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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

We Can Make It If We Run:  Local Politics, Electoral Competition, and Descriptive 

Representation in the United States 

 

Local governments collectively are responsible for trillions of dollars of annual 

spending and the provision of public services which touch the lives of hundreds of 

millions of Americans. Local office also represents the first professional step for many 

citizens interested in pursuing a life of public service, with broad implications for 

representation across the country. Despite the normative importance of local political 

offices, however, scholars know surprisingly little about the elections which select 

representatives to them. While scholarship on local general elections has grown in recent 

years, scholars still know only the most basic information about local primary elections. 

This dissertation addresses two fundamental questions relating to local primaries 

utilizing a novel dataset of primary elections to county legislatures across the United 

States. The dataset is the first of its kind, encompassing nearly 14,000 candidates in 

almost 400 counties over a 40-year timeframe. First, how competitive are local primary 

elections? I find that local primaries are significantly more competitive than 

corresponding general elections, given both the tendency of counties towards political 

homogeneity and the historic role of primary elections in injecting competition into such 

environments. Primary elections therefore promote accountability and democratic 

governance and serve as the locus of consequential electoral decision-making in the local 

political arena. Second, how do candidates' identifiable characteristics affect their 

performances in county primaries? I find that traits such as candidate gender or 

ethnic/racial identity take on increased significance in the low-information environment 
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of local primaries in which voters are unable to rely on the heuristic of partisanship. 

Female Democrats, on the one hand, experience an electoral boost in local primaries 

relative to male Democrats or Republicans. Non-White candidates, on the other hand, 

perform generally worse than White candidates but particularly so in Republican 

primaries. These new insights ultimately bear significant theoretical and normative 

consequences for how political scientists understand elections, representation, and local 

politics in the United States. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

Primary elections are significant institutions in the American system of 

government. While some scholars have questioned the value of this institution, citing 

them as potential causes of polarization and ineffective governance (e.g., Kujala 2020), 

primary elections serve several purposes in the process of candidate selection in 

American elections. Across all electoral levels of American politics, primary elections 

inject competition into spaces where party competition is either low or nonexistent. In the 

hyper-partisan landscape of American politics, primary elections serve as venues where 

citizens make their voting decisions based on candidate characteristics other than 

partisanship, such as issue positions or affinity voting based on gender or racial 

characteristics. Primaries also allow partisan voters to deal with intraparty issues – such 

as ideological differences or bad behavior by incumbents – in a democratic manner 

(Hirano and Snyder 2019). Altogether, primary elections serve a vital gate-keeping role 

in American politics, ensuring that candidates for office are screened against members of 

their own party as well as those belonging to their rivals. 

While primaries may help shape the complexion of local governments across the 

country, basic questions about these elections – how competitive are they? Who contests 

them? – remain unanswered. To date, the most comprehensive treatment of primary 

elections in the United States comes from Shigeo Hirano and James M. Snyder, Jr. (2019) 

in their book Primary Elections in the United States. In this work, the authors thoroughly 

interrogate primary elections to both state and federal offices from the historical factors 

leading to their development, to their initial political impacts in the late-19th and early 

20th centuries, to their evolving effects in contemporary political contests. Although this 



2 
 

recent treatment from two of the most prominent scholars of primary elections is 

extremely thorough, Hirano and Snyder's study of local primaries is severely lacking. 

Indeed, all of Primary Elections in the United States' considerations of local political 

outcomes – e.g., the level of primary election competition in counties – are predicated 

exclusively on presidential election results. Although this approach offers a suitable 

approximation for county-level partisanship,1 it is a blunt instrument that cannot be used 

to adequately test theories relevant to local politics. Therefore, while Hirano and Snyder 

convincingly argue for primary elections' significant ability to "provide the important 

escape from one-partyism that was a major motivation for the original nomination 

reforms" (2019, 316) across the United States, the authors cannot claim truly to 

understand the operation of primaries in local politics. It is the purpose of this 

dissertation, accordingly, to determine the extent to which primary elections affect 

political outcomes in the counties of the United States.  

It is valuable for political scientists to understand primary elections in county 

governments for several reasons. First, county governments (and, therefore, elections to 

these governments) bear significant normative consequences for the everyday experience 

of millions of Americans. According to the 2017 U.S. Census of Governments, 3,031 

county governments - the largest unit of the 90,075 total local government units across 

the United States measured by both population and land mass - and over 50,000 elected 

county officials represent the political needs of 292,943,167 Americans.2 These 

politicians are charged with a variety of vital governmental functions such as the 

 
1 I myself use presidential vote share as a measure of county-level partisanship later in this dissertation. 
2 See https://www.census.gov/topics/public-sector/government-organization/data/tables.html and 

https://poliengine.com/blog/how-many-politicians-are-there-in-the-us for more information. 

https://www.census.gov/topics/public-sector/government-organization/data/tables.html
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provision of local services, law enforcement, education, and healthcare, among other 

tasks. In the age of COVID-19, moreover, county governments continue to serve vital 

roles in administrating and allocating billions of dollars of financial aid from the 

American Rescue Plan (Katz et al. 2021). Not only are local governments important in 

their own rights, moreover, but as national politics in the United States have become 

more polarized, a greater number of policy responsibilities have been shifted to the state 

and local levels in response (Binder 1999; Thurber and Yoshinaka 2015). Local 

governments, in other words, have become increasingly relevant policymaking actors in 

the United States and their influence is likely only to increase in the coming years and 

decades (Marando and Reeves 1991). 

Not only are county governments themselves normatively important, furthermore, 

but who runs for these offices also bears normative consequences. Indeed, county-level 

(primary) elections oftentimes represent aspiring politicians' nascent steps into public life. 

Understanding who runs for these offices, as well as the factors which might encourage 

them to run in the first place, may help to explain the microfoundations of unequal 

representation in the United States. Such an understanding may ultimately reduce the gap 

between the gender and racial demographics of American citizens and their political 

representatives across all levels of government. 

Second, it is important to interrogate local primary elections because they 

represent the central locus of political competition in county legislative elections. As first 

suggested by Hirano and Snyder (2019) and confirmed in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, 

primary elections are more competitive than general elections at the county level. The 

heightened significance of county primaries may come as a surprise to political observers 
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focused on the partisan battles which are the hallmark of national politics. Counties, 

however, are significantly smaller than states or Congressional districts and consequently 

tend to have electorates with more homogeneous political preferences. Given these more 

homogeneous political preferences, local competition usually focuses on intra-party 

rather than inter-party questions and the real political contest therefore occurs in the party 

primary rather than the general election. In the overwhelmingly Democratic District of 

Columbia, for example, potential Republican candidates face such daunting political odds 

in local contests that they rarely run for office in the first place.3 The existing scholarship 

on local elections which focuses on general elections exclusively therefore misses the 

most compelling dimension of the electoral story. 

Third, local primaries are worthy of scholarly attention because they have 

uncommon characteristics which offer interesting theoretical implications. In comparison 

to the congressional elections which have heretofore occupied mainstream political 

scientists' attention, for example, voters in local primaries have extremely low levels of 

information about the candidates (who themselves tend to have such small budgets that 

they cannot afford extensive political advertisements). Primary elections also deprive 

voters of an important heuristic – partisanship – which guides their decision-making in 

general elections. This confluence of extremely low levels of candidate information and 

meaningless partisan labels, therefore, should affect voter behavior. As I argue in 

Chapters 4 and 5, it is likely that identifiable candidate traits such as gender and race 

acquire outsized significance in such a context (Badas and Stauffer 2019; Henderson et 

al. 2019; Lawless and Pearson 2008; McDermott 1998). This intersection of electoral 

 
3 As of May 31, 2021, only 5.6 percent of D.C.'s voters were registered Republicans. See 

https://dcboe.org/Data-Resources/Voter-Registration-Statistics for more information. 

https://dcboe.org/Data-Resources/Voter-Registration-Statistics
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context and descriptive representation offers a promising avenue of inquiry which will 

help scholars understand both phenomena more fully. 

Furthermore, although county legislatures are similar in many ways to legislatures 

at higher levels of government, these offices also offer noteworthy institutional 

variations. For example, while state legislatures in the United States have 150 members 

on average,4 the median county legislature in my collected sample has 5 seats and less 

than 20% of counties have more than 10 members. Such dramatic differences in the 

dynamics of representation could alter the character of local elections and governance, 

yet scholars know little about what these alterations might be. Other institutional forms 

present in county governments – e g., commission vs. council forms, district-based vs. at-

large elections, etc. – have also garnered scholarly attention (e.g., Trounstine and Valdini 

2008). This dissertation represents my initial attempt at understanding how descriptive 

representation functions in these legislative contexts. 

Altogether, the normative, competitive, and theoretical justifications discussed 

above mark local primaries as a worthy area of scholarly inquiry. In the following pages, 

therefore, I will seek to provide the first comprehensive analysis of how these elections 

function in the United States by addressing two central questions. First, how competitive 

are county-level primary elections? While strong primary competition in counties has 

been theorized by previous scholars (e.g., Hirano and Snyder 2019), no definitive study 

of local primary competitiveness has been conducted to this point. Answering this first 

question, therefore, will help scholars better understand the nature of electoral 

competition in county legislative contests. Such a refined understanding may 

 
4 See https://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legislatures/sizes-of-legislatures.aspx for more information. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legislatures/sizes-of-legislatures.aspx
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consequently direct future inquiries in the study of local politics and lead to more 

nuanced exploration of elections and politics at this level of government.  

Second, how do candidates' descriptive characteristics impact their electoral 

performances in county primaries? Although scholars have demonstrated that in some 

cases candidate traits such as gender and/or race may have electoral impacts in state and 

federal politics (e.g., Bateson 2020; Hayes and Lawless 2021), it is unclear how potential 

benefits or costs of these identities might affect candidates in local primaries. Given the 

low-information environment of these elections, it is more likely that such effects 

manifest themselves in county primaries than in higher levels of government. 

Understanding how and the extent to which descriptive traits impact electoral 

performance in county primaries may therefore help scholars understand the underlying 

mechanisms driving electoral returns in other political environments as well. 

Given these guiding questions, the dissertation will proceed as follows. First, 

Chapter 2 will introduce and offer a preliminary evaluation of a novel dataset of primary 

election returns from county legislatures which forms the basis of much of this 

dissertation's analysis. This broadly representative dataset collected by the author over a 

period of several months in early 2020 consists of 5,183 contested primary elections in 

382 medium-to-large counties across 36 states featuring nearly 14,000 unique candidates. 

The chapter explores the geographic, temporal, institutional, partisan, and demographic 

variation across both these county legislatures and the candidates running for them. This 

analysis – showing significant variation particularly across party and demographic lines – 

motivates the questions in the subsequent chapters. 
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Chapter 3 subsequently focuses on the nature of competitiveness in local primary 

and general elections, drawing from a supplementary dataset on county-level general 

elections courtesy of Justin de Benedictis-Kessner and Christopher Warshaw (2020b). 

Utilizing the same approach as Hirano and Snyder (2019), this chapter's analysis 

compares competition both between primary and general elections and across differing 

constellations of parties and incumbent legislators. Altogether, the chapter finds strong 

evidence that elections to county legislatures are more competitive at the primary level 

than at the general level. Simply put, the real competition in county elections is found in 

primaries. To understand who wins and who loses in local politics, therefore, one must 

first understand primary elections. 

Finally, Chapters 4 and 5 each turn to the effects of candidates' descriptive 

characteristics on their electoral performances in county elections. First, Chapter 4 

considers such effects relating to candidate gender. It finds that female candidates 

outperform male candidates in Democratic primaries but perform similarly across other 

contexts. Chapter 5 then evaluates the electoral effects of candidate race. The chapter 

concludes that non-White candidates tend to fare somewhat worse than White candidates. 

This effect persists across both political parties but is particularly deleterious within 

primary elections and among non-White Republican candidates. Both sets of findings add 

significant evidence to the electoral framework established by Danny Hayes and Jennifer 

Lawless (2016) which contends that while biases may manifest themselves in primary 

elections, polarization and a dampening of the novelty of non-male (and non-White) 

candidates negate such effects in general elections. The theoretical implications of these 

findings will be explored further later in the dissertation. 
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This dissertation makes a strong case that primary elections are significant 

electoral institutions across the counties of the United States. These elections oftentimes 

determine the ultimate winner of general elections and, therefore, the broader complexion 

of American democratic governance at the local level. Primaries are the main source of 

competition in county elections and successfully generate electoral accountability where 

it otherwise would not exist. These elections serve a crucial gatekeeping role in the venue 

of local government, furthermore, and evidence suggests that candidates' demographic 

characteristics in such low-information environments may influence the types of people 

who are elected to offices there. The theoretical and normative implications of local 

primaries make them a worthy area of academic inquiry, and it is to this task that I shall 

now turn. 
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Chapter 2:  Local Primary Elections in the United States 

 

On July 10, 2021, the Council of the District of Columbia voted 8-5 in favor of 

increasing the income tax rate by roughly 0.75 percent for D.C. residents earning 

\$250,000 or more per year.5 Though this decision made by 13 representatives relating to 

less than a percent of income for roughly 5 percent of D.C.'s population may seem 

inconsequential to the many political observers focused strictly on national politics, the 

implications of this local government's decision could be massive for many D.C. 

residents. This tax hike is in fact projected to raise roughly $100 million, which the D.C. 

government will subsequently use to supplement a slew of policies aimed (among other 

things) at reducing poverty, fighting homelessness, and improving educational outcomes 

for children in low-income households.6 

While the D.C. Council's dramatic decision captured the attention of many D.C. 

residents, it is not unique in the scope of American politics. In reality, local governments 

from Autauga County, Alabama to Weston County, Wyoming7 regularly make decisions 

on issues ranging from tax increases to COVID-19-related public health measures which 

bear significant consequences for the lives of the citizens they represent. These actions 

are meaningful but the study of governments such as those in American counties has been 

stymied by lack of scholarly focus and poor data availability. Basic questions relating to 

these governments – such as how their elections function or what kinds of policies they 

produce – until recently have remained largely unexplored.8 

 
5 The D.C. Council is the local legislature representing the residents of Washington, D.C. This vote was 

part of the Council's larger budget plan, which passed unanimously in August 2021. 
6 For a comprehensive analysis of this developing story, see (Zauzmer and Brice-Saddler 2021). 
7 Both of which counties may be found in the original dataset utilized in this dissertation. 
8 See (Warshaw 2019) for a comprehensive narrative of the growth and development of research on local 

politics. 



10 
 

In line with this recent vein of scholarship and scholars such as Christopher 

Warshaw, this dissertation will interrogate primary elections in local politics. As 

considered in the introductory chapter, scholars still do not understand primary elections 

in this context. Do primary elections inject competition into otherwise uncompetitive 

electoral environments? Do female and/or candidates of color running in these 

environments perform as well as similar candidates in state or national elections? To this 

point, scholars were left to speculate about the answers to these questions. 

In order to answer questions relating to local primaries, it is necessary to bring 

new data to bear upon them. Accordingly, this chapter will outline the contours of a novel 

dataset – spanning dozens of states, hundreds of counties, thousands of elections, and tens 

of thousands of candidates – which shall generate new insights into the functioning of 

primary elections to local political offices in the United States. The chapter will first 

survey both the historical approach to local politics research as well as the implications of 

recent advancements in data availability. It will then proceed to detail my new dataset of 

primary elections, and present informative descriptive statistics regarding the size, scope, 

geography, partisanship, race, and gender of the candidates and elections within the 

dataset. It will then conclude by laying out how the inferences gained from these 

descriptive statistics will be informative for the remainder of my dissertation. 

 

Data in Local Politics 

Though political scientists have studied elections extensively, scholars of 

American politics know relatively little about elections to local political offices.9 The 

 
9 This lack of research is a missed opportunity, given the greater institutional variation present at the local 

level ripe for scholarly investigation, see (Trounstine 2010). 
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main reason for the lack of scholarship on elections at this level of American politics has 

been the historical lack of available large-scale data. This data shortage has forced 

scholars to focus their data-collection efforts on geographic units which often serve as the 

locus of many local political decisions; namely, large metropolitan areas such as New 

York City, Chicago, or Los Angeles. Still, these studies hardly paint a full portrait of 

American local politics, given that "three in four Americans live in a community under 

100,000 in size," few of which have the racial, ethnic, economic, or infrastructural 

diversity of the United States' great metropolises (Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012).  

Given developments in data availability during the past decade in particular, 

however, scholars of American politics have begun to uncover the dynamics 

underpinning elections in local government beyond the United States' major cities 

utilizing surveys (e.g., Boudreau, Elmendorf, and MacKenzie 2015; Oliver and Ha 2007), 

and large-scale elections data collection and public opinion estimation techniques (D. 

