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Plan for the workshop

• Part 1: Democracy and local government
• Part 2: Trends in American politics
• Part 3: Trends in local elections
• Part 4: City governance challenges
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Part I: Democracy and local government

• What is a democracy (versus a dictatorship)?
• How do we evaluate democracy, government performance?
• Where does local government fit in American democracy?

3



Different ways of defining and measuring 
democracy vs. dictatorship
• A minimalist definition:  Democracy is a regime in which those 

who govern are selected through contested elections.

• But there is more to democracy than holding regular elections. 
Freedom, fair elections, popular participation, respect for human 
rights, institutions accountable to citizens, adherence to rule of 
law, independent media, civil society, etc.

• Freedom House scores:  more inclusive, subjective

• The Polity Project, Polity scores
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Source: https://freedomhouse.org/article/human-cost-democratic-decline
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Different ways of defining and measuring 
democracy vs. dictatorship
• A minimalist definition:  Democracy is a regime in which those 

who govern are selected through contested elections.

• But there is more to democracy than holding regular elections. 
Freedom, fair elections, popular participation, respect for human 
rights, institutions accountable to citizens, adherence to rule of 
law, independent media, civil society, etc.

• Freedom House scores:  more inclusive, subjective

• The Polity Project; V-Dem
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Variants of democracy

• Parliamentary, presidential, or mixed (how chief executive / 
government is chosen)

• Winner-take-all or proportional representation (PR), single- or 
multi-member districts

• Number of effective political parties
• Unitary or federal
And more….
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Fig. 1. GDP per capita before and after a democratization. This figure plots GDP per capita in log points around a democratic 
transition relative to countries remaining nondemocratic in the same year. We normalize log GDP per capita to 0 in the year 
preceding the democratization. Time (in years) relative to the year of democratization runs on the horizontal axis.

Daron Acemoglu, et al. Democracy Does Cause Growth. Journal of Political Economy 2019 127:47-100.
DOI: 10.1086/700936
Copyright © 2019 The University of Chicago



https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/12/07/global-public-opinion-in-an-era-of-democratic-anxiety/
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Evaluating democratic government

• Democracy: Can citizens/residents/voters do what is expected of 
them in democratic government?

• Representation: Whose interests are being served by government?

• Governance: Can government effectively address public 
problems?
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“The Submerged State” 
– Suzanne Mettler
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Democracy and Representation, Federalist #10

• “A republic, by which I mean a government in which the scheme of 
representation takes place, opens a different prospect, and 
promises the cure for which we are seeking…”

• “[T]he delegation of the government…to a small number of 
citizens elected by the rest”:  What this does is “to refine and 
enlarge the public views, by passing them through the medium of 
a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the 
true interest of their country, and whose patriotism and love of 
justice will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or partial 
considerations.”
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Many voters use heuristics or cues to make 
decisions
• Party affiliation
• Incumbent
• Endorsements
• Ballot designation
• Perceived candidate gender
• Perceived candidate race or ethnicity
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Evaluating democratic government

• Democracy: Can citizens/residents/voters do what is expected of 
them in democratic government?

• Representation: Whose interests are being served by government?

• Governance: Can government effectively address public 
problems?
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Some local government examples

• Timing of elections (on-cycle, off-cycle)
• Who is eligible to vote? E.g., felons? Non-citizens?
• At-large versus single-member districts
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Source: https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2024-07-19/federal-law-bans-noncitizens-from-voting-for-president-but-not-in-these-local-california-
elections
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Some local examples

• Timing of elections (on-cycle, off-cycle)
• Who is eligible to vote? E.g., felons? Non-citizens?
• At-large versus single-member districts
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Evaluating democratic government

• Democracy: Can citizens/residents/voters do what is expected of 
them in democratic government?

• Representation: Whose interests are being served by government?

• Governance: Can government effectively address public 
problems?
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The nation’s ~89,000 local governments

• General purpose:  Counties, cities, townships, towns, villages.
• 3,031 counties
• 19,522 municipalities
• 16,364 townships

• Special purpose: Authorized by state law to provide a single or 
limited number of functions. 

• Special districts:  37,203 of them.  Examples are fire protection districts, 
cemetery districts, library districts, mosquito abatement districts, water 
authorities

• Independent school districts: 12,884 across the U.S. Provide public 
elementary, secondary, or higher education.
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Most government jobs are state and local

Source: U.S. Census, Government Employment and Payroll, Revised 2012.

