df = 532)
∗∗∗
1,009.887 (df = 2; 532)

745
0.798
0.798
17.957 (df = 742)
∗∗∗
1,468.023 (df = 2; 742)

1,135
0.818
0.818
18.213 (df = 1132)
∗∗∗
2,547.524 (df = 2; 1132)

2,236
0.778
0.778
16.699 (df = 2233)
∗∗∗
3,917.237 (df = 2; 2233)

2004
∗∗
—1.233
(0.490)

2008
0.175
(0.412)

2010
1.123∗∗
(0.481)

2012

2014

− 0.216
(0.527)

− 0.468
(0.326)

− 0.658
(0.412)

89.208∗∗∗
(0.496)

81.852∗∗∗
(0.551)

86.351∗∗∗
(0.412)

78.483∗∗∗
(0.487)

90.435∗∗∗
(0.329)

89.994∗∗∗
(0.412)

0.630
(0.408)

0.110
(0.424)

—0.092
(0.358)

− 0.599
(0.406)

0.260
(0.304)

0.379
(0.372)

4,539
0.877
0.877
16.488 (df = 4536)
∗∗∗
16,226.480 (df = 2; 4536)

2006

698
0.775
0.774
18.826 (df = 695)
∗∗∗
1,197.789 (df = 2; 695)

2002

4,536
0.830
0.830
17.759 (df = 4533)
∗∗∗
11,053.980 (df = 2; 4533)

7,823
0.849
0.849
18.185 (df = 7820)
∗∗∗
22,025.750 (df = 2; 7820)

6,309
0.805
0.805
19.028 (df = 6306)
∗∗∗
13,050.360 (df = 2; 6306)

10,681
0.878
0.877
16.791 (df = 10678)
∗∗∗
38,245.970 (df = 2; 10678)

7,431
0.868
0.868
17.554 (df = 7428)
24,467.720∗∗∗ (df = 2; 7428)

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing the share of donations given to Democratic candidates and committees on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor (inventor) and a binary variable indicating whether the donor
contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee (dem_donor). Conditional on being a Democratic donor, it captures the difference between inventors and non-inventors in the share of total contributions made to Democratic candidates and
committees. The regressions were run in the full matched dataset (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 8: Regression Results for Democratic Share Model - Switchers
inventor

1984

1990

1992

0.000
(0.000)

−34.375
(23.868)

−8.655
(6.704)

0.851
(14.308)

−10.747∗
(6.194)

−2.530
(4.524)

65.625∗
(23.868)

32.690∗∗∗
(7.741)

55.655∗∗∗ (15.836)

77.635∗∗∗
(6.534)

68.339∗∗∗
(4.733)

0.000
(0.000)

11.458
(17.790)

4.327
(5.120)

−0.426
(11.083)

5.930
(5.092)

1.288
(3.635)

6

6
0.724
0.540
27.560 (df = 3)
3.934 (df = 2; 3)

dem_donor
Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

Dependent variable: Democratic Share of Donations
1986
1988

1982

0.000 (df = 4)

8
0.796
0.714
9.481 (df = 5)
9.749∗∗ (df = 2; 5)

14
0.529
0.443
26.767 (df = 11)
6.178∗∗ (df = 2; 11)

44
0.789
0.779
20.330 (df = 41)
76.655∗∗∗ (df = 2; 41)

85
0.718
0.711
20.854 (df = 82)
104.454∗∗∗ (df = 2; 82)

1994

1996

1998

2000

2002

2004

inventor

−6.086
(5.103)

−0.497
(4.071)

−0.917
(3.486)

−4.270
(2.878)

−1.507
(1.922)

0.630
(1.393)

dem_donor

71.844∗∗∗
(5.300)

73.674∗∗∗
(4.329)

75.154∗∗∗
(3.615)

83.835∗∗∗ (2.978)

78.590∗∗∗
(2.349)

89.904∗∗∗
(1.399)

Constant

3.108
(4.127)

0.221
(3.058)

0.458
(2.801)

2.093
(2.297)

0.750
(1.445)

−0.326
(1.188)

14

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

74
0.724
0.716
21.938 (df = 71)
∗∗∗
93.122 (df = 2; 71)

94
0.764
0.758
19.569 (df = 91)
∗∗∗
146.983 (df = 2; 91)

136
0.765
0.761
20.329 (df = 133)
∗∗∗
216.093 (df = 2; 133)

159
0.836
0.833
18.132 (df = 156)
∗∗∗
396.318 (df = 2; 156)

273
0.806
0.804
15.876 (df = 270)
∗∗∗
559.941 (df = 2; 270)

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

inventor

−1.178
(1.655)

0.461
(1.236)

1.235
(1.441)

1.141
(0.971)

−0.272
(1.269)

dem_donor

80.267∗∗∗
(1.725)

87.459∗∗∗
(1.236)

73.059∗∗∗
(1.472)

90.399∗∗∗ (0.980)

89.812∗∗∗
(1.270)

Constant

0.595
(1.329)

−0.238
(1.082)

−0.666
(1.208)

−0.666
(0.923)

0.161
(1.169)

835
0.858
0.857
17.849 (df = 832)
2,505.006∗∗∗ (df = 2; 832)

826
0.751
0.750
20.605 (df = 823)
1,240.425∗∗∗ (df = 2; 823)

1,270
0.872
0.872
17.131 (df = 1267)
4,330.088∗∗∗ (df = 2; 1267)

821
0.863
0.863
17.892 (df = 818)
2,586.726∗∗∗ (df = 2; 818)

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

504
0.812
0.811
18.574 (df = 501)
∗∗∗
1,083.590 (df = 2; 501)

568
0.880
0.879
16.588 (df = 565)
∗∗∗
2,068.380 (df = 2; 565)

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing the share of donations given to Democratic candidates and committees on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor (inventor) and a binary variable indicating whether the donor
contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee (dem_donor). Conditional on being a Democratic donor, it captures the difference between inventors and non-inventors in the share of total contributions made to Democratic candidates and
committees. The regressions were run among switchers (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 9: Regression Results for Republican Share Model - Full Matched Dataset
Dependent variable: Republican Share of Donations
1984
1986

1980

1982

1988

1990

inventor

−13.827
(13.953)

−1.860
(1.908)

14.857
(10.916)

3.173
(8.169)

−0.255
(8.491)

−10.928∗∗
(5.407)

dem_donor

−25.069
(16.380)

−98.967∗∗∗
(3.180)

−61.767∗∗∗
(11.274)

−57.887∗∗∗
(9.512)

−48.375∗∗∗
(9.585)

−26.626∗∗∗
(6.026)

77.868∗∗∗ (8.660)

77.491∗∗∗ (6.225)

65.930∗∗∗ (6.321)

47.405∗∗∗
(4.233)

82
0.320
0.303
36.989 (df = 79)
18.594∗∗∗ (df = 2; 79)

97
0.215
0.198
41.606 (df = 94)
12.879∗∗∗ (df = 2; 94)

247
0.085
0.077
42.414 (df = 244)
11.304∗∗∗ (df = 2; 244)

Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
dem_donor
Constant
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Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

66.812∗∗∗ (10.609)

42
0.079
0.031
45.212 (df = 39)
1.662 (df = 2; 39)

99.897∗∗∗ (1.386)

20
0.983
0.981
4.266 (df = 17)
484.748∗∗∗ (df = 2; 17)

40
0.457
0.428
34.474 (df = 37)
15.590∗∗∗ (df = 2; 37)

1992

1994

1996

1998

2000

2002

−8.362∗∗
(3.747)

−6.047∗
(3.664)

−5.206∗
(3.056)

−4.510
(3.067)

−3.796∗
(2.218)

−5.871∗∗∗
(1.682)

−25.045∗∗∗
(4.079)

−34.805∗∗∗
(3.922)

−50.822∗∗∗
(3.305)

−43.115∗∗∗
(3.319)

−57.927∗∗∗
(2.321)

−15.798∗∗∗
(1.999)

70.686∗∗∗ (2.403)

57.661∗∗∗ (2.408)

71.569∗∗∗ (1.773)

30.415∗∗∗
(1.273)

745
0.187
0.185
41.852 (df = 742)
∗∗∗
85.212 (df = 2; 742)

1,135
0.356
0.355
37.354 (df = 1132)
∗∗∗
312.792 (df = 2; 1132)

2,236
0.032
0.032
39.776 (df = 2233)
∗∗∗
37.397 (df = 2; 2233)

43.715∗∗∗ (2.956)

496
0.078
0.074
41.689 (df = 493)
∗∗∗
20.775 (df = 2; 493)

52.469∗∗∗ (2.897)

535
0.132
0.128
42.352 (df = 532)
∗∗∗
40.359 (df = 2; 532)

698
0.255
0.253
40.360 (df = 695)
∗∗∗
119.217 (df = 2; 695)

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

inventor

−8.046∗∗∗
(1.096)

−5.464∗∗∗
(1.022)

−8.656∗∗∗
(0.808)

−6.382∗∗∗
(0.852)

−8.772∗∗∗
(0.638)

−5.376∗∗∗
(0.725)

dem_donor

−32.021∗∗∗
(1.109)

−17.324∗∗∗
(1.067)

−38.636∗∗∗
(0.809)

−22.130∗∗∗
(0.863)

−40.166∗∗∗
(0.643)

−23.783∗∗∗
(0.725)

Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

41.680∗∗∗ (0.913)

26.300∗∗∗ (0.821)

46.707∗∗∗ (0.704)

29.204∗∗∗ (0.720)

46.665∗∗∗ (0.595)

28.585∗∗∗
(0.656)

4,539
0.162
0.162
36.905 (df = 4536)
438.471∗∗∗ (df = 2; 4536)

4,536
0.060
0.060
34.404 (df = 4533)
144.684∗∗∗ (df = 2; 4533)

7,823
0.231
0.231
35.701 (df = 7820)
1,177.555∗∗∗ (df = 2; 7820)

6,309
0.098
0.098
33.751 (df = 6306)
343.496∗∗∗ (df = 2; 6306)

10,681
0.271
0.271
32.819 (df = 10678)
1,983.195∗∗∗ (df = 2; 10678)

7,431
0.127
0.127
30.907 (df = 7428)
540.543∗∗∗ (df = 2; 7428)

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing the share of donations given to Republican candidates or committees on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor (inventor) and a binary variable indicating whether the donor
contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee (dem_donor). Conditional on being a Democratic donor, it captures the difference between inventors and non-inventors in the share of contributions made to Republican candidates and
committees. The regressions were run in the full matched dataset (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 10: Regression Results for Republican Share Model - Switchers
inventor

1982

1984

—6.200
(6.200)

34.375
(23.868)

Dependent variable: Republican Share of Donations
1986
1988
8.655
(6.704)

1990

1992

− 9.030
(9.706)

− 2.085
(13.424)

− 6.097
(9.017)

∗
—65.625
(23.868)

∗∗∗
− 32.690
(7.741)

− 7.152
(10.743)

∗∗
− 31.366
(14.160)

− 17.557
(9.433)

88.542∗∗
(17.790)

95.672∗∗∗
(5.120)

15.835∗
(7.518)

46.525∗∗∗
(11.036)

39.344∗∗∗
(7.244)

6
0.200
0.000
7.593 (df = 4)
1.000 (df = 1; 4)

6
0.724
0.540
27.560 (df = 3)
3.934 (df = 2; 3)

8
0.796
0.714
9.481 (df = 5)
∗∗
9.749 (df = 2; 5)

14
0.106
− 0.056
18.158 (df = 11)
0.654 (df = 2; 11)

44
0.107
0.064
44.059 (df = 41)
∗
2.467 (df = 2; 41)

85
0.045
0.022
41.560 (df = 82)
1.950 (df = 2; 82)

1994
0.398
(9.552)

1996
—4.317
(8.448)

1998

2000

2002

− 5.015
(7.002)

− 8.402
(5.704)

− 7.198
(4.583)

− 11.568
(2.996)

dem_donor

∗∗
—25.945
(9.922)

∗∗∗
− 50.221
(8.983)

∗∗∗
− 45.000
(7.261)

∗∗∗
− 58.817
(5.903)

∗∗
− 14.351
(5.602)

∗∗∗
− 31.140
(3.008)

Constant

39.796∗∗∗
(7.725)

73.091∗∗∗
(6.346)

56.971∗∗∗
(5.625)

75.166∗∗∗
(4.553)

27.308∗∗∗
(3.445)

42.865∗∗∗
(2.555)

74
0.088
0.062
41.070 (df = 71)
3.426∗∗ (df = 2; 71)

94
0.265
0.249
40.608 (df = 91)
16.394∗∗∗ (df = 2; 91)

136
0.226
0.215
40.830 (df = 133)
19.460∗∗∗ (df = 2; 133)

159
0.397
0.389
35.940 (df = 156)
51.280∗∗∗ (df = 2; 156)

273
0.032
0.025
37.864 (df = 270)
4.522∗∗ (df = 2; 270)

dem_donor
Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
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Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

100.000∗∗∗
(4.384)

2006
inventor
dem_donor
Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

2008

2010
∗∗∗

2012

∗

2004
∗∗∗

568
0.174
0.171
35.679 (df = 565)
59.572∗∗∗ (df = 2; 565)

2014

∗
—4.967
(2.858)

∗∗∗
− 10.250
(2.437)

− 6.530
(2.187)

∗∗∗
− 10.029
(1.752)

− 5.054
(1.949)

∗∗∗

∗∗∗
—13.294
(2.978)

∗∗∗
− 40.337
(2.437)

∗∗∗
− 12.672
(2.234)

∗∗∗
− 30.970
(1.767)

∗∗∗
− 18.618
(1.950)

22.665∗∗∗
(2.295)

48.537∗∗∗
(2.133)

21.473∗∗∗
(1.833)

37.711∗∗∗
(1.666)

22.526∗∗∗
(1.794)

504
0.044
0.040
32.076 (df = 501)
11.418∗∗∗ (df = 2; 501)

835
0.257
0.255
35.189 (df = 832)
143.584∗∗∗ (df = 2; 832)

826
0.044
0.042
31.271 (df = 823)
19.055∗∗∗ (df = 2; 823)

1,270
0.200
0.199
30.901 (df = 1267)
158.775∗∗∗ (df = 2; 1267)

821
0.101
0.099
27.468 (df = 818)
46.004∗∗∗ (df = 2; 818)

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing the share of donations given to Republican candidates or committees on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor (inventor) and a binary variable indicating whether the donor
contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee (dem_donor). Conditional on being a Democratic donor, it captures the difference between inventors and non-inventors in the share of contributions made to Republican candidates and
committees. The regressions were run among switchers (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 11: Regression Results for PAC-UPA Share Model - Full Matched Dataset
Dependent variable: PAC-UPA Share of Donations
1984
1986
2.340
1.288
(9.016)
(7.527)

1980
15.939
(13.086)

1982
1.860
(1.908)

dem_donor

∗∗
—35.027
(15.362)

− 1.033
(3.180)

− 14.647
(9.311)

∗∗
− 18.422
(8.764)

∗∗
− 22.869
(9.583)

∗∗∗
− 46.098
(5.998)

Constant

32.133∗∗∗
(9.950)

0.103
(1.386)

13.877∗
(7.152)

20.278∗∗∗
(5.735)

32.329∗∗∗
(6.320)

51.835∗∗∗
(4.213)

42
0.146
0.103
42.402 (df = 39)
∗∗
3.341 (df = 2; 39)

20
0.058
− 0.052
4.266 (df = 17)
0.528 (df = 2; 17)

40
0.063
0.013
28.472 (df = 37)
1.253 (df = 2; 37)

82
0.053
0.029
34.079 (df = 79)
2.224 (df = 2; 79)

97
0.058
0.038
41.598 (df = 94)
∗
2.875 (df = 2; 94)

inventor

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
dem_donor
Constant
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Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
dem_donor
Constant
Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

1988
4.003
(8.490)

1990
12.398∗∗
(5.382)

247
0.215
0.208
42.218 (df = 244)
∗∗∗
33.382 (df = 2; 244)

1992

1994

1996

1998

2000

2002

8.487∗∗
(3.674)

9.161∗∗
(3.601)

5.716∗∗
(2.898)

4.616
(3.040)

6.341 ∗∗∗
(2.163)

6.968∗∗∗
(1.690)

∗∗∗
—49.791
(3.999)

− 41.527
(3.855)

∗∗∗

∗∗∗
− 24.614
(3.135)

∗∗∗
− 34.049
(3.290)

∗∗∗
− 22.795
(2.264)

∗∗∗
− 58.487
(2.009)

56.221∗∗∗
(2.898)

45.953∗∗∗
(2.847)

29.056∗∗∗
(2.279)

42.285∗∗∗
(2.387)

27.150∗∗∗
(1.730)

69.038∗∗∗
(1.279)

496
0.249
0.246
40.869 (df = 493)
81.597∗∗∗ (df = 2; 493)

535
0.189
0.186
41.631 (df = 532)
62.071∗∗∗ (df = 2; 532)

698
0.087
0.084
38.280 (df = 695)
33.067∗∗∗ (df = 2; 695)

745
0.129
0.127
41.487 (df = 742)
54.895∗∗∗ (df = 2; 742)

1,135
0.089
0.087
36.436 (df = 1132)
∗∗∗
55.084 (df = 2; 1132)

2,236
0.279
0.278
39.965 (df = 2233)
432.001∗∗∗ (df = 2; 2233)

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

9.278 ∗∗∗
(1.078)

5.680 ∗∗∗
(1.053)

8.480 ∗∗∗
(0.840)

5.259 ∗∗∗
(0.917)

9.240 ∗∗∗
(0.663)

6.035∗∗∗
(0.776)

∗∗∗
—57.187
(1.091)

− 64.528
(1.099)

∗∗∗
− 47.715
(0.841)

∗∗∗
− 56.353
(0.929)

∗∗∗
− 50.269
(0.668)

∗∗∗
− 66.211
(0.776)

57.690∗∗∗
(0.898)

73.590∗∗∗
(0.846)

53.385∗∗∗
(0.732)

71.394∗∗∗
(0.774)

53.076∗∗∗
(0.618)

71.037∗∗∗
(0.702)

4,539
0.386
0.385
36.286 (df = 4536)
1,424.310∗∗∗ (df = 2; 4536)

∗∗∗

4,536
0.435
0.435
35.445 (df = 4533)
1,744.568∗∗∗ (df = 2; 4533)

7,823
0.302
0.302
37.125 (df = 7820)
1,692.067∗∗∗ (df = 2; 7820)

6,309
0.376
0.375
36.303 (df = 6306)
1,896.364∗∗∗ (df = 2; 6306)

10,681
0.364
0.364
34.121 (df = 10678)
3,059.940∗∗∗ (df = 2; 10678)

7,431
0.509
0.509
33.079 (df = 7428)
3,854.735∗∗∗ (df = 2; 7428)

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing the share of donations given to PAC-UPAs (PACs of unknown partisan affiliation) on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor (inventor) and a binary variable indicating whether
the donor contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee (dem_donor). Conditional on being a Democratic donor, it captures the difference between inventors and non-inventors in the share of contributions made to PAC-UPAs. The
regressions were run in the full matched dataset (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.

