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Nicholas Stephanopoulos’s pioneering work has helped focus election 

law on political representation. In “Aligning Election Law,” 

Stephanopoulos argues that federal and state elected officials and 

policies are often misaligned with the preferences of the American 

public. He also examines a number of factors that influence alignment. 

In this Article, I extend Stephanopoulos’s analysis of alignment in 

federal and state governments to local governments, such as cities, 

counties, and school boards. I show that both the preferences of elected 

officials in local governments and local policy outputs are correlated 

with the views of the public. But there are probably lower levels of 

alignment than in federal and state governments. Four sets of factors 

dampen alignment in local governments. First, state pre-emptions often 

reduce the policymaking authority of local governments. Second, 

common electoral institutions that narrow the electorate and reduce the 

information available to local voters weaken the electoral link in local 

governments. Third, non-electoral institutions that magnify the power 

of special interests, such as public meetings to provide comments to 

policymakers, are likely to weaken alignment. Finally, the lack of news 

coverage of most local governments means that they operate in the 

dark, with little public scrutiny. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Nicholas Stephanopoulos’s pioneering work on alignment has helped focus 

election law on political representation. He argues that, in a democracy, elected 

officials’ preferences should be aligned with the preferences of the mass public.1 

So too, the policy outputs of government should be aligned with the views of 

the public.2 This work builds upon a broad set of literature in political science 

on political representation.3 Stephanopoulos makes the strong case that legal 

scholars should focus on alignment as an important normative goal when they 

evaluate individual features of election law.4  

Stephanopoulos argues that “[m]isalignment is widespread” at the state and 

federal levels in the United States.5 In my view, there is more alignment at the 

federal and state levels than Stephanopoulos describes.6 But there is surely less 

than we would observe in a perfect democracy. How does alignment look at the 

local level in cities, counties, and school districts around the country? 

Local governments are a crucial component of American democracy. There 

are roughly 90,000 local governments in the United States.7 These local 

governments employ over 14 million workers, collect about a quarter of the 

nation’s revenues, and distribute a large share of the country’s public goods.8 

 

 1  See Nicholas O. Stephanopoulos, Elections and Alignment, 114 COLUM. L. REV. 

283, 287 (2014); NICHOLAS O. STEPHANOPOULOS, ALIGNING ELECTION LAW, at xv (2024). 

 2  STEPHANOPOULOS, supra note 1, at xvi. 

 3  See generally, e.g., Warren E. Miller & Donald E. Stokes, Constituency Influence 

in Congress, 57 AM. POL. SCI. REV. 45 (1963); ROBERT S. ERIKSON, GERALD C. WRIGHT & 

JOHN P. MCIVER, STATEHOUSE DEMOCRACY: PUBLIC OPINION AND POLICY IN THE AMERICAN 

STATES (1993); Jeffrey R. Lax & Justin H. Phillips, The Democratic Deficit in the States, 56 

AM. J. POL. SCI. 148 (2012); DEVIN CAUGHEY & CHRISTOPHER WARSHAW, DYNAMIC 

DEMOCRACY: PUBLIC OPINION, ELECTIONS, AND POLICYMAKING IN THE AMERICAN STATES 

(2022). 

 4  See STEPHANOPOULOS, supra note 1, at xiv–xv. 

 5  Id. at 96. 

 6  See CAUGHEY & WARSHAW, supra note 3, at 164. 

 7  Amy Smaldone & Mark L.J. Wright, Local Governments in the U.S.: A Breakdown 

by Number and Type, FED. RSRV. BANK OF ST. LOUIS (Mar. 14, 2024), 

https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/regional-economist/2024/march/local-governments-us-

number-type [https://perma.cc/5JNE-YTSM].  

 8  KIMBERLY ENNIS ET AL., U.S. CENSUS BUREAU, ANNUAL SURVEY OF PUBLIC 

EMPLOYMENT & PAYROLL SUMMARY REPORT: 2024, at 1, 

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2025/econ/g25-aspep.html 

[https://perma.cc/6XN7-TVNU]; Christopher Warshaw, Local Elections and 

Representation in the United States, 22 ANN. REV. POL. SCI. 461, 462 (2019); see RYAN 

NUNN, JANA PARSONS & JAY SHAMBAUGH, BROOKINGS INST., THE HAMILTON PROJECT, 

NINE FACTS ABOUT STATE AND LOCAL POLICY 1  (2019), https://www.brookings.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2019/01/StateandLocal_Facts_Web_20190128.pdf [https://perma.cc/HF7X-

86PC]. 
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As a result, it is crucial to know the factors that influence whether local 

governments are aligned with the views of their citizens. 

Research has shown that the views of the mass public are correlated with 

both the preferences of elected officials in local governments and local policy 

outputs.9 But, undoubtedly, there are lower levels of alignment than in federal 

and state governments.10  

In this Article, I will begin by reviewing the literature on alignment in local 

politics. I will then argue that four sets of factors dampen alignment in local 

governments. First, state pre-emptions often narrow the policymaking authority 

of local governments. Second, common electoral institutions that narrow the 

electorate and reduce the information available to local voters weaken the 

electoral link in local governments. Third, non-electoral institutions that 

magnify the power of special interests, such as public meetings to provide 

comments to policymakers, are likely to weaken alignment. Finally, the lack of 

news coverage of most local governments undermines electoral accountability 

and alignment in local politics. 