Caughey and Warshaw 2018; Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2014a). As illustrated deftly by 

Warshaw (2019), the compilation of such rich data sources has allowed researchers to 

gaze inside the black box of local elections. Such research has generated insights into the 

nature of participation in local elections, for example, demonstrating that turnout in such 

elections is low (Z. L. Hajnal 2009), disproportionately representing the interests of older, 

whiter, and wealthier homeowners (Z. L. Hajnal 2009; Z. Hajnal and Trounstine 2005; 

Oliver and Ha 2007). 

Other work has moreover demonstrated – counter to the notion that there is “no 

Republican way to pave a street and no Democratic way to lay a sewer,” (Adrian 1952, 

766) – that partisanship (Z. Hajnal and Trounstine 2014; Oliver and Ha 2007) and 
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ideology (Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2014b) both shape elections in local government. 

Such trends even occur in local governments with nonpartisan elections, where voters can 

ably glean the partisan alignments of nominally nonpartisan candidates (Burnett 2019). 

As suggested by Hopkins (2018), this partisan relevance in local politics may be due to 

the increased nationalization of American politics over time. In fact, "state and local 

elections have been fairly nationalized since at least the early 1990s. However, the link 

between state and local and national elections is steadily increasing over time. The same 

places that elect Democrats at the national level tend to elect Democrats or Democratic-

leaning nonpartisan candidates at the local level" (Warshaw 2019, 465). 

Not only have data developments provided insight into the local election process, 

furthermore, but they have shed light upon the implications of these elections as well. 

While previous studies have demonstrated that local politicians representing different 

parties have distinct ideological and policy views from one another (Burnett 2019; 

Connolly and Mason 2016; Einstein and Glick 2018), contemporary scholars had found 

surprisingly little evidence of such views' policy effects in the governments which they 

represented (Ferreira and Gyourko 2009; Gerber and Hopkins 2011). As in the case of 

elections, however, advances in data availability and expanded usage of causally 

identified models (e.g., regression discontinuity designs) have allowed more recent 

scholarship to parse out partisan and ideological influence over local policy outcomes. De 

Benedictis-Kessener and Warshaw, for example, have found that partisanship shapes the 

policies advanced by both mayors (2016) and county legislators (2020a) in medium and 

large cities and counties respectively. Similar partisan effects have been exposed on 



13 
 

school boards as well (Macartney and Singleton 2018; although see Thompson 2020 for a 

study in which partisanship does not affect sheriffs' immigration policies). 

Overall, therefore, the discipline of political science has made massive strides in 

its study of local politics over the past decade-and-a-half due in large part to the 

proliferation of data. These strides have included learning more about elections in the 

venue of local politics, as well as isolating the influence of partisanship and ideology in 

elections at this level. In addition, recent scholars have identified that partisanship can 

also shape policy outcomes in local government, as opposed to older work on the subject. 

Despite these recent gains however, there remains a gaping hole in scholarly 

knowledge:  local primary elections. No research that this author could identify explicitly 

contends with the question of primary elections to local political offices, leaving scholars 

to speculate that "in most local elections that feature parties, there is no evidence that the 

major political parties or individual candidates offer voters different policy choices or 

platforms [resulting in noncompetitive primary elections]" (Schleicher 2007, 419). This 

lack of scholarship is conspicuous because, as I will demonstrate in Chapter 3, primary 

elections often represent the primary locus of competition in many elections to seats in 

local governments. 

 

Primary Elections - Data Overview 

This chapter's analysis – and indeed, the analysis of this dissertation's subsequent 

chapters – draws heavily from a new dataset of local primary elections which I have 

compiled. I collected these observations from a master list of medium-to-large county 

governments previously used by Justin de Benedictis-Kessner and Christopher Warshaw 
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(2020a, 2020b) in their pioneering work on the effects of partisanship and accountability 

in local politics. To collect this data, I visited the website of every listed county 

government, located their elections records – sometimes presented as an interactive 

dashboard but more often as scanned documents uploaded in PDF form – and manually 

copied the data into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.10 11 

As shown in Figure 1 on the following page12, my data represents a broad swathe 

of different geographic areas and populations.13 These counties range in size from 

Ashtabula, OH (part of the Cleveland-Akron-Canton CSA, 2012 population:  100,389) to 

Cook, IL (constituting the city of Chicago, 2012 population:  5,231,351), with a mean 

population of 377,409 across the 382 counties in my sample for a total population of 

roughly 144,170,276, or nearly half of the US population in 2012.14 These counties also 

exhibit significant demographic diversity, ranging from Butler, PA (~98 percent White) 

to Clayton, GA (~80 percent non-White).

 
10 I explored the possibility of using web scraping to automate the data-collection process, but both the 

inconsistent nature of county record-keeping and the messy presentation of the vast majority of the 

elections records made such an approach nonviable. 
11 While many of the counties used by de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw, not all were included in my 

dataset for a variety of reasons. The two most common reasons for a county's exclusion were either that (1) 

they did not make primary election data available online for reasons unknown or, in a smaller number of 

cases, that (2) the county's primary elections were nonpartisan and therefore did not fit under the scope of 

this dissertation. To the best of my knowledge, nothing systematic led to these counties' decisions not to 

make their primary elections data public. Some states held nonpartisan primaries exclusively (e.g., 

California, Minnesota), leading to their exclusions. 
12 I created this map using the urbnmapr package developed by the Urban Institute. 
13 Population data and county type data were taken from the most recent available National Center for 

Health Statistics (NCHS) Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties, 2013. According to the NCHS, 

county types were established by the following metrics:  "Metropolitan counties: Large central metro 

counties in MSA of 1 million population that: 1) contain the entire population of the largest principal city 

of the MSA, or 2) are completely contained within the largest principal city of the MSA, or 3) contain at 

least 250,000 residents of any principal city in the MSA. Large fringe metro counties in MSA of 1 million 

or more population that do not qualify as large central. Medium metro counties are counties in MSA of 

250,000-999,999 population. Small metro counties are counties in MSAs of less than 250,000 population. 

Nonmetropolitan counties: Micropolitan counties in micropolitan statistical area." See 

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data_access/urban_rural.htm for more information. 
14 See the Appendix for a breakdown of election observations by metropolitan type. 

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data_access/urban_rural.htm
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Figure 1:  Map of Counties by Urban Type 
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Furthermore, it is important to consider the degree to which my sample is 

representative of American counties broadly. First, note that these medium and large 

counties were initially selected by de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw for their size – all 

but one have a population greater than 100,000 – and the availability of their election 

returns online (since many smaller counties have not yet made such data publicly 

available via the Internet). This collection of counties also offers a representative 

demographic sample of the universe of medium and large counties in the United States 

(see Appendix A of de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2020b for more information). 

Taken together, the consistent similarities between my dataset and that of de Benedictis-

Kessner and Warshaw (which is itself the best-in-class), the fact that my sample 

population covers nearly half of the United States, and the relatively even distribution of 

my counties by urban type gives me confidence that my sample is representative of 

medium-to-large counties in the United States.15 

The dataset considers only contested partisan primary elections between two or 

more candidates from the major parties from 1980-2020, as shown in Figure 2.16 The data 

represents 5,183 contested primary elections in 382 counties across 36 states. It contains 

only candidates with greater than 5% of the vote (i.e., no write-in candidates), for a total 

 
15 Though my sample – and any sample like it of county-level elections in the United States – lacks 

counties with less than 100,000 residents, such an undersampling was unavoidable given data availability 

issues. These "missing" counties might skew somewhat more demographically homogeneous and more 

Republican than the counties in my sample overall, since smaller counties are generally more likely to be 

rural. Still, there is no reason to suspect that they would otherwise perform differently than the many 

primarily white and Republican counties already present in my sample. Moreover, my dataset presents a 

good balance between Democratic and Republican candidates, making it suitable for analysis. 
16 I chose to collect only contested elections because county primary records were extremely inconsistent in 

their approaches. While some counties only listed contested elections, others erred on the side of 

completion, listing races where only one candidate was present. No counties listed primary elections where 

no candidates stood for office. I therefore ultimately chose to collect the records which were consistent 

across counties, i.e., primaries which were contested by two or more candidates from the Democratic or 

Republican Parties. 
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of 13,778 unique candidates. While my sample begins in 1980, it is not until 2002 that 

my sample contains over 500 candidates in a year, as the data is skewed towards later 

elections.17 

 

 

Figure 2:  Primary candidates in sample by year, 1980-2020. 

 

In addition to the temporal skew, Figure 3 also shows that the data is also 

somewhat skewed towards larger states with more counties and partisan elections due to 

limited access to digitized data. Large states (e.g., Florida, Texas, etc.) and those with 

large individual counties (e.g., Cook County, IL) provided the bulk of my observations, 

although smaller states such as Delaware also Idaho are also represented relatively 

robustly. The data is also skewed towards counties with legislatures made up of more 

individual legislators. In similar fashion to de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2020b), 

Figure 4 demonstrates that the median county legislature in my sample has 5 seats, less 

 
17 2020 only contains 127 candidates since most counties had not published 2020 election data at the time 

this data was collected. 
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than 20% of counties have greater than 10 members, and very few are composed of 25 or 

more legislators.18 

 

 

Figure 3:  Primary candidates by state (left) and number of seats per legislature (right). 

 

 It is informative finally to consider the different legislative institutions operating 

in my sample under which the elections in my sample took place. While county 

legislatures have a variety of titles across the country (e.g., the "Boards of Chosen 

Freeholders" in New Jersey counties, or the "Fiscal Court Magistrates" found in some 

counties in Kentucky), they fall broadly into two categories:  county councils and county 

commissions. County councils, on the one hand, are reminiscent of legislative bodies 

such as the US House of Representatives; they are composed of council members who 

 
18 The small size of county legislatures is the major structural difference between them and legislatures at 

other levels of American government. 
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vote on legislation, which is then administrated by either a council-appointed 

administrator or by a county executive elected by county residents. County commissions, 

on the other hand, are made up of commissioners who perform the functions of both 

legislators and executives. These commissioners are sometimes each responsible for 

differing areas of the county government (e.g., parks, libraries, sewers, emergency 

management, public assistance, hospitals, etc.). 

My sample reflects the fact that most county governments in the United States 

utilize the commission form of government:  of the contested primary elections in my 

sample, 1,195 were for seats on county councils and 3,998 were for county commission 

positions. Moreover, 1,127 council elections and 3,572 commission elections were 

conducted on a district-basis, while 68 council elections and 426 commission elections 

were to at-large seats (i.e., voters from the entire county are eligible to vote, not just from 

within set districts).19 

 

 

Figure 4:  Elections by institution and type. 

 
19 Some scholarship (Trounstine and Valdini 2008) suggests that Black candidates might be disadvantaged 

systematically in at-large elections compared to district-based elections. I will return to this relationship in 

Chapter 5 of this dissertation. Outside of this effect, however, I do not anticipate massive electoral 

difference across these institutional arrangements. 
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Primary Elections:  Party Identification 

Beyond the statewide, yearly, and institutional distribution of my data, it is also 

worth exploring another variable which adds salient variation to local governments across 

the United States:  party identification. While many local-level elections are nonpartisan 

(e.g., most city governments), thousands of county governments hold partisan elections, 

including all of those counties in my sample. Figure 5 first shows the raw partisan 

numbers in my sample, which leans slightly more Republican overall. Across my sample, 

there are 2,981 Democratic primaries contested by 6,079 candidates, and 3,910 

Republican primaries contested by 7,699 candidates. 

 

 

Figure 5:  Count of primaries (left) and candidates (right) by party. 

 

Figure 6 below - showing the percent of all county primary candidates running as 

Democrats by state - further demonstrates how partisan identification varies across the 

United States. As might be expected, traditional Democratic strongholds in the Northeast 

and Western United States such as Maine or Washington state turn out large percentages 

of Democratic candidates. Southern states, meanwhile, field significant numbers of 

Republican candidates in local legislative races. Outside of Northeastern states - which 
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run Democrats over 60% of the time on average - however, Democrats constitute less 

than 40% of all candidates in my sample on average.20 

 

 

Figure 6:  Democratic Party share of total primary candidates by state and region (average 

percentages by region displayed as dashed vertical line). 

 

 In addition to the overall partisan differences between regions, my sample also 

reveals substantial regional partisan variation over time as shown in Figure 7 below 

(which charts both the raw and smoothed percentages of democratic candidates over 

time). Northeastern states have remained remarkably consistent over time, consistently 

seeing over 60% of their candidates representing the Democratic Party. The relative 

number of Democratic candidates in other regions, meanwhile, has fallen since at least 

 
20 Even among some states which show higher average levels of Democratic candidates, the results may be 

slightly skewed by the counties in my sample. States with low populations and larger urban Democratic 

centers such as Montana or Kentucky, for example, may be skewed by oversampling of urban areas in 

those states. 
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1996.21 Even this characterization, however, masks variation. On the one hand, Southern 

states have witnessed a rapid and consistent decrease in the rate of their Democratic 

candidates over time, with a slight bump in the final ten years of my sample.22 Such a 

trend comports with the broader shift of the "Solid South" in American politics since the 

1970s. Midwestern and Western states, on the other hand, have witnessed a more gradual 

decline in their Democratic representation, punctuated by a period of expanded relative 

participation in the late-2000s in both regions (with a similar bump in the late 2010s in 

Midwestern states). Interestingly, these bumps in Democratic candidacies align with the 

past four presidential elections featuring a highly popular Democratic candidate in 

Barack Obama and a highly polarizing Republican candidate in Donald Trump. 

 

 

Figure 7:  Democratic Party share of total primary candidates by state and region, 1996-2018. 

 

 

 
21 The graph of the Democratic Percentage of Primary Candidates ranges from 1996 to 2018 because my 

dataset only contains observations for all regions beginning in 1988, and the period from 1988 to 1996 

lacks sufficient data to illustrate definitive trends. See the Appendix for figures with all election years 

present. 
22 Indeed, this decline has been precipitous in the South since 1980, when nearly 90% of local primary 

candidates were Democrats. Today, only about 30% of candidates to local office in the region are 

Democrats. See the Appendix for a graphic representation of this trend in the South. 
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Primary Elections:  Gender and Race 

  Beyond knowledge of where and when data on county primary elections exists, 

my dataset also allows investigation of the demographic distribution of candidates in 

local politics. To do so, I used the gender (Blevins and Mullen 2015) and wru 

packages (Imai and Khanna 2016) in R to impute the gender and racial group 

identification for all of my candidates. Both packages utilize data on the names, gender, 

and racial identifications of individuals recorded in the US census to impute the desired 

traits of candidates based on their names (and, in the case of the wru package, 

geographic location). On the one hand, the gender package imputed the vast majority 

of candidates' gender identities with a high degree of certainty (> 99%). For the small 

number of candidates with more ambiguously gendered names (e.g., Alex, Sidney, etc.), I 

utilized Google searches and the resultant personal information to assign their gender 

identification. If this strategy proved unsuccessful, candidate gender was labeled as "NA" 

and excluded from my analysis. 

On the other hand, the wru package calculated candidates' percentage chances of 

being "White," "Black," "Hispanic," "Asian," or "Other" based on their name and 

geographic location (i.e., county) and assigned their ultimate identity based upon 

whichever category had the highest percentage chance. While less accurate than the 

gender package in this sense, the original study predicated on the wru package found 

that it "[reduced] the false positive rate among Black and Latino voters to [6 percent] and 

[3 percent], respectively, while maintaining the true positive rate above [80 percent]" 

(Imai and Khanna 2016, 269). Such a relatively high degree of accuracy makes this 
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package a useful tool for my initial exploration of the nature of race in county primary 

elections in the United States. 

 

 

Figure 8:  Total candidates by gender (top-left), race (top-right), and gender by race (bottom) 

 

 The following graphs illustrate the interplay of gender and race across my dataset. 

As Figure 8 displays, male candidates (n = 10,679) significantly outnumber female 

candidates (n = 3,031) in my sample, by an order of greater than three-to-one. Similarly, 

white candidates (n = 11,473) outnumber non-White candidates (n = 2,281) by greater 

than five-to-one.23 Black candidates (n = 1,571) represents the second-largest racial group 

in this sample by a significant margin, followed by Hispanic (n = 585), Asian (n = 68), 

and other (n = 57) racial groups. While informative, however, these raw numbers mask 

 
23 I primarily use "White/non-White" as the basis of my analysis throughout this dissertation, though I also 

use terms such as "candidates of color" as well. I do so because there are significantly more White than 

non-White candidates in my sample, so combining all racial/ethnic groups gives my models greater 

statistical leverage to estimate effects. 
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significant within-group variation. Figure 9, moreover, shows that the ratio of male-to-

female candidates is significantly larger within white candidates (~4x more male than 

female candidates) than amongst non-White racial group (~2.5x more male than female 

candidates). Such racial differences are probably due in part to differences in party 

identification across races. These partisan differences across racial and gender groups 

will be explored in greater detail in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

 

Figure 9:  Percent of female and non-White candidates by state and region (average percentages 

by region displayed as dashed vertical lines). 