Table 12: Regression Results for PAC-UPA Share Model - Switchers
Dependent variable: PAC-UPA Share of Donations
inventor

1982
6.200
(6.200)

1984
0.000
(0.000)

1986
0.000
(0.000)

1988
8.179
(16.104)

1990
12.832
(12.959)

1992
8.627
(8.571)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

−48.502∗∗
(17.823)

−46.269∗∗∗
(13.669)

−50.781∗∗∗
(8.967)

−0.000
(4.384)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

84.591∗∗∗
(12.474)

47.545∗∗∗
(10.654)

59.368∗∗∗
(6.886)

6
0.200
0.000
7.593 (df = 4)
1.000 (df = 1; 4)

6

8

0.000 (df = 3)

0.000 (df = 5)

14
0.411
0.303
30.127 (df = 11)
3.832∗ (df = 2; 11)

1994
5.688
(9.582)

1996
4.814
(7.772)

1998
5.932
(7.212)

2000
12.673∗∗
(5.395)

2002
8.705∗
(4.595)

2004
10.937∗∗∗
(2.912)

−45.899∗∗∗
(9.953)

−23.453∗∗∗
(8.264)

−30.153∗∗∗
(7.479)

−25.018∗∗∗
(5.584)

−64.240∗∗∗
(5.616)

−58.764∗∗∗
(2.923)

57.097∗∗∗ (7.749)

26.688∗∗∗ (5.838)

42.571∗∗∗ (5.794)

22.741∗∗∗ (4.306)

71.942∗∗∗ (3.454)

57.461∗∗∗
(2.482)

94
0.082
0.062
37.358 (df = 91)
4.060∗∗ (df = 2; 91)

136
0.113
0.100
42.055 (df = 133)
8.465∗∗∗ (df = 2; 133)

159
0.138
0.127
33.995 (df = 156)
12.450∗∗∗ (df = 2; 156)

273
0.332
0.327
37.959 (df = 270)
67.164∗∗∗ (df = 2; 270)

568
0.429
0.427
34.668 (df = 565)
212.422∗∗∗ (df = 2; 565)

2006
6.145∗∗
(3.006)

2008
9.789∗∗∗
(2.558)

2010
5.296∗∗
(2.378)

2012
8.888∗∗∗
(1.858)

5.326∗∗
(2.185)

−66.973∗∗∗
(3.133)

−47.121∗∗∗
(2.558)

−60.387∗∗∗
(2.428)

−59.429∗∗∗
(1.874)

−71.194∗∗∗
(2.186)

76.740∗∗∗ (2.413)

51.701∗∗∗ (2.239)

79.193∗∗∗ (1.992)

62.955∗∗∗ (1.767)

77.313∗∗∗
(2.012)

504
0.480
0.478
33.737 (df = 501)
230.959∗∗∗ (df = 2; 501)

835
0.302
0.300
36.936 (df = 832)
179.658∗∗∗ (df = 2; 832)

826
0.438
0.436
33.999 (df = 823)
320.322∗∗∗ (df = 2; 823)

1,270
0.463
0.463
32.771 (df = 1267)
∗∗∗
547.038 (df = 2; 1267)

821
0.580
0.579
30.796 (df = 818)
565.816∗∗∗ (df = 2; 818)

dem_donor
Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
dem_donor
Constant
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Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
inventor
dem_donor
Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic

74
0.235
0.213
41.198 (df = 71)
10.896∗∗∗ (df = 2; 71)

44
0.250
0.214
42.533 (df = 41)
6.843 ∗∗∗ (df = 2; 41)

85
0.288
0.271
39.506 (df = 82)
16.593∗∗∗ (df = 2; 82)

2014

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01
Note: This table shows the results of regressing the share of donations given to PAC-UPAs (PACs of unknown partisan affiliation) on a binary variable indicating whether the donor is an inventor (inventor) and a binary variable indicating whether
the donor contributed to a Democratic candidate or committee (dem_donor). Conditional on being a Democratic donor, it captures the difference between inventors and non-inventors in the share of contributions made to PAC-UPAs. The
regressions were run among swtichers (as described in Sections 2 and 3) for each election cycle from 1980-2014.
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adopting RCV saw no changes in policy outcomes or representation. I also find that
RCV did not induce ideological changes in the legislators who won or the set of candidates who run. Finally, I use roll call data to show that the behavior of legislators who
served both before and after the use of RCV did not change and that intra-city responsiveness remained constant after RCV was implemented as well. I conclude that RCV
does not produce the significant eﬀects on representation for which its proponents hope.
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Recently, political contestation has focused on the institutional structure of politics itself.
Politicians and activists recognize that these rules—in particular, electoral rules—influence
the composition of the government and, as a result, policy outcomes. As such, these institutions play a central role in shaping political representation. One electoral rule proposal that
has gained traction among reformers in the past decade is ranked choice voting (RCV). Approximately two dozen states and cities have implemented it, including Maine, Alaska, and
New York City in recent years. Proponents suggest that RCV enables voters to cast a sincere
ballot rather than a strategic one. They also argue that it forces candidates to avoid negative
campaigning and moderate their platforms as a result of the need to acquire second and third
place votes (Richie 2004). These reformers conclude that RCV can resolve the frustrations
of the two party system and empower the voices of all voters. As the Ranked Choice Voting
Resource Center argues on its website in a section entitled ‘Promoting Fair Representation’,
“legislatures elected by winner-take-all may lead to distortions in partisan representation, the
entrenchment of incumbents in safe seats, regional polarization, and low representation of
women and racial and ethnic minorities.” 1 Mainstream voices echo reformers’ arguments, as
the New York Times Editorial Board did in its endorsement of the proposal for presidential
primaries and New York City elections.2 A Washington Post opinion piece even argues that
RCV, among all electoral reforms, is “most likely to save democracy.” 3
However, there is scant empirical evidence to support these ambitious claims, and RCV’s
representational consequences in particular remain unexplored in political science. Literature
on the eﬀects of other institutions on representation—especially in local politics, where RCV
1

https://www.rcvresources.org/why-adopt-rcv. Accessed June 28, 2021.

2

The Editorial Board. “The Primaries Are Just Dumb.” The New York Times, 26 February,
2020.
The Editorial Board. “New Yorkers Have a Chance to Remake How They Vote.” The New
York Times, 15 October, 2020.

3

Edward B. Foley. “Can Alaska save democracy?” The Washington Post, 10 February, 2022.
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has largely been adopted to date—provides little guidance to validate proponents’ claims.
These studies suggest that institutions, such as term limits or direct democratic institutions,
have few mediating eﬀects on policy outcomes (De Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2016;
Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2014). While the study of local representation has advanced
considerably in the past decade, we still know little about which mechanisms aﬀect this
representation.
In this paper, I study the eﬀect of RCV on substantive policy representation in local
politics.4 The main claim I explore is whether RCV induces changes in fiscal outcomes and
the ideological composition of city councils. I find no eﬀect of RCV on policy outcomes or
city council ideology on their own terms or relative to voter preferences in the adopting cities.
I also use roll call data from local governments in San Francisco and Oakland to determine
whether there are within-legislator shifts in voting behavior following RCV adoption and
whether within-city ideological responsiveness across city districts is aﬀected; again, I find
no eﬀect from the reform. Finally, I address the more modest claim of advocates that RCV
induces changes in the candidate pool (regardless of who wins). Here, I look at shifts in the
distribution of candidates for city council before and after adoption and again find minimal
evidence of any shifts.
My findings are largely consistent with existing literature that has found minimal eﬀects
of institutions on local politics. Furthermore, my multi-method approach enables me to
address diﬀerent theories of local politics. For example, the null findings on fiscal outcomes
could be explained by the legal and political constraints that municipalities face (Peterson
1981), but I also find null eﬀects in the ideological composition of city councils. In sum, it
appears that RCV, like many other electoral reforms to gain in popularity in recent decades,
does not meaningfully aﬀect American politics.
4

I do not consider single-transferable vote (STV) systems like the one in Cambridge, MA.

2

1

Institutions and Representation in Local Elections
Recent studies of representation in local politics have found a correspondence between

public opinion and policy. In the most comprehensive treatment of the question, Tausanovitch and Warshaw (2014) construct estimates of municipal public opinion and compare
these to cities’ policy outcomes. They find that more conservative cities have lower taxes
and expenditures, suggesting some degree of responsiveness. Einstein and Kogan (2016) also
find a correlation between more Democratic cities and higher levels of spending, taxation,
and intergovernmental transfers.
However, there has been little work to date on how institutions influence the caliber of
local representation. Extant literature on local representation has focused on three relationships: the eﬀect of mayoral partisanship on fiscal outcomes, the eﬀect of economic conditions
on local voting behavior, and the eﬀect of voters’ policy preferences on the ideology of local
government and policy outcomes. In each, the evidence as to whether institutions play a
mediating role is mixed and inconclusive at best.
The most studied institutional relationship is that of oﬃceholder partisanship on policy
outcomes. Ferreira and Gyourko (2009) find that partisan control of the mayoralty does not
aﬀect fiscal outcomes. They suggest that the relationship is mediated by the homogeneity
of city populations and “Tiebout competition” between cities in the same metropolitan area,
but access to local news does not impact the relationship. Gerber and Hopkins (2011) instead
find that partisan control does matter: Republican mayors allocate a larger proportion of
the local budget to police and fire spending than Democrats do. These eﬀects are produced
by partisan elections; in cities without partisan elections, they find no diﬀerence in spending
allocations. More recently, De Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2016) find that Democratic
mayors spend more per capita, enact higher taxes per capita, and issue larger amount of debt
than their Republican counterparts do. Contra Gerber and Hopkins, though, they find no
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diﬀerence between partisan and nonpartisan elections. They also find no diﬀerences in representation between cities with a council-manager form of government and those with strong
mayor forms. Approaching the question from a diﬀerent angle, Einstein and Glick (2018)
survey mayors and find that Democrats are more likely to value redistribution and issue
statements about it. They too find no eﬀect of a strong mayor system on this relationship.
Turning to the relationship between economic outcomes and local voting, Hopkins and
Pettingill (2018) find that mayors receive an electoral boost when their cities’ unemployment
rate is lower than the national rate. However, the degree of retrospection is unaﬀected
by institutions such as partisan nominations and balloting, electoral timing, the form of
government, and term limits (although it is aﬀected by media access). By contrast, Berry
and Howell (2007) only find responsiveness in school board elections to student performance
under highly contingent circumstances; in two of the three years they study, they find no
responsiveness. Furthermore, this relationship is unaﬀected by the presence of partisan
elections or levels of legislative compensation.5
Finally, there are mixed findings on the factors that influence local policy responsiveness
to public opinion. Tausanovitch and Warshaw (2014) find that policy responsiveness to
public opinion is unaﬀected by the form of government, the existence of direct democracy,
partisan elections, term limits, and at-large elections. That said, Dynes, Hartney, and Hayes
(2021) extend Tausanovitch and Warshaw’s analysis to look at the timing of local elections
and find that oﬀ-cycle elections reduce responsiveness to public opinion.
Across all three relationships, the evidence that electoral institutions systematically aﬀect
representation is mixed at best. While this does not necessarily mean RCV cannot aﬀect
local politics, there is little precedent for the type of institutionally-driven systemic change
5

De Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2020a) find that local voting is influenced by presidential partisanship, although they do not test whether it is influenced by the partisanship of
the local oﬃceholder. That said, unlike Hopkins and Pettingill, they find that the economic
voting relationship is not mediated by media coverage.
4

that advocates predict.

2

Candidate and Voter Behavior Under RCV
In hopes of reconfiguring the existing American political system, electoral reformers have

sought to alter the way Americans vote using a method called ranked choice voting. RCV
enables voters to cast a “preference” ballot rather than indicating a single choice under
the first-past-the-post (FPTP) method. The voter ranks one candidate as her first choice,
another as her second, and so on. The first place choices are aggregated, and if the leader
among first place ballots does not receive a majority, the candidate with the fewest first-place
votes is eliminated, and the ballots for that candidate are reallocated to their next highest
ranked choices. If a voter does not a complete a ballot or all of her choices are eliminated,
the ballot is exhausted and removed from the denominator. This process is repeated until
one candidate receives a majority.
RCV was first adopted in San Francisco in 2004, and it has since spread to a number of
cities, including New York City starting in 2021. While RCV has largely been implemented
by cities to date, a growing reform movement has attempted to install it at the state level
as well. Maine implemented it in its 2018 federal and state elections, several states used the
method in the 2020 Democratic presidential primaries, and Alaska began using a variant of
it in 2022. Its rise can be attributed to ‘good government’ reformers who argue that RCV
eliminates two barriers to eﬀective representation stemming from FPTP.
First, they argue that FPTP does not reflect the sincere preferences of voters because
FPTP enables candidates to win without majority support and requires voters to cast ballots strategically in making this plurality choice (Richie 2004). By comparison, under RCV,
voters cast a preference ballot as opposed to selecting a single candidate. Thus, in a race
between a Democrat, Republican, and a Libertarian candidate, a libertarian-leaning con5

servative voter may rank the Libertarian candidate first, the Republican second, and the
Democrat third. Her vote will not be wasted if the Libertarian is eliminated, and so her
sincere preference rankings are considered in the balloting.6
While this rationale appears attractive, the empirical evidence for it is ambiguous. On
the one hand, voters do express clearly identifiable preferences in ranked choice elections.
Alvarez, Hall, and Levin (2018) examine the latent factors underlying the preference rankings
of ballots and find that, especially in partisan races, a few dimensions explain much of the
variation in voter preferences.7 However, survey research indicates that RCV rarely changes
the election winner, and it does not improve confidence in elections or democracy; in fact,
strong majorities prefer plurality voting to RCV even after attempting to use RCV (Nielson
2017). Additionally, most of the empirical evidence evaluating changes in campaign strategy
and voter behavior relies on qualitative assessments (Richie 2004; Robb 2011), survey results
of voters’ attitudes towards the system (Donovan, Tolbert, and Gracey 2016; Nielson 2017),
or one-oﬀ case studies (Alvarez, Hall, and Levin 2018). As such, the evidence produced by
these studies cannot fully address the claims made by proponents of RCV.
Second, RCV advocates argue that FPTP encourages candidate polarization and negative campaigning in order to appear as the “least bad” candidate. They assert that RCV
reduces negative campaigning and leads to candidate moderation since candidates must garner second- and third-choice preferences from voters outside their core base (Richie 2004).
Surveys indicate that voters in RCV systems express higher levels of satisfaction with the
way candidates have conducted themselves and say that candidates are less likely criticize
each other (Donovan, Tolbert, and Gracey 2016). Robb (2011) examines the content of mail6

The first problem is partially mitigated in two-round runoﬀs where no candidate receives
a majority. However, the second problem still persists for those elections. Additionally,
turnout in the second round of runoﬀs is lower than the votes lost due to ballot exhaustion
under RCV (Kimball and Anthony 2016).

7

They find in nonpartisan races that candidate traits tend to prevail, though.
6

ers in San Francisco and finds that negative campaigning decreased following RCV adoption.
However, no research to date has examined changes in candidate moderation following RCV
adoption.
Of course, there are also reasons why RCV may not improve representation or may
even worsen representation. The most notable is that RCV fails to produce “monotonicity”
(Fishburn and Brams 1983). Put simply, this failure means that if the ballots of certain
voters were altered to push the would-be winner higher (holding all other ballots constant),
then a diﬀerent candidate might actually win the election.8 This phenomenon occurs because
altering the rankings can result in the winner facing a diﬀerent candidate in a later round
to whom they lose. Ornstein and Norman (2014) show that monotonicity fails between
15% and 50% of the time, depending on the distribution of the electorate and candidates. In
addition, Kilgour, Grégoire, and Foley (2020) show that diﬀerent degrees of ballot truncation
(i.e., ranking fewer candidates than the total number running) can produce diﬀerent winners
even with the same latent preferences. This is especially true when ballot truncation is forced
(e.g., San Francisco voters can rank at most three candidates) but can happen even when
voters voluntarily submit incomplete ballots.
More broadly, RCV fails to ensure that a “Condorcet winner” will win the election (i.e.,
the candidate who beats every other candidate in a pairwise matchup). Though every Bay
Area election held under RCV has produced a Condorcet winner (whereas FPTP would have
produced some non-Condorcet winners), the 2009 Burlington, VT mayoral race did not.
There, the Democrat was the Condorcet winner but was eliminated with three candidates
left, and the Progressive candidate prevailed over the Republican in the final round.9 This
failure to select a Condorcet winner was a factor in Burlington’s decision to repeal RCV
8

The reverse is also possible—a loser could win if they were ranked lower by some voters.

9

https://www.fairvote.org/every_rcv_election_in_the_bay_area_so_far_has_produced_
condorcet_winners
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(Ornstein and Norman 2014).
Leaving aside theoretical problems, the complexity of RCV can produce diﬃculties for
voters. Burnett and Kogan (2015) find high levels of ballot exhaustion. This can take
place due to forced truncation or due to improper or incomplete ballots—for example, a
ballot may rank the same candidate three times or may leave ranking spots blank. Thus, the
victor could be chosen with less than a majority of total ballots cast in the race, undermining
a key argument of RCV advocates. Burnett and Kogan also note that one of the supposed
upsides of RCV—that it allows voters to avoid the need for strategic voting—is not actually
valid. If a voter casts a sincere ranking of a few candidates based on this understanding,
her ballot may be exhausted early. Worse yet, the assumption that RCV permits sincere
voting is also inaccurate—there are numerous scenarios under which voters ought to vote
strategically even under RCV, and the strategic considerations are far more complex than
those in FPTP.10

3

How RCV Might Aﬀect Representation
While much of the RCV literature has focused on its campaign eﬀects, there is far less

work on its legislative and representational eﬀects, and what little work has been done
suggests mixed eﬀects. On the descriptive side, John, Smith, and Zack (2018) find that
the proportion of minority candidates and number of female winners increased in the four
Bay Area cities employing RCV. However, McDaniel (2016) finds that RCV reduced black
10

Consider an election where a voter has the preferences A ≻ B ≻ C. There are two voters
with her same preferences, three voters with C ≻ A ≻ B, and two more voters with
B ≻ C ≻ A. If our voter votes sincerely, A and C will advance to the next round, and C
will garner 5 votes to A’s 3. If, however, our voter casts an insincere ballot in which she
ranks B ahead of A, then B and C will advance to the next round, and B will garner 5
votes to C’s 3—thus yielding a better outcome for our voter. However, such calculations
are nearly impossible for a well-informed voter, let alone the typical one.
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turnout in San Francisco, and Santucci and Scott (2021) find little evidence that minorities
and women are encouraged to run after learning about RCV. On the substantive side, almost
no work exists, although there is some evidence that it alters legislative coalitions (Santucci
2018). Furthermore, no research to date has examined the question of how RCV itself aﬀects
policy outcomes or substantive representation, which is the question I aim to answer.
There are a few ways in which RCV could enhance representation. First, it can put
more representative candidates into oﬃce holding constant voters’ and candidates’ ideological positions. This mechanism corresponds to the argument made by RCV proponents that
FPTP ineﬃciently accounts for voter preferences. There is ample evidence that voters employ strategic considerations (Hall and Snyder 2015), and so the switch to RCV may induce
an increase in sincere voting. Voters may rank third party candidates or other primary contenders higher whom they previously judged to be non-viable. In doing so, those candidates
may garner enough votes to win. Alternatively, RCV could reallocate the votes of current
third-party voters in a way that swings an election from the Republican to the Democrat or
vice-versa. For example, in the Maine gubernatorial elections in 2010 and 2014, a left-leaning
independent took enough votes away from the Democrat to enable conservative Republican
Paul LePage. On the other side, the Libertarian candidate took enough votes away from
Sen. David Perdue in the 2020 Georgia Senate race to prevent him from winning outright,
and Perdue proceeded to lose in a lower-turnout runoﬀ. That said, Abramson et al. (2010)
argue that strategic voting remains at comparable levels in a cross-national study of FPTP
versus PR systems. In Appendix Section A, I show that RCV need not improve representation (measured in terms of the likelihood of selecting the median-preferred voter) compared
to FPTP. Instead, the likelihood of identifying the optimal candidate varies based on the
distribution of voters and number of candidates running.
Second, RCV could push legislators’ positions towards the median voter. This could
take place due to the reward for cooperative campaign behavior, or it could simply be a
9

result of the requirement that a candidate be supported by a majority of voters under RCV.
Insofar as legislators move to the median by proposing and adopting policies that the median
favors, we should see policy outcomes such as taxation and spending levels shift towards the
median’s preference. Some formal models suggest that, under certain conditions, RCV can
play such a moderating influence on legislator behavior (Buisseret and Prato 2022; Dellis,
Gauthier-Belzile, and Oak 2017).
A final, more modest possibility is that RCV could encourage more representative candidates to run who otherwise would not have run under FPTP elections. If this were the
case, it would align with other work finding that most of the polarization in Congress can
be attributed to lowered incentives for moderates to run (Hall 2019). Reformers have sought
to rectify this by changing election methods with mixed results (e.g., Kousser, Phillips, and
Shor 2018). Of course, a more moderate candidate pool that does not alter the winning
candidate set may not seem to improve representation. However, in giving voice to diﬀerent perspectives, citizens may feel that a wider range of views are represented in electoral
debates.