II. ALIGNMENT IN LOCAL POLITICS 

In recent years, there has been a renaissance in the study of representation 

in local governments.11 In this Part, I will review the main findings in this 

literature and discuss the limitations of what we know so far. 

An important building block of representation is whether the political 

process is responsive to the preferences of the public. A number of studies have 

examined the cross-sectional responsiveness of local governments to the views 

of their publics. Some of my past work shows that the voting behavior of cities 

and counties in presidential elections is correlated with local elections.12 That 

is, more Democratic areas are more likely to elect Democratic mayors and local 

legislators.13 Adam Dynes, Dan Butler, and Michelle Torres find similar results 

using a large-scale national voter file.14 Along similar lines, Brian Schaffner, 

Jesse Rhodes, and Raymond La Raja find that more liberal places are more 

likely to elect liberal elected officials (vice versa for conservative places).15  

 

 9  Chris Tausanovitch & Christopher Warshaw, Representation in Municipal 

Government, 108 AM. POL. SCI. REV. 605, 611–16 (2014); Katherine Levine Einstein & 

Vladimir Kogan, Pushing the City Limits: Policy Responsiveness in Municipal Government, 

52 URB. AFFS. REV. 3, 19 (2016); BRIAN F. SCHAFFNER, JESSE H. RHODES & RAYMOND J. LA 

RAJA, HOMETOWN INEQUALITY: RACE, CLASS, AND REPRESENTATION IN AMERICAN LOCAL 

POLITICS 124–25 (2020). 

 10  See Warshaw, supra note 8, at 473–74. 

 11  Id. at 462. 

 12  Id. at 465–66. 

 13  Id. at 465. 

 14  Daniel M. Butler, Adam M. Dynes  & Michelle Torres, Nonpartisan Ballots and 

the Partisanship of Who Serves in Office, J. POL. 1, 5 (2025). 

 15  SCHAFFNER, RHODES & LA RAJA, supra note 9, at 160. 
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Are local policies also responsive to the views of the public? The answer 

appears to be yes in most city and county governments, at least at a general level. 

Christine Kelleher Palus examines policy responsiveness in twenty-six large 

cities and finds that the ideological preferences of citizens are correlated with 

the spending decisions of local governments.16 Chris Tausanovitch and 

Christopher Warshaw examine a much broader set of over 1,600 cities and 

towns across the country.17 They too find that local policy outputs are correlated 

with the ideological preferences of city publics.18 In an even broader sample of 

cities, Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja also find that municipal policies are 

correlated with the ideological views of their citizens.19 Katherine Einstein and 

Vladimir Kogan obtain similar findings looking at the link between presidential 

votes and city fiscal policies.20  

At the county level, Garrick L. Percival, Martin Johnson, and Max Neiman 

find that county redistributive policies in California are correlated with the 

ideology of their citizens.21 And Sang Ok Choi, Sang-Seok Bae, Sung-Wook 

Kwon, and Richard Feiock find that Democratic votes for president are 

correlated with greater expenditure levels and a larger share spent on 

redistribution in Florida counties.22 Finally, Michael W. Sances shows that 

changes in presidential voting behavior are correlated with changes in local 

fiscal policies.23  

These studies all focus primarily on fiscal policies. But Elisabeth R. Gerber, 

and David Switzer and Jiwoong Jung, find that local climate policies are also 

correlated with the views of their constituents.24 And Warshaw shows that local 

gay rights policies are correlated with the public’s views on these issues.25  

So, overall, the evidence indicates that city and county governments are 

responsive to the views of their publics. There have been fewer studies though 

of other types of local governments, such as sheriffs, prosecutors, school boards, 

 

 16  Christine Kelleher Palus, Responsiveness in American Local Governments, 42 

STATE & LOC. GOV’T REV. 133, 134 (2010). 

 17  Tausanovitch & Warshaw, supra note 9, at 605. 

 18  Id. at 612–13. 

 19  SCHAFFNER, RHODES & LA RAJA, supra note 9, at 124–25. 

 20  Einstein & Kogan, supra note 9, at 21. 

 21  Garrick L. Percival, Martin Johnson & Max Neiman, Representation and Local 

Policy: Relating County-Level Public Opinion to Policy Outputs, 62 POL. RSCH. Q. 164, 

173–74 (2009). 

 22  Sang Ok Choi, Sang-Seok Bae, Sung-Wook Kwon & Richard Feiock, County 

Limits: Policy Types and Expenditure Priorities, 40 AM. REV. PUB. ADMIN. 29, 29, 40 

(2010). 

 23  Michael W. Sances, When Voters Matter: The Limits of Local Government 

Responsiveness, 57 URB. AFFS. REV. 402, 412–13 (2021). 

 24  Elisabeth R. Gerber, Partisanship and Local Climate Policy, 15 CITYSCAPE, no. 1, 

2013, at 107, 114–21; David Switzer & Jiwoong Jung, Contextual Responsiveness in U.S. 

Local Government Climate Policy, 40 REV. POL’Y RSCH. 920, 931–34 (2023). 