 

Finally, Figure 9 demonstrates that there is significant regional variation in terms 

of the participation of female and non-White candidates in local primary elections. 

Overall, the Midwest boasts the highest percent of female candidates (over 23%) yet also 

displays the lowest number of non-White candidates  (about 11%), perhaps due to the 

comparatively lower rate of overall racial diversity in the region. The South, meanwhile, 
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is the only region with more levels of non-White candidates (21%) than female 

candidates (19%). Furthermore, it is the region with the highest average level of non-

White participation and the lowest level of female participation. The Northeast and West, 

finally, demonstrate very similar levels of candidate participation, with both regions 

demonstrating roughly 23% female candidates and 17% and 16% non-White candidates 

respectively. Outside of the South, only two states - Delaware and New Mexico - have 

higher levels of non-White candidates than female candidates. Over 50% of New 

Mexico's candidates in my sample are non-White, in fact, of which 40% are Hispanic and 

9% are "Other."24 

 

Discussion 

This chapter has outlined the contours of an original dataset of primary election 

results in counties across the United States. In the line of scholars such as Justin de 

Benedictis-Kessner, Christopher Warshaw (2020b), Jessica Trounstine (2011), Zoltan 

Hajnal (2009), and others, this heretofore diffuse information on consequential local 

elections will advance the study of local politics by allowing scholars to understand the 

dynamics of local primaries like never before. Questions of competitiveness, as well as 

the effects of a candidate's gender and race, will be addressed throughout the remainder 

of this dissertation. 

Before moving onto the following chapters, however, several points bear 

repeating. First, this chapter demonstrated the institutional variation found throughout 

county legislatures. Most significantly, it showed that the median size of local legislatures 

 
24 Given the demographic characteristics of the state, these "Other" candidates are probably members of 

Native American tribes. 
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in medium-to-large sized counties is 5, which is quite small. The size of these legislatures 

is perhaps their most significant distinguishing characteristic in comparison to legislative 

institutions such as the House of Representatives or any number of state legislatures. The 

small size of local legislatures is noteworthy, as individual elections have a greater 

relative impact on the composition of these institutions than in other institutions. This 

dynamic leads individual elections and candidates to have a greater chance of switching a 

legislature from Democrat to Republican (or vice versa) (de Benedictis-Kessner and 

Warshaw 2020b) or transforming the relative representation of women and/or voters of 

color. The representational and policy implications of such a transformation can be stark, 

since some evidence suggests that specific thresholds of descriptive representation may 

be required to change institutional behavior and priorities (Beckwith and Cowell-Meyers 

2007; Nicholson-Crotty, Nicholson-Crotty, and Fernandez 2017).25 

In addition to legislature size, this chapter similarly outlined the institutional 

variation which similarly defines local legislatures. My sample showed that while some 

counties utilize council systems, roughly four times as many counties use commission 

systems (which tend to place a greater administrative onus on representatives). Though 

rare, both of these systems also have been shown to utilize at-large elections. All of this 

variation allows scholars to understand the effects of different institutional arrangements 

in the American political context (e.g., that the more broad-based nature of at-large 

elections tends to harm the electoral performance of Black candidates; see Trounstine and 

Valdini 2008; Welch 1990). 

 
25 Such "threshold" arguments further augment a rich literature on the policy implications of descriptive 

representation (e.g. Bratton and Ray 2002; McBrayer 2019; Preuhs 2006, 2007; Sances and You 2017; 

Wallace 2014; Wängnerud 2009). 
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Second, this chapter outlined the contours of partisanship of candidates to county 

governments in the United States. Overall, my sample suggests that there may have been 

somewhat more Republican than Democratic candidates in local primary elections over 

the past several decades.26 Still, these raw numbers mask significant variation over space 

and time. In the Northeast, for example, Democratic representation has been strong and 

consistent over time. Southern and Western states, on the other hand, have seen declining 

numbers of Democratic candidates over time, and are home to some of the country's most 

Republican counties. Midwestern states, meanwhile, have varied in their Democratic 

representation over time, with some states (e.g., Iowa) fielding high numbers of 

Democrats while others (e.g., South Dakota) seemingly anemic to non-Republicans.  

Third, because primary elections compel voters to judge candidates on 

characteristics other than their partisan identification, this chapter explored the 

delineation of gender and race in local primaries. This analysis has demonstrated a 

consistent theme found throughout American politics:  most candidates are White and 

male, with the percentage of Black candidacies roughly reflective of the percentage of 

Black Americans overall. Like party, however, this analysis also revealed regional 

differences, with Southern states displaying the largest proportion of non-White 

candidates and Midwestern states running slightly more female candidates. This chapter 

has demonstrated that despite the greater number of candidates for local elections than in 

elections to institutions like Congress, the complexion of county-level candidates larger 

reflects the same trends as those at higher levels. As we will see in subsequent chapters, 

the increased participation of female and non-White candidates in Congressional 

 
26 This Republican skew may be even larger in reality given the large-county skew of my sample. 
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elections has likewise been mirrored by county-level candidates, with significant 

implication for local elections across the United States. 

Ultimately, this novel dataset represents a genuine contribution to the study of 

local politics. No scholar has studied primary elections to county legislative seats 

previously, and this dataset offers the first opportunity to do so systematically. The 

following chapters consequently will draw upon this information to address two 

prominent themes: electoral competition and descriptive representation. I hope that these 

analyses – while valuable in their own rights – will demonstrate that the study of local 

primary elections can shed light upon the most fundamental questions in American 

political science. 
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Chapter 2:  Appendix 

 

 

Figure 10:  Elections by Metropolitan Categorization (metropolitan typology via National Center 

for Health Statistics). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11:  Democratic Party share of total primary candidates by state and region, 1980-2018. 
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Figure 12:  Democratic Party share of total primary candidates in South and rest of country, 

1980-2020. 
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Chapter 3:  Electoral Competition in the Counties of the United States 

 

On June 8, 2021, primary voters in Virginia headed to the polls to determine their 

parties' candidates for local political offices.27 In the run-up to these elections, local party 

apparatuses across the state had been orchestrating primary campaigns. Still, despite the 

efforts of such organizers, elections to local political offices in Virginia and elsewhere 

across the United States have been historically fraught by low voter interest and turnout 

(Anzia 2013; Z. L. Hajnal 2009; Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz 2018).28 This low 

turnout frustrated Martinsville-Henry County Democratic Committee Chair Makunda 

Abdul-Mbacke, prompting her to comment that “we've heard people say they're 

Democrat but don't vote in the primary because it doesn't matter... The state is solidly 

blue and has voted for a Democrat for president for the past 12 years or so – but that 

means that the primary is the most important [election]... Whoever is the Democratic 

nominee will become the governor, lieutenant governor or attorney general. That's the 

reason primaries are so important” (Kozelsky 2021). 

While local political organizers like Chairwoman Abdul-Mbacke have decried the 

lack of attention paid to primaries by voters, scholars of primary elections have avoided 

such criticism. Indeed, scholars have mostly avoided the question of primary elections in 

local governments because American cities almost exclusively hold nonpartisan 

legislative elections, while data on primaries to county legislatures have proven 

 
27 Democratic and Republican primaries were also held for the Virginia House of Delegates, in addition to 

the Democratic primaries for the offices of governor, lieutenant governor, and attorney general. Some other 

states also held primary elections at this time. 
28 Such low turnout prompted one local official in Ohio to complain that "I can't get it through people's 

heads that local government is more important than federal government. Voting is very important, 

particularly for local government. I don't know what drives people to come out for president and not for 

local elections" (Skolnick 2021). Scholars of state and national politics could learn something from this 

elections official's insights. 
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heretofore too cumbersome and time-consuming to collect systematically. This lack of 

knowledge relating to county primaries is noteworthy, however, given the dearth of 

competitive general elections at this level of government. 

Counties cover a far smaller geographic area than states or even Congressional 

districts and therefore tend to have electorates with more homogeneous political 

preferences. In many local elections, accordingly, "primaries constitute the only 'real' 

elections for most offices… there are more than 400 counties in the US in which the same 

party has won a majority of the two-party vote in every presidential election for the past 

50 years," (Hirano and Snyder 2019, 1) suggesting that primary elections serve as the 

source of competition in elections held within counties.29 If this relationship is genuine, 

scholars consequently cannot understand the dynamics of elections and competition in 

American county elections without understanding the contours of primary elections in 

this political context. 

Understanding the dynamics of electoral competition in American politics is 

normatively important for multiple reasons. First, classical conceptions of democracy 

agree that competitive elections are vital to the health of the "marketplace of ideas" 

conceptualized by Justice Oliver Holmes (1919). According to these ideas, democratic 

competition incentivizes political candidates to create new and innovative policy 

solutions to society's ills in order to win office (Schumpeter 1942). Anthony Downs's 

(1957) median voter theorem further developed such concepts, arguing that electoral 

 
29 Competition can be defined in multiple ways. Justin Buchler, for example, has noted that "the 

'competitive' label is sometimes applied to elections with many parties or candidates on the ballot. 

Sometimes it is applied to elections in which there is a high degree of turnover among elected officials. 

Finally, sometimes the label refers implicitly to elections in which incumbents do not have distortionary 

advantages" (2011, 23). For the purposes of this dissertation, however, an election will be considered 

competitive when candidates receive roughly similar shares of the vote. 
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competition optimally selects candidates centered at the ideological position of a 

population's median voter. While modern scholarship has found theories such as Downs's 

lacking complexity, notions that electoral competition encourages the generation of 

superior ideas continue to form the basis of much of our contemporary electoral theory. 

Second, competition is normatively important because it leads to the emergence 

of higher quality candidates. This mechanism functions through several avenues. As 

demonstrated by Hirano and Snyder (2019), in electoral contests with one candidate with 

strong credentials and one without, they select the more qualified candidate roughly 80 

percent of the time. This dynamic, furthermore, encourages potential candidates to 

consider entering elections strategically, ultimately leading to more qualified candidate 

pools overall. Finally, in areas which are stronger for one party than another, the stronger 

party tends to field stronger candidates as well. The resulting dynamic, "combining 

voters' decisions, the strategic behavior of potential candidates and other political elites, 

and variation in the parties' pools of talent - is that the politicians elected in areas that are 

safe for one party and those elected in areas with robust two-party competition are 

approximately equally qualified" (Hirano and Snyder 2019, 3). This finding demonstrates 

primaries' value in promoting competition in areas with less competitive general 

elections, since we would expect to find that less qualified candidates run in safer areas if 

not for the competition engendered by primary elections. 

Finally, electoral competitiveness is vital to a democracy because democratic 

governance without competition lacks accountability. The ability to unseat unfit elected 

officials is a key facet of a well-functioning democracy. Such candidates may have 

engaged in scandal, changed their positions over the course of their tenure, or otherwise 
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become misaligned with the views of their constituents. In areas consistently favoring 

one party over another, voters' partisanship might outweigh a representative's poor 

performance if not for competition generated by primaries. Indeed, the presence of a 

poor-performing elected official increases the likelihood that qualified candidates will 

rise to challenge them, leading to greater competition, and a greater incentive for 

legislators to behave well or else be held accountable. 

Given the normative importance of electoral competitiveness for its ability to (1) 

encourage the development of novel policy ideas, (2) promote the emergence of high-

quality candidates, and (3) foster electoral accountability, this chapter aims to address 

whether and how primaries affect electoral competition in races for local legislative seats. 

How competitive are elections to county legislatures? Do primary elections inject 

competition into the local political arena? Are primary elections in fact more competitive 

than general elections and, if so, to what extent? How competitive are these elections, and 

how often do incumbents win reelection? Until now, scholars have known very little 

about primary elections in American counties, and this chapter will consequently provide 

the first answers to these most fundamental questions. 

The chapter will proceed as follows. First, I will review existing scholarly work 

on primary elections in the United States and consider how this research relates to local 

primaries. I will then outline the data informing my analysis before proceeding to 

compare electoral competitiveness across different constellations of local political 

contests. The analysis finds that local primary elections consistently are more competitive 

than general elections in the local political arena. I conclude by reviewing these findings 

and discussing their implications for the remainder of my dissertation.  



36 
 

Primary Elections and Local Politics 

In 1953, Julius Turner observed that "the primary election provides a mechanism 

which can be utilized by opponents of an unsatisfactory incumbent to bring about his 

defeat. The primary... is the real election in [areas where single parties tend to dominate]" 

(1953, 198). Turner also noted that although incumbent legislators seemed to prevail in 

primary elections, moreover, primaries can bring competition to safe congressional 

districts particularly when incumbents did not seek reelection. Though Turner wrote 

nearly 70 years ago in a significantly less polarized period of American political history, 

his insights still ring true today. 

To this point, Shigeo Hirano and James M. Snyder's Primary Elections in the 

United States (2019) represents the most definitive study of the operation of primary 

elections. Their work intensively studies the operations of primaries at many levels of 

government, from elections to the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, to primaries 

to statehouses across the United States. Hirano and Snyder also give some consideration 

to county-level primary elections, yet their study is limited to assessing presidential 

primaries at this level. Though their analysis suggests that competition is increased in 

county primaries, it cannot speak directly to the dynamics of local elections, a fact which 

motivates the analysis in this dissertation.30 

 
30 Elections to local political offices are distinct from presidential elections across several dimensions. 

Candidates in presidential elections, for example, spend billions of dollars in their pursuit of victory. Voters 

subsequently know substantially more about presidential candidates than they do about local political 

candidates due to the significantly higher degree of both political advertisements and media coverage 

associated with presidential candidates. The nature of the policy issues addressed in national and local 

elections also differ substantially, which meaningfully alters the nature of voters' decisions across such 

elections. These are just some examples of the massive differences between presidential and local elections. 

Still, they illustrate well the point that one cannot claim to understand local politics while basing their 

analysis on presidential elections. 
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Hirano and Snyder's (2019) historical analysis illustrates that beginning in the 

1800s and prior to both parties' usage of direct primaries to nominate candidates, most 

candidates in American politics were selected by the so-called caucus-convention system. 

In this system localities nominated delegates to state conventions, who went on to choose 

candidates for all levels of political office at statewide party conventions. While laudable 

in theory – i.e., responsible, elite-driven parties selecting high-quality candidates – by the 

turn of the 20th century, the system had given way to corruption and cronyism in many 

parts of the United States and particularly states where one party dominated. Within the 

first two decades of the 1900s, therefore, a mix of pressure from Progressive stalwarts 

such as Wisconsin's Robert "Fighting Bob" La Follette and popular support from voters 

tired of serving as mere political observers culminated in the widespread adoption of the 

direct primary system. This new electoral institution accomplished reformers goals and 

led to an era of increased direct democracy and competition. Indeed, "the bottom line is 

that primaries had a significant, direct impact on the competitiveness of the US electoral 

system in the first half of the twentieth century. Especially in areas dominated by one 

party, they injected intra-party electoral competition into advantaged parties' nomination 

contests" (Hirano and Snyder 2019, 36). 

By the dawn of the 21st century, the American political landscape was somewhat 

different than it was in the 19th and early 20th centuries; factors such as an increased 

incumbency advantage and increased partisan polarization, for example, led to 

increasingly competitive general elections during this time. Indeed, Hirano and Snyder 

(2019) note that the percentage of competitive state and national general elections has 
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risen since the end of WWII, although a great number of these elections have remained 

noncompetitive. 

County-level elections were not immune to the trends experienced at higher levels 

of government. Still, in the latter half of the 20th century, "the change in partisan balance 

at the county level was more gradual than at the state level... more than half of the 

counties were considered uncompetitive [from 1950 to 1992]... much of the time, 

candidates running in constituencies below the state level could still expect an 

uncompetitive general election" (Hirano and Snyder 2019, 169) due to the greater 

homogeneity of counties relative to Congressional districts or states. Ultimately, while 

general elections are more competitive at higher levels of government, many American 

elections in the 20th and 21st centuries have lacked serious inter-party competition. 

Despite this trend, therefore, Hirano and Snyder conclude that "primary elections 

continue to play a significant role in injecting competition into open-seat races, especially 

in constituencies with uncompetitive general elections" such as counties (2019, 185). 