4

Measuring Changes in Municipal Outcomes
Dependent Variables
Total revenues, general revenues, total taxes, property taxes,
general sales tax, direct expenditures, charges and miscellaneous revenue, outstanding debt, parks and recreation spending, highway spending, sewerage spending, fire protection
spending, police protection spending, public welfare spending, library spending, total utilities spending
Candidate ideal point data from Catalist Ideology scores, contributor CFscores

Analysis
Policy
Representation
(Figure 1)

Ideological Representation (Figure 2), Changes
in the Candidate Pool
(Table 5)

Table 1: Dependent variables used in main analyses
10

I evaluate the impact of RCV on policy and ideological outcomes using a number of approaches. In keeping with existing literature estimating the eﬀect of institutions on municipal
spending (De Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2016; De Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw
2020b; Gerber and Hopkins 2011), I examine changes across a host of municipal policy outcomes from 1996 to 2019 from US Census Bureau data, as shown in the first row of Table
1 (Pierson, Hand, and Thompson 2015).11 Where possible, I employ measures of direct
spending that exclude intergovernmental transfers in order to assess the direct impact of the
policy change on spending outcomes.
Measuring the ideological composition of city councils is slightly trickier. While there are
now commonly accepted metrics of ideology for state legislators (Shor and McCarty 2011;
Bonica 2014), there is no equivalent for local oﬃcials. To do so, I use the dataset of local
election returns created by Chris Warshaw and Justin de Benedictis-Kessner (2016). As the
second row of Table 1 shows, I use two metrics to evaluate the ideology of legislators.
The first variable is modeled ideology scores from the Catalist voter file. Warshaw and de
Benedictis-Kessner link candidates’ local election results to their political and demographic
information from the Catalist file, which estimates an ideology for every voter in the file.
Catalist data has been employed in studies of voter behavior (Ansolabehere and Hersh 2012).
Although these models are evaluated on all voters, Schaﬀner, Rhodes, and La Raja (2020,
41-50) use these scores to estimate the ideology of local elected oﬃcials. They find that
Catalist’s scores correlate well with issue positions obtained from linked CCES data for
voters and with linked legislator ideal points from Shor and McCarty (2011).
The second variable is CFscores from Adam Bonica (2014). Unlike many studies that
employ CFscores in federal and state politics, Bonica’s database does not contain candidate
scores for most local politicians. As a result, I use the candidates’ contributor scores to
11

I exclude education spending in the main models since there is data for only one treated
city (Portland), but they are included in the appendix analyses.
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estimate their ideology (that is, their ideal points as estimated from the other candidates to
whom they have contributed). As a measure of internal validity, Bonica (2014, 373) notes
that candidate and contributor CFscores of those who run are highly correlated, suggesting
these contributor scores are a reasonable proxy. While contributor scores have been used
in this way before (De Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2020b), they could be biased if
a candidate strategically contributes to politicians for her own political advancement. In
that case, contributions would not represent a sincere expression of political belief or a
consumptive act. However, the fact that the vast majority of local politicians never advance
past the municipal level suggests that strategic considerations are unlikely to skew their
contribution behavior. Although they may contribute to political allies, it is more likely that
they are doing so to signal ideological alignment in a manner akin to signalling one’s ideology
through roll call votes.12 I have supplemented this database by manually searching for all
elected oﬃcials in RCV-adopting jurisdictions since 1990 and matching them to Bonica’s
database.
These metrics enable us to explore changes in fiscal policy and the ideological composition
of city governments. However, they are insuﬃcient for answering questions about representation without an understanding of the demand for those changes. An increase in spending
could be bad for representation if the public wants less spending or good for representation
if the public wants more of it. Furthermore, null eﬀects may mask changes in representation
if, for example, the RCV-adopting municipalities that want more spending increase spending
12

Candidate CFscores have been critiqued for exhibiting low intraparty correlations with DWNOMINATE scores (Barber 2022; Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2017). That said, Barber
notes that this is not the case for state legislators, and this paper analyzes a diﬀerent group
altogether (local candidates using contributor scores rather than candidate scores). In the
period under analysis, there are matched CFscores for 46% of elected oﬃcials and Catalist
ideology scores for 50% of elected oﬃcials. The two metrics have a correlation of 0.79
for all candidates, 0.31 among Republicans, and 0.18 among Democrats. By testing both
measures separately in my results, I show that my findings are robust to multiple measures
of ideology.
12

while those that want less spending decrease it.
To measure representation, I adapt a method from Rogers (2017) and Kilborn and Vishwanath (2022) to estimate representation. Those articles estimate state legislative representation by scaling legislative ideal points (from both roll-call- and contribution-based estimates) to state district-level ideology. In this case, I compare fiscal or ideological measures
to each city’s municipal ideology (Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2014). To do so, I fit a multivariate linear regression of the dependent variable in question (e.g., taxes per capita) on
the city’s mass liberalism in public opinion with year fixed eﬀects for all cities. The fitted
values from this regression provide the expected value of the dependent variable of a city
with a certain ideology in a certain year. As such, these values can be thought of as “public
demand” for the service. For example, the model suggests that a city as liberal as Oakland
in 2002 would collect $1,141 in taxes per capita. Oakland actually collected $928 per capita,
so this metric suggests that its tax revenue was lower than the level set by cities of Oakland’s
ideological bent. On the ideological side, the mean CFscore on the Oakland city council in
2002 was −1.01. Cities whose electorates are of the same ideological bent as Oakland’s had a
mean CFscore of −1.15 for their city council, which suggests that Oakland was slightly more
conservative than expected.13 With this estimate of public demand, I calculate the representation metric as the absolute value of the diﬀerence between the two quantities ($213 for
Oakland’s tax per capita and 0.14 CFscore units for Oakland’s city council in 2002).14
This method of estimating representation raises two potential concerns. The first is that
the absolute diﬀerence may not be an unbiased estimate of the nature of representation. If
cities systematically spend less than their citizens want, for example, this metric would fail to
This assumption is justified by other work shows that voting behavior in municipal governments is low-dimensional (Bucchianeri 2020).
14
In mathematical terms, the representation metric is Dit = |Yˆit − Yit | where Yˆit = αt + βCi .
Y is the dependent variable for unit i in period t, Ci is the mass liberalism of the city, and
αt are year fixed eﬀects.
13
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account for that. Since I am looking at changes in the metric after adopting RCV, however,
I am concerned with relative diﬀerences in the metric over time. Furthermore, since the
equation contains year fixed eﬀects, it does not assume that this bias is constant over time.
The second is that the single-dimensional measure of mass ideology may not correspond to
the variation in preferences over each of the fiscal items I measure. For example, the measure
may capture liberalism on tax policy but not on library spending. However, Tausanovitch
and Warshaw (2014, 625-629) use a number of survey questions on both federal and local
issues and find that opinion on local issues is one-dimensional and strongly correlated with
views on federal issues. Furthermore, Figure 2 in Tausanovitch and Warshaw (2014, 612)
shows that their ideology metric is closely correlated with taxation and spending levels in
cities. The model here essentially re-estimates their regressions (adding year fixed eﬀects)
and tracks whether cities move closer or farther to nationwide levels of responsiveness.
Place
San Francisco, CA
Burlington, VT
Aspen, CO
Cary, NC
Hendersonville, NC
Takoma Park, MD
Telluride, CO
Minneapolis, MN
Berkeley, CA
Oakland, CA
San Leandro, CA
Portland, ME
St. Paul, MN
Santa Fe, NM
Las Cruces, NM

Year Adopted
2004
2006
2007
2007
2007
2007
2008
2009
2010
2010
2010
2011
2011
2018
2019

Year Ended
Still Active
2010
2010
2011
2011
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active
Still Active

Fiscal Analysis
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No*
No*
No*
Yes
Yes
Yes
No*
Yes
Yes
No*
No

City Council Analysis
Yes
No
No
No*
No
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
No*

Table 2: Table of cities analyzed. Starred cities are excluded from main models due to
limited data in pre- and post-treatment periods but are included in appendix robustness
checks.
One important factor in estimating RCV’s eﬀects is that the cities adopting RCV are
14

highly dissimilar from those that do not. Table 2 shows the RCV-adopting cities that I
analyze. To compare these cities with those that never adopted RCV, I collect demographic
covariates from the 1990 and 2000 Censuses and supplement it with rolling 5 year ACS
estimates for every year since 2009 (Manson et al. 2021).15 I also use two-party presidential
vote in the most recent election at the county level. The RCV-adopting cities are more
populous, more racially diverse, more educated, higher income, and have higher home values.
Their residents have also lived in their respective cities for less time and are more likely to
be renters rather than homeowners. Perhaps most importantly, they are located in counties
far more Democratic than the rest of the country (see Table B.1 for coeﬃcients).
To produce a more appropriate comparison set, I weight the control units based on
treatment history and these covariates. I construct the weights based on covariate balancing
propensity scores in the 7 periods prior to treatment adoption.16 I then estimate the average
treatment eﬀect on the treated units under a diﬀerences-in-diﬀerences framework using the
PanelMatch package (Imai, Kim, and Wang 2021). Appendix Figures B.1 and B.2 show
that the procedure substantially improves the covariate balance between the treatment and
control groups. In Appendix Section D.1, I also show that my findings are robust to another
possible method, generalized synthetic controls, that generates counterfactual units based
on a latent factor model (Xu 2017).
There is suﬃcient data to construct control sets data for nine cities in the fiscal models
and six for the city council models, as Table 2 indicates. In Appendix Section D.2, I run
the same models using two-way fixed eﬀects and demographic covariates. This enables me
to include the starred cities from Table 2, increasing the treatment groups to fourteen and
15

This data is collected at the census place level. I use the term “city” interchangeably with
“census place” for the sake of interpretability.

16

I use this method since it produces the largest improvement in covariate imbalance. The
findings hold if I construct a matched control set on Mahalanobis distance instead of CBPS
weights.
15

eight cities respectively. That said, the PanelMatch approach is preferable since it avoids
parametric assumptions about the covariates that weaken the interpretation of the two-way
fixed eﬀects models.

5

Policy and Ideological Representation
In this section, I explore whether RCV produces governance more representative of the

typical voter, which would be consistent with the first or second theory. If this is the case, we
ought to see increased representation on policy outcomes along with a more congruent city
council. I start by examining changes in fiscal policy following the adoption of RCV. Since
cities vary widely in their fiscal regimes, I log the taxation and spending per capita measures
(De Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2016). Figure 1 examines the average treatment eﬀects
for the full set of municipal revenue and expenditure variables (see Table C.1 for coeﬃcients).
In each row, the first coeﬃcient corresponds to changes in policy outcomes. A positive
coeﬃcient means that spending or taxes increased following adoption of RCV. Since the
dependent variables are estimated in logged dollars per capita, the coeﬃcients should be
exponentiated to interpret the eﬀect sizes. For example, a coeﬃcient of 0.15 would suggest
that RCV increased spending by e0.15 ≈ 1.16, or 16%. The second coeﬃcient in each row
corresponds to changes in representation. For the sake of interpretation, I reverse the sign of
the quantity in the analyses such that negative coeﬃcients mean declines in representation
(i.e., increases in the distance between actual policy and desired policy). Thus, a negative
coeﬃcient means that RCV made the policy more incongruent. A coeﬃcient of −0.15 would
mean that the distance between actual policy and preferred policy increased by 16%.
From a theoretical perspective, insofar as policymakers are more extreme than the typical
voter and most of the treated cities are left-leaning, we might expect spending and taxation
to decrease following adoption of RCV (i.e., negative coeﬃcients on spending variables),
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but the main theoretical expectation is that RCV improves representation (i.e., positive
coeﬃcients on representation variables).
Total Revenue (Own Sources)
General Revenue
Total Taxes
Property Tax
General Sales Tax
Total Direct Expenditures
Total Charges and Misc. Rev
Total Debt Outstanding
Parks and Recs Spending
Highway Spending
Sewerage Spending
Fire Spending
Police Spending
Public Welfare Spending
Library Spending
Utilities Spending
−1.0
−0.5
0.0
0.5
1.0
ATT of shift to RCV (logged $ per capita)
Spending

Representation

Figure 1: Eﬀects of RCV on levels and representation of taxation and spending. The coefficients indicate the impact of RCV on logged dollars per capita for spending and representation respectively. The bars indicate bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals. In each model,
eﬀects are estimated on all nine treated cities except the following due to data missingness:
general sales tax (7), sewerage (8), fire (8), public welfare (3), libraries (7), and utilities (6).
Aspen is excluded from the representation analyses due to missing public opinion data.
Turning to the actual spending outcomes, RCV has a statistically significant eﬀect on
only one of the sixteen variables: library spending declines as a result of RCV. In the second
set of coeﬃcients, representation declines on police and public welfare spending due to RCV.
However, in both sets, we are testing a plethora of dependent variables, which increases the
likelihood of false positives. To account for this, I control for the family-wise error rate in
each set using a Holm correction. After doing so, the library spending result is no longer
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significant, and only the representational decline on public welfare remains significant.
The model suggests that RCV produces a 31% increase in the distance (i.e., a decline
in representation) between welfare spending and preferred spending levels. That said, there
are two reasons to take the finding with a grain of salt. First, there is welfare spending data
in only three of the treated cities: San Francisco, Aspen, and Portland. Second, and more
importantly, there is a severe covariate imbalance between the treated and untreated cities on
the variable relative to the others; while the weighting reduces the severity of the imbalance,
it is still nearly ten times larger than any other fiscal variable (see Figure B.2). As such,
more work should be done to explore whether RCV has negative redistributional impacts on
representation. The primary takeaway from Figure 1 is that RCV has a minimal impact on
fiscal outcomes, and insofar as it had any eﬀect, it worsens the quality of representation.
That said, it may be the case that policy outcomes do not change because cities face
legal and political constraints over their budgets that determine fiscal levels, but that RCV
nonetheless induces a shift in the ideological composition of city councils (Peterson 1981).
I use two metrics to test this hypothesis: the modeled Catalist Ideology scores and the
contributor CFscores. The former takes on values from 0 to 100 and the latter mostly takes
on values from -2 to 2, where higher values again are more conservative.17 I again run two
separate models; the first tracks changes in the ideological composition following RCV, and
the second explores changes in the distance between the council and mass opinion. Since the
city council variables are not logged, the coeﬃcients can be interpreted straightforwardly in
the CFscore and Catalist variable space.
In Figure 2, I show the average treatment eﬀect of RCV across all four metrics. The first
coeﬃcient in each group suggests that RCV does not shift the ideological composition of
city councils to the left or right. Even if the findings were significant, the eﬀect sizes on city
17

In the original Catalist data, higher values are more liberal, but I reverse the scale to match
the direction of the CFscores.
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City Council

−5

0
5
ATT of Catalist Ideology Score

10

City Council

−0.4

−0.3

−0.2
−0.1
ATT of CFscore

Ideology

0.0

0.1

Representation

Figure 2: Eﬀects of RCV on ideology and representation of city councils from generalized
synthetic control model. For the ideology models, positive scores indicate changes in the
conservative direction. The bars indicate bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals.
council ideology are tiny (0.01 SDs for the Catalist variable and 0.15 SDs for the CFscore
variable). Turning to the representation analyses in the second coeﬃcient in each group, we
find mixed results. According to the Catalist Ideology variable, the quality of representation
is unchanged in these cities; however, there is a nearly-significant decline in representation
according to CFscores (p = 0.052). RCV causes the city council mean to move 0.15 units
farther from the mean constituent in CFscore space relative to the weighted set of control
cities that did not adopt RCV. That said, the eﬀect size (0.18 SDs) of that decline is still
quite small (see Table C.3 for coeﬃcients).
Overall, it does not appear that RCV meaningfully alters the policy outcomes or the
ideological composition of city councils. A similar pattern emerges for representation on
each dimension; if anything, RCV worsens representation. The pattern of largely null results
holds when using generalized synthetic controls and two-way fixed eﬀects models (Appendix
Sections D.1 and D.2 respectively). In Appendix Section E, I show that these findings remain
when the sample is split between between cities that hold on-cycle versus oﬀ-cycle elections.
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6

Using Ideal Points from Roll Call Votes
While Figures 1 and 2 suggest that policy and ideological representation are unaﬀected

by RCV, two questions persist: one theoretical and one methodological. First, the findings
in Figure 2 cannot distinguish between the first and second theories because I use static
legislator ideal points. In other words, the lack of change could occur due to an unchanged
translation of voter preferences or because legislators are not adapting over time (or both are
happening in oﬀsetting directions). Second, there may be characteristics of the local politics
in these cities that call into question the cross-city comparisons for the representation metric
I construct, which assumes a linear relationship between mass liberalism and demand for
public goods on any given issue.
I use municipal roll call data from San Francisco and Oakland to address these questions. First, I test whether RCV aﬀects representation by adapting the behavior of legislators (rather than merely having eﬀects through replacement) by estimating dynamically
estimated ideal points. If the same legislators moderate after RCV implementation, the
second theory would be supported. Second, I estimate changes in responsiveness within city
politics following the adoption of RCV. I also explore changes in the council’s ideology using
roll call-based ideal points as a robustness check to Figure 2 in Appendix Section D.4, and
I find similar null results.
One limitation is that city council roll call data is not readily available. Bucchianeri
(2018) generates dynamic ideal points for the San Francisco Board of Supervisors from 2000
to 2016 to assess the ideological structure of municipal politics in the city, which I reanalyze
here. I also estimate dynamic ideal points for Oakland based on roll call data Bucchianeri
has collected there (see Appendix F for more detail). Bucchianeri (2018) has estimates of
voter ideology at the city district level for San Francisco, and I compare these estimates to
the corresponding legislator ideal points to test whether responsiveness changes after RCV
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adoption.
Table 3: Within-Legislator Shifts in Ideal Points after RCV
Dependent variable:
San Francisco
RCV Election
Year
Supervisor Fixed Eﬀects
Observations

Oakland

0.561∗
(0.201)

0.341
(0.190)
0.047
(0.038)

0.028
(0.381)

−0.075
(0.149)
0.016
(0.054)

Yes
96

Yes
96

Yes
66

Yes
66

Note: Models include standard errors clustered at councilmember level. There are 31 unique councilmembers
in San Francisco and 16 in Oakland in the periods examined. ∗ indicates p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests).