 25  Warshaw, supra note 8, at 472–73. 
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or special districts.26 The evidence on responsiveness in these governments is 

decidedly more mixed. Kara Newby and Shaniqua Williams find no evidence 

that the decisions of sheriffs are responsive to the views of their publics.27 So 

too, Sances finds that district attorneys in California tend to all hold similar 

views on key criminal justice issues, regardless of their constituents’ 

preferences.28  

There are a number of challenges, however, with using the cross-sectional 

association between the views of the public and governmental outputs as our 

main measure of political representation. First, this cross-sectional association 

is vulnerable to confounders.29 For instance, perhaps the demographic 

composition of the public is driving things rather than the ideological 

composition of the public. Due to data barriers, there have been few studies of 

how changes in the public’s preferences affect the political process.30  

Even putting aside questions of causal inference, most studies of 

representation in local government measure preferences based on either voting 

behavior or policy positions on national politics.31 For instance, Tausanovitch 

and Warshaw measure the preferences of local publics based on a statistical 

model that is based on the public’s positions on national issues.32 While 

previous work has shown that national positions are correlated with local ones,33 

this approach still probably obscures some of the potential differences between 

national and local politics. 

 

 26  See Jessica Trounstine, Local Political Economy: The State of the Field: Past, 

Present, and Future, 1 J. POL. INSTS. & POL. ECON. 319, 320 (2020), for a helpful review of 

the prevalence of special districts in local governments. Trounstine notes there are 38,542 

special districts that were contained in the 2017 Census of Governments. Id. 

 27  Kara Newby & Shaniqua Williams, County Sheriffs and Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement: The Will of the People or a Lack of Accountability?, 52 AM. POL. RSCH. 579, 

584–85 (2024). 

 28  Michael W. Sances, Do District Attorneys Represent Their Voters? Evidence from 

California’s Era of Criminal Justice Reform, 2 J. POL. INSTS. & POL. ECON. 169, 183–85 

(2021). 

 29  Devin Caughey & Christopher Warshaw, Policy Preferences and Policy Change: 

Dynamic Responsiveness in the American States, 1936–2014, 112 AM. POL. SCI. REV. 249, 

253–54 (2018). 

 30  See Einstein & Kogan, supra note 9, at 19, and Sances, supra note 23, at 407–12, 

for two prominent exceptions. 

 31  Sarah F. Anzia, Party and Ideology in American Local Government: An Appraisal, 

24 ANN. REV. POL. SCI. 133, 139 (2021). 

 32  Tausanovitch & Warshaw, supra note 9, at 608. 

 33  Id. at 628; Brian F. Schaffner, Jesse H. Rhodes & Raymond J. La Raja, Are Local 

Policy Attitudes Distinct?, POL. SCI. RSCH. & METHODS 1, 13 (Oct. 28, 2024), 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/political-science-research-and-

methods/article/are-local-policy-attitudes-

distinct/2BCF77353248E19BFD09F204CBE4D2F9 [https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2024.58]. 
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Perhaps even more importantly, responsiveness is not the same thing as 

alignment.34 There could still be a large and persistent gap between the 

preferences of the public and governmental outputs, even if the political system 

is responsive to the public.35 Most problematically, there could be a bias in the 

policymaking process, such that policy is more liberal or conservative than the 

public prefers.36  

As a result, Stephanopoulos argues we should focus on the alignment 

between the public and governmental outputs.37 Political scientists have also 

called this congruence.38 In order to study alignment, it is important to place the 

public and policymakers on the same scale. At the state and federal levels, this 

is sometimes done using a one-dimensional ideological scale39 and it is 

sometimes done by comparing positions on individual issues.40  

Due to daunting data barriers, there are few studies of alignment, as opposed 

to responsiveness, in local politics.41 One of the few studies that attempts to do 

so is Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja’s Hometown Inequality book, which 

examines the ideological alignment of voters and elected officials, while also 

examining differences by race.42 They measure the ideology of both voters and 

elected officials using estimates in a commercial voter file.43 While these 

estimates of ideology are undoubtedly noisy, this clever approach enables 

Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja to compare the ideology of voters and elected 

officials on the same scale.44 Similarly to other research,45 they find that the 

 

 34  Stephanopoulos raises this point forcefully throughout his book. 

STEPHANOPOULOS, supra note 1, at 69. Erikson, Wright, and McIver also note this issue in 

their path-breaking work on representation in state government. ERIKSON, WRIGHT & 

MCIVER, supra note 3, at 92–93. Moreover, John Matsusaka has made a similar point in 

several articles. See John G. Matsusaka, Problems with a Methodology Used to Evaluate the 

Voter Initiative, 63 J. POL. 1250, 1254 (2001); John G. Matsusaka, “Congruence” and 

“Responsiveness” in the Study of Representation 2–3 (Univ. of S. Cal. Center for L. & Soc. 

Sci. Research Paper No. CLASS15-19, 2024), https://ssrn.com/abstract=2613312 

[http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2613312]. 

 35  See ERIKSON, WRIGHT & MCIVER, supra note 3, at 92–93; Lax & Phillips, supra 

note 3, at 148; CAUGHEY & WARSHAW, supra note 3, at 113. 

 36  ERIKSON, WRIGHT & MCIVER, supra note 3, at 92–93. 

 37  Stephanopoulos, supra note 1, at 311–12. 

 38  Lax & Phillips, supra note 3, at 148; CAUGHEY & WARSHAW, supra note 3, at 123; 

SCHAFFNER, RHODES & LA RAJA, supra note 9, at 114. 

 39  See, e.g., Joseph Bafumi & Michael C. Herron, Leapfrog Representation and 

Extremism: A Study of American Voters and Their Members in Congress, 104 AM. POL. SCI. 

REV. 519, 522 (2010). 