Indeed, a number of scholars have found similar evidence that despite declines in 

primary election competition since the early 1900s (McDonald and Samples 2007), intra-

party competition and primary elections at the state (Hogan 2011; Rice 1985) and 

national levels (Carson et al. 2012; Ebner 2021) continue to make elections more 

competitive overall (Ansolabehere et al. 2010).31 Other factors such as differing 

institutional arrangements also shape competition in these elections. In state-level 

primary elections, for example, the presence of incumbent candidates reduces 

competition, while greater institutional legislative professionalism and strong district-

 
31 These trends have proven true internationally as well; see (Crutzen, Castanheira, and Sahuguet 2010; 

Pasquino and Valbruzzi 2016) for illustrative examples. 
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level party identification lead to higher levels of competition (Hogan 2011). In other 

cases, cities with at-large electoral systems have been shown to significantly under-

represent Black and Hispanic voters (Welch 1990). Overall, then, primary elections were 

first established as a means of directly including voters in party decision-making and 

increasingly electoral competition. In these regards, primary elections were originally 

successful. The nature of elections evolved from the late 19th century to the 21st century 

– with general elections becoming more competitive due to factors such as increased 

partisanship and a growing incumbency advantage – yet primary elections have 

continued to inject electoral competition at all levels of government. 

Given counties' comparatively low levels of statewide general electoral 

competition and more homogeneous demographic constitutions, furthermore, there is 

strong reason to suspect that primary elections serve as the locus of competition for most 

elections to county offices. Such a finding would suggest that previous research focusing 

on general election competition have missed the more consequential facet of 

competitiveness in the local electoral context. Yet despite their normative importance, 

scholars know surprisingly little about the degree to which primary elections inject 

competition into American county politics. The remainder of this chapter therefore will 

explore the question of primaries' influence on competition in local elections, a 

normatively important topic hitherto unexplored by scholars. In the following sections, I 

will utilize my original dataset to evaluate the extent to which Hirano and Snyder's 

(2019) conclusions about primary elections and competition hold at the local level. 
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Competitiveness in County Elections 

Scholars of primary elections have noted widely that primaries promote 

competition in electoral environments which otherwise lack competitive general elections 

(Ansolabehere et al. 2010; Hirano and Snyder 2019; Turner 1953). These scholars have 

been left to speculate about the competitiveness of local elections, though, given the 

historic lack of data availability at this level of government (see Chapter 2). Unlike 

previous scholarship, however, this chapter will utilize two datasets of local election 

returns in order to evaluate competitiveness in county primaries. 

The chapter’s analysis first will implement the dataset of primary election returns 

– recording 5,183 contested partisan primary elections between two or more candidates in 

382 counties across 36 states between 1980 and 2020 – outlined in the previous chapter. 

It shall also draw upon a second dataset matching my record of primary election returns 

with de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw's (2020b) collection of general elections, which 

served as the inspiration for my dataset. Both my data and the data of de Benedictis-

Kessner and Warshaw draw from the same sample of U.S. counties over approximately 

the same timeframe.32 Of the original dataset's 13,780 observations, the dataset of 

primary-general election results contains 3,527 merged observations from 293 counties in 

35 states.33 Together, these datasets provide the first opportunity to test theories of 

electoral competition comprehensively in the arena of local elections. 

 
32 The version of de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw's data that I used covers the years 1970 to 2018, 

although it continues to be updated. See http://www.chriswarshaw.com/data.php for more information. 
33 These dropped observations occurred for several reasons. First, the de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 

paper utilizing this dataset mostly stopped with observations up to 2012. Although this dataset has since 

been updated with data from 2016-18, the updated observations are less consistent. Second, there are some 

inconsistencies with the listing of first and last names, leading to matching challenges. Third, a large 

number of observations are missing from Louisiana, which comprised a large number of my original 

observations.  Still, these 3,527 matches will suffice for my initial analysis, and I hope to update the dataset 

in order to garner more matches in the future. 

http://www.chriswarshaw.com/data.php


41 
 

Table 1 provides suggestive evidence that primaries represent the true locus of 

competition in local elections. This table shows the electoral fates of candidates in my 

matched dataset who faced (and went on to win) contested primary elections. 

Significantly, Table 1 demonstrates that when a primary election occurs, it determines the 

eventual winner of the general election roughly 75 percent of the time. This table only 

considers contested primary elections which is informative because elections tend only to 

be contested by a high-quality opponent when an incumbent is either not present or is 

perceived as vulnerable. The implication of this dynamic is that we should expect 

uncontested primaries to precede uncompetitive general elections. Contested primaries, 

meanwhile, portend either empty seats or vulnerable incumbents. 

 

Table 1:  Primary and General Election Winners/Losers (Contested Elections) 

 General Election Loser General Election Winner 

Primary Election Winner 677 2,592 

 

 

Figure 13 below, furthermore, demonstrates that primary elections in counties are 

often competitive and indeed more competitive than general elections. Using the same 

standard of competitiveness as Hirano and Snyder (2019),34 this plot shows that within 

the ~3,500 matched candidates in my sample, primary elections have been roughly 11% 

 
34 Hirano and Snyder judge that an election is competitive if the winning margin is within 15 percent. The 

authors themselves used this standard because it splits the difference between the most common measures 

of competitiveness:  45-55 and 40-60. For elections in which there are multiple winners, I measured 

competitiveness between the winner with the lowest percentage of votes and the loser with the highest 

percentage of votes. If this margin was less than 15 percent, the election was considered competitive. 
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more competitive than general elections on average since 1998.35 36 This level of 

competition stands in contrast to county-level general elections, which have remained 

broadly noncompetitive since the 1950s, and reflects the broader role that primary 

elections play in promoting competition across the American political landscape (Hirano 

and Snyder 2019). 

 

 

Figure 13:  Percentage of competitive county primary and general elections, 1998-2020. 

 

At the county level, furthermore, a similar dynamic is displayed. As shown in 

Figure 14, when county partisan preferences become more homogeneous, competition 

responds in turn. In primary elections, first, more homogeneous partisan support tends to 

lead to higher levels of competition. This trend is more apparent within Republican 

primaries in my dataset, as the bin of counties with a rolling 4-year average Republican 

 
35 Across my matched sample, primary elections have been competitive 53 percent of the time, while 

general elections have been competitive only 42.5 percent of the same period. Across my entire sample of 

primary elections, moreover, contested primaries were competitive over 50 percent of the time as well (a 

graphical representation of full-sample competitiveness may be found in the Appendix). The results are 

virtually identical when utilizing the entire de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2020b) dataset of general 

election returns as well. 
36 While my dataset has matched observations since 1984, there are only 15 observations-per-election cycle 

on average from 1984-1996, compared with 311 observations-per-election cycle on average from 1998-

2018. This small number of observations led to wild variation prior to 1998, which is why these 

observations were omitted. See the Appendix for a graph of my entire sample. 
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vote share from 30-35 percent has competitive primaries ~20 percent of the time.37 The 

70-75 percent bin, meanwhile, observes competitive Republican primaries in over 40 

percent of such elections. 

Although this trend is somewhat less clear in Democratic primaries, what is 

apparent is that more partisanly homogeneous counties rarely witness competitive general 

elections:  in counties with greater than 75 percent of voters favoring either party, less 

than 5 percent of general elections are competitive. Taken together, this evidence strongly 

suggests both that primary, not general, elections are the loci of competition in county 

legislative elections and the degree to which this phenomenon exists correlates robustly 

with the degree of partisanship within individual counties. 

 

 

Figure 14:  Primary and General Election Competitiveness by County Party Vote Share (4-year 

Average). Overall, more partisan counties tend to have more competitive primaries and less 

competitive generals. 

 

 
37 This rolling 4-year average was calculated using county-level presidential vote share. 
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Given these divergent levels of competition, what are the electoral outcomes of 

primary elections? Unsurprisingly given the performance of incumbents in other levels of 

government, Table 2 shows that incumbents win contested county-level primary elections 

at massively higher rates than non-incumbents. Overall, incumbents win 74 percent of 

their contested primaries compared to non-incumbents who win contested primaries 

merely 39 percent of the time, suggesting that "getting primaried" is a rare occurrence in 

county legislative elections. This 35 percent advantage enjoyed by incumbents is 

reflective of other scholarship on the local incumbency advantage, which tend to estimate 

the effect between 20-35 percent (de Benedictis-Kessner 2018; Ferreira and Gyourko 

2009; Trounstine 2011). Chris Warshaw (2019), for example, has estimated the 

incumbency advantage in county legislative elections to be roughly 23 percent, which is 

comparable to the advantage in other district-based legislatures. 

 

Table 2:  Primary Election Win Rates 

 N Winner 

Incumbent (Contested) 1,375 74.0% 

Non-incumbent (Contested) 12,403 39.0% 

Incumbent (All) 3,675 90.3% 

Non-Incumbent (All) 12,412 39.1% 

 

 

Still, Table 2 only tells part of the story because my decision to collect only 

contested elections under-counts the actual number of incumbents in local politics. In 

reality, incumbents rarely face challengers.38 The extent to which incumbents outperform 

 
38 According to Ballotpedia, in state legislative elections in 2020 "79.6% of incumbents seeking re-election 

in 2020 advanced to the general election without a primary. 20.4% (1,107) of incumbents had a contested 

primary in 2020." For more information see 

https://ballotpedia.org/State_legislative_incumbents_in_contested_primaries,_2020. 

https://ballotpedia.org/State_legislative_incumbents_in_contested_primaries,_2020
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challengers in contested primaries is impressive, given that an incumbent politician who 

incurs a strong primary challenger is seen as more vulnerable than other incumbents 

(almost by definition). 

To better understand local primary elections in their totality – including both 

contested and uncontested elections alike – I utilized data from de Benedictis-Kessner 

and Warshaw (2020b) to identify the uncontested elections across the same counties and 

years as my sample of primary elections. When including both contested and uncontested 

elections, Table 2 again shows that while incumbents enjoy high levels of success in 

contested elections – winning roughly 74 percent of their primaries – they do 

significantly better when considering uncontested elections as well. In the full sample, 

there are over 2,000 additional incumbents, with an overall win percentage of over 90. 

Incumbents, it follows, are oftentimes unchallenged in their primary elections.  

The entire sample of contested and uncontested elections, moreover, reveals 

several noteworthy trends relating to the nature of competition in local primaries. 

Directly following the example of Hirano and Snyder (2019, 178–79), the series of four 

graphs in Figure 15 assesses competition across several permutations of these elections. 

First, like Hirano and Snyder, I aggregate presidential elections data at the county level 

for every such election from 1980-2020 to measure constituency partisanship.39 Again 

like Hirano and Snyder, I consider a party to be advantaged in a given county and year if 

its presidential candidate won greater than 57.5 percent of the general election vote on 

average across a rolling nine-year window (t – 4 and t + 4), while the opposing party is 

 
39 As noted by Hirano and Snyder, this method is less prone to measurement error and/or endogeneity 

concerns than previous studies of primary elections relying on general election returns from the same 

office. 
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considered disadvantaged in the county. Any other case (i.e., counties with between 42.5 

and 57.5 percent of the two-party vote) is considered balanced. 

These partisan environments further interact with three different incumbency-

related dynamics. First, an incumbent-contested primary is one in which an incumbent is 

participating in a party's primary. Second, a challenger-party primary occurs when an 

incumbent is running in the other party's primary election. Third, open-seat primaries 

refer to when no incumbents are present in either party's primary. Combining these 

varying partisan and incumbent dynamics, Hirano and Snyder's (2019, 39) categorization 

scheme results in seven electoral types. These types are:  (1) advantaged-party open-seat 

primaries, (2) advantaged-party incumbent-contested primaries; (3) parties-balanced 

open-seat primaries; (4) parties-balanced challenger-party primaries; (5) parties-balanced 

incumbent-contested primaries, (6) disadvantaged-party open-seat primaries; and (7) 

disadvantaged-party challenger-party primaries.40 

In addition to my usage of Hirano and Snyder's primary election typology, I also 

analyze the same dimensions of primary competition at the county level that Hirano and 

Snyder (2019, 39–40) apply to statewide and U.S. House elections. Here the elements of 

competition are:  (1) the percentage of races that were contested; (2) the percentage of 

races that were competitive (i.e., if the winner received less than 57.5 percent of the total 

votes); (3) the average number of candidates running in a primary who received more 

than 1 percent of the primary vote; and (4) the percentage of total votes cast for all losing 

primary candidates.41 

 
40 Like Hirano and Snyder, there are so few cases of "advantaged-party challenger-party" primaries and 

"disadvantaged-party incumbent-contested" primaries that I exclude those cases from my analysis 

presented in Figures 14 and 15. 
41 Like Hirano and Snyder, I also consider uncontested primaries to be uncompetitive. 
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I chose to follow Hirano and Snyder's approach exactly because theirs offers the 

most overarching and appropriate framework available for studying primary elections. 

Their approach intentionally delineates the differing electoral contexts facing political 

candidates and accounts for the strategic decisions they make when considering a run. 

Mirroring their approach also facilitates direct comparisons across levels, which both 

serves as a check on the quality of my work and allows for cross-level variations to 

become apparent. Ultimately, my approach is virtually identical to that found in Primary 

Elections in the United States, with the only major difference being that Hirano and 

Snyder's work focuses on statewide races and U.S. House elections, whereas my analysis 

covers the great unknown of primary elections to county legislatures. While Hirano and 

Snyder were left to speculate that the relationships they observed in statewide and House 

elections might be stronger at the local level, my analysis proves the point.
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Figure 15:  Primary Competition in County Legislative Race by Party Type and Incumbency, 1980 to 2020 
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This analysis yields several insights. First, open-seat primaries consistently are the 

most competitive elections in my dataset. As in the case of Hirano and Snyder, open-seat 

primaries (particularly in advantaged districts) display some of the highest levels of 

competition. Of all races – both contested and uncontested – candidates contested 

primaries at higher rates in districts with open seats, although rates of contestation varied 

significantly across district types.42 In total, roughly 45 percent of contested-open seat 

primaries were competitive. Open-seat primaries also draw more competitors than other 

district types (although they are comparable to districts with challengers in this regard). 

Finally, open-seat primaries also report the highest vote percentage won by election 

losers, with losers consistently earning over 40 percent of total votes in these elections. 

Unlike Hirano and Snyder, my different measures of competitiveness do not vary 

significantly across district types.43 This lack of variation could be attributed to a number 

of factors,44 and may be evidence that the comparatively lower barriers to entry into local 

elections encourage potential candidates to run. Otherwise-similar candidates, 

meanwhile, may abstain from running in statewide and/or House elections. 

 
42 For example, over 50 percent of open-seat primaries in advantaged-party districts were contested, while 

fewer than 15 percent of such races were contested in disadvantaged-party districts. These lower overall 

levels of contestation may be due to the less valuable prize of local office in comparison to state or federal 

offices, or because eventual winners might be more apparent in counties than in higher-level elections. 
43 These percentages mask significantly numerical variation in my sample, however. Many more open-seat 

elections took place in advantaged-party districts (1,303) than in party-balanced (1,103) and disadvantaged-

party (392) districts. 
44 A prominent explanation for this variation could be the difficulty in categorizing districts in counties in 

comparison to statewide and/or House elections. While Hirano and Snyder's work draws from relatively 

established records of elections to major offices, counties vary widely in their approaches to record-keeping 

(approaches which might themselves vary over time). For example, some counties maintain records of 

uncontested elections, while others do not record an election if it is uncontested. Such an approach not only 

makes it difficult to ascertain whether an election was contested, but also whether an incumbent was 

present in it. In these cases, I was forced to draw inferences from general election results. Such an approach 

is far less necessary for elections to offices at higher levels. 
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Competition in my sample's challenger-party primaries, furthermore, reveals 

similar patterns of competition as open-seat primaries. Like open-seat primaries, 

contested challenger-party primaries in the sample were almost always more competitive 

than those contested by incumbents.45 Still, challenger-party primaries remained 

somewhat less competitive than those in districts with open seats:  challenger-party 

primaries were competitive 13 and 6 percent less often than open-seat primaries in 

disadvantaged (33 percent vs. 46 percent) and balanced districts (38 percent vs. 44 

percent) respectively. Losing candidates also received roughly 5 percent fewer votes in 

challenger-party primaries than in comparable open-seat primaries across my sample. 

Such results are similar to those found by Hirano and Snyder, and likewise "the fact that 

these differences were small suggests that potential candidates were responding 

strategically to the electoral environment at the time" (2019, 43).  

Finally, my body of incumbent-contested primaries displays two prominent 

patterns reflective of the elections in Hirano and Snyder's sample. First, in comparison to 

open-seat primaries, incumbent-contested primaries feature significantly lower levels of 

competition. Incumbent primary re-elections, though contested at higher rates than 

challenger-party elections, consistently feature less contestation than open-seat primaries. 