10,965,982

3,803,877

2,583,768

0 2,000,000 4,000,000 6,000,000 8,000,000 10,000,000 12,000,000

Local

State

Federal

Number of Full-Time Government Employees, 2010

21



22



In Anzia, Local Interests (2022)
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For much of American history, local government 
was most of American government.
• At the turn of the 20th century, local governments raised and spent 

more than federal and state governments combined (and had 
more debt).

• As of 1960, most public social welfare spending still came from 
local and state governments (52.3%).

• State spending on public elementary and secondary education 
first surpassed local education spending in the 1970s.

Source: Martha Derthick, 2008. “Federalism.” In Peter H. Schuck and James Q. Wilson, eds., Understanding America: The Anatomy of an Exceptional Nation. New York: 
PublicAffairs.
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Gamm, Gerald, and Thad Kousser. "Broad bills or particularistic policy? Historical patterns in American state legislatures." American Political Science Review 104, no. 1 
(2010): 151-170.
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Thomas Nast: “Naturalization Mill”“Naturalization Mill,” a 
cartoon by Thomas Nast for Harper's Weekly, October 24, 
1868. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Tammany-Hall 26

https://cdn.britannica.com/74/177174-050-3BC33EAF/Tammany-Hall-Naturalization-Mill-Harpers-Weekly-October-24-1868.jpg


Progressive Era municipal reform movement

• Weaken the grip of the major political parties over local elections
• Separate local elections from national and state elections
• Change to at-large elections rather than ward-based
• Change from mayor-council to commission or council-manager 

city government
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Source: https://www.usgovernmentspending.com/states_spending 28
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Discussion, Part 1
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Part 2: Trends in American politics

• Decreasing trust in government
• Decreasing voter turnout (since the 1960s)
• Increasing party polarization 
• Rise of right-wing populism
• Rise of independent expenditures
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Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/06/24/public-trust-in-government-1958-2024/
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Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/06/24/public-trust-in-government-1958-2024/
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Source: https://news.gallup.com/poll/512651/americans-trust-local-government-congress-least.aspx
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Source: 
https://news.gallup.com/
poll/512651/americans-
trust-local-government-
congress-least.aspx

35



36



Source: Pew. 
https://www.pewresearc
h.org/fact-
tank/2021/01/28/turnout
-soared-in-2020-as-
nearly-two-thirds-of-
eligible-u-s-voters-cast-
ballots-for-president/ 37
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Congress has Polarized since the 1960s
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Source: Data provided by Keith Poole.
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Polarization

Source:  voteview.com
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Shor, Boris, and Nolan McCarty. "Two decades of polarization in American state legislatures." Journal of Political Institutions and Political Economy 3, no. 3–4 (2022): 343-370.
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Party sorting

Source: https://sites.middlebury.edu/presidentialpower/2014/07/11/sorted-not-polarized-why-the-distinction-matters/ 44



Source: http://www.historianstevecampbell.com/blog/in-progress-party-realignment-part-2-the-case-for-the-party-switch
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https://www.southerncoalition.org/gerrymandering-101/
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Source: Shanto Iyengar, Yphtach Lelkes, Matthew Levendusky, Neil Malhotra, and Sean J. Westwood. “The Origins and Consequences of Affective Polarization in the 
United States.” 2018.
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Jacob Grumbach, “From Backwaters to Major Policymakers: Policy Polarization in the States, 1970-2014,” Perspectives on Politics 2018, 425.
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“In important respects, the nationalization of American 
political behavior parallels the nationalization of retail. Just 
as an Egg McMuffin is the same in every McDonald’s, 
America’s two major political parties are increasingly 
perceived to offer the same choices throughout the 
country.” (from Daniel Hopkins, The Increasingly United 
States, 2018, p.3)
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Source: LA Times, Sept. 16, 2021
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Populism

• Themes of anti-elitism, anti-expertise, pro-nationalism, nativism, 
economic insecurity

• The people against the self-serving elites
• Restore power to the people
• Suspicion of established institutions, remember the ordinary 

people
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Source: https://www.opensecrets.org/outside-spending/by_cycle
55



Citizens United v. FEC

• Majority opinion struck down limits on independent expenditures 
from corporate treasuries. Kept in place limits on direct 
contributions from corporations and other organizations to 
candidates.