 40  See, e.g., Jeffrey R. Lax & Justin H. Phillips, Gay Rights in the States: Public 

Opinion and Policy Responsiveness, 103 AM. POL. SCI. REV. 367, 371–72 (2009); Lax & 

Phillips, supra note 3, at 154, 156; CAUGHEY & WARSHAW, supra note 3, at 161–62. 

 41  See Warshaw, supra note 8, at 471. 

 42  SCHAFFNER, RHODES & LA RAJA, supra note 9, at 103–30. 

 43  Id. at 41–50. 

 44  Id. at 114. 

 45  Warshaw, supra note 8, at 471–72. 
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ideology of voters and elected officials are strongly correlated.46 But they also 

find that there is widespread misalignment.47 Wealthier voters and white voters 

tend to be more aligned with elected officials than poorer voters and Black and 

Latino voters.48  

Gabor Simonovits and Julia Payson examine the policy alignment of city 

minimum wage laws with estimates of the views of the public on the minimum 

wage.49 They find that city minimum wages are correlated with the views of the 

public.50 This suggests minimum wages are responsive to public opinion.51 But 

there is widespread policy misalignment.52 In conservative states, local 

minimum wages are generally lower than the public would prefer.53 In liberal 

states and cities, local minimum wages are generally higher than the public 

prefers.54 They argue this suggests that policy tends to leapfrog the views of the 

public due to polarized policymakers.55  

III. THE POWER OF LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND ALIGNMENT 

State governments have substantial power over many areas of policy.56 

Their powers are only limited by explicit delegations of authority to the federal 

government enumerated in the Constitution or preemptions under federal law.57 

In contrast, local governments are “political creations of state governments.”58 

They only have the specific powers that are granted to them under state law.59 

Moreover, state governments can preempt these powers at any time.60  

 

 46  SCHAFFNER, RHODES & LA RAJA, supra note 9, at 114–15. 

 47  Id. at 115. 

 48  Id. at 129–30, 189. 

 49  Gabor Simonovits & Julia Payson, Locally Controlled Minimum Wages Leapfrog 

Public Preferences, 18 Q.J. POL. SCI. 543, 547 (2023). 

 50  Id. at 557. 

 51  Id. at 557, 564. 

 52  Id. at 561. 

 53  Id. at 556–59. 

 54  Id. 

 55  Simonovits & Payson, supra note 49, at 557. See Lax & Phillips, supra note 3, at 

164, which makes a similar argument about policy alignment in state governments. 

 56  JON C. TEAFORD, THE RISE OF THE STATES: EVOLUTION OF AMERICAN STATE 

GOVERNMENT 10 (2002). 

 57  U.S. CONST. amend. X. 

 58  Trounstine, supra note 26, at 320. 

 59  See Cities 101 — Types of Local US Governments, NAT’L LEAGUE OF CITIES (Dec. 

13, 2016), https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-101-types-of-local-governments 

[https://perma.cc/WD6H-5FQ4].  

 60  Christopher B. Goodman, Megan E. Hatch & Bruce D. McDonald III, State 

Preemption of Local Laws: Origins and Modern Trends, 4 PERSPS. ON PUB. MGMT. & 

GOVERNANCE 146, 148–49 (2021). 
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Traditionally, local governments manage schools, policing, transit, and 

development-related issues.61 Even in these areas, though, their authorities 

differ substantially across states. Most states grant local governments “home 

rule” in these policy areas.62 But home rule status is hardly definitive; states 

continue to intervene in local affairs at will, and the courts typically default to 

the plenary power of the states on questions of state or local overreach, even in 

cases where the states have instructed their courts to favor localities.63  

What factors influence the preemption of local authority by state 

governments? Many medium and large cities are more liberal and Democratic-

leaning than their state governments.64 As a result, it is tempting for state 

governments that lean to the right to preempt the authority of the liberal-leaning 

cities within their state borders.65 Indeed, Luke Fowler and Stephanie L. Witt, 

and Patrick Flavin and Gregory Shufeldt, find that Republican-controlled state 

governments are the most likely to preempt local policymaking.66 In addition, 

Michael Barber and Adam Dynes find that preemptions are more likely as the 

ideological gap between the state and local governments grows.67 They show 

that incongruent local governments are more likely to see their policymaking 

authority preempted than local governments that are in closer alignment with 

their state governments.68  

In places where Republican-led state governments preempt the authority of 

local governments, these preemptions are likely to shift local policies to the right 

toward the status quo state policies.69 This shift is likely to reduce the alignment 

of local governments with their citizens’ preferences.70  

 

 61  See State and Local Expenditures, URB. INST.: STATE & LOC. BACKGROUNDERS 

(Oct. 5, 2023), https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/state-and-

local-finance-initiative/state-and-local-backgrounders/state-and-local-expenditures 

[https://perma.cc/WWA5-3NPA].  

 62  See Goodman, Hatch & McDonald III, supra note 60, at 147. 

 63  See Lori Riverstone-Newell, The Rise of State Preemption Laws in Response to 

Local Policy Innovation, 47 PUBLIUS 403, 404 (2017); see also Goodman, Hatch & 

McDonald III, supra note 60, at 147 (discussing Dillon’s Rule which instructs courts to favor 

state interpretation over local interpretation). 

 64  Michael Barber & Adam M. Dynes, City-State Ideological Incongruence and 

Municipal Preemption, 67 AM. J. POL. SCI. 119, 121 (2023). 