Similarly, only 12 percent of contested parties-balanced incumbent-contested primaries 

were competitive, compared to 38 percent of contested challenger-contested primaries 

and 44 percent of contested open-seat primaries in similar districts. Similar trends also 

appear across the number of candidates and total loser vote percent in incumbent-

 
45 The caveat to this trend is that while contested challenger-party primaries were more competitive than 

elections with incumbents, they were contested at far lower rates than other election types. Such a trend 

suggests that it is rarely worthwhile for a candidate to contest a primary election in a district which they are 

unlikely to win. 
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contested primary elections. The second apparent trend in incumbent-contested elections, 

moreover, is that while they remain less competitive than open-seat and challenger-

contested primaries, incumbent-contested primaries are more competitive in party-

advantaged districts than they are in party-balanced districts. As in Hirano and Snyder, 

the gap between competition levels in elections with and without incumbents suggests the 

presence of a strong incumbent advantage in county-level elections. 

While it is apparent that primary elections encourage competition, however, the 

question remains: just how competitive are primary elections relative to general elections 

in the arena of local politics? That is, if candidates to political office encountered 

significant competition in their electoral endeavors, did such competition occur in the 

primary election, general election, or both? Table 3, which considers rates of 

competition faced by candidates in my sample, addresses these questions. This table 

demonstrates chiefly that candidates in local legislative elections across my sample were 

significantly more likely to face competition in their primary elections than in their 

general elections. Incumbents rarely experienced competitive elections – only about 15 

percent of their elections were competitive – but these competitive elections were over 

three times more likely to occur in their primary elections than in their general elections. 

Even amongst candidates in open-seat elections – over half of which faced competition at 

some point in the electoral process – primary elections were over twice as likely to 

provide competition than general elections. 

Table 3:  Competition in Primary versus General Elections 

 Primary Only General Only Both Neither 

Incumbent Present 8.7% 2.7% 3.8% 84.8% 

Open Seat 29.1% 14.2% 13.8% 42.9% 
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Finally, how has the relative level of primary competition changed over time? As 

in the previous figures, Figure 16 charts changes in competition in local legislative races 

over the twenty-year period from 1998 to 2018.46 Though I am unable to replicate Hirano 

and Snyder's (2019, 181–84) approach exactly, Figure 16 still offers two noteworthy 

insights.47 First, the trends in statewide and U.S. House elections identified by Hirano and 

Snyder are similarly found in county-level elections: open-seat elections tend to feature 

the most competition while incumbent-contested elections tend to feature the least, and 

these trends have remained stable throughout the modern electoral era.48 Second, in 

comparison to Hirano and Snyder (2019, 182–83), Figure 16 reveals that local primaries 

remain even less competitive than statewide and U.S. House elections (by roughly 10 

percent on average across the various metrics). Such a result highlights the normative 

importance of primaries' ability to encourage competition in this oftentimes 

uncompetitive electoral environment.

 
46 Like in previous figures, I chose not to include all years from my sample due to the significant lack of 

data availability prior to the 21st century and in my sample of 2020 election results (since I began 

collecting these data in March 2020 and few counties had yet officially recorded their election results at 

that time). See the Appendix for graphs with the full panel of data. Similarly, as in Figure 14 this figure 

also excludes "advantaged-party challenger-party" primaries and "disadvantaged-party incumbent-

contested" primaries since they are so uncommon in my sample. 
47 I am unable to replicate Hirano and Snyder exactly because these authors use a much wider dataset and 

are therefore able to demonstrate that competition in statewide and U.S. House elections was high from the 

1930s to 50s before declining in the 1960s and remaining stable thereafter. 
48 The one caveat of this finding is found in the graphic on the top-right of Figure 15, which suggests the 

challenger-contested elections have the least competitive elections. This result, however, is a byproduct of 

the manner in which I was forced to estimate both (1) if an uncontested primary occurred and (2) if a 

candidate was an incumbent or not. This method ultimately seems to have under-counted the number of 

total incumbents in my sample. While this approach still generated results that are substantively similar to 

Hirano and Snyder's throughout this chapter, a full accounting of uncontested primaries with incumbents 

presumably would limit the competitive gap between challenger- and incumbent-contested primaries 

significantly. 
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Figure 16:  Primary Competition in County Legislature Races, 1998-2018
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Taken together, the findings presented above corroborate both Hirano and 

Snyder's and my own argument:  primary elections to local legislative offices inject 

electoral competition and "contribute to the electoral system by allowing candidates to 

enter and compete in constituencies that would otherwise lack electoral competition" 

(Hirano and Snyder 2019, 43). These findings also demonstrate the enduring power of 

incumbency, as elections featuring incumbents were less competitive than elections 

lacking their presence across every metric and district type in my dataset.49 

 

Discussion 

This chapter has interrogated the question of competition in elections to local 

legislative office in the United States. As portended by Martinsville-Henry County 

Democratic Committee Chair Makunda Abdul-Mbacke, and despite the strong advantage 

wielded by incumbent politicians in elections throughout the sample, primary elections 

consistently displayed higher levels of electoral competition across a battery of different 

measures. The overarching theme from my data is therefore clear:  local primary 

elections consistently are more competitive than are local general elections. These 

findings add credence to the testimony of primary elections advocates who claim that 

primaries are good for competition and the health of American democracy as a whole and 

comport with the theoretical contributions of leading scholars like Shigeo Hirano and 

James Snyder (2019). 

 
49 This incumbent success is even more impressive given that my conservative approach to categorizing 

elections as uncontested probably under-counted the total number of uncontested incumbents in my 

universe of local primary elections. 
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These findings also bear significant implications for our understanding of local 

politics in the United States. First, this chapter represents the first time a scholar has 

demonstrated empirically that primary elections are the true locus of competition in local 

governments across the United States. Second, this chapter contributes to our 

understanding of local elections and their similarity to elections at higher levels of 

government in multiple ways. On the one hand, this chapter provides more evidence that 

incumbency bears stark electoral consequences; incumbents faced far less competition 

(and, in truth, frequently went unopposed) in elections which they contested. On the other 

hand, these findings provide further evidence that partisanship matters in local politics. 

When the partisan preferences of counties in my sample became more homogeneous, 

their primary elections became more competitive while their general elections became 

less competitive. Similarly, open-seat elections were competitive across my sample and 

slightly more so in advantaged-party districts. All of these findings are consistent with 

Snyder and Hirano's (2019) pioneering work, lending further credence to my results. 

Moving forward, this chapter will set the scene for the rest of my dissertation. It 

has done so by establishing that the main venue of electoral competition in local politics 

is in primary elections, not general elections. Having established that fact, however, 

salient questions remain. If primaries are indeed the locus of local election competition 

and partisanship by definition does not affect who wins primary elections, then what 

does? What candidate traits influence whether they win their elections? While Hirano and 

Snyder (2019) establish that candidate quality influences who wins and who loses, what 

about other traits? Does a candidate's demographic characteristics influence their 

performance? If so, in what ways? And how might these traits interact with partisanship? 
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And how might any effects of traits such as gender and racial identification extend to 

general election performances as well? It is these questions which will motivate the 

remainder of this dissertation. 
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Chapter 3:  Appendix 

 

 

Figure 17:  Percentage of competitive county primary and general elections, 1980-2020. 

 

 

 

Figure 18:  Primary Competition in County Legislature Races, 1980-2020. 
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Chapter 4:  Gender and Local Elections in the United States 

 

Ema Lea Shoop is a veteran of local government. Since the 1970s, Shoop has 

been involved with local government across Yuma, Arizona, including membership in 

the Yuma County Republican Women and a run for Yuma County Board of Supervisors 

in 1996. She has also served six terms as a member of the Yuma City Council, with her 

most recent term beginning in 2020. In her experience, breaking into politics as a woman 

was initially challenging. In the early days of her public service, she approached politics 

with the attitude that "anything you do, I can do as well if not better... I dug my heels 

in… and in those days they were very tall heels." Since those early days, however, Shoop 

contends that "I haven't been treated differently than [my male colleagues or voters] 

because I've shown that I'm good at my job."50 

Chapter 3 demonstrated that primary elections inject significantly greater levels of 

competition into local politics than do general elections. This outcome is normatively 

desirable to proponents of democracy, as more competitive elections provide voters with 

more choices and more avenues through which they may manifest their collective 

political wills. Beyond increasing levels of competition, however, how have local 

primary elections more broadly affected the complexion of American democracy? While 

Shoop has attested that she "[doesn't] seen any differences between her primary and 

general elections," is this always the case? Might her experiences have been different if, 

for example, she had run as a Democrat? 

An important implication of the lack of general election competition in counties is 

the question of who wins primary elections. While some scholars have argued that voters 

 
50 Quotations provided through an interview with the author on May 13, 2021. 
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in primary elections tend to select candidates based on their experience and qualifications 

(e.g., Hirano and Snyder 2019), the extent to which voters discriminate against candidates 

based on characteristics such as their demographic traits remains unclear. This voter 

behavior is important to understand, since low-information political environments such as 

local primaries force voters to make decisions about candidates (1) that they know 

relatively little about and (2) whose partisan affiliations are meaningless when running 

against other candidates from the same party. Previous research has demonstrated that 

voters project qualities onto candidates given personal characteristics – e.g., candidates 

with greater name recognition are assumed to be more viable (Kam and Zechmeister 

2013), female candidates are assumed to be more liberal than their male counterparts 

(Bauer 2014), etc. – but the real-world impacts of such traits on candidates' electoral 

fortunes in local government remains unknown. In a world where many candidates for 

office begin their political careers at the county level, understanding bias in this context 

bears significant normative consequences for the American political system. 

This chapter aims to illuminate two broad questions relating to elections in 

American counties. First, how do women fare relative to their male counterparts in local 

primary elections? Since primary elections force voters to make voting decisions based 

on characteristics other than party, do they focus on gender as a salient trait? And does 

this focus on gender lead to electoral bias either for or against women? Second, this 

chapter will consider the question of how do women fare relative to their male 

counterparts in local general elections? If gender bias manifests itself in U.S. elections, it 

bears normative consequences for the makeup of American electoral politics. 
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This chapter seeks to understand the role of gender in local elections in several 

steps. I first review the academic literature on the role of gender across all levels of 

American politics. Next, I use this received knowledge to inform a series of hypotheses 

relating to how gender might function in the venue of local politics. I then outline my 

analytical approach to assessing these questions before displaying the results of the 

chapter's models. Ultimately, the chapter concludes that gendered biases exist in local 

elections but – contrary to some popular beliefs – they serve to benefit female candidates 

running in Democratic primaries. These findings bear implications for scholarly 

understanding of party, bias, issue ownership, and local politics in the United States. 

 

Elections and Gender 

As a rule, partisanship is irrelevant in electoral competitions between co-partisans. 

In elections where partisanship does not matter, other traits of legislators such as race, 

gender, or policy position become more significant in voters' decisions. In local primary 

elections, therefore, does the gender of candidates becomes more salient than in general 

elections? And does gender ultimately influence a candidate's chances of being elected? 

Men outnumber women across all elective offices in the United States from the 

male-dominated American presidency to county governing boards, roughly half of which 

lack a single female representative (Kellogg et al. 2019). This gender representation gap 

has persisted despite women's educational and professional gains in recent decades and 

the broad acceptance of female candidates among American voters (Lawless and Fox 

2010). Scholars have examined this gender representation gap from several different 

perspectives. First, a long line of literature has contended that women face electoral 
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disadvantages relative to men. The earliest such research in this line highlighted the 

prevalence of overt discrimination faced by women (Kirkpatrick 1974) and the 

discriminatory effects of electoral gatekeepers (Rule 1981; Welch 1978). While overt 

discrimination has receded since the 1980s, however, subsequent scholars have continued 

to find that the divergent representation of men and women through gender stereotypes 

relating to candidate issue competency, ideology, and personal traits (Sanbonmatsu 

2002). Such biases manifest themselves in a variety of ways and obfuscate female 

candidates' roads to political office. 

First, voters' gender-based biases influence their evaluations of female candidates. 

Voters tend to see women as more liberal than men (Alexander and Andersen 1993; Koch 

2000; McDermott 1998; Sanbonmatsu 2002; Sanbonmatsu and Dolan 2009), and are 

more capable in "women's policy areas" – such as healthcare and education – while being 

comparably weaker in foreign policy and other "men's policy areas" (Cassese and 

Holman 2018; Herrnson, Lay, and Stokes 2003; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993; Kahn 1996; 

Lawless 2004; McDermott 1998; Sanbonmatsu 2002; Swers 2007). These reactions occur 

even when women do not try to cultivate such gendered political impressions (Dolan 

2005; Niven and Zilber 2001), although the political context influences whether women 

take on gendered campaign strategies (Windett 2014). Voters also tend to see women as 

more honest (Brooks 2013; Fridkin and Kenney 2009), compassionate and 

communitarian (Dolan 2004; Eagly and Karau 2002) than men, but also as less competent 

and worse leaders than male candidates (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993; Lawless 2004; 

Rosenwasser and Dean 1989). 
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Second, women's route to elected office is distorted by media coverage which 

aligns with voters' preexisting gender biases. Scholars have demonstrated that women 

receive less media coverage than their male counterparts, and the coverage they do 

receive tends to emphasize their appearance, presentation, and maternal roles rather than 

their experience and professional credentials (Conroy et al. 2015; Dunaway et al. 2013; 

Heldman, Carroll, and Olson 2005; Kahn 1992, 1994; Kahn and Goldenberg 1991). The 

effect of such disparate coverage is that male candidates' platforms and messages are 

more accurately portrayed than are female candidates' (Kahn 1993), a dynamic which 

may undermine women's credibility as candidates (Miller and Peake 2013). Female 

candidates behave strategically in response to their expectations of how the media will 

cover them and the coverage's relationship to voters' pre-existing biases (Bystrom et al. 

2004; Hitchon, Chang, and Harris 1997, 199; Stalsburg and Kleinberg 2016; Windett 

2014). One example of such behavior is that women may seek to emphasize their 

characteristics and policy views on which they are seen as stereotypically stronger than 

men (Schneider 2014). 

While a broad literature has explored the biases faced by women, however, recent 

scholarship has suggested that the electoral disadvantages faced by women are limited or 

that they have decreased over the past decades. Opposed to previous scholars, this recent 

literature has noted that voters' biased perceptions of women have become less 

pronounced over time, and that existing bias does not tend to hurt female candidates 

electorally (Brooks 2013; Dolan 2014; Hayes 2011; Hayes, Lawless, and Baitinger 2014; 

Kahn 1994). Scholars have likewise noted that media coverage between male and female 

candidates has converged over time (Atkeson and Krebs 2008; Hayes 2011; Smith 1997), 
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as has the content of their campaign communications (Banwart and Winfrey 2013; Dolan 

2014). 

Why might the role of gender – and bias related to it – have decreased over time? 

One convincing conclusion is offered by Danny Hayes and Jennifer L. Lawless (2016), 

who link the interactive effects between candidates, voters, and the media in a "unified 

framework for understanding gender on the campaign trail." According to this 

framework, "the declining novelty of women in politics, coupled with the growing 

polarization of the political parties, has reduced the salience of candidate sex and 

minimized gender differences on the campaign trail. This one broad argument applies to 

how candidates communicate, how reporters cover them, and how voters evaluate them" 

(Hayes and Lawless 2016, 18). The scholarship of Hayes and Lawless offers a useful 

implement for understanding both why gender may have played a role in candidate 

performance in previous political eras as well as why its role has declined pronouncedly 

in recent years. This scholarship similarly allows for factors other than electoral bias to 

explain the existence of the gender gap, such as differences in political ambition between 

potential male and female candidates (Fox and Lawless 2014), disproportionately low 

recruitment of female candidates (Fox and Lawless 2010), increased primary competition 

experienced by female candidates (Lawless and Pearson 2008), or the greater likelihood 

that female incumbents will face high-quality challengers (Milyo and Schosberg 2000). 

Drawing on the themes championed by Hayes and Lawless (2016), the most 

recent scholarship on the role of gender in elections tends to argue that the effect of 

gender is conditional on context (e.g., Bos, Schneider, and Utz 2018). For example, a 

large and growing gap in female representation exists between the Democratic and 
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Republican parties (Crowder-Meyer and Lauderdale 2014). Indeed, partisanship may 

influence the manner in which female candidates are evaluated by their potential 

constituents. Some scholars have found that Democrats may be more supportive of 

women candidates than Republicans (Bauer 2017; King and Matland 2003; Kitchens and 

Swers 2016; Och and Shames 2018; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018; Thomsen 2015) 

while Democratic women facing Republican men may garner additional votes from 

female voters (Brians 2005). In fact, Democratic women outperform both Republican 

women and Democratic men in congressional primary elections (Thomsen 2020), aided 

perhaps by Democratic voters' anti-sexist views (Hayes and Lawless 2021). Other 

differences across the parties may further help to explain the gap in the number of 

Democratic and Republican women in office, such as Democratic elites' preferences for 

female representation (Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). 