To evaluate the first claim, I run a regression of RCV adoption on these dynamic ideal
points with legislator fixed eﬀects. Table 3 shows the results of these models (since the ideal
points for the two cities are estimated on separate scales, the coeﬃcients are not directly
comparable). In the model with RCV alone, the coeﬃcient is positive and significant in San
Francisco. However, when the linear time trend is included, the RCV coeﬃcient does not
achieve statistical significance. This suggests that RCV did not produce any change beyond
the existing trend. Moreover, the positive coeﬃcient points in the wrong direction that the
theory presupposes; rather than moderating, the positive within-legislator eﬀect suggests
that RCV pushed legislators even farther to the left. In Oakland, there is no eﬀect of
RCV adoption under either specification, suggesting that legislator behavior did not change
following adoption of RCV.
The second question is whether representation within a given city improves following the
adoption of RCV. Bucchianeri (2018) uses data on San Francisco municipal public opinion
at the city district level based on a factor analysis of ballot proposition returns (DeLeon and
Latterman 2004; DeLeon and Latterman 2006; Latterman 2011; Latterman 2015). He finds
a positive relationship between district liberalism and supervisor liberalism. I reanalyze this
21

data to determine whether the degree of responsiveness changed following RCV adoption. I
employ a linear model predicting legislators’ ideal points from the Progressive Voter Index
(PVI) in the Bucchianeri data, a variable indicating whether the preceding election was held
with RCV, and an interaction between the two terms. I look at the statistical significance
of the interaction to determine whether responsiveness changed following adoption of RCV
(Hagen, Lascher Jr., and Camobreco 2001).
Table 4: Responsiveness in San Francisco Elections and RCV
Legislator Ideal Point
(1)
Progressive Voter Index
RCV Election

(2)

District Fixed Eﬀects
Observations

(4)

0.023∗
(0.006)
−0.123
(0.436)

0.023∗
(0.006)
−0.241
(0.465)
0.018
(0.019)

−0.009
(0.023)
−0.390
(0.525)

−0.005
(0.024)
−0.392
(0.526)
0.008
(0.019)

−0.004
(0.008)

−0.004
(0.008)

−0.007
(0.009)

−0.006
(0.009)

Election Year
Progressive Voter Index ×
RCV Election

(3)

No
93

No
93

Yes
93

Yes
93

Note: Models include standard errors clustered at district level. There are 11 single-member districts in San
Francisco. ∗ indicates p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests).

Table 4 shows the results of this model. As in Bucchianeri (2018), I find a positive
relationship between district liberalism and supervisor liberalism in column 1. However, the
interaction between PVI and RCV is not significant, suggesting that RCV had no impact
on responsiveness. In column 2, I run the same model including a linear time trend and
find similar results. Columns 3 and 4 reproduce the models of columns 1 and 2 but include
district fixed eﬀects. Here, the eﬀect of PVI on legislator ideal point disappears, suggesting
that within-district changes in ideology do not produce changes in municipal representation.
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The important takeaway here, though, is that the interaction remains insignificant in all
models. In sum, it does not appear that RCV aﬀected the caliber of responsiveness in San
Francisco.

7

Changes in the Candidate Pool
Although RCV does not alter policy outcomes or city council congruence, the third theory

suggests that it may alter the candidate pool. I conduct three statistical tests to evaluate this
claim: whether the mean, variance, or distribution of the candidate pool shifted following
adoption. For the analyses in this section, I use the Catalist Ideology scores and CFscores
in the twenty-year window around adoption for each city. I only include all cities with data
for at least ten candidates both before and after adoption.
City

Variable

Berkeley
Berkeley
Minneapolis
Oakland
Oakland
San Francisco
San Leandro
St. Paul
St. Paul

CFscore
Catalist Ideology
CFscore
CFscore
Catalist Ideology
CFscore
CFscore
CFscore
Catalist Ideology

No. of candidates
(post, pre)
(46, 27)
(46, 22)
(56, 37)
(53, 37)
(49, 32)
(149, 36)
(23, 19)
(37, 25)
(35, 11)

Diﬀ. in
Means
0.02
3.02
-0.05
0.08
1.68
0.12
0.58
0.28
10.44*

Ratio of
Variances
1.19
0.64
7.08*
1.14
0.15*
1.7
0.34*
0.91
2.38

K-S
Statistic
0.2
0.24
0.11
0.23
0.19
0.23
0.26
0.39*
0.49*

Table 5: Tests of changes in the candidate distribution. The third column shows the number
of candidates in each test post-RCV and pre-RCV. The fourth column shows the diﬀerence
in the post-RCV mean and the pre-RCV mean. The fifth column shows the variance of the
post-RCV candidate pool over the variance of the pre-RCV pool. The sixth column shows
the D-statistic from the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test that the pre- and post-RCV distributions
are the same. ∗ indicates p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests).
I start by exploring whether the mean of the candidate pool shifted in Column 4 of Table
5. I use two-sample t-tests of the mean of the pool before and after adoption. These tests
reveal, however, that the mean of the candidate pool shifts in only one of the nine tests—St.
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Paul per the Catalist variable. Thus, it appears that neither the legislators nor the candidate
pool shift ideologically on average.
While the means do not appear to have shifted, I move now to a more direct test of
advocates’ claim that the candidate pool moderated. To do so, I look at the variance of
the candidate pool. I use a two-sided F-test of the sample variances in candidate ideology
within-city before and after adoption of RCV. Under the null hypothesis, this ratio is 1. If
the candidate pool has moderated, we should expect to see lower variance after adoption
(and thus a ratio less than 1). If the candidate pool becomes more extreme—another possible
eﬀect of RCV—we would see a ratio greater than 1.
As Column 5 shows, the candidate pool variance does not shift significantly for six of
these nine observations. The variance increases in Minneapolis but decreases in Oakland
(per Catalist, although not per CFscores) and San Leandro. While the size of these shifts
is notable (a sevenfold increase in Minneapolis and a sevenfold decrease in Oakland), the
results taken as a whole do not point to any systematic shift in ideological variance. To
confirm that these findings are not due to year-specific changes coinciding with the adoption
of RCV, I verify both the mean and variance results across all city councils (including those
that never adopt RCV) using two-way fixed eﬀects models in Appendix Section D.3 and find
strong null eﬀects.
Finally, I consider shifts in the distribution of each city’s candidates using a KolmogorovSmirnov test in Column 6. Rather than testing the mean or variance alone, the K-S test
explores whether the entire distribution changes. For every city except for St. Paul, we
cannot reject the null hypothesis that the distributions do not change. Furthermore, after a
Holm correction, the St. Paul shifts no longer retain statistical significance. To summarize,
RCV does not have significant impacts on the mean, variance, or distribution of the candidate
pools. Across multiple tests, then, it appears that RCV does not even impact the set of
candidates who decide to run.
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8

Discussion
At this point, it is worth taking stock of the evidence presented relative to the proposed

theoretical mechanisms. Recall the three theories by which RCV might improve representation: it might improve the translation of votes holding constant the positions of voters and
politicians, it might make politicians and policy outcomes more representative, or it might
make the candidate pool more representative.
The findings in Figures 1 and 2 show that fiscal and ideological outcomes are largely unchanged following the adoption of RCV. Similarly, the caliber of representation is unaﬀected;
insofar as there was any impact, representation becomes worse following adoption. Furthermore, legislative roll-call based responsiveness to city district-level opinion in San Francisco
was unchanged following RCV adoption (Table 4), helping to demonstrate that the representation findings in Figures 1 and 2 are not driven by the cross-city scaling procedure I use
there.
The fiscal results in Figure 1 suggest that both the first and second theories fail. However,
we cannot diﬀerentiate between the first and second theories in the city council ideology
results using Figure 2 because we cannot measure shifts in politicians’ ideology with static
ideal points. In other words, even if we saw the same set of politicians elected post-RCV
(a failure on the first theory), it could nonetheless be the case that those politicians are
more representative (a success on the second theory) if they adopted more representative
platforms. However, Table 3 uses dynamic ideal points from roll-call data to show that
individual legislators in San Francisco and Oakland did not change after the adoption of
RCV. Thus, it appears that RCV neither improves the translation of voters into winners nor
pushes legislators or policy outcomes in a more representative direction.
Finally, it is possible that RCV alters the candidate pool to be more representative even
if it does not aﬀect the set of winners—a weaker claim than the first two, but a possibility
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nonetheless. This claim does not withstand empirical scrutiny, though, as Table 5 shows.
The ideological mean of the candidate pools did not shift in these cities after adopting RCV.
The candidate pool became neither more ideologically dispersed nor more clustered. Finally,
the empirical distribution of candidate ideal points in each city was unchanged following
adoption of RCV.

9

Conclusion
Advocates of ranked choice voting point to a host of problems that plague American pol-

itics today. They argue that FPTP empowers extremists and deprives voters of meaningful
representation. In doing so, these advocates fit into a storied tradition of electoral reformers
dating back to the Progressive Era. However, like their Progressive counterparts, it appears
that their proposal falls short of meaningful change. In this paper, I provide the first analysis
of whether RCV aﬀects substantive representation. I find no evidence that RCV changed
the policy outcomes, ideological composition, or responsiveness of city governments.
My results fit into a broader set of findings in the local politics literature. While the
core of the representational system holds in local politics—voters are oﬀered distinct choices
between candidates who pursue diﬀerent agendas in oﬃce, and voters hold them accountable
for the results of their administration—there is little evidence to suggest that the electoral
rules structuring municipal politics aﬀect the caliber of this representation. Like term limits,
nonpartisan elections, and other reform eﬀorts, RCV is yet another institution that does not
live up to the hype.
That said, my findings are limited to the set of largely progressive cities that have adopted
the reform. As such, there may be additional moderators that the institutional variation
across these cities fails to pick up. These cities may also operate in an ideological and partisan
space where electoral reforms will not produce significant changes. It could have an impact in
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competitive partisan races merely by altering whether a Democrat or Republican wins, as the
Maine and Georgia examples demonstrate. As more jurisdictions adopt the reform, others
should examine the eﬀects of these reforms, especially where the method diﬀers notably
(e.g., Alaska). With more adopters, researchers can also explore heterogeneity in eﬀect
sizes. For example, RCV’s eﬀects may be concentrated in locations with a certain degree of
electoral competition. A related issue for causal identification is that selection into RCV is
non-random. Other work could estimate causal eﬀects based on the plausible exogeneity of
treatment (e.g., examining locales which narrowly adopted the reform, court ordered shocks
relating to RCV implementation).
While it appears RCV produces limited change in the municipalities that have adopted
it, my findings do not resolve several of the outstanding debates between supporters and
detractors. For example, enabling voters to cast a sincere ballot may be a normative good
in of itself. On the other side, the increased complexity and delays in reporting votes stemming of RCV may make the reform not worth it—especially given that voters prefer FPTP
(Nielson 2017). However, at the end of the day, the eﬀects of RCV on municipal policy and
representation appear minimal.
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A

Evaluating Translation of Voter Preferences with Simulations

In this section, I examine the hypothesis that RCV improves the translation from voters’
preferences to winners. To test the claim, I run simulations of various electorates and candidate sets with randomly generated ideal points. The logic of spatial models suggests that
voters’ and candidates’ positions can be represented in Euclidean space. In these models,
voters prefer candidates whose ideal points are closer to their own. The goal of my analysis
is to determine which system produces the outcome favored by the median voter.
To do so, I employ a one-dimensional spatial voting model under three electoral systems.
Under the first, simple FPTP, each voter votes for the candidate closest to her ideal point,
and the candidate with the most votes wins. Thus, if the voter’s ideal point is 0.1 and
the candidates in the race have ideal points of A = 0.4, B = −0.8, and C = 0.3, she will
vote for C. While this helps to examine the plurality winner problem, it does not deal with
the question of sincere versus strategic voting. To address this, I analyze a second system
(“restricted FPTP”) in which voters only consider casting a ballot for the first or second
candidate, regardless of the other candidates’ ideal points. This rule mimics the national
status quo, where voters expect one of the two major party candidates to win almost every
election and so they disregard the other choices available to them.1 Under this rule, our
hypothetical voter would vote for A since C is non-viable and she prefers A to B. In the
third system, voters rank a full ballot and the winner is chosen via RCV. In our example,
the voter ranks C ≻ A ≻ B.
For these three election rules, I run models with anywhere between 3 and 8 candidates
and two diﬀerent 1,001-voter electorates. The first electorate is a unimodal distribution and
the other is a “polarized” bimodal distribution.2 As an example, Figure A.1 shows the results
of two separate six candidate simulations, one of each electorate type. In each panel, the
density plot shows the distribution of voters (the top panel is the unimodal electorate and the
bottom panel is the polarized electorate). The blue vertical lines represent the candidates’
positions in a six-candidate field. Below each density plot, the label “Med. Pref” indicates
the preferred candidate of the median voter, and the labels “FPTP”, “FPTP Restr.”, and
1

Since the candidates’ ideal points are randomly drawn from the same distribution, the
choice to use the first and second candidates generated is made without loss of generality.
This assumption will lead me to underestimate the representativeness of FPTP because the
major parties do exhibit some nonzero degree of responsiveness in their platforms to public
opinion. I make the simplifying assumption that all voters select one of the major party
candidates, but my findings remain if a small number of voters cast sincere ballots for other
candidates.

2

For the former, I generate 1,001 draws from an N (0.5, 0.22 ) distribution. For the latter, I
generate two means, µl ∼ Unif(0.1, 0.3) and µr ∼ Unif(0.7, 0.9). Then, I combine 500 draws
from a N (µl , 0.12 ) distribution with 501 from a N (µr , 0.1) distribution. By first simulating
the means, I let the bimodal distributions be asymmetric.
1

“RCV” indicate the winners under each of those three systems.
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Figure A.1: Two simulations under a unimodal electorate (top panel) and a polarized
electorate (bottom panel). In the unimodal example, the median voter prefers the candidate
with ideal point 0.48. RCV selects this candidate (as does simple FPTP), but restricted
FPTP selects the candidate with ideal point 0.74. In the polarized example, the median
voter prefers the candidate with ideal point 0.59. Restricted FPTP selects this candidate,
while RCV selects a winner with ideal point 0.36 (simple FPTP selects one with ideal point
0.79).
For each number of candidates and electorate type, I run 1,000 simulations and record
whether each of the three election rules produces the winner preferred by the median voter.
Figure A.2 shows the probability that each rule does so. Starting with the unimodal electorate in the left panel, we see that RCV produces a median-preferred winner more often
2

than FPTP or restricted FPTP does.3 However, when we turn to the polarized electorate,
RCV’s advantage disappears. Restricted FPTP always performs better than RCV. In fact,
with six or more candidates, RCV is less likely to produce the median’s preferred candidate
than if the winner were randomly drawn from a hat.
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Figure A.2: Success rates by electorate type and number of candidates
Why is this the case? In these elections, RCV often eliminates the median-preferred
candidate in early rounds.4 Of course, these simulations are sensitive to the electorate
3

When the median-preferred candidate is Candidate A or Candidate B (i.e., one of the two
major party candidates), restricted FPTP almost always identifies the median-preferred
candidate, but in every other case, it necessarily fails. As a result, restricted FPTP’s
success rate is approximately equal to the probability that one of the restricted candidates
2
is the median’s preference, or Ncand
.

4

To see why this is more likely in a polarized electorate, consider an 11 person electorate with
candidates L (left-wing), C (centrist), and R (right-wing). Five voters have the preference
profile L ≻ C ≻ R, another five have the profile R ≻ C ≻ L, and the last voter has
the profile C ≻ L ≻ R. C is eliminated in the first round, and the last voter’s ballot is
reallocating to L, shifting the election to L. However, C was the most representative in this
election. In a restricted electorate, if C is one of the restricted two candidates, C will win.
As the number of candidates increases, it becomes increasingly likely that the moderate
3

specifications—changing the distributions of voters will produce diﬀerent findings. Perhaps
most importantly, it assumes a constant candidate pool. If RCV moderates the candidate
pool, then the translation of voter preferences may be improved by that mechanism. While
this exercise analyzes the translation of preferences holding these preferences constant, the
decision is sensible given the empirical findings in Table 5 that the candidate pool does not
change post-RCV. In sum, we have no theoretical reason to believe that RCV is necessarily
more or less likely to translate voter preferences into median-preferred outcomes.

candidates get squeezed out in the early rounds.
4

B

Covariate Balance Tests

Covariate
Total Population
Percent Male
Percent White
Percent Black
Percent Asian
Percent Hispanic
Percent College Plus
Median Income
Median Home Value
Median Duration Lived in City
Proportion Homeowners
Democratic Vote Share (County)

Ever-treated Mean
165,887
49.1%
60.9%
10.2%
9.4%
16.3%
31.2%
$52,744
$365,878
6.158
52.3%
67.2%

Never-treated Mean
9,463
48.8%
82.2%
7.4%
1.1%
6.8%
12.2%
$43,388
$120,227
9.842
72.8%
43.1%

Diﬀ.
156,423
0.3%
-21.3%
2.8%
8.3%
9.5%
18.9%
$9,356
$245,650
-3.684
-20.5%
24.2%

St. Err of Diﬀ.
11,230
0.1%
1.1%
0.5%
0.5%
0.8%
0.5%
$861
$13,087
0.1014
0.5%
0.7%

p value
<0.01
0.02
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01

Table B.1: Raw covariate balance between cities that ever adopted RCV and those that
never did. The second and third columns show means for cities that ever adopted RCV
and those that never did. The fourth column shows the diﬀerence between the second and
third columns. The fifth column shows the standard error of the diﬀerence, while the sixth
column shows whether the diﬀerence is statistically significant. Observations are at the
city-year level.
Table B.1 shows the raw diﬀerences between the cities that ever adopted RCV and those
that never did. On every variable, there are statistically significant diﬀerences between the
treated cities and untreated cities.
Total Revenue (Own Sources)
General Revenue
Total Taxes
Property Tax
General Sales Tax
Total Direct Expenditures
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Figure B.1: Covariate balance before and after covariate balancing propensity score
weights, spending and ideology variables
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Figure B.2: Covariate balance before and after covariate balancing propensity score
weights, representation variables
Next, Figure B.1 shows the improvement in balance before and after implementing covariate balancing propensity score weights for the spending and ideology variables. Figure
B.2 shows the same for the representation estimates of those variables. I take the absolute
value of the standardized diﬀerence across each of the covariates shown in Table B.1 between
the treatment and control groups for a given dependent variable. The estimates diﬀer by
dependent variable insofar as covariates do or do not exist for a given dependent variable
(e.g., many cities do not report public welfare spending, and so the comparison of the covariates is between control and treatment cities that have reported public welfare spending
in the relevant row). Nonetheless, the figure consistently shows a significant improvement in
the weighted dataset.
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C

Regression Coeﬃcients from PanelMatch models

In this section, I present the coeﬃcients from the main analyses in the generalized synthetic controls. Tables C.1 and C.2 contain the coeﬃcients mapping to spending and representation respectively in Figure 1.
Dependent Variable
Total Revenue (Own Sources)
General Revenue
Total Taxes
Property Tax
General Sales Tax
Total Direct Expenditures
Total Charges and Misc. Rev
Total Debt Outstanding
Parks and Recs Spending
Highway Spending
Sewerage Spending
Fire Spending
Police Spending
Public Welfare Spending
Library Spending
Utilities Spending

ATT
-0.01
-0.05
-0.06
-0.01
0.07
-0.09
-0.08
0.03
-0.02
-0.08
-0.01
-0.01
-0.03
-0.05
-0.35
0.06

95% CI
(-0.28, 0.17)
(-0.24, 0.05)
(-0.3, 0.04)
(-0.24, 0.1)
(-0.28, 0.26)
(-0.28, 0.03)
(-0.34, 0.05)
(-0.15, 0.24)
(-0.35, 0.17)
(-0.49, 0.21)
(-0.46, 0.28)
(-0.19, 0.06)
(-0.21, 0.04)
(-0.85, 0.2)
(-0.89, -0.04)
(-0.29, 0.27)