 65  Luke Fowler & Stephanie L. Witt, State Preemption of Local Authority: Explaining 

Patterns of State Adoption of Preemption Measures, 49 PUBLIUS 540, 546–47 (2019). 

 66  Id. at 552; Patrick Flavin & Gregory Shufeldt, Explaining State Preemption of 

Local Laws: Political, Institutional, and Demographic Factors, 50 PUBLIUS 280, 299 (2020). 

 67  Barber & Dynes, supra note 64, at 127–28. 

 68  Id. 

 69  Fowler & Witt, supra note 65, at 546–47. 

 70  Barber & Dynes, supra note 64, at 120; see also Fowler & Witt, supra note 65, at 

546–47 (suggesting higher preemption rates in Republican states reduce citizen alignment 

with local governments because these efforts to maintain state power curtail the liberal 

policies citizens demanded from their local governments). 
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I am unaware of any studies that holistically examine the impact of state 

preemption laws on the alignment of local governments with their citizens’ 

preferences. In one of the few studies of any kind on this subject, Simonovits 

and Payson examine the impact of state preemptions of local minimum wage 

laws on alignment.71 They find that “prevailing minimum wages are generally 

lower than residents prefer, and this conservative bias is most pronounced in 

states with preemption laws. However, locally controlled minimum wages 

leapfrog public preferences and are higher than residents want, on average.”72 

Overall, they find that there is somewhat more misalignment in places where 

policymaking is preempted by the state government.73 Future work should 

examine the impact of state preemption on responsiveness or alignment on a 

broader set of policies. 

IV. ELECTORAL INSTITUTIONS AND ALIGNMENT 

A key question is whether specific electoral institutions, such as voting 

rules, affect alignment in local governments. At the state and federal levels, 

electoral institutions appear to only modestly impact representation.74 However, 

most of the variation in electoral institutions in recent years revolves around 

laws about convenience voting and voter identification.75 These laws have 

relatively small effects on the cost of voting, and even smaller effects on voter 

turnout.76 As a result, we might expect the effects on the wider political process, 

and its alignment with voters, to be fairly limited.77 Indeed, that is exactly what 

most previous studies have found.78  

At the local level, however, the variation in electoral institutions goes far 

beyond convenience voting to other fundamental aspects of the electoral 

process. For instance, many local governments have entirely nonpartisan 

elections.79 And while almost all states hold their elections at the same time as 

federal elections, many local governments hold elections in springtime of odd-

numbered years when few other major elections are taking place.80 As a result, 

 

 71  Simonovits & Payson, supra note 49, at 547. 

 72  Id. at 543. 

 73  Id. at 558–59. 

 74  See STEPHANOPOULOS, supra note 1, at 147; CAUGHEY & WARSHAW, supra note 3, 

at 157. 

 75  STEPHANOPOULOS, supra note 1, at 136–38. 

 76  Id. at 140. 

 77  Justin Grimmer & Eitan Hersh, How Election Rules Affect Who Wins, 16 J. LEGAL 

ANALYSIS 1, 23 (2024). 

 78  See, e.g., CAUGHEY & WARSHAW, supra note 3, at 159–60. 

 79  Brian F. Schaffner, Matthew Streb & Gerald Wright, Teams Without Uniforms: 

The Nonpartisan Ballot in State and Local Elections, 54 POL. RSCH. Q. 7, 7–8 (2001). 

 80  SARAH F. ANZIA, TIMING AND TURNOUT: HOW OFF-CYCLE ELECTIONS FAVOR 

ORGANIZED GROUPS 7–8 (2014). 
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there may be larger effects of electoral institutions on alignment at the local 

level than at the state or federal levels.81  

In this Part, I examine the impact of six types of important electoral 

institutions: election timing, partisan vs. nonpartisan elections, form of 

government, districted vs. at-large elections, nonpartisan redistricting, and 

ranked choice voting. 

Overall, there is only limited evidence on the impact of these electoral 

institutions on alignment in local governments. But the challenges in studying 

representation and alignment in local governments discussed above have 

hindered scholars’ ability to examine the impact of local institutions on 

alignment. Future studies should focus more on how these institutions affect 

alignment and political representation more broadly. 

A. Election Timing 

Many local governments hold their elections off-cycle from major state and 

federal elections.82 Political science studies have found that off-cycle elections 

lead to lower turnout.83 They also have an older and whiter electorate than on-

cycle elections.84 And, more tentatively, they could impact governments’ policy 

outputs.85 This suggests that off-cycle elections could dampen representation 

and alignment. 

In a recent study, Justin de Benedictis–Kessner and Warshaw use a 

difference-in-difference design to look at how changes in election timing affect 

the outcome of elections in cities and counties.86 They find election timing has 

only small effects on the partisan or ideological composition of the electorate.87 

As a result, it only modestly impacts the partisan or ideological outcomes of 

elections. But on-cycle elections have results that are more closely aligned with 

the preferences of voters in presidential elections.88 

 

 81  See Grimmer & Hersh, supra note 77, at 22. 

 82  ANZIA, supra note 80, at 7–8. 

 83  See Zoltan L. Hajnal & Paul G. Lewis, Municipal Institutions and Voter Turnout 

in Local Elections, 38 URB. AFFS. REV. 645, 656 (2003); ANZIA, supra note 80, at 2; Melissa 

Marschall & John Lappie, Turnout in Local Elections: Is Timing Really Everything?, 17 

ELECTION L.J. 221, 224 (2018). 