The broader context of elections, furthermore, shape how and when candidates' 

gender identities may affect their electoral performances. A good example of this 

phenomenon relates to the performance of women in primary elections. While partisan 

concerns may predominate sexist bias in general elections, such considerations do not 

exist in primary elections. Still, female primary candidates perform as well as their male 

despite the fact that sexism exists in the voting public and it would be expected to play a 

more prominent role in the primary venue (Hayes 2011; Hayes and Lawless 2016; 

McDermott 1997) be it through disproportionate fundraising success (Anastasopoulos 

2016; Hassell and Visalvanich 2019) or latent bias (Bauer 2017; T. Ditonto 2019). 

Scholars have found, in fact, that such bias can manifest itself, but only when gendered 

campaign rhetoric activates sexism as a salient feature of an electoral contest (Bauer 
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2014; Hayes and Lawless 2021). Even the effects of such rhetoric, however, are 

conditional on partisan audience:  in Democratic primaries, gendered attacks backlash 

against the offending candidate and drive support to the female candidate, while sexist 

attacks in Republican primaries fail to influence the vote share of either the attacker or 

the target (Hayes and Lawless 2021). 

A final noteworthy contextual factor which may influence the role of gender in 

elections is the level of office sought by the candidates. On the one hand, scholars have 

argued that women face bias in executive offices, but do not face bias in elections to 

legislative offices across American politics (Anzia and Bernhard 2021; Crowder-Meyer, 

Gadarian, and Trounstine 2015; Ono and Burden 2019). Hillary Clinton's presidential 

campaigns, for example, may have been influenced by such dynamics (Conroy, Joesten 

Martin, and Nalder 2020). On the other hand, women face a different electoral 

environment at the level of local politics. Local elections differ from elections at higher 

levels of government, for example, because (1) voters tend to have far less information 

when voting in these elections and (2) local political offices are associated with policy 

domains with which women are positively associated such as healthcare and education 

(Atkeson and Krebs 2008; Deckman 2007; Richardson and Freeman 1995). As noted by 

Nichole Bauer (2018), and postulated by several others (Dolan 2014; Windett 2014), 

these arguments implicitly assume that women may fare better than men in the local 

electoral environment. Indeed, in a recent working paper by Sarah F. Anzia and Rachel 

Bernhard (2021) which evaluates nonpartisan local elections in California from 1995 to 

2016, the authors find that women perform better than men in local legislative (but not 

executive) races, particularly when the race's salient policy questions related to issue 
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areas associated with women (e.g., education). In line with a theory of stereotyping, these 

effects were also strongest in lower information races. In comparison to Hayes and 

Lawless, these findings would suggest an electoral advantage for female candidates to 

local office. 

 

Theoretical Expectations 

Given what we know about the electoral records of women in the United States, 

how should we expect female candidates to perform in local primary elections? The 

preceding section presents two potential theoretical avenues. On the one hand, 

scholarship associated with voter bias and issue ownership suggests that women's 

electoral prospects are broadly good in local politics. This expectation stems from the fact 

that women are perceived by voters to be more competent than men in the policy areas 

associated with the local political arena (Cassese and Holman 2018; Herrnson, Lay, and 

Stokes 2003; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993; Kahn 1996; Lawless 2004; McDermott 1998; 

Sanbonmatsu 2002; Swers 2007). We may expect to find these positive associative biases 

to be more pronounced in local politics, moreover, because voters know comparatively 

less about candidates in this venue than they might in statewide elections (de Benedictis-

Kessner 2018; Crowder-Meyer, Gadarian, and Trounstine 2015; Trounstine 2013), due in 

part to the low levels of media attention devoted to local races (Napoli et al. 2018). 

As motivated reasoners who seek to consistently evaluate candidates (T. M. 

Ditonto, Hamilton, and Redlawsk 2014; Henderson et al. 2019; Taber and Lodge 2006), 

voters seek out identifiable cues to assist them make nonrandom decisions (Ondercin and 

Fulton 2020). They therefore take prompts from candidates which suggest what the 
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candidates' views might be; voters may assume that female candidates, for example, are 

more capable of legislating on issues related to local policy issues than their male 

counterparts (Alvarez, Hall, and Levin 2018; Matson and Fine 2006; McDermott 1997, 

1998). Recent scholarship on the role of gender in local elections has identified this 

relationship: in a sample of nonpartisan local legislative elections in California, female 

candidates outperformed male candidates, particularly when the relevant policy issues 

were positively associated with women (Anzia and Bernhard 2021). 

Altogether, this evidence makes the case that women should outperform men in 

the local legislative context. If it is indeed true that there is no Democratic or Republican 

way to fill a potful, then such a dynamic should hold across partisan contests since 

women are seen as better stewards of local policy issues than men regardless of party. For 

the same reason, a female advantage may also hold across primary and general elections. 

This evidence leads to my first theory: 

H1:  Female candidates will outperform male candidates across parties and 

election types. 

 

An alternative theoretical perspective championed by Hayes and Lawless (2016), on the 

other hand, challenges this conception of the role of gender in elections. Unlike the 

theory contributing to Hypothesis 1, this perspective suggests that partisanship is the 

main driver of female candidates' performances, with electoral context having a minor 

influence at most. The Hayes-Lawless approach, rather, argues that we should expect 

gender to play differing roles across electoral contexts. Democratic voters, for example, 

see the election of women as a desirable political outcome in its own right, while 

Republicans do not share this view (Bauer 2017; King and Matland 2003; Kitchens and 

Swers 2016; Och and Shames 2018; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018; Thomsen 2015). 
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This dynamic would suggest that Democratic women should outperform Democratic men 

in primary elections, while Republican primary candidates should perform similarly 

regardless of gender (Thomsen 2020). 

At the stage of general elections, however, the Hayes-Lawless framework argues 

that the strength of partisan identification is so potent that it washes out any possible 

gendered effects (Bartels 2000; Sides and Vavreck 2012). In the words of the authors, 

"even card-carrying sexists find it more appealing to cast a ballot for a female co-partisan 

than to cross party lines" (2021, 1) and it therefore "behooves candidates... to highlight 

the D or R in front of their names, not the presence or absence of a Y chromosome in 

their DNA" (2016, 22).51 According to the Hayes-Lawless perspective on gender and 

elections, therefore, gender may influence electoral outcomes, but those effects are 

contingent on both the stage and partisanship of a legislative venue. This thinking leads 

to my second theory: 

H2:  Female candidates will outperform male candidates in Democratic 

primaries, while they will perform similarly to male candidates across Republican 

primaries and general elections. 

 

I will test these theories in the remainder of this chapter. In the following section, I will 

first describe the data upon which I shall base my analysis before proceeding to outline 

my analytic approach and findings in the subsequent sections. 

 

 

 
51 One important caveat to this line of theoretical thinking is that Hayes and Lawless (2016) are clear that 

gendered bias can influence elections when this identity is activated during a campaign (Bauer 2014; Hayes 

and Lawless 2021). Still, gendered campaign rhetoric is uncommon and is unlikely to benefit male 

candidates when it does occur (Hayes and Lawless 2021). Given the lack of media coverage and low-

information nature of local elections, furthermore, it is highly unlikely that gender becomes a salient 

political issue in most elections to county legislatures. 
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Data 

This chapter primarily utilizes two datasets:  (1) the same dataset of primary 

elections that was used in Chapters 2 and 3, and (2) a subset of this dataset matched with 

data on general elections in American counties from Justin de Benedictis-Kessner and 

Christopher Warshaw (2020b) referred to in Chapter 3. My original dataset will facilitate 

my analysis of the effects of gender in primary elections using OLS regression, while this 

new merged dataset will facilitate my use of a regression discontinuity design to gauge 

gender's impact in general elections. 

As a reminder, my original dataset considers contested partisan primary elections 

between two or more candidates from the major parties from 1980-2020. The dataset 

includes 5,183 primary elections in 327 counties across 36 states. It contains only 

candidates with greater than 5 percent of the vote (i.e., no write-in candidates), for a total 

of 13,780 unique candidates. Of these, 6,081 ran as Democrats (of which 2,580 won their 

primary election) and 7,699 ran as Republicans (of which 3,271 won their primary 

elections). 

To test my hypotheses related to gender, I imputed the genders of these candidates 

using the gender package in R (see Blevins and Mullen 2015).52 In total, nearly 4 times 

as many candidates were male (10,680) than female (3,031) as shown in Figure 19. This 

trend has occurred increasingly over time. Overall, the percentage of female primary 

candidates has grown since the 1980s, from less than 15 percent of total candidates in 

1980 to over 25 percent of candidates in 2020. 

 
52 This method imputed gender for nearly all of the candidates in my sample. When the method failed to 

differentiate between candidates with androgynous names (e.g., Alex, Sidney, etc.), I utilized online 

searches to locate the candidates and assign their gender. If such searches did not yield adequate results, 

candidate genders were not assigned. 
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Figure 19:  Female primary candidates, 1980-2020 

 

This positive trajectory, however, masks significant within-party variation. As 

shown in Figure 20, substantial partisan variation exists across male and female 

candidates. First, as male candidates are almost 1.5 times more likely to be Republicans 

(n = 6,269) than Democrats (n = 4,410). Female candidates, by comparison, are nearly 

1.2 times more likely to be Democrats (1,627) than Republicans (n = 1,404). Relatedly, in 

a sample with 3.5 times more men than women, there are 2.7 times as many Democratic 

men as women while Republican men outnumber Republican women by roughly 4.5. 

 

 

Figure 20:  Primary candidate gender by party, 1980-2020. 
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 These partisan differences are further embodied by the increased participation of 

female candidates over time. While the overall percentage of female candidates has 

increased over time as shown in Figure 19, the graph of primary elections in Figure 21 

reveals that this growth has been enjoyed more-or-less exclusively by the Democratic 

Party. Increases in the proportion of female candidates from the Democratic Party 

primarily have defined the trend of growing female participation, from roughly 10 

percent of total Democratic candidates in the early 1980s to nearly 40 percent today. 

Meanwhile, the proportion of female primary candidates from the Republican Party has 

stagnated at 20 percent since the early 1990s.53  

The figure similarly demonstrates that the partisan trend of increased female 

participation was reflected amongst general election candidates.54 14,421 of these general 

election candidates ran as Democrats (of which 4,280 were women) while 15,160 ran as 

Republicans (with 2,817 women). Most relevant to my analysis of the relative differences 

between male and female candidates is that 1,061 of these candidates participated in 

primary elections against a candidate of the opposite gender, 505 of which were 

Democrats and 556 were Republicans. 

 

 
53 As displayed in Chapter 2, my dataset contains significantly less data from the period before 1990, which 

accounts for the large variation in the proportion of female candidates from before this period. Overall, 

there are 367 observations from the 1980s, 1,376 from the 1990s, 4,386 from the 2000s, 7,649 from the 

2010s, and 127 from 2020. 
54 As noted in Chapter 3, the data on general election results comes from de Benedictis-Kessner and 

Warshaw's (2020b). The subset used to make this figure contains 29,581 observations from a larger sample 

of 492 counties. 
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Figure 21:  Percent of female candidates by party in primary (left) and general (right) elections. 

 

Together, these datasets have generated multiple insights into the nature of 

primary elections in American counties. The trend in these primary elections is towards 

more female candidates, although this drive has been dominated by candidates from the 

Democratic Party (a trend which mirrors the emergence of female candidates at other 

levels of American government as well). While there are normative benefits to this 

increased participation (e.g., Silva and Skulley 2019), how has this development in the 

pool of eligible candidates changed the complexion of politics? Do female candidates in 

local primary elections outperform than their male counterparts? Or, as suggested by 

some scholars (e.g., Hayes and Lawless 2016), might female candidates' outcomes differ 

across differing electoral contexts? In the following section, I will offer some preliminary 

answers to these questions. 
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Results 

In this section, I will examine the effect of gender in primary and general 

elections across my representative sample of American counties. First, I will examine the 

effect of gender and partisanship on electoral outcomes in local legislative primary and 

general elections utilizing a series of linear regressions. While linear regressions are 

useful tools for evaluating electoral relationships, however, they are unable to generate 

causal estimates. Second, therefore, I will consider the effects of gender and party again – 

this time amongst co-partisans in general elections – using a set of two regression 

discontinuity (RD) models. 

 

The Electoral Effect of Gender 

I examine the interactive effect of candidate gender and party on county 

legislative election outcomes across all elections in my sample. Figure 22 displays the 

results of two linear regression models in which the interactive effect of candidate gender 

and party identification is regressed on vote totals in county primary elections.55 First, the 

graphic on the right showing the interactive effect of gender and party on vote percentage 

won. Here, the regression gives evidence for Hypothesis 2, insofar as Republican men 

and women fare substantively similarly (37.5 percent and 36.5 percent respectively) 

while Democratic men (37.4 percent) receive over three percent fewer votes than do 

Democratic women (40.6 percent). 

 
55 These models control for a host of additional variables, including dummies for if a candidate came from 

an at-large district, was non-White, or an incumbent (Bauer 2018; Crowder-Meyer, Gadarian, and 

Trounstine 2015; Trounstine and Valdini 2008), as well as district-level variables for if the district was in 

the South and the number of winners in a primary. 
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The left-hand side of Figure 22 then tells a similar story: Republican men (42.0 

percent), Republican women (40.6 percent), and Democratic men (41.0 percent) win 

county primary elections at roughly the same rate, yet Democratic women (50.3 percent) 

win primaries significantly more often. These results, moreover, are robust across 

alternative model specifications.56 Indeed, across all model specifications it is apparent 

that Democratic women receive more support in Democratic primaries relative to all 

other primary groups. 

 

 

Figure 22:  Interactive effect of gender and party in primary elections measured by average vote 

percent won (left) and election win percent (right), 1980-2020. 

 

While Hypotheses 1 and 2 both suggested that (Democratic) women might 

outperform men in primary elections, only Hypothesis 1 theorized that female candidates 

would also outperform men in general elections. To test this theory, I again utilized the 

same analytic approach to evaluate the interactive effect of gender and party in general 

election results. To do so, I used de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw's (2020b) sample 

 
56 Such alternative models include linear models with and without interaction effects and/or control 

variables, logit models, fixed effects models, and models using a subset of elections with one winner only. 

See the appendix for more details. 
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of general election results in county legislatures across the country. I selected only 

contested elections only across this larger sample, resulting in a dataset with information 

on over 24,000 candidates in 46 states across from 1980 to 2019. The resultant analysis is 

displayed Figure 23. 

 

 

Figure 23:  Interactive effect of gender and party in general elections measured by average vote 

percent won (left) and election win percent (right), 1980-2019. 

 

Unlike the analysis of primary elections in Figure 22, the interactive effect of 

gender and party in Figure 23 shows markedly different results in the general election 

models. Here, the results indicate that male and female candidates across the Democratic 

and Republican parties fare quite similarly. Measured by vote percentage, candidates of 

different genders and parties all perform similarly:  Republican men and women (43.7 

percent and 43.1 percent) as well as Democratic men and women (43.3 percent and 44.0 

percent) are all indistinguishable from one another, with confidence intervals that 

uniformly overlap. The models of win percentages are also similar. While Republicans 

win more often than Democrats, this trend does not vary across genders within the 

parties, with Republican men (56.2 percent) and women (55.6 percent) faring better 
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overall than both Democratic men (48.4 percent) and women (50.1 percent). These 

results, again, are all robust to alternative model specifications (see the Appendix for 

more detail). 

Taken together, the models presented above offer compelling evidence in favor of 

Hypothesis 2; that is, we observe that Democratic voters favor women in primary 

elections while partisanship wipes out these gender effects in general elections. Although 

these findings are compelling on their face, however, they are yet to be fully considered. 

The most prominent shortcoming of these models is that they are not causally identified. 

While the linear models – and their alternative specifications – have yielded noteworthy 

findings, their correlational approach casts some doubt on the relationships identified in 

this chapter, since such models are vulnerable to weaknesses such as omitted variable 

bias. In the following sections, therefore, I will again investigate the effect of candidate 

gender in local elections, this time utilizing a regression discontinuity design to causally 

identify the effect of gender in general elections while controlling for candidate party 

identity. 