Table C.1: Coeﬃcients from fiscal spending models
Table C.3 shows the coeﬃcients corresponding to Figure 2.
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Dependent Variable
Total Revenue (Own Sources)
General Revenue
Total Taxes
Property Tax
General Sales Tax
Total Direct Expenditures
Total Charges and Misc. Rev
Total Debt Outstanding
Parks and Recs Spending
Highway Spending
Sewerage Spending
Fire Spending
Police Spending
Public Welfare Spending
Library Spending
Utilities Spending

ATT
0.48
0.16
0.23
-0.35
0.04
-0.14
0.16
-0.11
-0.32
0.15
0.50
-0.44
-0.45
-0.27
-0.47
0.07

95% CI
(-0.05, 1.18)
(-0.5, 0.77)
(-0.21, 0.84)
(-1.03, 0.1)
(-0.23, 0.51)
(-0.67, 0.34)
(-0.4, 1.12)
(-0.72, 0.3)
(-1.2, 0.33)
(-0.7, 1.14)
(-0.15, 1.16)
(-0.94, 0.13)
(-0.8, -0.04)
(-0.33, -0.11)
(-1.29, 0.66)
(-0.12, 0.46)

Table C.2: Coeﬃcients from fiscal representation models

Model
Ideology
Ideology
Representation
Representation

Dependent Variable
Catalist Ideology
CFscore
Catalist Ideology
CFscore

ATT
0.45
-0.13
3.06
-0.15

95% CI
(-6.7, 10.25)
(-0.47, 0.1)
(-1.08, 10)
(-0.45, 0)

Table C.3: Coeﬃcients from city council models
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D
D.1

Robustness Checks
Generalized Synthetic Control Models

I employ two alternative methods to the PanelMatch models. The first uses generalized
synthetic controls (Xu 2017). Unlike traditional synthetic controls, this method permits
multiple units treated at diﬀerent points in time. It explicitly considers heterogenous treatment eﬀects, which is especially useful since there is variation in implementation (e.g., ballot
truncation rules) and in institutional contexts (e.g., safe Democratic areas versus more competitive areas). It does so by estimating a latent factor space to construct counterfactual
estimates in the pre-treatment period, and then it uses these latent factors to estimate counterfactuals in the post-treatment period for each unit. Since the model employs a staggered
adoption framework, I drop all post-repeal observations for the cities that repeal RCV. For
estimation purposes, I remove all control cities with population under 1,000 and only keep
cities with public opinion survey data (such that the control population for the representation analyses is the same as in the fiscal or ideological outcome ones). I permit each model
to include between 0 and 2 latent factors.
Total Revenue (Own Sources)
General Revenue
Total Taxes
Property Tax
General Sales Tax
Total Direct Expenditures
Total Charges and Misc. Rev
Total Debt Outstanding
Parks and Recs Spending
Highway Spending
Education Spending
Sewerage Spending
Fire Spending
Police Spending
Public Welfare Spending
Library Spending
Utilities Spending
−5
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5
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Figure D.1: Eﬀects of RCV on levels and representation of taxation and spending from
generalized synthetic control model. The coeﬃcients indicate the impact of RCV on logged
dollars per capita for spending and representation respectively. The bars indicate 95% confidence intervals. In each model, eﬀects are estimated on all ten treated cities except the
following due to data missingness: general sales tax (7), highways (9), education (2), public
welfare (2), libraries (9), and utilities (7). The average number of control cities in each model
is 975.
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Figure D.2: Eﬀects of RCV on ideology and representation of city councils from generalized
synthetic control model. For the ideology models, positive scores indicate changes in the
conservative direction. All six cities are used in each model. There are 454 control cities in
the Catalist Ideology models and 442 control cities in the CFscore models.
Table D.1 shows the coeﬃcient estimates. Here, it appears that library spending declined.
On the representation analyses, representation on property taxes and police spending appears to have worsened. After Holm corrections, the declines in spending on libraries and
representation on property taxes remains significant. In Figure D.2, we can see that none of
the models are statistically significant for the city council mean. Although some of the coefficients are statistically significant, it does not appear that RCV induced any clear changes
to representation even under an alternative methodology.
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D.2

Two-Way Fixed Eﬀects Models

The second method employs a two-way fixed eﬀects setup with the same covariates as a
vector of controls. In other words, rather than weighting, I use the entire set of untreated
cities as the control group and control for relevant demographic and political diﬀerences. A
downside of this approach is that two-way fixed eﬀects are not well suited to imbalanced
datasets in which the treated units vary substantially from the control units, as Appendix
Section B shows. While city fixed eﬀects control for part of this variation, they cannot
account for the question of whether the treatment and control samples come from the same
population. Another issue is that these city fixed eﬀects may not account for shifts that
take place within city over the quarter century studied. However, a key benefit of running
the two-way fixed eﬀects model is that it permits inclusion of cities with fewer lag and lead
periods. With this analysis, there are fourteen cities included in the fiscal analyses and eight
in the city council analyses (see starred entries in Table 2. Four cities are dropped from the
fiscal representational analyses due to missingness of public opinion data.
Total Revenue (Own Sources)
General Revenue
Total Taxes
Property Tax
General Sales Tax
Total Direct Expenditures
Total Charges and Misc. Rev
Total Debt Outstanding
Parks and Recs Spending
Highway Spending
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Figure D.3: Eﬀects of RCV on levels and representation of taxation and spending from
two-way fixed eﬀects model. In each spending model, eﬀects are estimated on all 14 treated
cities except the following due to data missingness: general sales tax (12), education (5), fire
(12), public welfare (6), and libraries (9). In each representation model, eﬀects are estimated
on all 10 treated cities except for the following: general sales tax (9), education (4), public
welfare (6), and libraries spending (9). The average number of control cities in each model
is 8,206.
Figure D.3 shows the treatment eﬀects on the spending outcomes using two-way fixed
11

eﬀects. In this model, five of the coeﬃcients are statistically significant: total revenue, direct expenditures, parks and recreation spending, and police spending declined while public
welfare spending increased. However, after a Holm correction due to multiple hypothesis
testing, only the decline in direct expenditures is significant. Similarly, there are representational shifts on highway spending, public welfare spending, and utilities spending; however,
none of these eﬀects survive the Holm correction.
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Figure D.4: Eﬀects of RCV on ideology and representation of city councils from two-way
fixed eﬀects model. All eight cities are used in each model. There are 495 control cities in
the Catalist ideological model, 464 in the Catalist representation model, 487 in the CFscore
ideological model, and 457 in the CFscore representation model.
Figure D.4 shows the treatment eﬀects for the city council ideology outcomes. None of
the four coeﬃcients is statistically significant. It appears that generally speaking, the main
findings are robust to the inclusion of more treated cities.
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D.3

Alternative Approach to Candidate Pool Moderation

Here, I verify the findings from the diﬀerence-in-means and F tests in Table 5. It is
possible that we cannot simply compare the pools of candidates before and after RCV is
implemented because of time-varying characteristics across all cities. To account for this,
I employ a two-way fixed eﬀects analysis with both the treated and control cities to see
whether the sample variance of the candidate pool decreases following adoption of RCV. If
this is the case, then we would have reason to believe that the reform had a moderating eﬀect.
If the variance were to increase, that would suggest that candidates became more polarized
after the adoption of RCV. In the analysis, each observation is at the city council-year level.
Table D.1: Changes in candidate composition post-RCV
Dependent variable:
Variance (Linear)
CFscore
Ideology
(1)

(2)

Variance (Gamma)
CFscore
Ideology
(3)

(4)

Mean
CFscore
Ideology
(5)

(6)

RCV Election

−0.093
(0.085)

16.358
(74.981)

0.249
(0.243)

0.0003
(0.001)

−0.108
(0.093)

−0.520
(1.669)

Observations

2,749

3,295

2,744

3,291

2,749

3,295

Note: All models have city and year fixed eﬀects. Models include standard errors clustered at city
level. Mean models restricted to city-years with at least 2 observations, gamma models restricted
to cities with non-zero variance. ∗ indicates p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests).

Table D.1 shows the results of this test. Each observation is aggregated at the cityyear level. The first two columns test the variance of the CFscore and Catalist Ideology
metrics respectively. It does not appear that the variance decreased following the adoption
of RCV. That said, since the sample variance (the dependent variable here) is non-normally
distributed, linear regression may not be appropriate. If the underlying data is (iid) normally
distributed, the sample variance takes on a χ2 distribution, which is a special case of the
Gamma distribution. I rerun the model using a Gamma regression in columns 3 and 4, and
once again, I do not find statistical significance. Furthermore, I verify my findings that the
mean of the candidate pool did not change. Columns 5 and 6 confirm that the mean of the
pool did not shift following the adoption of RCV.
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Changes in San Francisco and Oakland City Council Ideology
Following RCV Adoption
Median Councilmember Ideology
(Higher = More Progressive)

D.4
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Figure D.5: City council median over time, where higher scores indicate more liberal
ideology. The dashed line indicates adoption of RCV. Data points shown are for first year
of legislative term (e.g., data from 2005-2006 session is recorded at t = 2005). Note that
ideal points for each city are estimated separately (since there are no items to jointly scale
the two cities), and so the ideal point values should not be compared across cities but only
within cities across time.
I explore the shift in the council median before and after RCV as a robustness check
to the findings in Figure 2. Figure D.5 shows the change in the chamber median over time
for each city council, where the vertical dashed line indicates adoption of RCV. Note that
unlike in the previous analyses, higher scores here indicate more progressive voting records.
In San Francisco, the Board of Supervisors becomes notably more progressive from 2000 to
2010, although as Bucchianeri (2018) notes, this is primarily due to to shifting dynamics in
local politics in the period with the rise of the city’s progressive movement. In Oakland,
the city council becomes consistently more liberal over time as well. Though we cannot
decisively determine the casual impact of RCV from Figure D.5 alone, the lack of changes in
slope post-treatment suggests that RCV’s eﬀect is minimal.5 The roll-call based estimates,
in other words, are consistent with the more robustly estimated findings of Figure 2.
5

To test this more formally, I construct a linear regression in each city predicting the median
as a function of time with an interaction term for treatment status. In both models, the
interaction is never statistically significant. I also test each model using diﬀerent posttreatment period lengths (e.g., estimating until 2009 for San Francisco) and the results are
unchanged. Of course, the sample size in the regression is small, so these results should be
interpreted with caution.
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E

Heterogenous Eﬀects by Election Timing

One possibility is that there are systematic diﬀerences in oﬀ-cycle versus on-cycle cities,
as Dynes, Hartney, and Hayes (2021) suggest. They find that on-cycle cities are more
responsive (cross-sectionally) to public opinion than oﬀ-cycle cities are. If this is the case,
we might expect representational gains to be concentrated in oﬀ-cycle cities relative to oncycle cities. Thus, the null findings in the manuscript might be attributed to heterogeneity
between on-cycle and oﬀ-cycle cities. There are two reasons this may take place. First, since
oﬀ-cycle cities start from a lower baseline level of responsiveness, they have more room to
improve. Second, it is easier for concentrated interest groups to mobilize in oﬀ-cycle elections
in favor of their own interests versus the diﬀuse majority’s (Anzia 2011). RCV may force
campaigns to appeal more broadly beyond these interests.
I use the coding of cities from Dynes, Hartney, and Hayes (2021) into on-cycle and oﬀcycle to split the sample into two groups. Of the cities used in the GSC models, 1,182 held
oﬀ-cycle elections, 329 held on-cycle elections, and there was no data for 18,116 of them. Of
the RCV adopting cities, Berkeley, Oakland, San Francisco, and San Leandro hold elections
on-cycle, while Portland, Minneapolis, St. Paul, Cary, and Burlington hold elections oﬀcycle (as before, there is not suﬃcient fiscal data for San Leandro or city council data for
Portland, Cary, or Burlington). Because there is only one city with public welfare spending
data in the oﬀ-cycle and on-cycle sets respectively, I omit it from these analyses.
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Figure E.1: Eﬀects of RCV on levels and representation of taxation and spending (oﬀcycle election cities). In each model, eﬀects are estimated on all five treated cities except
the following due to data missingness: general sales tax (3), libraries (4), and utilities (4).
Figure E.1 shows the analog of Figure 1 with the data subset to cities holding elections
oﬀ-cycle. There is a statistically significant decrease in library spending, which persists after
15
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Figure E.2: Eﬀects of RCV on levels and representation of taxation and spending (on-cycle
election cities). In each model, eﬀects are estimated on all three treated cities. Models could
not be estimated for utilities spending due to insuﬃcient data on treated units.
a Holm correction. There are also representational gains in general revenue and sewerage
spending along with representational declines in police spending. After a Holm correction,
only the gain in sewerage spending remains significant. Figure E.2 shows the equivalent for
on-cycle cities. There is an increase in parks and recreation spending, but it loses significance
after a Holm correction. There is also a representational decline on library spending, but it
too loses significance after a Holm correction.
Figures E.3 and E.4 show the findings for the city council ideology. Almost all of the
coeﬃcients are null. However, with respect to CFscores, it appears that city councils in
oﬀ-cycle cities became more representative. That said, the eﬀect size (0.12 SDs) is quite
small. Furthermore, there are only two cities in the sample: St. Paul and Minneapolis. It is
possible that there were particular events in those (neighboring) cities that do not generalize.
In sum, there are not huge diﬀerences between on-cycle and oﬀ-cycle cities. That said, given
the small sample sizes in this subanalysis, more work should be done to verify the analysis.
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Figure E.3: Eﬀects of RCV on ideology and representation of city councils (oﬀ-cycle election
cities). There are two cities in each model.
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Figure E.4: Eﬀects of RCV on ideology and representation of city councils (on-cycle election
cities). There are four cities in each model.
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F

Details of Ideal Point Estimation in Oakland

Although Bucchianeri (2018) estimates dynamic ideal points for San Francisco, which I
use directly, he does not do so for Oakland. To estimate these for Oakland, I employ roll
call data from Oakland’s city council that Bucchianeri has collected. As starting values, I
let Libby Schaaf take a value of -1 and Rebecca Kaplan take a value of 1. I make these
choices based on the endorsement patterns of various legislative candidates. Schaaf ran as
a mainstream liberal and received the endorsement of the Oakland Chamber of Commerce
along with mainstream Democrats like Jerry Brown.6 By comparison, Kaplan ran on an
explicitly progressive platform and received endorsements from left wing groups like Oakland
Rising Action along with national figures like Bernie Sanders.7 I follow Bucchianeri in
running an MCMC model with 10,000 simulations (burn-in of 4,000 simulations) using the
MCMCdynamicIRT1d function in the MCMCpack package.

6

http://www.smartvoter.org/2010/11/02/ca/alm/vote/schaaf_l/endorse.html

7

http://kaplanforoakland.org/endorsements/
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Abstract
The acculturation of immigrants is typically conceptualized by scholars as assimilation: their cultural identities dissolve into the larger culture so that they can enter
mainstream societal institutions. However, one can happen without the other: when
legalization policies remove barriers to joining these institutions, immigrants can participate with larger society without eliminating their cultural distinctiveness. I provide a
conceptual framework which explains immigrants’ choice to either weaken or strengthen
their cultural ties when acquiring legal status. Employing a regression discontinuity design using the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program’s eligibility criteria, I
show that this legalization program allowed unauthorized immigrants to the U.S. to
maintain their cultural identity (by keeping naming practices), while promoting their
participation with larger society (by learning English and participating in the labor
market). This suggests that legalization policies can promote the integration of immigrants as opposed to their assimilation, by allowing diversity in common institutions.
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Introduction
Immigration has irreversibly changed the U.S. demographic landscape: the foreign-born
share of the U.S. population is currently at its highest level since 1910, accounting for
13.5% of the total population. With fertility rates at a historic low, in ten years’ time
net international migration is projected to be the main driver of U.S. population growth.
Understanding the consequences of these profound trends for the politics and social fabric
of the U.S. requires understanding how immigrants make a series of choices about participation with larger society and about cultural maintenance—the extent to which they retain
identification with their culture of origin. Classical theories which address these choices—
which have had the most normative influence on policymakers and public opinion—claim
that these decisions are interrelated: participation (including acquiring citizenship and voting) must go hand-in-hand with detachment from culture of origin through a linear process
initiated by learning the host country’s language, values and norms, and propelled by entering host societal institutions (Gordon, 1964). If true, this challenges a central tenet of the
more modern theories, which hold that the maintenance of distinctive cultural identities is
compatible with participation in host societal institutions—and that government policy can
and should promote both goals (Kymlicka, 1995; Berry, 1997).
Empirically, recent work has shown that acquiring citizenship promotes immigrants’
participation with larger society, improving their labor prospects and economic well-being
(Bratsberg, Ragan and Nasir, 2002; Bevelander and Pendakur, 2010), enhancing their social contact with the dominant group (Avitabile, Clots-Figueras and Masella, 2013; Hainmueller, Hangartner and Pietrantuono, 2017) and increasing their political participation
(Hainmueller, Hangartner and Pietrantuono, 2015). A few studies go further to claim that
the process of acquiring citizen rights strengthens immigrants’ identification with the receiving society, leading them to break ties to their culture of origin (Brubaker, 2009; Gerhards
and Hans, 2009)
Taken together, these separate lines of empirical research would support the classical
1

theories by suggesting that participation with larger society cannot happen without the
elimination of cultural distinctiveness. But these studies have not considered the effects of
a single policy on both participation and cultural distinctiveness. As a result, prior to the
present work, we have lacked causal evidence about the simultaneous effects of legalization
policies on immigrants’ cultural identity and life opportunities.
The modern accounts present different psychological, philosophical and practical explanations for participation in mainstream institutions with cultural maintenance. To be able
to engage with these theories’ central points in explaining a legalization policy, I synthesize
their relevant parts into a simple framework. In this, immigrants determine their level of
attachment to their culture of origin after an exogenous policy shock, like legalization, which
expands their opportunities to participate with larger society. The change in policy reduces
both the benefits of cultural maintenance (by increasing access to the host country’s common institutions) and the costs of cultural maintenance (by reducing concerns about being
targeted for discrimination). Because there is no reason to presume that benefits decrease
more than costs, it is possible a priori that policies promoting the legalization of immigrants
can also lead them to reinforce their identification with their culture of origin.
Evidence is presented from the 2012 Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program
(DACA), which provides protection from deportation and temporary work authorization to
unauthorized immigrants to the U.S. Crucially, to be eligible for DACA, immigrants must
have been born after June 15, 1981; this exact date of birth discontinuity allows me to
identify the effects of the legalization policy by leveraging the quasi-random assignment of
DACA eligibility among immigrants with birth dates close to the arbitrary eligibility cutoff.
To assess immigrants’ level of attachment to their culture of origin I employ a measure of
ethnic distinctiveness of the first names of immigrants’ children, using comprehensive vital
statistics data from the state of Florida. To measure immigrants’ level of participation with
larger society, I use indicators of social integration (such as ability to speak English) and
economic integration (employment status and wages) from the American Community Survey
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Public Use Microdata Sample.
I find that compared to barely non-DACA-eligible mothers, barely DACA-eligible mothers learn English and participate more in the labor market, confirming the relationship
between legalization and participation. But this is not accompanied by the elimination of
their cultural distinctiveness: the first names given by barely DACA-eligible mothers to their
children are in fact more ethnically distinctive than those given by barely non-eligible mothers. As predicted by the theoretical framework, the effect of DACA on cultural maintenance
is larger for mothers with spouses from the same country of origin (for whom the benefits
of sustained cultural attachment are higher), and in counties with a higher pre-legalization
deportation rate (who no longer bear the costs of being targeted by immigration authorities
for their cultural ties). Altogether these findings indicate that attaining legal status leads to
integration—participation with cultural maintenance—rather than assimilation.