 84  See Vladimir Kogan, Stéphane Lavertu & Zachary Peskowitz, Election Timing, 

Electorate Composition, and Policy Outcomes: Evidence from School Districts, 62 AM. J. 

POL. SCI. 637, 644, 647 (2018); Zoltan L. Hajnal, Vladimir Kogan & G. Agustin Markarian, 

Who Votes: City Election Timing and Voter Composition, 116 AM. POL. SCI. REV. 374, 374–

75 (2022). 

 85  ANZIA, supra note 80, at 14–15; Christopher R. Berry & Jacob E. Gersen, The 

Timing of Elections, 77 U. CHI. L. REV. 37, 55 (2010). 
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Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja’s book examines the impact of election 

timing on the ideological alignment between voters and elected officials.89 They 

find that cities with off-cycle elections have lower levels of alignment between 

the average ideology of voters and local elected officials, and, conversely, cities 

with on-cycle elections have higher levels of alignment.90 They note, for 

instance, that “when communities hold local elections on-cycle in November or 

off-cycle in November, low and middle wealth residents receive more 

ideologically congruent representation on municipal councils than they do when 

elections are held off-cycle at another time of year.”91 But they also find that 

this impact of election timing is fairly substantively modest.92  

Michael Hartney,and Sam Hayes examine the links between election timing 

and the ideological alignment between voters and school board members in 

California.93 They use data on voter registration to calculate the partisanship of 

the mass public, and data from several elite surveys to calculate the ideological 

preferences of a sample of school board members.94 They find that there is a 

stronger link between the partisanship of the mass public and the ideology of 

school boards in districts with on-cycle elections.95 This suggests that election 

timing affects the alignment between voters and school board members. 

Finally, Dynes, Hartney, and Hayes examine whether election timing affects 

the relationship between the ideological preferences of the mass public and city 

policies.96 They show that cities with off-cycle elections have a weaker 

relationship between the ideology of the public and city policies than cities with 

on-cycle elections.97 Based on this evidence, they conclude that political 

representation is stronger in cities with on-cycle elections.98  

Overall, this evidence suggests that on-cycle elections lead to stronger 

alignment in local governments.99 They probably do this by both raising overall 

turnout and inducing an electorate that is more representative of the broader 

public. 

But there are two limitations to the body of evidence on election timing and 

alignment discussed above. First, the study by Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja 

is the only one of these studies that provides direct evidence on the alignment 
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of local elected officials or policies with the preferences of their voters.100 

Instead, previous studies typically focus on the slope of the relationship between 

some measure of voters’ attitudes and some measure of elite preferences or 

policy outputs.101 It is plausible, for instance, that the fact that cities with off-

cycle elections have a weaker relationship between the ideology of the public 

and city policies than cities with on-cycle elections means that cities with off-

cycle elections have weaker alignment. But it is hard to know for sure without 

direct evidence on the alignment between voters and individual city policies. 

Second, like most of the studies on representation in local governments that 

I discussed earlier, these studies focus primarily on cross-sectional variation and 

lack strong causal identification strategies.102 As a result, the link between 

election timing and representation could be spurious. In other words, it could be 

due to other omitted variables rather than election timing. Future work on the 

impact of election timing on alignment in local governments should leverage 

overtime variation in election timing to identify the causal effects of election 

timing. 

B. Partisan Elections 

At the federal level, almost all elections have a Democrat and a Republican 

on the ballot.103 So too at the state level, with Nebraska being the only state to 

hold nonpartisan elections in recent years.104 But about three-quarters of city 

governments, as well as about 90% of school boards, hold nonpartisan elections 

for their leaders.105 Do nonpartisan elections lead to stronger alignment? 

Theoretically, partisanship provides an important cue to voters about the 

ideological and issue preferences of political candidates.106 So the lack of 

partisanship on the ballot may hinder the ability of voters to select candidates 

that represent their preferences well. The additional cognitive complexity of 

nonpartisan elections may also dampen voter turnout.107  

On the other hand, nonpartisan ballots could lead more political 

independents and moderates to run for office.108 It could also enable voters to 
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avoid being biased by partisanship, and thus to select candidates that are a good 

fit for their locality regardless of party.109  

There have only been a handful of studies that have examined the impact of 

nonpartisan ballots on representation and alignment. Dynes, Butler, and Torres 

examine whether U.S. municipalities using nonpartisan or partisan elections 

differ in the partisan composition of their elected officials.110 They find that 

cities with nonpartisan elections have more independents and—among the 

partisan officials—more officials from the minority party.111 This suggests that 

nonpartisan elections probably weaken alignment. However, their results do not 

enable one to definitively say whether the alignment between voters and elected 

officials is weaker in cities with nonpartisan elections. 

Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja examine whether municipalities with 

partisan elections have closer alignment across races between the ideology of 

voters and elected officials than municipalities with nonpartisan elections.112 

They find essentially no difference in the alignment of elected officials and 

voters based on whether a city has nonpartisan elections.113  

There are no studies that have examined whether nonpartisan elections 

influence the policy alignment of local governments. However, Tausanovitch 

and Warshaw examine whether cities are more responsive to their publics in 

places with partisan elections.114 They find that there is no difference in policy 

responsiveness between cities with partisan and nonpartisan elections.115 They 

also find that, on average, places with nonpartisan elections do not have more 

liberal or conservative policies than places with partisan elections.116  

Overall, these studies suggest that nonpartisan elections probably are not a 

major driver of weak policy alignment in local governments. But there should 

be more studies on this topic. In particular, they should examine whether 

switches between partisan and nonpartisan elections affect the alignment of 

local elected officials or policies with the preferences of the public. 