 

The Regression Discontinuity Design 

My analysis of the effect of gender on general election outcomes utilizes a causal 

inference technique called a regression discontinuity (RD) design. The RD design has 

proven a highly valuable tool for researchers since its initial usage by Thistlethwaite and 

Campbell (1960) to study the effect of scholarships on students' career aspirations. More 

recently, political scientists have utilized the RD design in the area of local politics. 

These researchers have utilized the design to assess the effects of mayoral partisanship 
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(de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2016; Ferreira and Gyourko 2009; Gerber and 

Hopkins 2011) and county-level partisanship (de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 

2020b) on policy, the local incumbency effect (de Benedictis-Kessner 2018; Ferreira and 

Gyourko 2009; Trounstine 2011), the segregation of students by school boards 

(Macartney and Singleton 2018), and the race of mayors on city policies (Hopkins and 

McCabe 2012). 

In line with David Lee (2008), one of the pioneers of the approach in political 

science, my application of the RD design leverages the fact that winners and losers of 

county-level elections are determined by sharp electoral thresholds. The validity of this 

approach relies upon the assumption that only the winning candidate changes 

discontinuously at the electoral threshold, not the distribution of their potential outcomes 

(Hahn, Todd, and Klaauw 2001; Lee and Lemieux 2010). Although the RD design has 

been used to great effect in previous political science research, some scholars have 

suggested that these designs are not valuable since political candidates are capable of 

strategically sorting themselves across the discontinuity in elections to the House of 

Representatives (D. M. Caughey and Sekhon 2011). My study of local politics, however, 

should not be affected by sorting as these effects have not been observed at lower levels 

of government (Eggers et al. 2015).57 

From a methodological perspective, finally, it is important to briefly reiterate the 

benefits of utilizing primary elections data for my study. First, to date, many articles 

considering the role of descriptive characteristics in politics have made one critical error: 

comparing elected officials to one another, regardless of party (e.g., Ferreira and Gyourko 

 
57 See the Appendix for evidence of this lack of sorting. 
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2014; Hopkins and McCabe 2012; although see Anastasopoulos 2016 for a notable 

exception). This failure to account for party is a problem when seeking to understand the 

effects of descriptive traits, because in the context of American politics gender is tied to 

political identification. Studies that have compared the effects of gender amongst all 

elected officials, therefore, largely have conflated the effects of descriptive characteristics 

and party (particularly those studies utilizing RD designs). By using data from primary 

elections, however, my analyses will compare Democratic/Republican women to 

Democratic/Republican men, netting out the effects of partisanship and identifying 

clearer causal relationships. 

Second, most research on the effects of gender in local politics have relied on 

survey-based research, while my analysis is based on real-world electoral results. While 

survey-based research boasts a high degree of internal validity and may find evidence of 

voter bias, it cannot definitively speak to the performance of political candidates in the 

field to the same degree that empirical research can. While a sizable body of research on 

descriptive traits and elections relies on correlational studies (Duerst-Lahti 1998; Seltzer, 

Newman, and Leighton 1997), the RD design is preferable because it is causally 

identified. 

Third, of causally identified work in descriptive characteristics and elections in 

local politics, mine is the first of which I am aware to utilize primary data. As noted 

above, this analytical approach allows me to disentangle the effects of descriptive traits 

and partisanship, therefore lending cleaner causal estimates than previous work. This 

approach is portable both to other questions regarding the role of descriptive 
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representation in local politics, as well as to other political offices (e.g., local, state, or 

national), thereby offering a methodological innovation to the field. 

Before considering the results of my analysis, it is important to consider how male 

and female candidates in my sample differ from one another. Overall, female candidates 

tended to win close elections slightly more often than their male counterparts, particularly 

in the Democratic sample. The female candidates in my sample are also significantly 

more liberal than the male candidates, although this is skewed by the large number of 

female Democrats and the comparatively larger number of male Republicans. Male 

candidates also tend to participate in slightly more competitive primary elections than do 

female candidates.58 

 

Table 4:  Summary Descriptive Table of Male and Female Winners 

 Male Winners 

N = 528 

Female Winners 

N = 873 

P-Value 

Party:  Democrat 210 (39.8%) 488 (55.9%) <0.001 

Party:  Republican 318 (60.2%) 385 (44.1%) <0.001 

Winners primary (#) 1.32 (0.72) 1.36 (0.82) 0.325 

At-large district 0.17 (0.38) 0.19 (0.39) 0.422 

Competitive primary 0.56 (0.50) 0.51 (0.50) 0.048 

Ideology -0.05 (0.95) -0.35 (0.95) 0.001 

Gen. election vote share 0.61 (0.28) 0.59 (0.28) 0.102 

 

 

Causal Inference and the Electoral Effect of Gender 

Graphical depictions of the results of this chapter's two RD designs – measuring 

the effect of gender on general election win percentage between the Democratic and 

 
58 In contrast to the findings of (Lawless and Pearson 2008). 
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Republican parties – may be found below. These models – which were generated using 

the rdrobust package in R (Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik 2015) – utilize linear 

regression to estimate the local average treatment effect (LATE) of chance female 

nomination on average general election win percentage.59 The running variable along the 

x-axes of both models is the county primary vote share of female candidates, while the y-

axes of both plots chart candidates' general election win percentages. Observations to the 

right of zero on the x-axes represent female candidates, while observations to the left of 

zero represent male candidates. 

 

 

Figure 24:  Regression discontinuity designs utilizing linear estimation to compare the electoral 

effect of gender within the Democratic (left) and Republican (right) parties measured by general 

election win percent. 

 

The plots of gender's effect on the odds of general election victory show similar 

effects across the Democratic and Republicans parties in Figure 24. Across men and 

 
59 The current best practice in the use of RD designs is to utilize linear regression to estimate treatment 

effects (Gelman and Imbens 2019). My findings, however, are also robust to polynomial regression 

specifications. Furthermore, the bandwidths of these models – 24.8 percent for the Democrat model, 13.6 

percent for the Republican model – were calculated using rdrobust, yet my results are similarly robust 

across the full range of data. They are also robust to the use of an alternative dependent variable (general 

election vote percentage). See the Appendix for these alternative model results. 
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women who narrowly won their primary elections in both parties, candidates perform 

equivalently in general elections. These visible findings are further reflected in Table 5 

below, measuring the LATE of electing a female primary candidate to contest a general 

election. As in the linear models before, the treatment effect fails to reach the 0.05 level 

of statistical significance in either of the main models. The models run with alternative 

(half- and double-) bandwidths, moreover, reflect similar null findings. Though the model 

of Democratic candidates approaches a significant result (p = 0.09), moreover, a number 

of factors suggest that this relationship is more influenced by the small number of 

observations than the presence of a true effect. 

In addition to the models with alternative bandwidths shown in Table 5, the 

relationship's p-value is diminished when utilizing general election vote percentage as the 

model's dependent variable (which may be found in the Appendix). The same diminished 

relationship is revealed when the model is run across the entire sample (also found in the 

Appendix). Overall, then, significant evidence points to a null relationship between 

gender and local general election performance. 

Together with the findings in the preceding section, therefore, it appears that 

female candidates perform just as well as otherwise similar male candidates in local-level 

elections, as they do in elections at higher levels of government. This statement comes 

with a caveat, however. Though these null findings align with my second hypothesis – 

namely, that Democratic women outperform Democratic men in primary elections, while 

women and men perform similarly across other electoral contexts – these models are 

admittedly quite underpowered. Indeed, as shown in Table 5, the Democratic and 

Republican models were evaluated across 332 and 295 observations respectively. 
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Moreover, the effective observations in these models totaled 184 in the Democratic case 

and 136 in the Republican case. In comparison to other prominent studies utilizing RD 

designs (which may have a similar number of observations across a bandwidth that is 9 or 

10 times smaller (e.g., Hall 2015) my models' causal estimates appear somewhat more 

questionable. While this chapter's previous analysis and theoretical underpinnings inspire 

confidence in these findings, I hope to increase the number of usable observations in 

future iterations of this research to lend greater assurance to these models' results. 

 

Table 5:  LATE of Female Candidacy on General Election Win Percentage – Three 

Bandwidths 

Model Type Coef. 
Std. 

Error 
P > |z| 

# 

Obs. 

(left) 

# Obs. 

(right) 

Eff. # 

Obs. 

(left) 

Eff. # 

Obs. 

(right) 

BW 

Democrats (LATE) -0.227 0.133 0.090 115 217 80 104 0.248 

Democrats (LATE - 

Half-BW) 
-0.136 0.205 0.510 115 217 36 51 0.124 

Democrats (LATE - 

Double-BW) 
-0.084 0.097 0.390 115 217 110 102 0.496 

Republicans (LATE) 0.070 0.140 0.621 146 149 68 68 0.136 

Republicans (LATE 

- Half-BW) 
0.103 0.205 0.618 146 149 33 37 0.068 

Republicans (LATE 

- Double-BW) 
-0.070 0.108 0.518 146 149 102 109 0.272 

 

 

Discussion & Conclusion 

How does a candidate's gender affect their electoral prospects? Scholars have 

offered a variety of findings and mechanisms to answer this question but have begun to 

apply them to the realm of local politics only recently. In this chapter, I presented two 

hypotheses related to gender and elections in the venue of county legislative elections. I 
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then leveraged new evidence across multiple modeling approaches to test these 

competing hypotheses. 

My first hypothesis, on the one hand, was informed by the academic literature 

relating to bias and issue ownership. According to this literature, voters' evaluations of 

candidates are influenced by their pre-existing gender-based biases. Such biases include, 

for example, the assumption that female candidates are more liberal (Alexander and 

Andersen 1993; Koch 2000; McDermott 1998; Sanbonmatsu 2002; Sanbonmatsu and 

Dolan 2009), honest, and compassionate than men (Brooks 2013; Dolan 2004), yet also 

make for worse leaders (Rosenwasser and Dean 1989). In the case of local politics – the 

theory continues – gendered biases may in fact work in favor of female candidates, since 

voters positively associate women with policy domains like healthcare and education, 

i.e., the policy areas most closely associated with local politics (Cassese and Holman 

2018; Herrnson, Lay, and Stokes 2003; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993). Given the low-

information nature of local politics, furthermore, voters may draw more extensively from 

these biases to inform their decisions (T. M. Ditonto, Hamilton, and Redlawsk 2014; 

Ondercin and Fulton 2020). The implication of this theoretical line is that women will 

outperform men in the local political arena because women are seen as more capable 

stewards of the policy domain of local governments. 

My second hypothesis, on the other hand, stemmed from the unified framework of 

gender and elections formulated by Danny Hayes and Jennifer Lawless (2016). This 

framework suggests that the combined forces of partisan identification and the reduced 

novelty of female political candidates over time have conspired to diminish the influence 

of candidate gender on electoral performance in American politics. Rather, even voters 
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with brazenly sexist views would prefer to vote for a female co-partisan than a member 

of the opposite party. The main gendered effect in this scenario is one which helps some 

female candidates. Specifically, when partisan competition is removed from the equation, 

Democratic voters may prefer voting for female candidates because they see it as a 

normatively preferable political outcome (Bauer 2017; King and Matland 2003; Kitchens 

and Swers 2016; Och and Shames 2018; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018; Thomsen 

2015, 2020). For the sake of this study, therefore, such a theory suggests that while men 

and women within the same party will perform similarly in general elections, Democratic 

women will outperform Democratic men in primary elections. This relationship is 

confirmed in multiple ways throughout this chapter. 

Across a robust series of regression models drawing on electoral returns from tens 

of thousands of candidates in hundreds of counties across dozens of years, this chapter 

has demonstrated that Democratic women fare better in local primary elections than their 

male counterparts while the performance of Republican men and women are 

substantively similar. Such gendered electoral effects are absent, however, in general 

elections. Women do not appear to experience an electoral bump outside of Democratic 

primaries, casting doubt on the theories contributing to Hypothesis 1 which suggest that 

policy domain issue ownership should benefit female candidates in county legislative 

elections (e.g., Anzia and Bernhard 2021). In line with scholars like Daniel Hopkins 

(2018), I found that local politics is indeed national regarding the electoral performance 

of female candidates. 

From a normative perspective, the findings of this chapter offer positive tidings 

for observers of American politics who value the equitable representation of men and 



85 
 

women in political office. As opposed to previous eras of American politics, female 

candidates are no longer hampered by sexist notions that women are less fit for office 

than their male counterparts. In reality, women who decide to run for local political office 

can expect not only to compete with men on a level playing field but, in the case of 

female Democrats, may even expect to outperform their male counterparts. Democratic 

voters want to elect female representatives and this desire has been shown to manifest 

itself in local legislative elections. While women may continue to face biases stemming, 

for example, from dynamics such as unequal political ambition (Crowder-Meyer 2019) 

and/or candidate recruitment practices (Fox and Lawless 2010), those biases should not 

be expected to manifest themselves at the ballot box per se. 

Although this chapter has provided evidence that candidates' descriptive traits 

may bear electoral implications in the low-information arena of local elections, are such 

effects limited to the realm of gender? And while this chapter has revealed a normatively 

preferable outcome, do electoral biases lead to normatively unfavorable outcomes as 

well? In order to answer these questions, the final chapter will investigate the electoral 

effects of another highly salient descriptive characteristic:  a candidate's racial 

identification. Such an investigation will help solidify our understanding of the role of 

descriptive representation more broadly in local politics in the United States. 
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Chapter 4:  Appendix 

 

 

Figure 25:  Effect of gender and party on election wins and vote percentages, all model 

specifications. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26:  Interactive effect of gender and party on primary (left) and general (right) election 

wins and vote percentages, Fixed Effects (FIPS x Year). 
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Figure 27:  Interactive effect of gender and party in primary (left) and general (right) elections - 

one-winner elections only, 1980-2020. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28:  Regression discontinuity designs utilizing linear estimation to compare the electoral 

effect of gender within the Democratic (left) and Republican (right) parties measured by average 

general election vote percent. 
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Figure 29:  Regression discontinuity designs utilizing linear estimation to compare the electoral 

effect of gender within the Democratic (left) and Republican (right) parties measured by general 

election win percent - full bandwidth. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30:  Regression discontinuity designs comparing the electoral effect of gender in the 

Democratic (left) and Republican (right) Parties - Parametric Specification.  



89 
 

Chapter 5:  Race and Local Elections in the United States 

 

Nearly 120 years ago, W. E. B. Dubois contended that the "problem of the 

twentieth century is the problem of the color line" (Dubois 1903). His statement remains 

prescient in the 21st century, and in few places is the prominence of race more apparent 

than in the American electoral system. Race is a highly polarizing factor across all levels 

of American elections (Hutchings and Valentino 2004). Race organizes voters' 

ideological predispositions more dramatically than any other demographic trait (Dun and 

Jessee 2020). Race contributes strongly to voters' decisions of whether to turn out to vote 

on election day (Keele et al. 2017). Race influences who is affected by government 

policy and to what extent (Sances and You 2017). Understanding the factors which 

contribute to elections and ultimate representation, therefore, is crucial to understanding 

American politics more broadly. As contended in the preceding chapter, moreover, we 

must understand how these dynamics play out in both general and primary elections in 

county politics to fully comprehend the nature of local representation since primaries are 

the main source of competition at this level.  

In a similar way to Chapter 4, this final substantive chapter seeks to understand 

the extent to which political candidates of color face electoral bias in comparison to their 

White co-partisans. Scholars have shown that non-White candidates face significant 

challenges to winning political office across many levels of government. The causes of 

these challenges vary from voters' assumptions about candidates' ideologies 

(Matsubayashi and Ueda 2011; McDermott 1998; Sigelman et al. 1995), to the existence 

of institutional impediments (Crowder-Meyer et al. 2020; Trounstine and Valdini 2008), 

to old-fashioned racism (Feldman and Huddy 2005). 
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Still, while political scientists understand how such biases operate at higher levels 

of government, we know surprisingly little about their manifestation in elections to local 

offices (see Marschall, Ruhil, and Shah 2010 for a rare exception) and know nothing 

regarding elections to county legislatures. An analysis of racial bias in local elections is 

important, however, for both its theoretical and normative implications. From a 

theoretical perspective, local primaries offer a perfect testing ground to understand the 

impacts of bias in extremely low-information and functionally nonpartisan environments 

while, from a normative perspective, such elections serve as the setting for many aspiring 

politicians' first forays into politics. Through better knowledge of bias in local elections 

we may begin to understand the micro-foundations of unequal representation in the 

American political system more broadly. 

In the following pages, this chapter will evaluate the relative electoral fortunes of 

non-White and White candidates for local political offices across the United States. First, 

I will provide an overview of the literature on race and elections in the United States and 

outline the theoretical expectations generated from this received knowledge. I will then 

proceed to the chapter's formal analysis. This analysis will utilize both correlational and 

causal inference techniques to isolate electoral effects across candidates of different racial 

and partisan groups in both primary and general elections to county legislatures. 