A Framework for Immigrants’ Cultural Maintenance
Studies have consistently shown that legalization policies promote immigrants’ contact and
participation with larger society: their economic performance in terms of employment and
wages expands and they depend less on welfare (Bevelander and DeVoretz, 2008; Dancygier
and Laitin, 2014), they learn the host country’s language (Avitabile, Clots-Figueras and
Masella, 2013) and get informed in that language (Hainmueller, Hangartner and Pietrantuono, 2017), their feelings of being discriminated against recede and they join social clubs
formed by the majority group (Hainmueller, Hangartner and Pietrantuono, 2017), and
their political knowledge, efficacy and participation increases (Hainmueller, Hangartner and
Pietrantuono, 2015). On the other hand, a few other studies suggest that these policies
via participation in common institutions help dissolve cultural differences between minority immigrants and the rooted majority (Brubaker, 2009; Gerhards and Hans, 2009). Yet,
scholars have often highlighted the possibility for immigrants to enter mainstream societal
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institutions without requiring them to eliminate their cultural distinctiveness, as long as the
barriers to full participation in a society are removed, including fluency in the host country’s
language (Kymlicka, 1995; Berry, 1997). Given substantive evidence provided by previous
studies, we can expect that legalization policies will lead immigrants to participate more with
larger society within common institutions. However, can we assume that these policies will
lead them to erase their cultural identity, and therefore to their assimilation? Or, is there
room to accommodate diversity within common institutions, and therefore to expect that
legalization policies will promote the integration of immigrants? To answer these questions
we need a framework that helps us characterize the contexts in which immigrants will decide
to weaken their cultural ties, or instead to strengthen them.
My approach to answering these questions begins with insights from social identity theory
(Tajfel, 1978), self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987) and identity economics (Akerlof
and Kranton, 2000). Social identity and self-categorization theorists have defined group
membership as a psychological state. These theorists argue that individuals structure their
perception of themselves and others based on abstract social categories, that they then
internalize these categories as aspects of their self-concepts, and that group behavior results
from perceiving themselves as members of the same social category (Tajfel, 1978). The
motivating principle for group-belongingness is a desire for a positive and secure self-concept,
which can be achieved by making social comparisons that differentiate oneself from others
in terms of positively valued group characteristics, and ones that differentiate one’s own
group from other groups (Turner et al., 1987). Building on social identity theory, Akerlof
and Kranton (2000) argue that the process of making such comparisons to differentiate an
individual’s group from other groups defines the behaviors that are appropriate for any
person in that individual’s group. By following these behaviors (or norms), individuals
strengthen their self-concept, and therefore derive utility. To the contrary, deviating from
these behaviors, and particularly for individuals with a strong positive attachment to their
group (strong identifiers), generates a loss of sense of self, and accordingly a utility loss.
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Consequently, maximizing such utility by following the group’s prescribed behaviors is what
determines the identity choice.
However, following the group’s prescribed behaviors may be harmful, particularly for
individuals who belong to minority groups that can be discriminated against by the majority
(Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004; Quillian et al., 2017) and can be a more visible target
for authorities (Gelman, Fagan and Kiss, 2007), and for those who are unauthorized and
may face fear of deportation (Provine and Doty, 2011). We can thus expect individuals from
minority groups to choose identities that simultaneously maximize the benefit and minimize
the social costs of affirming their self-concept. Therefore, when such costs outweigh the
benefit from group attachment, minority group individuals will choose identities which are
detached from their group. This argument can help explain, as previous studies have shown,
why minority immigrants hide their cultural identity when confronted with physical violence
(Fouka, 2019), high economic penalties (Arai and Skogman Thoursie, 2009), and hostile
immigration enforcement local laws (García, 2014).
Therefore, when choosing between preserving or breaking ties to culture, immigrants will
balance the benefit of group identification against the cost of displaying group characteristics.
Immigrant legalization policies could affect both the benefits and costs of group attachment,
and therefore a priori the effect that these policies can have on immigrants’ cultural maintenance is ambiguous. On the one hand, acquiring legal status reduces the benefit of cultural
group attachment: immigrants change their time horizons towards a future in the host country, and they feel recognized by the state and larger society. Given this, the psychological
burden of detaching from their cultural group diminishes, and therefore identifying with the
characteristics and behaviors of the majority generates positive psychological benefits. In
particular, weak identifiers start off with a lower benefit of group attachment, and therefore
for them, the process of identifying with another group is easier than for strong identifiers,
even after acquiring legal status. On the other hand, obtaining legal status reduces the cost
of cultural group attachment: the native-born are more welcoming when they acknowledge

5

that immigrants have similar rights (Schachter, 2016), and therefore immigrants may feel
less discriminated against (Bevelander, 2011). Moreover, when immigrants are in the host
country without authorization, acquiring legal status decreases their fear of deportation,
and therefore their psychological distress (Venkataramani et al., 2017; Patler and Pirtle,
2018). Accordingly, behaviors that conform to immigrants’ cultural group norms become
relatively less costly, and this cost decreases more for those exposed to greater threats before
legalization.
When policies reduce the benefit of group attachment more than the cost, immigrants
will break ties to their culture of origin. In contrast, they will reinforce those ties when the
benefit decreases less than the cost. Figure 1 presents a summary of this argument, and
in Appendix A, I formalize the argument with a theoretical decision model of immigrants’
cultural maintenance.
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(a) Benefit Decreases More than Cost

(b) Benefit Decreases Less than Cost

Notes: (a) illustrates the case in which the legalization policy decreases more the benefit
than the cost of cultural group attachment, and (b) presents the case in which the cost
decreases more than the benefit. The solid lines depict the scenario without legal status,
and the dotted lines the scenario with legal status. The vertical lines illustrate the value of
cultural identity that maximizes the utility of group attachment, given the benefit and cost.
Figure 1: Summary of Framework on Cultural Identity

I use first names given to children as a measure of immigrants’ cultural identity. For
immigrants and their descendants, first names are a good indicator of maintenance of cultural
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identity, given that they quantify the competing influences of two cultural groups (Sue and
Telles, 2007; Elchardus and Siongers, 2011). As cultural markers, given names reveal the
problem that minority immigrants confront in their decision to acculturate. While parents
want to maintain their culture of origin and transmit it to their children (Bisin and Verdier,
2000), they also wish to furnish them with identities that do not arouse prejudice among the
majority (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004; Milkman, Akinola and Chugh, 2012; Quillian
et al., 2017), and that can, if needed, go unremarked by the authorities. Therefore, the
naming decision reveals the degree to which minority immigrants feel constrained by the host
society (Alba and Nee, 2003). Unlike intermarriage and other indicators of discontinuation of
cultural ties that require the consent of the native-born, the naming decision is an individual
choice controlled only by the parents (Fouka, 2019, 2020).
Under this framework for immigrants’ cultural identity, we would expect that unauthorized minority immigrants will consider two aspects when deciding on children’s first names:
the value of transmitting their culture of origin to their children, and the risks that this
decision can bring about, in terms of both the social stigma that a distinctively ethnic name
can trigger, and the personal worry of deportation and family separation that the exposure
of their identity can evoke.

The 2012 Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals Program
As a case study, I use the 2012 Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program (DACA),
which is the most extensive policy directed toward unauthorized immigrants in the United
States since the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA). On June 15, 2012, acknowledging that comprehensive immigration reform would be difficult to achieve, President
Obama announced via executive order the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)
program. The policy does not grant legal permanent immigration status nor a pathway to
citizenship, but protects from deportation unauthorized immigrants who were under the age
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of 31 as of June 15, 2012, by granting them a 2-year renewable deferred action status, and
temporary work authorization. Additionally to the age eligibility criterion, unauthorized
immigrants must have entered the U.S. under the age of 16, continuously resided in the
country since June 15, 2007, be physically present at the time of application, have entered
without inspection or fell out of lawful visa status before June 15, 2012, have a high school
or GED degree or be enrolled in school, and have no major criminal convictions.
As of December 31, 2016, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services has granted deferred
status to 770,477 people under DACA, 78% of recipients are from Mexico, which is also the
single largest source of all immigrants to the U.S. both from Latin America (55%) and from
the world (29%) (Barreto and Segura, 2014). Although DACA recipients arrived in the U.S.
as children, many are now adults and have become parents to U.S. citizen children. At the
time the policy was announced about 200,000 children had parents who were DACA-eligible
(Capps, Fix and Zong, 2016). To apply for DACA, individuals have to provide documentation
that they meet the eligibility criteria—passport or birth certificate from country of origin
for the age eligibility criterion and school or medical records proving age of entry to the
US—, and pay a processing fee of $465. About 90% of the applications that comply with the
required documentation are approved (US Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2017), and
roughly 83% of recipients who were eligible to renew reapplied after the first 2-year period
(Mathay and McHugh, 2015).
Such a high renewal application rate may reveal the belief among recipients that the program will persist in the long-term, and accordingly that the program may have helped change
their time horizons towards a future in the U.S., providing an incentive to adopt the host
country’s norms. Therefore, the benefit of cultural group attachment may have decreased
with the program. In addition, previous studies have estimated a decline in deportation risk
of 100% (Kuka, Shenhav and Shih, 2020) and that the program has reduced deportation
worry and psychological distress among recipients (Venkataramani et al., 2017; Patler and
Pirtle, 2018) and their children (Hainmueller et al., 2017). Accordingly, the program helped
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reduce the fear of threat of deportation, and therefore the cost of displaying cultural group
attachment may have decreased. Given this, we need to determine how the program affected
the balance between benefits and costs of group attachment, and therefore the incentives to
maintain cultural ties.
The empirical evidence I present in the following sections suggests that in the case of
legalization policies of unauthorized immigrants to the U.S., the costs of displaying cultural origins decrease more than the benefits, allowing immigrants to maintain their cultural
heritage, while promoting their participation with larger society.

Data and Empirical Strategy
I assess the effects of the DACA program on the integration patterns of Mexicans who
represent roughly 80% of the DACA population.

Cultural Maintenance
To assess the effects on cultural maintenance, I compute a measure of ethnic distinctiveness
of first names applicable to the names of children of minorities in the U.S., similar to that
in previous literature (Fryer Jr and Levitt, 2004; Goldstein and Stecklov, 2016; Fouka, 2020,
2019). The measure—the Mexican Name Index (MNI)—is based on the frequency of a name
among children born in the U.S. to Mexican mothers in a fixed age cohort, relative to its
frequency among the total children born to Americans and to Mexicans in that same cohort.1
The measure ranges from 0 to 100, with higher values indicating a stronger intensity of
"Mexicanness" of a particular name. Accordingly, names with high values of the MNI reveal
parents’ preferences to maintain their cultural heritage and identity. I present the formula
to compute the MNI and explain more about its interpretation in Appendix B. The data
used to compute the MNI consists of every registered birth record in Florida between 2004
1

Throughout, I refer to Mexican-born and American-born people as "Mexican" and
"American", respectively.
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and 2016 from the Bureau of Vital Statistics, Florida Department of Health, and includes
the date of birth and full name of child and mother, the country of birth, race and level
of education of both parents, and the residential address of the mother. The data for the
main analysis goes from June 15, 2012 (when DACA was announced) to December 31, 2016
(the most recent available date in the Florida birth data). However, I use data from before
the program was announced (January 1, 2004 to June 14, 2012) to compute the MNI and
implement placebo tests.
For the regression discontinuity (RD) design falsification tests, I use the American Community Survey (2007–2011) to construct predetermined variables that are correlated with
both the naming decision and the potential to manipulate the declared birth date to be eligible for DACA. These variables are pre-DACA background characteristics at the mothers’
ZIP Code of residence: median household income, percentage of the population 5 years and
over who speak Spanish at home, percentage of the population who is Mexican, and the percentage of the population 18 to 24 without a high school degree. I also use the deportation
rate at the mother’s county of residence as a predetermined covariate. This variable is the
ratio between the number of deportations under the Secure Communities Program between
2009 and the second quarter of 2012 to the number of noncitizens. The deportation data is
from the Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse and the noncitizen population number
from the ACS.
As of December 2016, the state of Florida had approved 31,656 DACA requests (80% from
Mexicans) (US Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2017)—which puts Florida among the
top 5 states with DACA recipients. During the main period of analysis, 30,744 children
were born in Florida to Mexican mothers who reside in the U.S. for whom it is possible to
compute the MNI (with names that were also given to at least one child born in the previous five years to either Mexican or American mothers). Figure C1 in Appendix C presents
a map with the distribution of births from Mexican mothers across ZIP Codes. The map
shows that births were geographically dispersed across the state, and with a higher concen-
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tration roughly in areas with more DACA recipients: Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater,
Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, and North Port-Sarasota-Bradenton. The data for the analysis on cultural maintenance contains 30,555 birth records that have information about the
mother’s ZIP Code and county of residence. Such information allows matching the birth
records to background characteristics of the mother using the ACS ZIP Code Tabulation
Areas (ZCTAs). However, I show that the estimated effects are substantively unchanged if
I use all of the birth records (30,744), regardless if they were matched or not to background
characteristics.
To analyze if the deferred action status acquired by Mexican immigrants affects their
maintenance of culture of origin, I compare the Mexicanness of names given by Mexican
DACA-eligible mothers to the Mexicanness of names given by Mexican non-DACA-eligible
mothers by employing an RD design that leverages the DACA age eligibility criterion establishing that recipients must have been under age 31 as of June 15, 2012, and exploited in
a previous study by Hainmueller et al. (2017). Under this age criterion, a person born on
June 16, 1981 meets the DACA age eligibility requirement, whereas a person born on June
14, 1981 does not.
The DACA-eligibility effect on cultural maintenance is obtained by estimating the following linear equation:

M N Ii,j = α + τ DACAi + β (dobi − c) + γDACAi (dobi − c) + i,j

(1)

where M N Ii,j is the Mexican Name Index value of child j’s name given by mother i,
(dobi − c) is the running variable which measures the distance in days from mother i’s date
of birth (dobi ) to the DACA eligibility birth date cutoff (c) of June 15, 1981, DACAi is
mother i’s DACA-eligibility which takes a value of one when dobi ≥ c indicating that the
mother i is eligible for DACA, and a value of zero otherwise.
The DACA-eligibility effect τ captures the average change in the MNI of children born
to mothers with birth dates at the DACA birth date cutoff when changing their status from
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DACA-ineligible to DACA-eligible. τ is estimated by fitting Equation 1 to a sample that
includes only mothers whose birth dates are within the mean squared error (MSE) optimal
bandwidth around the birth date cutoff of June 15, 1981. The MSE-optimal bandwidth
is obtained by employing Calonico, Cattaneo and Titiunik (2014)’s adaptive bandwidth
selection algorithm with default specifications.2 The standard errors i,j are clustered by
mother to account for dependence of names from children born to the same mother.

Participation with Larger Society
To assess effects of the DACA program on immigrants’ participation with larger society,
I use measures of their ability to speak English, their participation in English language
institutions (the labor market and military service), and the quality of these institutions
(annual salary and health insurance coverage). The data for these measures are from the
American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample (2012–2016), but I employ only
data from the post-DACA period (2013 to 2016), and a subsample formed of Mexican women
who are not U.S. citizens and entered the country before 2007. This subsample resembles
the data I use in the analysis of effects on maintenance of culture of origin, and it contains
93,715 respondents.
Like in the analysis of cultural maintenance, I employ an RD design that exploits the
DACA age eligibility criterion, but in this case, respondents’ eligibility is defined only with
their quarter and year of birth, given that the ACS PUMS does not include day of birth.
Therefore, the running variable becomes discrete with many observations accumulated at
each of the quarter-year values, and consequently under the continuity-based approach each
mass point would be treated as one observation. In this case there are only 324 mass points,
so the continuity-based approach may not be appropriate for the RD design given that the
error of the approximation of the regression functions at the cutoff increases.
2

The defaults are: symmetric MSE-optimal bandwidth, a triangular kernel, a polynomial
of order one, and a regularization term that avoids poor behavior of the resulting bandwidth
selectors when the estimated biases are close to zero.
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Instead, following the local randomization approach of Cattaneo, Frandsen and Titiunik
(2015) I estimate the DACA-eligibility effect on participation with larger society with the
difference-in-means between the outcomes of DACA-eligible and ineligible respondents inside
the largest window of quarters around the birth date cutoff in which pre-DACA available
characteristics (in this case year of entry to the U.S. and race) are balanced between eligible
and ineligible respondents. Such window is chosen with the data-driven method of Cattaneo,
Titiunik and Vazquez-Bare (2016) with default specifications, and its resulting size is four
quarters around the birth date cutoff (third quarter of 1981).3
It is important to mention that the DACA-eligibility effect captured by this differencein-means estimator and by τ̂ in Equation 1 measures the intention-to-treat effect of mothers’
DACA eligibility, given that neither with the birth data nor with the ACS PUMS it is possible to know if all mothers who where born after the DACA birth date cutoff also complied
with the other eligibility criteria, or afterwards applied and became DACA recipients. Moreover, among mothers who comply with the DACA age eligibility criterion, some may hold
legal permanent status or already be citizens, and therefore are not affected by the policy.
These two cases of non-compliance may lead to underestimating the DACA-eligibility effect.
Likewise, the policy effect would be underestimated when mothers who do not comply with
the age criterion manage to be eligible by manipulating their birth dates on the DACA application, but such manipulation is not also done on the birth registry or when they respond
to the ACS.
3

The defaults are: symmetric windows around the birth date cutoff which increase by
the minimum possible size (one quarter), assume complete randomization to test the sharp
null hypothesis with a difference-in-means under the Fisherian approach, 1,000 simulations
for the calculation of Fisherian p-values in each window, and a threshold probability of 0.15
to reject the sharp null of no difference for any observation.
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Figure 2: DACA eligibility and naming patterns

The main result is illustrated in Figure 2 which compares the Mexicanness of names given
by Mexican barely DACA-eligible mothers to the Mexicanness of names given by Mexican
barely non-DACA-eligible mothers. The MNI increases by 2.51 points at the birth date
cutoff where mothers become eligible for DACA. The size of this effect corresponds to an
increase of 3.5% relative to the average MNI from barely DACA-ineligible mothers of 70.8,
and it is equivalent to the difference amongst girls between the name "Kimberly" (an Old
English-origin name) to the Latin-origin name "Valeria".
Table 1 presents the RD estimates of the effect of mothers’ DACA eligibility on naming
patterns. The robust bias-corrected p-value and 95% confidence interval (CI) in Row (1)
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indicate that the increase of 2.51 points in the Mexicanness of names of children born to
barely DACA-eligible mothers is statistically significant.4 Row (2) adds pre-DACA control
variables which include race of the mother, sociodemographic characteristics of the mother’s
ZIP Code of residence and the deportation rate by mother’s county of residence, while Row
(3) adds dummy variables for child’s birth year, to account for differences on naming trends of
younger mothers (the majority of the DACA-eligible) who are more likely to have children in
recent years as opposed to older mothers (the majority of non-DACA-eligible). The results in
Row (2) show that the DACA eligibility effect is robust to controlling for mothers’ pre-DACA
background characteristics—the point estimate is roughly the same as in Row (1), and the
range of the confidence interval is smaller, as is expected when controlling for predetermined
variables that are continuous at the cutoff. The results in Row (3) suggest that the DACA
eligibility effect is robust to controlling for shocks to naming trends, which are orthogonal
to the legalization policy, but that may be affecting the fashionability of a name among
Mexican mothers. Differently to the sample used in previous specifications, the sample in
Row (4) employs all of the records of children born to Mexican mothers in the post-DACA
period (total of 30,744 birth records), instead of using only those with information about
mother’s ZIP Code and county of residence, for which it is possible to construct pre-DACA
control variables (30,555 birth records). These results show that the DACA eligibility effect
is not sensitive to removing records of children for which there is no background information
of the mother’s residence.5
4