C. Form of Government 

According to one recent study, “[t]he most frequently analyzed and 

politically debated feature of [municipal government] is the balance of electoral 

versus . . . managerial power in the executive branch of city government.”117 In 

most cities, the most common form of government in the early 20th century was 
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to have an elected mayor and city council.118 By the mid-20th Century, 

however, “[t]he Progressive reform movement came to link mayor-council 

systems with the inefficiency and corruption of party machines.”119 Progressive 

reformers sought to eliminate elected mayors as chief executive of the city, and 

replace them with professional managers.120 They succeeded in this endeavor 

in cities across the United States, especially in ones west of the Mississippi 

River.121  

Academics have studied the impact of this reform. For a long-time, the 

consensus was that “while city managers may be better than elected mayors at 

promoting efficiency and economic development . . . cities with an elected 

mayor are [probably] more responsive to the views of their citizens than cities 

with a . . . council-manager system.”122 However, Tausanovitch and Warshaw 

comprehensively examine whether cities are more responsive to their publics in 

places with elected mayors.123 They find that there is no difference in policy 

responsiveness between cities with strong mayor and council-manager 

systems.124 But places with elected mayors typically have somewhat more 

conservative fiscal policies than places with council-manager systems.125 Future 

work should do more to examine how form of government influences alignment. 

D. Districted vs. At-Large Elections 

Traditionally, most cities elected city councilors in single-member 

districts.126 But progressive reformers in the early 20th century pushed cities to 

switch to city-wide (“at-large”) elections.127 The stated reason was to prevent 

narrow interests from exerting too large an influence on local government.128 

But they also may have been motivated to reduce the influence of racial 
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minorities and working-class voters that tended to be geographically 

concentrated in certain neighborhoods.129  

There is a large literature on the impact of at-large versus single-membered 

districts on various aspects of political representation. Studies generally find 

better descriptive representation for Black and Hispanic people under a 

districted system than an at-large system.130 This is because single-member 

districts enable geographically-concentrated groups of voters to elect their 

preferred representatives.131 But, while at-large elections may harm descriptive 

representation, there are good reasons to believe they might still enhance 

alignment by “shift[ing] electoral power toward a single median voter and away 

from geographically concentrated interests.”132  

There has been much less study about the impact of districted elections on 

the policy alignment of voters and local governments. Schaffner, Rhodes, and 

La Raja examine whether municipalities with districted elections have closer 

alignment between the ideology of voters and elected officials than 

municipalities with at-large elections.133 They find essentially no difference in 

the alignment of elected officials and voters based on whether a city has 

districted elections.134  

To my knowledge, no study has examined how at-large versus single- 

membered districts affect the alignment of the policy outputs of local 

governments with the policy views of their electorate. However, Tausanovitch 

and Warshaw examine whether cities are more responsive to their publics in 

places with at-large districts.135 They find some evidence that cities with at-

large elections are less responsive to their citizens, but these effects are not 

robust across policies.136 They also find no differences in the average level of 

policies in places with at-large and districted elections.137  

Overall, there is clear evidence that single-member districts improve 

descriptive representation vis-à-vis at-large or multi-member districts. But there 

is little to no evidence that it improves substantive alignment. Future work, 

however, should do more to examine how at-large elections versus single-
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member districts influence alignment. In particular, it should examine how 

switches in the types of jurisdictions affect alignment. 

E. Redistricting and Gerrymandering 

At the state and federal levels, studies have shown that political control of 

the districting process leads to rampant gerrymandering.138 The explanation is 

simple—when politicians can draw their own districts, they tend to skew the 

maps to favor their own re-election and to help the dominant party or group in 

the legislature.139 This enables them to skew policy in their favor as well.140  

Surprisingly, however, there have been few studies of the redistricting 

process in local governments.141 So we know little about basic facts regarding 

how districts are drawn in cities and counties around the country. For instance, 

do politicians draw the lines or commissions? What factors do local 

governments prioritize in their districting boundaries? Do they skew the maps 

in favor of the dominant group or party? It is important for future work to 

examine how various sorts of local redistricting processes influence alignment. 

These studies may also shed light on how institutions influence redistricting at 

the state and federal levels. 

F. Ranked Choice Voting (RCV) 

In recent years, reformers have sought to enact ranked choice voting (RCV) 

in many cities.142 Ranked choice voting (RCV) is a reform that would enable 

voters to rank their choices for mayors and other offices.143 If there is no 
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majority winner after counting first choices, the race is decided by an “instant 

runoff,” which continues until one candidate obtains a “50% plus one vote” 

majority of the total votes still outstanding.144 “This ensures that a candidate 

could not win the election with just a narrow plurality.”145  

As of 2025, RCV was being used in forty-six U.S. cities, including the most 

populous cities in seven states.146 Most of the earliest adopters were in 

California.147 More recently, a number of Midwestern and Eastern cities have 

adopted RCV, including Minneapolis and Portland, Maine.148 New York City 

voters approved a ballot measure that allowed ranked choice voting in certain 

elections.149 It used RCV for its mayoral and city council primary elections for 

the first time in 2021150 and was one of the first major cities with partisan 

elections to adopt RCV.151  

Reformers argue that RCV might shift elected officials into closer alignment 

with voters, which, in turn, could increase the alignment between local voters 

and polices.152 But the early evidence indicates that the adoption of RCV has 

generally yielded no major changes in alignment.153 As a result, Vishwanath 

argues that RCV has not “produced the types of transformative political effects 

that reformers have postulated.”154 In addition, Jonathan Colner finds that RCV 

“has no effect on the proportion of female and non-white candidates running for 

office.”155 Like Vishwanath,156 he argues that “[t]hese results call into question 