• First amendment, protected speech
• So money can go to outside groups for independent expenditures 

(not formally connected to candidates), not subject to limits
• Other relevant cases:  Wisconsin Right to Life, Inc. v. FEC, 

SpeechNow.org v. FEC
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Super PACs

• Only engage in independent expenditures (not formally connected 
to candidates), so they can raise contributions without 
restrictions. Can also raise money from treasuries of 
corporations, unions, banks, etc.

• Can engage in express advocacy (unlike 527s)
• Are subject to disclosure laws
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501(c)(4)s

• Tax exempt social welfare organizations
• Not created to primarily influence elections, so they don’t register 

as “political committees” with the FEC
• Don’t disclose contributors and contributions
• Can’t be “primarily engaged” in political campaigning to support 

or oppose candidates
• But they do electioneering
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Discussion, Part 2
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Part 3: Election trends

• Voter suppression? Preventing fraud? Democratic backsliding?
• The difficulty of determining the effects of election rule changes: 

the case of voter ID laws
• Changes in California: District versus at-large elections, on-cycle 

versus off-cycle elections
• The experience of local election officials
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Source: https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/voting-laws-roundup-september-2024
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Source: https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/voting-laws-roundup-september-2024
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Source: https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/voting-laws-roundup-september-2024
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Source: Grimmer, Justin, Eitan Hersh, Marc Meredith, Jonathan Mummolo, and Clayton Nall. "Obstacles to estimating voter ID laws’ effect on 
turnout." The Journal of Politics 80, no. 3 (2018): 1045-1051.
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Source: Grimmer and Hersh 2024
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The effect of election timing on turnout in 
California city elections
• Average turnout in off-cycle city elections was 26% of registered 

voters

• 9 points higher in city elections held during statewide primaries 
in midterm/gubernatorial years

• 16 points higher in city elections held during presidential 
primaries

• 18 points higher in city elections held during 
midterm/gubernatorial general elections

• 35 points higher in city elections held during presidential general 
elections

68
Source:  Anzia, Timing and Turnout, 2014.



Source:  Anzia, “When Does a Group of Citizens Influence Policy? Evidence from Senior Citizen Participation in City Politics.” 2019, Journal of Politics.
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Figure 1:  Senior citizens in California municipalities
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Source: 
https://www.smdailyjournal.com/ne
ws/local/foster-city-gets-district-
elections/article_2f1c5c26-6031-
11ef-9617-6f2c1b9ba02c.html
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Source: https://evic.reed.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/EVIC_2023_LEO_Survey_Report.pdf
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Source: https://evic.reed.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/EVIC_2023_LEO_Survey_Report.pdf
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Source: https://evic.reed.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/EVIC_2023_LEO_Survey_Report.pdf
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Source: https://evic.reed.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/EVIC_2023_LEO_Survey_Report.pdf
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Source: https://evic.reed.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/EVIC_2023_LEO_Survey_Report.pdf
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Discussion, Part 3

77



Part 4: City governance challenges

• Fiscal pressure and structural deficits
• Why is this happening?
• What are the consequences?

• Housing affordability, housing development 
• Why is this happening?
• What are the consequences?
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Source: KGW, May 13, 2023, https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/city-of-beaverton-considers-library-layoffs-due-to-funding-cuts/283-5bd4ddc7-4455-4053-a076-
c430f535b2b9
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https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/city-of-beaverton-considers-library-layoffs-due-to-funding-cuts/283-5bd4ddc7-4455-4053-a076-c430f535b2b9
https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/city-of-beaverton-considers-library-layoffs-due-to-funding-cuts/283-5bd4ddc7-4455-4053-a076-c430f535b2b9


Source: KGW, May 13, 2023, https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/city-of-beaverton-considers-library-layoffs-due-to-funding-cuts/283-5bd4ddc7-4455-4053-a076-
c430f535b2b9
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https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/city-of-beaverton-considers-library-layoffs-due-to-funding-cuts/283-5bd4ddc7-4455-4053-a076-c430f535b2b9
https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/city-of-beaverton-considers-library-layoffs-due-to-funding-cuts/283-5bd4ddc7-4455-4053-a076-c430f535b2b9


Source: KGW, May 13, 2023, https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/city-of-beaverton-considers-library-layoffs-due-to-funding-cuts/283-5bd4ddc7-4455-4053-a076-
c430f535b2b9
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82