The robust bias-correction accounts for the bias introduced by the local approximation
of the linear polynomial around the birth date cutoff, and for the variance in the estimation
of that bias. Therefore, the robust-bias corrected CI is centered around the bias-corrected
ˆ and it employs a larger standard error in contrast to the conventional
point estimate (τ - bias)
one. This process of recentering and rescaling restores a valid standard normal distributional
approximation when the MSE-optimal bandwidth is used (Calonico, Cattaneo and Titiunik,
2014).
5
Moreover, focusing on mothers within the MSE-optimal bandwidth who have children
both before and after the announcement of DACA with a difference-in-differences model that
controls for mother’s time-invariant observed and unobserved characteristics, the DACAeligibility effect, although noisy, has the same direction and similar magnitude: eligible
mothers choose names that are 2.4% more Mexican.
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Table 1: DACA-eligibility effect on naming practices
Dependent variable: MNI
RD
estimator SE p-value
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

2.51
2.56
2.55
2.54

1.20
1.19
1.20
1.20

0.042
0.037
0.038
0.039

Placebo Tests
(5)
(6)

0.92
-0.95
0.01

MSE-optimal Effective
bandwidth
N

[0.11, 5.61]
[0.17, 5.64]
[0.16, 5.64]
[0.14, 5.67]

1332
1309
1303
1312

11560
11357
11296
11447

N

Controls

Sample

30555
30555
30555
30744

N
Y
Yf ull
N

Post-DACA
Post-DACA
Post-DACA
Post-DACA all

N
N

Pre-DACA
Cubans Post-DACA

N

Post-DACA

Dependent variable: MNI/CNI

1.08 0.406 [−1.46, 3.60]
1.12 0.343 [−3.82, 1.33]

Alternative Explanation
(7)

95%
CI

1563
1327

14014 29395
11262 34876

Dependent variable: Fertility

0.01 0.232 [−0.01, 0.04]

1504

11861 27822

Notes: ‘RD Estimator’ is from a linear regression fitted on the sample within the symmetric MSE-optimal
bandwidth of days around the birth date cutoff of June 15, 1981. ‘SE’ is the estimators’ standard error. The
‘p-value’ and ‘95% CI’ are robust bias-corrected. ‘Effective N’ is the size of the sample within the MSE-optimal
bandwidth, and ‘N’ the total sample size. Controls include pre-DACA background characteristics of the mother
(race, sociodemographics of mother’s residence ZIP Code from 2007 to 2011, and deportation rate at mother’s
county of residence from 2009 to the second quarter of 2012). In Row (3), full controls adds dummies for
child’s year of birth. Except for Rows (6) and (7), the dependent variable is the Mexican Name Index (MNI)
and ranges from 0 to 100. Bigger values indicate that the name is more Mexican. In Row (6) the dependent
variable is the Cuban Name Index (CNI) which is the analogous to the MNI for children born in the U.S. to
Cuban mothers, and in Row (7) Fertility refers to the number of births per mother during the post-DACA
period. Post-DACA is the sample of children born to Mexican mothers during the period June 15, 2012 to
December 31, 2016 and Pre-DACA from January 1, 2009 to June 14, 2012. Post-DACA all contains all of
the records of children who were born in Florida to Mexican mothers, regardless of having information about
the mother’s ZIP Code and county of residence. Cubans Post-DACA is the sample of children born to Cuban
mothers from June 15, 2012 to December 31, 2016. Standard errors are clustered by mother. The data are from
the registered birth record from the Bureau of Vital Statistics, Florida Department of Health, the 2007-2011
American Community Survey, and TRAC Immigration.

Two placebo tests further suggest that the legalization policy is what drives immigrants’
decision on cultural maintenance: Row (5) in Table 1 shows the comparison of the MNI
between barely DACA-eligible and ineligible Mexican mothers who gave birth to children
before the announcement of DACA (in the period between January 1, 2009 and June 14,
2012), and who therefore were not affected by the policy at the time when they registered
the birth. The second placebo test, in Row (6), presents the DACA-eligibility effect on the
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Cuban Name Index (CNI) of children born to Cuban mothers in the post-DACA period.6 For
the case of Florida, Cubans are a sound placebo group because their population is at least
as big as the Mexican population, but they are not affected by DACA: as of December 2016
there were no Cuban DACA recipients (US Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2017),
probably as a result of the U.S. policy that until January 2017 granted expedited legal
permanent resident status. In both of these tests, the RD estimate is smaller in absolute
terms (about three times smaller) and not statistically significant. These results rule out
alternatives to DACA (confounders associated with being born just before or after the DACA
cutoff date) that could explain the observed behavior of immigrant mothers towards cultural
maintenance.
Furthermore, in Row (7), there is no evidence of an effect on fertility (the number of
children per mother) which further suggests that the observed effect on cultural maintenance
is not an artifact of an increase in the number of children born to DACA-eligible mothers7 :
both non-DACA-eligible and DACA-eligible mothers had on average 1.09 children per mother
during the post-DACA period, but the latter, who are protected against deportation, and
therefore face smaller costs of displaying their cultural identity, choose more Mexican names
for their child.
Relatedly, there is no evidence of selection bias associated to not observing children born
to DACA-ineligible mothers—either because they are deterred from having children, deported after the announcement of the program, or because lacking legal status, they decided
to leave. Missing barely ineligible mothers could bias upward the DACA-eligibility effect on
the MNI. Particularly, if those who leave the U.S. (or stay but decide to not have children)
give more Mexican names compared to ineligible mothers who stay and have children. Figure
6

The CNI is the MNI for Cuban names and is computed in an analogous manner.
This is equivalent to saying that there is no selection problem in terms of differences
between the DACA-eligible and non-DACA-eligible underlying populations and their potential outcomes. Therefore, absent an effect on fertility it is fair to compare the naming
choice of DACA-eligible and non-DACA-eligible mothers by assuming that their underlying
populations are the same.
7
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D1 in Appendix D suggests that this is not the case: there are no missing barely ineligible
mothers. The density of mothers is continuous at the birth date cutoff. The implausibility
of such bias is further reinforced by not finding differences in mother’s characteristics across
ineligible and eligible samples around the birth date cutoff, as suggested in the left-hand
side graph in Figure E1, which shows continuity in mother’s pre-DACA characteristics at
the cutoff.
The RD design falsification tests in Appendix E suggest that there is no manipulation of
mothers’ birth dates: there is continuity of mothers’ pre-DACA background characteristics
around the birth date cutoff, and the density functions for DACA-ineligible and DACAeligible mothers at the birth date cutoff are continuous. Therefore, these tests suggest that
the RD design isolates the causal effects of mothers’ DACA eligibility at the birth date cutoff.
Moreover, supporting the robustness of the results, there are no discontinuities in the MNI
at any point other than the birth date cutoff, and the DACA-eligibility effect on the MNI is
robust to the choice of bandwidth.
In summary, the results suggest that eligibility for deferred action status allows undocumented immigrants to maintain their cultural heritage and identity. In Appendix F, I show
that this effect is not exclusive to the case of DACA, and that it replicates for the case of
the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act—a legalization policy which granted lawful
permanent status and the path to citizenship to about 3 million unauthorized immigrants.

Moderators of the Legalization Policy on Cultural Maintenance
To provide evidence that the changes in naming practices as a result of gaining legal status
are driven by changes in the benefits to maintaining culture of origin or the costs of displaying cultural ties, I explore the DACA-eligibility effect in groups which can be assumed to
differ in either quantity. According to the framework, the DACA-eligibility effect on cultural
maintenance should be larger for strong identifiers, because their higher initial benefit of cultural group attachment makes it more difficult for them to identify with the majority group,
18

even after acquiring legal status. Therefore we should observe DACA-eligible homogamous
mothers—as strong identifiers—give more ethnically distinctive names to their children than
DACA-eligible heterogamous mothers. Table 2 presents the results from comparing the
DACA-eligibility effect across samples of homogamous and heterogamous mothers. The values of the RD estimator indicate that indeed the effect on the Mexicanness of children’s
names is bigger for mothers with Mexican spouses (Row (1)) than for mothers with nonMexican spouses (Row (2)). Similarly, the DACA-eligibility effect on cultural maintenance
should be larger for those in areas exposed to higher deportation threats, because the prelegalization cost of cultural group attachment is higher there. Accordingly, we should observe
DACA-eligible mothers in counties with a high pre-DACA deportation rate give more ethnically distinctive names to their children (even if the risk of deportation comes primarily
from broader cultural maintenance practices). Rows (3) and (4) in Table 2 compare the
DACA-eligibility effect across the sample of mothers in counties with a pre-DACA deportation rate above the median and the sample of mothers in counties with a deportation rate
below the median. As expected, those who are exposed to a higher threat of deportation
give more Mexican names to their children (Row (3) vs. Row (4)). These results suggest
that acquiring legal status affects the choice of cultural maintenance by altering the balance
between benefits and costs of cultural group attachment.
A second alternative explanation to the empirical results is that the legalization policy
intensifies discrimination against those who get legal status and then seek to integrate into
broader society: absent the possibility to hide their identifying ethnic characteristics (Fearon,
2013), they retreat into their own community. Although it is unlikely that discrimination
is driven by economic factors because the number of DACA recipients entering the labor
market is small and their skills are complementary to those of the native-born workers (Peri
and Sparber, 2009), a discriminatory reaction could still have occurred as the majority
group sought to protect its traditional values (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014). However,
as presented in the next section, such a retreat seems unlikely to have occurred given that
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Table 2: Moderators of DACA-eligibility on naming practices
Dependent variable: MNI
RD
estimator SE p-value
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

3.67
-1.00
4.68
0.98
4.18
0.97

1.30
2.63
1.83
1.50
1.55
1.67

95%
CI

0.007 [1.12, 7.05]
0.686 [−7.48, 4.92]
0.015 [1.01, 9.43]
0.564 [−2.50, 4.58]
0.010 [1.11, 8.19]
0.502 [−2.57, 5.24]

MSE-optimal Effective
bandwidth
N
1250
1705
1107
1722
1431
1444

8034
2998
4630
7575
5917
6476

N

Sample

21609
6957
15090
15465
15173
15382

Homogamous
Heterogamous
High Deportation
Low Deportation
High % Mexicans
Low % Mexicans

Notes: ‘RD Estimator’ is from a linear regression fitted on the sample within the symmetric
MSE-optimal bandwidth of days around the birth date cutoff of June 15, 1981. ‘SE’ refers to the
estimators standard error. The ‘p-value’ and ‘95% CI’ are robust bias-corrected. ‘Effective N’
refers to the size of the sample within the MSE-optimal bandwidth, and ‘N’ to the total sample
size. The dependent variable is the Mexican Name Index (MNI) and ranges from 0 to 100. Bigger
values indicate that the name is more Mexican. Homogamous comprises the sample of children
born to Mexican mothers with Mexican spouses, Heterogamous sample of children born to Mexican
mothers with non-Mexican spouses, High Deportation sample of children born to Mexican mothers
who reside in counties with a deportation rate above the median (defined as number of deportations
under the Secure Communities Program from 2009 to the second quarter of 2012 over non-citizen
population), Low Deportation sample of children born to Mexican mothers who reside in counties
with a deportation rate below the median, High % Mexicans sample of children born to Mexican
mothers who reside in ZIP Codes with a proportion of Mexicans above the median, and Low %
Mexicans mothers who reside in ZIP Codes with a proportion of Mexicans below the median.
Standard errors are clustered by mother. The data are from the registered birth record from the
Bureau of Vital Statistics, Florida Department of Health, the 2007-2011 American Community
Survey, and TRAC Immigration.

DACA-eligible women gain English-language proficiency, which indicates a greater ability to
integrate into the larger society.
Another alternative comes from Bisin and Verdier (2000)’s model on the intergenerational
transmission of cultural traits. Bisin and Verdier (2000)’s framework assumes that parents
wish to transmit their own traits to their children, that their children’s identity is determined
by the interaction between the direct socialization effort of parents and the indirect influence
of the larger society, and that parents who belong to the same cultural group are better at
socializing their children. A prediction of this model is that members of the minority group in
areas in which their group is smaller relative to the size of the majority will invest more into
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socializing their children to transmit to them their own cultural traits. Under this framework,
we should observe DACA-eligible mothers who live in areas in which their cultural group is
smaller give more ethnically distinctive names to their children than DACA-eligible mothers
in areas in which their cultural group represents a larger fraction of the population. The
results presented in Rows (5) and (6) in Table 2 suggest to the contrary, that the DACAeligibility effect on the Mexicanness of children names is bigger for mothers in ZIP Codes
with a proportion of Mexicans above the sample’s median (Row (5)) than for mothers who
live in ZIP Codes with a fraction of Mexicans below the median (Row (6)). Therefore, there
is no indication that minority immigrants maintain their cultural identity because they invest
more in their children’s’ socialization to prevent the influence of larger society.
Moreover, consistent with the Politics of In-between argument which states that immigrants’ capacity to participate in the host country is constrained by the cost of disloyalty
to the ingroup (Jones-Correa, 1998), such reinforcement of cultural ties may be a way to
avoid discrimination from members of the cultural group of origin by communicating to them
their belonging to the group, even though their future in the host country has been extended,
while others may be left behind.
A final alternative interpretation is suggested by Brewer (1991)’s model of optimal distinctiveness. In Brewer (1991)’s framework, individuals desire to attain an optimal balance
of inclusion and distinctiveness within and between social groups, and therefore identification
with one’s own cultural group is the result of these two opposing needs—when there is too
much inclusion in the majority group, there is a need for cultural distinctiveness. Accordingly, when minority immigrants are recognized by authorities and the larger society with
legal status, they will assert their cultural heritage. However, testing these last two theories
is left for future research.
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Effects of the Legalization Policy on Participation with
Larger Society
So far the estimated results suggest that legalization of immigrants allows them to maintain their cultural heritage and identity. Does this mean that policies may be promoting
the formation of ethnic enclaves and contributing to the so called "challenge" (Huntington,
2010) posed by immigrants’ resistance to the English language? Or, to the contrary, are legalization policies helping immigrants enter mainstream societal institutions while allowing
them to maintain and feel comfortable with their cultural identity? In this section, I assess
(using data from the ACS PUMS and employing an RD design under the local randomization approach) the effect of the DACA program on immigrants’ ability to speak English—an
important determinant of participation with the institutions of the host society among Mexican immigrants (Barreto and Muñoz, 2003), and on their participation in the labor market
and military service.
The RD estimates in Table 3 suggest that among women who report speaking Spanish
at home (100% of respondents in the sample), those that are DACA-eligible are recorded
to speak English better—a difference of 8.7% with respect to the average DACA-ineligible
woman. With regards to economic integration, DACA eligibility has a positive effect on the
rate of employment (6.5% increase), salary (5%) and health insurance coverage (3%), and
in terms of civic engagement, on average more DACA-eligible women are on active duty
in the military, although the effect is substantively small: 0.12% compared to the average
of DACA-ineligible women inside the window of four quarters around the birth date cutoff
in which local randomization is assumed to hold. Since the number of respondents inside
such window is large (about 5,023), in this case, I focus on large-sample approximations for
inference. The large-sample p-value associated to the effect on ability to speak English and
employment status is below the significance level of 0.05, whereas the DACA eligibility effect
on military service is only statistically significant at the 10% level. The effects on annual
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Table 3: DACA-eligibility effect on measures of participation with larger society
Dependent
variable

RD
Finite sample Finite sample Large sample Effective
estimator
p-value
95% CI
p-value
N

N

0.016

[0.010, 0.050]

0.019

5023

93715

0.035

[0.000, 0.050]

0.049

5023

93715

0.347

[−400, 1000]

0.340

5023

93715

0.344

[−0.010, 0.040]

0.368

5023

93715

0.116

[0.000, 0.002]

0.083

5023

93715

(1) English
0.032
ability
(2) Employment 0.028
status
(3) Annual
407.216
salary
(4) Health
0.012
insurance
(5) Military
0.001
service

Note: The ‘RD estimator’ under the local randomization approach assumes complete randomization inside the window in which pre-DACA available characteristics are balanced across groups,
and is the difference-in-means between DACA-eligible and ineligible respondents inside that window. The size of the window is four quarters around the cutoff. Respondents with birthdays
≤ Q2 1981 are DACA-ineligible and with birthdays ≥ Q3 1981 are DACA-eligible. ‘Finite
sample p-value’ and ‘Finite sample 95% CI’ correspond to the Fisherian inference framework,
a randomization-based method which tests a sharp null hypothesis of no effect for any unit. The
‘Large sample p-value’ corresponds to the Neyman approach, a normal approximation method
that tests the null hypothesis of no difference in means. ‘Effective N’ is the number of observations
inside the window, and ‘N’ the total number of observations in the sample. Among those who
report to speak Spanish at home, English Ability takes value 1 if the respondent speaks English
very well or well, and value 0 if she does not speak well or does not speak at all, Employment
status takes value 1 if the respondent is employed, and value 0 if unemployed or not in the labor
force, Annual salary is wages or salary income in the past 12 months, Health insurance takes
value 1 if respondent has health insurance coverage, and value 0 otherwise, and Military service
takes value 1 if respondent has been on active duty in the military, and value 0 if has never served
in the military. The data are from the 2012–2016 American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample, and the sample is comprised of Mexican women, who are not U.S. citizens, who
entered the country before 2007, and who responded to the survey during the post-DACA period
(2013–2016).

salary and health insurance coverage are not statistically significant at conventional levels.8
8

Nevertheless, the results are similar with finite sample randomization-based inference.
For example, the Fisherian 95% confidence interval for the DACA eligibility effect on ability
to speak English suggests that assuming complete randomization of respondents to DACA
eligibility inside the four quarters window around the birth date cutoff and a constant treatment effect model, all DACA-eligibility effects between 0.01 and 0.05 fail to be rejected with
a randomization-based 5%-level test. In other words, the evidence based on a local randomization RD framework is consistent with positive true effects of DACA-eligibility on ability to
speak English. Likewise, for the other measures of integration, the Fisherian 95% confidence
23

Falsification tests presented in Appendix G provide evidence to support the RD local
randomization assumptions within the window used in the main analysis (of four quarters
around the birth date cutoff), and therefore suggest that the design identifies the effects of
DACA eligibility within this window.
These results provide evidence of economic integration and civic engagement of immigrants when they are granted work authorization and protection from deportation. Moreover,
specifically among Mexican immigrants who maintain their cultural heritage by speaking
Spanish at home, those who acquire legal status invest more in establishing relationships
with the dominant group by also learning English.
Two potential channels can explain why the legalization policy affects immigrants’ participation with larger society: instrumentally, a legal status grants immigrants access to
better jobs either because it signals to employers an investment in local human capital, such
as ability to speak the host country’s language, or because employers have incentives to
hire individuals with lower probability of return migration (Bevelander and DeVoretz, 2008)
or attracting legal trouble. These labor-market opportunities create the incentives for immigrants to invest in skills that facilitate their labor mobility—learning the host country’s
language, for example. Also, the opportunity to enter a broader labor market fosters common
institutions that bring together members of different cultural groups, promoting inter-group
relationships that will be intimately tied up with immigrants’ life in the host country. Psychologically, a legal status affects immigrants’ sense of security and self-efficacy, empowering
them to search for better jobs or demand higher wages. Also, it may increase immigrants’
sense of belonging given that they are recognized by state authorities and the rooted society.
A stronger sense of belonging may increase immigrants’ willingness to invest in local human
capital like language acquisition (Dancygier and Laitin, 2014). Furthermore, a legal status
may change the majority’s attitudes towards recognizing immigrants more as their equals
(Aptekar, 2015), and therefore decrease immigrants’ feelings of being a discriminated group,
interval suggest non-negative true effects on employment and military service, and either
negative or positive true effects on salary and health insurance.
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leading them to increase their social interactions with the larger society.