several purported benefits of RCV and suggest that RCV, by itself, might not be 

sufficient to influence candidate entry at the local level.”157 So, the early 

evidence indicates that despite the hopes of its proponents, RCV is unlikely to 

substantially improve alignment. But the evidence on RCV’s effect is likely to 

sharpen in the coming years as more cities adopt it. 
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V. INFORMATION ABOUT LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND ALIGNMENT 

Accurate information is crucial in a democracy. First, it is important for 

voters to be able to learn about the actions of political candidates and elected 

officials.158 This enables voters to rationally cast votes for candidates that 

represent their preferences and interests.159 Second, it is important for elected 

officials to be able to learn about the preferences of their constituents on salient 

policy issues.160 This enables them to take their constituents’ preferences into 

account as they make decisions.161 Unfortunately, both of these key 

informational mechanisms often break down in local governments.162  

It is very difficult for voters to find information about the positions of 

candidates and local elected officials. This is largely due to the paucity of news 

coverage on local governments, which is growing more dire in recent years.163 

Moreover, the decline of the local media means that each year the amount of 

news coverage is further dwindling.164 Studies have found suggestive evidence 

that this decline in news coverage is leading to less competitive local elections, 

and perhaps, decreasing turnout in these elections.165  

But informational challenges are not limited to voters. It is also difficult for 

politicians to learn about the preferences of their constituents.166 Most political 

polls focus on national politics.167 There are few polls of Americans at the local 

level.168 As a result, the positions of voters on key local issues are likely to be 

unclear. This leaves politicians largely in the dark if they want to take their 

constituents’ views into account on governmental decisions. 
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VI. NON-ELECTORAL INSTITUTIONS AND ALIGNMENT 

Stephanopoulos notes that non-electoral institutions could also impact 

alignment.169 He laments the paucity of studies on how non-electoral 

institutions affect alignment at the state level.170 There are even fewer studies 

of the impact of non-electoral institutions on alignment in local governments. In 

this Part, I’ll review the effects of two sorts of non-electoral institutions—

meetings and professionalism. Future work should do more to examine other 

non-electoral institutions in local politics. 

A. Meetings and Comments 

Many local governments have created a variety of ways for the public to 

participate in the policymaking process. For instance, many local governments, 

such as city councils or school boards, have opportunities for the public to 

provide comments at their meetings.171 It is also common for members of the 

public to be able to testify at planning board meetings regarding zoning and 

other local development issues.172  

At a surface level, these opportunities for public comments democratize 

local governments by facilitating public participation. But they also could skew 

participation in favor of more privileged and wealthy residents. Several recent 

studies have focused on this possibility by examining the demographics of 

participants in local meetings in particular states or cities.173 Einstein, Palmer, 

and Glick,174 and Einstein, Glick, Puig, and Palmer,175 examine the 

characteristics of participants in planning meetings in Massachusetts, while 

Yoder examines city council meeting participants in Texas and California,176 

and Sahn examines comments made at the San Francisco Planning Commission 

between 1998 and 2021.177 These studies find that commenters at local meetings 

tend to be unrepresentative of the public along racial, gender, age, and 

homeownership lines. Einstein, Glick, Puig, and Palmer find that participants 
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via Zoom are just as unrepresentative as in-person participants.178 In his study 

of San Francisco, Sahn finds that planning commission votes are correlated with 

this unrepresentative set of commenters’ preferences.179 His results suggest that 

public meetings contribute to a misalignment of planning project approvals with 

the views of the broader public. 

B. Professionalism Among Local Elected Officials 

Another important feature of local governments is that, unlike at the federal 

level, most city, county, and school officials are amateur politicians who only 

work part-time in government.180 This could reduce their incentives and ability 

to learn about public opinion on salient issues. It could also lead them to be 

reliant on interest groups and other outside interests.181 As a result, it is 

reasonable to think that alignment could be lower in places with less 

professionalism among their elected officials. 

Like in many other areas of local governments, data barriers have made it 

difficult to study the impact of professionalism on representation and alignment. 

In recent years, however, scholars have started to develop better measures of 

local governmental professionalism.182 These may facilitate new studies of the 

impact of elected officials’ professionalism on the alignment of local 

governments with their publics. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

This Article has extended Stephanopoulos’s path-breaking work on 

alignment in state and federal governments to the local level. It shows that while 

local governments are generally responsive to the views of their publics, 

alignment is almost certainly weaker at the local level than at the state and 

federal levels. This misalignment is influenced by four sets of factors. First, state 

preemptions often narrow the policymaking authority of local governments. 

Second, common electoral institutions narrow the electorate and reduce the 

information available to local voters. Third, common non-electoral institutions 

magnify the power of special interests. Finally, the lack of news coverage of 

most local governments means that they operate largely in the dark, with little 

public scrutiny. Reformers seeking to improve alignment in local governments 

should focus on these crucial mechanisms of representation.  
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