83



84



85



0

.01

.02

.03

D
en

si
ty

20 40 60 80 100
Overall Points

City fiscal health scores, 2018

86



87



88



Source: https://www.cbo.gov/publication/59331
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Source: https://www.cbo.gov/publication/59331
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Source: https://www.beavertonvalleytimes.com/news/local/beaverton-city-council-looks-to-new-taxes-budget-cuts-to-right-the-fiscal-ship/article_07185d34-
e606-11ed-877d-a38b12541667.html
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https://www.beavertonvalleytimes.com/news/local/beaverton-city-council-looks-to-new-taxes-budget-cuts-to-right-the-fiscal-ship/article_07185d34-e606-11ed-877d-a38b12541667.html
https://www.beavertonvalleytimes.com/news/local/beaverton-city-council-looks-to-new-taxes-budget-cuts-to-right-the-fiscal-ship/article_07185d34-e606-11ed-877d-a38b12541667.html


Source: “Understanding the Basics of Municipal Revenues in California: Cities, Counties and Special Districts,” Institute for Local Government, 2016 update, 
https://www.ca-ilg.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/basics_of_municipal_revenue_2016.pdf?1478299060
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Table 1: California local ballot measures, 2018-2020

Cities Counties
School 
districts

Total ballot measures 802 203 489
Total tax and bond measures 454 136 471
Sales tax 191 26 0
Business tax 111 38 0
Transient occupancy tax 65 10 0
Property tax 46 42 82
GO bond 7 6 387
Utility tax 24 1 0
Other tax or bond 10 13 2

Source: Anzia’s analysis of data from the California Elections Data Archive
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Sales tax Business tax

Passed 152 103
Failed 39 8

Sales and business tax ballot measures, 2018-2020

Source: Anzia’s analysis of data from the California Elections Data Archive
94



0

50

100

150

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

7.25 7.5 7.75 8 8.25 8.5 8.75 9 9.25 9.5 9.75 10 10.25

CA city sales tax rates (%) in 2018

Source: https://www.cdtfa.ca.gov/taxes-and-fees/sales-use-tax-rates.htm (Anzia’s analysis of sales tax rate data)
95



0

100

200

300

N
um

be
r o

f m
ea

su
re

s

20
01

-02

20
03

-04

20
05

-06

20
07

-08

20
09

-10

20
11

-12

20
13

-14

20
15

-16

20
17

-18

20
19

-20

20
21

-22

Number of city tax increase ballot measures

Source: Anzia’s analysis of data from the California Elections Data Archive
96



0

50

100

150

N
um

be
r o

f m
ea

su
re

s

20
01

-02

20
03

-04

20
05

-06

20
07

-08

20
09

-10

20
11

-12

20
13

-14

20
15

-16

20
17

-18

20
19

-20

20
21

-22

Number of city sales tax increase ballot measures

Source: Anzia’s analysis of data from the California Elections Data Archive
97



0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

City sales tax passage rate

Source: Anzia’s analysis of data from the California Elections Data Archive
98



0

20

40

60

80

100

N
um

be
r o

f m
ea

su
re

s

20
01

-02

20
03

-04

20
05

-06

20
07

-08

20
09

-10

20
11

-12

20
13

-14

20
15

-16

20
17

-18

20
19

-20

20
21

-22

Number of passing city sales tax increase ballot measures

Source: Anzia’s analysis of data from the California Elections Data Archive
99



20 40 60 80 100
Overall points

Yes

No

Fiscal health scores, cities with and without tax ballot measures 2018-2020

100



9,000,000

9,500,000

10,000,000

10,500,000

11,000,000

11,500,000

12,000,000

12,500,000

U.S. Local Government Employment

Source: U.S. Census of Governments
101



Police officers per capita, California cities

Source: Anzia’s analysis of data from 
https://www.californiacityfinance.com/
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The longer story?
• Tax revolt: Pressure to keep taxes down

• Unions and collective bargaining: Pressure to push costs 
up

• Escape hatch (for a long time): Health and pension 
benefits

• Great Recession and subsequent reforms: Increase in 
local governments’ pension contributions

• Reduction in local government employment
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Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/30/business/economy/housing-plan-harris-trump.html
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Source: Einstein, Glick, and Palmer. Neighborhood Defenders. 2019.
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Source: Einstein, Glick, and Palmer. Neighborhood Defenders. 2019.
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Source: Einstein, Glick, and Palmer. Neighborhood Defenders. 2019.
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Source: Einstein, Glick, and Palmer. Neighborhood Defenders. 2019.

Is policy in this area dominated by…
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Source: https://www.brookings.edu/articles/in-california-statewide-housing-reforms-brush-against-local-resistance/
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Discussion, Part 4
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