Conclusion
In this paper, I showed that granting legal status to immigrants allows them to maintain
their culture of origin (by naming practices), promoting their participation with larger society (by learning English, participating in the labor market, and even possibly joining the
military). I explained these results with a framework of immigrants’ choice of cultural identity that reconciles findings from previous studies with the present results, by characterizing
the contexts in which minority immigrants will strengthen or weaken their ties to culture of
origin. I provided evidence to support that immigrants will strengthen their ties to culture
when the costs of cultural group attachment decrease more than the benefits, by showing
that immigrants who are granted legal status, and whose benefits of group attachment are
hardly affected (mothers with spouses from the same country of origin), or whose costs are
quite changed (mothers in counties with high deportation rates), will reinforce their cultural
group attachment.
Altogether, the present findings indicate that integration (participation with cultural
maintenance, under Kymlicka (1995)’s definition) is an acculturation strategy available to
minority immigrants to the U.S., and therefore, multiculturalism can be construed not as
accepting marginalization of immigrant groups, but as seeking integration on better terms.
Accordingly, immigrant legalization policies (which remove constraints on the opportunities of the undocumented and their kin), paired with multiculturalist policies (designed to
accommodate diversity within common institutions) may promote full participation of immigrants in their host countries, while assimilationist policies may not. However, we must
acknowledge that these policies can cause a backlash amongst non-immigrant groups, and
therefore can create ethnic tensions which in turn, would inhibit integration. But failure to
adopt such policies may instead directly lead to immigrants’ marginalization. In any case, if
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the problem is not with the willingness of immigrants to integrate, but rather the backlash
against immigrant multiculturalism amongst the native-born citizens, then the problem that
needs to be addressed is the attitudes of the majority, not the demands of the immigrants
who are contributing to their host societies.
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Appendices
A

A Decision Model on Cultural Maintenance

Consider a community that receives undocumented Mexican immigrants. Each immigrant
i becomes mother to one child and chooses a first name η ∈ [0, 1] for that child. The
continuous value η represents the ethnic content of the name such that higher values reflect
more Mexican distinctive names. The utility from chosen name η depends on the degree
to which immigrant i benefits from maintaining her culture of origin, and on her fear of
deportation and feelings of being discriminated against, given her revealed identity:

ui (η, α) = ιi (η, α) − ci (η, α)

(2)

where ui (·) is continuously differentiable in both arguments, η and α. The partial derivative of ιi (·) with respect to η is positive, ιiη (·) > 0, reflecting the positive self-concept of
asserting her identity by choosing a distinctively Mexican name for her child. Low values
of η generate psychological costs (or a loss of sense of self) from failing to conform to her
own group identity. Similarly, the partial derivative of ci (·) with respect to η is positive,
ciη (·) > 0 suggesting the increased fear of deportation from exposing her identity, and the
distaste of the dominant group for those with distinctively Mexican first names.
The parameter α captures the legal status of i, and enters in both ιi (·) and ci (·) by multiplying η. A legal status shifts i ’s horizons towards a long-term future in the host country,
and expresses recognition from the state and the larger society, affecting her perception of
membership of a new social group—the rooted society—, and therefore reducing the psychological cost from deviating from her cultural identity. In this case, the cross partial derivative
of ιi (·) with respect to η and α is negative ιiηα (·) < 0, suggesting that the benefit of maintaining cultural identity decreases when acquiring a legal status in the host country. Mothers
who are more attached to their cultural identity, and therefore have a stronger preference

1

for transmitting their own cultural traits—for example, those who marry someone from the
same cultural group compared to those who marry heterogamously— experience a higher
psychological cost from failing to conform to their cultural identity. Thus, for mother i who
marries homogamously the value of ιiηα (·) is smaller in absolute terms than for a mother who
marries heterogamously. In other words, the decrease in the benefit of maintaining cultural
identity when acquiring legal status is smaller for homogamous mothers.
On the other hand, with protection against deportation i is less afraid of expressing her
cultural identity, and she may feel less discriminated against, given that a legal status grants
her recognition of state authorities and the rooted society. From the perspective of the larger
society, granting legal status to i may lead them to recognize her more as their equal,9 and
therefore if i feels less discriminated against by the rooted society she may perceive a lower
risk of attachment to her cultural group. Accordingly, the cross partial derivative of ci (·)
with respect to η and α is negative ciηα (·) < 0, suggesting that risks of maintaining cultural
identity decrease when acquiring a legal status.
The equilibrium η ∗ ∈ [0, 100] solves

ιiη (η, α) − ciη (η, α) = 0

(3)

Comparative statics on Equation 3 with respect to α help analyze how policies granting
legal status to minority immigrants affect their decision on first names for children:
ιiηα (·) − ciηα (·)
dη
=−
dα
ιiηη (·) − ciηη (·)

(4)

where ιiηη (·) − ciηη (·) < 0, given that ui (·) is a concave function and Equation 3 is an
equilibrium. By assumption, ιiηα (·) < 0 and ciηα (·) < 0. Thus, when ιiηα (·) − ciηα (·) < 0—
9

A conjoint experiment that asks white Americans to select preferred neighbors and
indicate interest in friendship with hypothetical immigrant-origin individuals shows that
they are more receptive to relationships with immigrants that become citizens or that are
legal than with undocumented immigrants (Schachter, 2016).

2

with legal status the reduction in i ’s benefit of maintaining her cultural identity is bigger
than the reduction in risks of exposing her cultural traits—we would expect i to choose a
less distinctive Mexican name for her child. Alternatively, when ιiηα (·) − ciηα (·) > 0—the
fear of threat of deportation and feelings of discrimination from exposing cultural identity
decrease more than the psychological cost of weakening cultural ties—we would expect i to
choose a more distinctive Mexican name.

B

Mexican Name Index (MNI)

To capture the choice of immigrants to maintain their culture of origin, I follow previous
literature and compute a measure of ethnic distinctiveness of first names applicable to the
names of children of minorities in the U.S. (Fryer Jr and Levitt, 2004; Goldstein and Stecklov,
2016; Fouka, 2020, 2019). The measure is called the Mexican Name Index (MNI) and is based
on the frequency of a name among Mexicans in a fixed cohort, relative to its frequency among
the population composed by Americans (the majority group) and Mexicans (the minority
group of interest) in that same cohort. The group, either American or Mexican, is defined by
the mother’s country of birth. The MNI defines the intensity of ethnic content of a particular
name in birth cohort c as

M N Iname,c =

Pr(name|M exican, c)
× 100
Pr(name|M exican, c) + Pr(name|American, c)

(5)

and it ranges from 0 to 100. A value of zero denotes that a name is never used among
children born to Mexican mothers while a value of 100 implies that a name is never present
among children born to American mothers. Names that are pronounced the same but spelled
differently are treated as distinct names. If Mexicans and Americans are equally likely to
choose a name, the MNI takes value of 50, which captures that the name is not distinctively
Mexican if it is popular as well among Americans, even if it is a Mexican-sounding name.
Instead, the name is considered as neutral. Therefore, for children born to Mexican mothers,
3

a higher value of the MNI indicates a stronger intensity of Mexicanness of a particular name,
and accordingly it reveals the mothers’ preference to maintain their cultural heritage and
identity.
To capture what Mexican mothers perceive as an ethnically distinctive name at the point
of choosing their child’s name and to avoid contamination from changes in naming practices
in later generations, for every year of birth the information to compute the index comes
only from the birth data of children born five years before that year. Table B1 presents the
names of children born to Mexican mothers in the pre-DACA period (from January 1, 2009
to June 14, 2012) with the highest and lowest MNI. The highest scoring names are either
Spanish origin names like Ximena and Gerardo, or names that are popular in Mexico like
Dayana and Brayan, which are Spanish phonetic spellings of the names Diana and Brian (or
Bryan), respectively. On the other hand, mothers who choose more Mexican names have
lower attained education levels, live in poorer neighborhoods, and among a larger Mexican
community as shown in Table B2, which presents the linear relationship between naming
practices and background characteristics of mothers who gave birth during the pre-DACA
period.

4

Table B1: Most and Least Mexican names
Most Mexican
Name
MNI

Least Mexican
Name
MNI
Girls

Dayana
Ximena
Lizbeth
Guadalupe
Alondra

99.45
99.37
99.09
99.07
98.55

Sophia
Isabella
Abigail
Kaylee
Victoria

30.25
34.26
36.43
45.58
49.14

Ethan
Jacob
Jayden
Matthew
Michael

17.73
19.66
21.95
28.07
32.83

Boys
Brayan
Yahir
Gerardo
Axel
Jesus

99.80
99.42
97.76
97.60
97.59

Notes: The table shows the value of the Mexican Name
Index (MNI) for the 5 most and least Mexican distinctive
names among children born in Florida to Mexican mothers
before the announcement of DACA (January 1, 2009 to
June 14, 2012). The ranking accounts for names that
appear at least 50 times in this sample. The data are
from the registered birth record from the Bureau of Vital
Statistics, Florida Department of Health.
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Table B2: Naming patterns and background characteristics
Dependent variable:
Mexican Name Index (MNI)
−4.284
(0.154)
−0.00005
(0.00002)
−46.896
(27.934)
−0.018
(0.011)
0.125
(0.017)

Education
Median income ZIP
Deportation Rate
% Speak Spanish ZIP
% Mexican ZIP
Observations

29,135

Notes: The table shows estimated coefficients from the linear regression of Mexican Name Index (MNI) on background
characteristics of the mother. Clustered standard errors by
mother are shown in parenthesis. MNI ranges from 0 to 100,
higher values indicate a more Mexican name. Education is
an ordinary 8 category variable for mother’s level of education, Median income ZIP is the median household income
at the mother’s residence ZIP Code, Deportation rate is the
number of deportations under the Secure Communities Program over the non citizen population at the mother’s county
of residence, % Speak Spanish ZIP is the percentage of the
population 5 years and over in the mother’s residence ZIP
code who speak Spanish at home, and % Mexican ZIP is the
percentage of the population at the mother’s residence ZIP
Code who is Mexican. The sample includes mothers who
gave birth during the pre-DACA period (January 1, 2009
to June 14, 2012). The names data and mother’s education
are from the registered birth record from the Bureau of Vital Statistics, Florida Department of Health, ZIP Code-level
characteristics from the 2007-2011 American Community
Survey, and deportation data from TRAC Immigration.
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C

Additional Figures

[0,0.368]
(0.368,0.607]
(0.607,0.838]
(0.838,1.16]
(1.16,1.66]
(1.66,2.52]
(2.52,4.58]
(4.58,9.71]
(9.71,53.8]

Notes: Colors correspond to the deciles of the distribution of number of births from Mexican
mothers as a percentage of the total number of births in a ZIP Code from June 15, 2012 to
December 31, 2016.
Figure C1: Births by Mexican mothers in Florida

7

D

Continuity of Density of Mothers at the Birth Date
Cutoff

4e−04

3e−04

1981−06−15

1978−03−12

Density continuity test p−value = 0.17

1985−01−22

Density of mothers

5e−04

Mother's date of birth

Notes: The graph shows the density of mothers around the DACA age eligibility cutoff,
and test for continuity of the density at the cutoff using local quadratic polynomial density
estimators and robust bias-corrected inference. The sample includes only observations within
the MSE-optimal bandwidth used in the estimation of DACA-eligibility effects on the MNI.
Figure D1: Density of mothers around the DACA age eligibility cutoff

E

RD Design Falsification Tests Under the ContinuityBased Approach

Two conditions are necessary to causally identify the policy effect under the continuitybased approach of the RD design: the birth date cutoff needs to be an arbitrary date, and
mothers’ birth dates may not be manipulated. When these two conditions hold, all available
covariates that would be expected to be correlated with naming practices and with eligibility
for DACA under manipulation of the age-eligibility criterion should be continuous around
the birth date cutoff. What’s more, the density of mothers’ birth dates should be continuous
around the birth date cutoff. The left-hand side graph in Figure E1 shows that indeed
mothers’ pre-DACA background characteristics are continuous at the birth date cutoff. At
8

Race: White

0.00016

Race: Black

Density

Median Income in ZIP

Deportation Rate

0.00012

% Speak Spanish in ZIP
0.00008

% Mexican in ZIP
RD Manipulation test p−value=0.79

% < High School in ZIP
0.00004
0.25
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p−value of test for continuity around cutoff

−1000

0

1000

2000

3000

Number of days from cutoff

Notes: The graph on the left tests for continuity of mothers’ pre-DACA background characteristics using a local linear regression with a symmetric MSE-optimal bandwidth of days
around the DACA eligibility cutoff. The vertical line indicates a p-value = 0.15. The graph
on the right tests for manipulation of mothers’ birth dates using local polynomial density
estimators for continuity of the density functions at the cutoff.
Figure E1: Tests for manipulation of mothers’ birth dates

the same time, the right-hand side graph provides no evidence of manipulation of mothers’
birth dates—the density functions for DACA-ineligible and DACA-eligible mothers at the
birth date cutoff are continuous, and the test-statistic under the null of no manipulation has
a p-value = 0.79,10 providing evidence that DACA-ineligible mothers born just before the
birth date cutoff are exchangeable with DACA-eligible mothers born just after the cutoff,
and therefore, that the RD design does in fact identify the causal effect of DACA eligibility
at the birth date cutoff.
The presence of discontinuities on the MNI away from the birth date cutoff would cast
doubt on the RD design, and therefore the left-hand side graph in Figure E2 tests for this
possibility, using placebo cutoffs that incrementally decrease or increase by 100 days away
from the cutoff. The graph exhibits a few placebo cutoffs where the point estimate of the
10

These falsification tests employ the local polynomial density estimators proposed in
Cattaneo, Jansson and Ma (2019).
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Effect on MNI
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Notes: The graph on the left tests for discontinuities away from the birth date cutoff with
placebo cutoffs that incrementally decrease or increase by 100 days away from the birth date
cutoff, and the graph on the right for sensitivity to the choice of bandwidth. MSE stands
for mean squared error optimal bandwidth and CER refers to a bandwidth that minimizes
the coverage error from the robust bias corrected confidence intervals obtained with the
MSE-optimal bandwidth.
Figure E2: Robustness tests

effect on MNI is larger than the actual birth date cutoff. However, it shows that the only
cutoff with a statistically significant discontinuity on the MNI is the actual cutoff. Moreover,
the right-hand side graph illustrates that the DACA-eligibility effect on the MNI is robust
to the choice of bandwidth. Choosing an MSE-optimal bandwidth, twice or half as big as
the MSE-optimal, or a CER bandwidth, twice or half as big as the CER, barely changes the
estimated causal effect.11
11

A CER bandwidth is a bandwidth that minimizes the coverage error from the robust
bias corrected confidence intervals obtained with the MSE-optimal bandwidth.
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F

Effect of the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control
Act on Cultural Maintenance

In this section, I show that the response of minority immigrants to acquiring legal status
by reinforcing their cultural heritage and identity is not exclusive to the case of DACA.
Specifically, I find evidence in the same direction for the case of the 1986 Immigration
Reform and Control Act (IRCA) which was passed and signed into law by Ronald Reagan
on November 6, 1986 to enhance the controls on the hiring of unauthorized immigrants, but
that also granted lawful permanent status and the path to citizenship to about 3 million
undocumented immigrants (87% Hispanics) between the years of 1987 and 1990. With data
about every child born in California from 1970 to 1995 (over thirteen million births) drawn
from the California Birth Index, 1905-1995 of the California Office of Health Information
and Research12 , I compute the same measure of intensity of ethnic content of first names
but for the names of children born to Hispanic mothers—the Hispanic Name Index (HNI)—,
and estimate the effect of the policy with a difference-in-differences model that compares the
"Hispanicness" of names given by Hispanic mothers to the "Whiteness" of names given by
White mothers before and after the passage of the 1986 IRCA.
The change in the ethnic maintenance pattern of Hispanics is illustrated in Figure F1,
which suggests that after the IRCA is signed into law Hispanic mothers choose more ethnically distinctive names for their children. The figure also shows that the parallel-trends
assumption holds.

Table F1 presents the estimated coefficients from the difference-in-

differences model. Column (1) shows the comparison between Hispanics and Whites across
cohorts born before and after the legalization policy. Column (2) introduces year of birth
and ethnicity fixed effects and Column (3) adds county of birth fixed effects. To account
12

Each birth record in this dataset is an abstract of a person’s birth certificate that only
includes date of birth, child’s full name, county of birth, gender, and mother’s maiden name.
To have information on the ethnic origin of the children, I predict the race of the mother by
applying the method in Imai and Khanna (2016).
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for differences in naming trends between Hispanics and Whites, Column (4) introduces linear ethnicity trends and Column (5) adds also county of birth fixed effects. Across model
specifications the interaction coefficient reflects an increase in the HNI of children born to
Hispanic mothers after the passage of the IRCA.
IRCA

70

Mean Hispanic Name Index

68

65

Hispanic

62

White

60
1980

1985

1990

1995

Notes: The figure plots the mean HNI by semester of birth for California-born children to
Hispanic mothers (dark line) and to White mothers (light line). The vertical line corresponds
to November 6, 1986, the day when the IRCA was signed into law. The data are from the
California Birth Index, 1905-1995.
Figure F1: IRCA and naming patterns across Hispanics and Whites
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Table F1: The 1986 IRCA effect on naming practices
Dependent variable: HNI
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

3.110
(0.031)
Born after
−3.201
Nov 6, 1986
(0.020)
Hispanic ×
1.757
Born after Nov 6, 1986 (0.037)

1.842
(0.037)

1.700
(0.037)

1.626
(0.068)

1.622
(0.068)

Observations
Adjusted R2

8,623,546
0.010

8,623,546
0.011

8,623,546
0.017

8,623,546
0.011

8,623,546
0.017

N
N
N
N

Y
Y
N
N

Y
Y
Y
N

Y
Y
N
Y

Y
Y
Y
Y

Hispanic

Year of birth FE
Ethnicity FE
County of birth FE
Linear ethnicity trends

Notes: The data consist of children born in California between 1980 and 1995 to Hispanic
and White mothers. Children are assigned the ethnicity of the mother. Data are from the
California Birth Index, 1905-1995. Heteroscedasticity-robust standard errors are reported
in all columns.

G

RD Design Falsification Tests Under the Local Randomization Approach

Within the window used in the main analysis in which pre-DACA characteristics are balanced
across DACA eligible and ineligible respondents (of four quarters around the birth date
cutoff), the number of observations just above the cutoff (2445) is roughly similar to the
number of observations just below the cutoff (2578), and the p-value of a binomial test with
probability of success equal to 1/2 is 0.063, suggesting that respondents’ DACA eligibility
is as if assigned with a coin toss. Secondly, there is no statistical evidence of imbalance
of predetermined covariates across DACA eligible and ineligible respondents. As shown
in Figure G1 (left side), the p-values of a difference-in-means test within the window where
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DACA eligibility is assumed to be randomly assigned are all bigger than 0.15. Finally, Figure
G1 (right side) illustrates that the results on ability to speak English and employment status
are not sensitive to the choice of window.
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Notes: The graph on the left tests for difference in means of predetermined covariates across
DACA eligible and ineligible respondents within the window used in the main analysis. The
vertical line indicates a p − value = 0.15. The graph on the right for sensitivity to the choice
of window by considering windows of two, three and four quarters around the birth date
cutoff (−/+2Qtr, −/+3Qtr, −/+4Qtr).
Figure G1: Falsification analysis
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