Throughout my analysis, I find evidence that non-White candidates fare worse than their 

White counterparts on average. As with the effect of gender, these effects are particularly 

potent in primary elections among non-White candidates in the Republican Party. Unlike 

in the case of gender, however, these effects are also detectable within the Democratic 
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Party. I conclude by discussing these results and their implications for the study of race in 

American politics. 

 

Elections and Race 

Racial minorities who run for office – particularly Black candidates – experience 

bias in the United States.  Such biases are deeply rooted, as survey experiments have 

demonstrated that both cognitive and ideological expectations of Black political 

candidates can negatively affect some voters' perceptions and evaluations of these 

candidates' fitness for office (Moskowitz and Stroh 1994). Moreover, these biases can 

take multiple forms. On the one hand, Black and Latino candidates have been shown to 

suffer from "old fashioned racism":  racial prejudice that is expressed explicitly (Feldman 

and Huddy 2005) as was the case in both the Obama (Tesler 2013) and Trump 

administrations (Green and McElwee 2019; Major, Blodorn, and Major Blascovich 

2018). On the other hand, racial prejudice also manifests itself as so-called "new racism," 

through "White opposition to [non-White] demands and resentment of their special 

treatment" (Huddy and Feldman 2009, 425). 

Political candidates from racial and ethnic minority groups can find themselves 

subjected to "old" or "new" prejudice, which may in turn affect their electoral prospects. 

For example, extensive research demonstrates that voters tend to make assumptions about 

a candidate's ideological positions based on their race (Matsubayashi and Ueda 2011; 

McDermott 1998; Sigelman et al. 1995), and that such assumptions tend to hurt Black 

candidates more than white candidates (Jacobsmeier 2015; Krupnikov and Piston 2015). 

The mere presence of a black candidate can, in fact, activate White identities and marshal 
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support away from the Black candidates (Petrow, Transue, and Vercellotti 2018). These 

in-group/out-group perceptions can be manipulated by racialized political advertisements 

(Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002) or ethnic group endorsements (Benjamin 2017; 

Benjamin and Miller 2019; Boudreau, Elmendorf, and MacKenzie 2019). Black 

candidates bear additional penalties relative to other candidates, as they are punished 

more for events such as using ambiguous campaign rhetoric (Piston et al. 2018) or being 

accused of sexual impropriety (Berinsky et al. 2011). 

While non-White political candidates may pay additional electoral costs, the 

extent of these electoral penalties can be difficult to gauge due to the nature of 

representation in the United States. On the one hand, in district-based elections – such as 

for the House of Representatives, state legislatures, or some local legislatures – 

candidates from racial or ethnic minority groups tend to fair well. This is often due to so-

called "majority-minority" districts, where districts are primarily comprised racial or 

ethnic minority voters who in turn tend to vote for (Hutchings and Valentino 2004; 

Philpot and Walton 2007; Stokes-Brown 2006) and donate to co-racial or co-ethnic 

candidates (Grumbach, Sahn, and Staszak 2020). On the other hand, minority candidates 

may have a more difficult path to office in either statewide (Z. L. Hajnal 2009; see 

Highton 2004 for a notable exception) or at-large city elections (Marschall, Ruhil, and 

Shah 2010; Trounstine and Valdini 2008; Welch 1990).60 

Voters have also been shown to discriminate against candidates of color at higher 

rates when these voters must use more cognitive resources, e.g., when they are forced to 

choose multiple candidates simultaneously (Crowder-Meyer et al. 2020), or when voters 

 
60 Interestingly, I have not identified significant evidence of an at-large bias in my sample. See the 

Appendix for more information. 
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believe that  such candidates are less "electable" because they fear other voters will object 

to that candidate's racial identity (Bateson 2020). Significant evidence also suggests that 

both of President Barack Obama’s presidential campaigns were harmed by stereotypical 

beliefs held by (mostly Democratic) voters (Dwyer et al. 2009; Knuckey 2011; Piston 

2010; Stephens-Davidowitz 2014; Tesler 2013). Indeed, American elections are 

oftentimes racialized and have only become more racialized over recent times (Enders 

and Scott 2019). 

Like female candidates, furthermore, any biases faced by non-White candidates 

may be exacerbated by their participation in county elections, due to the low-information 

nature of this political venue. Voters know relatively little about candidates in local 

primary or general elections (de Benedictis-Kessner 2018; Crowder-Meyer, Gadarian, 

and Trounstine 2015; Trounstine 2013), prompting voters to seek out identifiable 

candidate cues to inform their voting decisions (T. M. Ditonto, Hamilton, and Redlawsk 

2014; Ondercin and Fulton 2020; Taber and Lodge 2006). As in the case of female 

candidates, voters also make assumptions about non-White candidates. Black candidates, 

for example, are seen by voters as both more liberal and more interested in racial equality 

than otherwise similar white candidates (McDermott 1998). 

Racial cues, moreover, can be powerful predictors of vote choice in low-

information environments above and beyond what they suggest to about a candidate's 

ideological leanings. Cues in low-information environments from sources such as 

political ads (Berinsky et al. 2020) and/or racial/ethnic group endorsements (Boudreau, 

Elmendorf, and MacKenzie 2019), for example, can spur backlash from White voters 

against Black candidates by as much as eight percentage points even if these swings do 
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not align with a White voters' professed ideology. Low-information and less nationalized 

environments may also pose other, unique challenges to candidates of colors. One 

example may be in how party apparatuses identify and recruit potential candidates. On 

the one hand, both the Republican and Democratic Party apparatuses have been shown to 

provide equal support to congressional candidates of different gender and racial identities 

at the national level (Fraga and Hassell 2020; Hassell and Visalvanich 2019). Scholars 

have demonstrated, on the other hand, that local party chairs believe that non-White 

candidates are significantly less likely to win elections, potentially leading such chairs to 

systematically discriminate in their recruitment of candidates of color (Doherty, Dowling, 

and Miller 2019). 

 

Theoretical Expectations 

Taken together, this evidence suggests that primary elections for local legislative 

offices could well be a venue in which non-White candidates face electoral biases. This 

expectation comes from three sources. First significant evidence suggests that racial bias 

shapes the decisions of voters. Such bias may manifest itself in explicit rejection of 

candidates by some voters and/or in more subtle forms such as the assumptions voters 

have about candidates' ideologies or policy positions. Second, these biases are most 

pernicious in environments where voters lack clear cues on how to cast their votes. Local 

legislative primaries are the epitome of such an environment:  candidates typically have 

little-to-no name recognition, they lack a party label to differentiate themselves from 

other candidates, and policy issues they support may lack traditional partisan cleavages. 

While local general elections provide partisan cues to voters, voters in these elections still 
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lack significant information about candidates and issue areas relative to elections held at 

higher levels of government, so bias may yet present itself in these elections as well. 

Voters in local elections, therefore, are more likely to make their voting decisions based 

on assumptions or biases derived from candidates' descriptive characteristics. Third, it is 

likely that if such electoral biases exist, they will manifest themselves differently across 

parties:  though Democratic voters are not innocent of allowing racial bias to shape their 

voting decisions, Republican voters - particularly in low-information environments - have 

been shown to reject non-White candidates more explicitly. 

In addition to the findings of previous scholars of race and representation, it is 

informative to draw on the theory presented in Chapter 4, as gender and racial bias bear 

similarities. Based on the work of Danny Hayes and Jennifer Lawless (Hayes and 

Lawless 2016), it seems likely that any electoral bias that may exist among voters will 

manifest itself in primary elections by not in general elections. Like female candidates, 

non-White candidates are more familiar now than in previous periods of American 

politics and these candidates overwhelmingly originate from Democratic areas. Such 

areas should be expected to vote for Democrats over Republicans, consequently limiting 

the potential for bias in general elections. We may expect such a conditional racial effect 

because the high level of partisan polarization in American politics limits the incentive 

for individuals harboring implicit or explicit racial biases to vote against members of 

their own party regardless of racial identification in general elections. In comparison, 

primary elections do not necessarily disincentivize such behavior. Ultimately, then, we 

should expect (1) to see racial bias influence the outcomes of local primaries to a greater 
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extent than in general elections and (2) to find higher levels of bias within the Republican 

Party. These theoretical expectations will be investigated in the following sections. 

 

Data 

As in the previous chapter, this chapter uses my original dataset of county-level 

primary election results, the Justin de Benedictis-Kessner and Christopher Warshaw's 

(2020b) dataset of general elections in the same counties, and a merged dataset 

combining both of them. As before, my dataset considers contested partisan primary 

elections between two or more candidates from the major parties from 1980-2020. The 

dataset includes a sample of nearly 14,000 candidates across roughly 5,200 primary 

elections across 327 counties in 36 states. Of these, 6,081 ran as Democrats and 7,699 ran 

as Republicans. The matched dataset, meanwhile, contains a smaller subset with 3,527 

matched observations from 293 counties in 35 states. Of these candidates, 1,423 are 

Democrats and 2,104 are Republicans. It is noteworthy that of these 3,527 candidates, 

452 ran against a candidate of a different race. Only 24 of these candidates ran as 

Republicans, compared to 428 Democrats. 

In order to evaluate the electoral effects of candidate race, I imputed the racial 

identities of these candidates across the datasets using the wru package (Imai and 

Khanna 2016) in R. This package utilize data on the names, gender, racial identifications, 

and geographic location (i.e., county) of individuals recorded in the US census to impute 

the racial identification of candidates based on their names. The wru package calculated 

candidates' percentage chances of being "White," "Black," "Hispanic," "Asian," or 

"other" based on their identifiable characteristics and assigned their ultimate identity 
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based upon whichever category had the highest percentage chance. While less accurate 

than the gender package in this sense (see Chapter 4), the original study predicated on 

the wru package found that it "[reduced] the false positive rate among Black and Latino 

voters to [6 percent] and [3 percent], respectively, while maintaining the true positive rate 

above [80 percent]" (Imai and Khanna 2016, 269). Such a relatively high degree of 

accuracy makes this package a useful tool for my initial exploration of the nature of race 

in county primary elections in the United States.61 

As shown in Chapter 2, my dataset indicates that the majority of candidates for 

local offices in the United States since 1980 have been White; within my sample, 11,431 

(83.5 percent) candidates are White 1,549 (11.3 percent) are Black, 583 (4.3 percent) are 

Hispanic, 66 (<1 percent) are Asian, and 57 (<1 percent) are other. Figure 31 below, 

however, demonstrates the relative proportion of candidates by race over time. While 

White candidates have remained predominant in local politics since 1980, the number of 

non-White candidates has grown substantially over that period. Hispanic candidates in 

particular have seen increased support from the early period, growing significantly in line 

with the broader population of Hispanic voters in the country.62 

Black candidates, meanwhile, have maintained a 10-15 percent hold in local 

primaries since the early 1990s and, though small overall, both Asian and other 

candidates have also seen some growth in recent years. Overall, the story of candidate 

 
61 Unlike with the gender package – which imputed gender with a high degree of accuracy in most cases – 

wru had a greater degree of candidates with more ambiguous imputations. It was not feasible to look up all 

of these candidates via individual internet searches, so I accepted the imputations generated by wru. Still, 

given the package's strong track record of accurate imputation (Imai and Khanna 2016), I am not overly 

concerned about the accuracy of my candidates' race assignment overall. 
62 In the most recent year of my data, Hispanic candidates account for roughly 25 percent of my total 

sample. Though this is probably due to the relatively small and unrepresentative number of elections I was 

able to record from this year, this large percentage is suggestive of the growing base of Hispanic candidates 

in local elections. 
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race is one of greater heterogeneity over time. From a normative perspective, this 

increased candidate diversity over time is a positive development and suggests that the 

pool of local political candidates increasingly is reflecting the racial diversity of the 

United States as a whole. Still, despite this broad normative good, increased diversity 

within only the Democratic Party may suggest that racial tension may continue to be a 

major fault line of American politics for the foreseeable future. 

 

 

Figure 31:  Ratio of candidates by race in local primary elections, 1980-2020. 

 

Although candidate diversity has generally increased over time, as with female 

candidates the proliferation of non-White candidates has come almost exclusively from 

within the Democratic Party. As displayed in Figure 32 below, in my sample the 

Republican Party has nearly twice as many White candidates (n = 7,516) as does the 

Democratic Party (n = 3,915). In comparison, there are over 15 times as many non-White 

Democrats (n = 2,118) than there are non-White Republicans (n = 137). In other words, 

roughly 65 percent of Democratic candidates in my sample are White, compared with 
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over 98 percent of Republican candidates. Moreover, this pattern of significantly larger 

non-White representation among Democratic candidates holds across Black, Hispanic, 

Asian, and other candidates.63 The difference in representation among Black candidates is 

particularly stark:  in a sample with nearly 14,000 candidates, 1,567 Black candidates 

were Democrat while _only 4 were Republican_, a whopping 99.7 percent.64 It is due to 

this large underrepresentation of non-White candidates within the Republican Party that 

this chapter's analysis compares White and non-White candidates, rather than breaking 

analyses down into individual groups.65 It is for the same reason that my main RD design 

only evaluates Democratic candidates. 

 

 

Figure 32:  Primary candidate race by party, 1980-2020. 

 

 
63 It is noteworthy that while all non-White racial and ethnic groups in my sample are more Democratic 

than Republican, the relative spread does see variation. Most significantly, though the largest non-White 

candidate group in the Democratic Party is Black, the largest component of the Republican non-White 

coalition is Hispanic. 
64 Hispanic (D = 477, R = 108), Asian (D = 47, R = 21), and other (D = 53, R = 4) candidates were also 

significantly more represented in the Democratic Party. 
65 Overall, I am comfortable with this approach because (1) it grants my model estimates greater statistical 

specificity, (2) model results are substantively similar when run with candidates from specific non-White 

groups, and (3) racial animus towards non-Whites is rarely limited to a single group. 
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Not only have these substantial cross-party cleavages existed for the past forty 

years, furthermore, but they have grown increasingly large over time. As shown in Figure 

33 below, while the Republican Party has attracted virtually no non-White candidates 

since 1980, the Democratic Party has increased its non-White share of primary candidates 

by approximately 40 percent over the same period.66 This partisan gap has also grown to 

a smaller extent across candidates in general elections, as shown in data on general 

election candidates from de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2020b).67 From 1980 to 

2020, for example, non-White primary candidates grew from roughly 15 percent of 

Democratic candidates to nearly 50 percent, compared to about 10 and 25 percent for 

non-White general election candidates respectively. Republican candidates, meanwhile, 

have remained overwhelmingly White across both primary and general elections in my 

sample. 

 
66 The high percentage of non-White candidates in my sample relative to the sample of general elections 

may be due in part to data availability. Louisiana, for example, is one of the most well-represented states in 

my dataset, while contributing very few to the general election dataset, and it is possible that this state 

generated an outsized number of Black candidates relative to others. 
67 This is the same dataset that I utilized to explore general elections in Chapter 4. Unlike with information 

on candidate gender, however, de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw's dataset did not include information 

on candidate race, so I applied the same technique from the wru package to impute the candidate's racial 

characteristics. 



101 
 

 

Figure 33:  Percent of non-White candidates by party in primary (left) and general (right) 

elections. 

 

Overall, this section has demonstrated that non-White candidates have run in 

county legislative primary elections at increasing rates over time, as well as the striking 

cross-party differences in representation of such candidates between the Republican and 

Democratic Parties. The Republican Party has remained overwhelmingly White (and 

primarily male) for the past 40 years, with virtually no relative gains for non-White 

candidates. At the same time, non-White candidates have come to represent significantly 

larger percentages of the Democratic Party over the same period in both primary and 

general elections. These trends have been seen at higher levels of government, too, but 

the sheer number of primary candidates at the county level makes these trends even more 

pronounced. Still, how should we evaluate these basic patterns? Has the increasing 

number of non-White candidates (at least within the Democratic Party) led to a 

proportionate number of wins for those candidates? Or do other factors – such as racial 
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bias from voters – limit non-White candidates' electoral success? The following section 

will address these concerns. 

 

Results 

As in Chapter 4, I will examine the effect of race in primary and general elections 

across the hundreds of counties in my dataset. I will first utilize a series of linear 

regressions to explore the effect of race and partisanship on electoral outcomes in these 

local legislative primary elections. I will then again utilize two regression discontinuity 

(RD) designs to evaluate the effects of race and party within general elections. 

 

Effect of Race on Primary and General Elections 

This section will first explore the effect of candidate race and party on county 

legislative election outcomes across all elections in my sample. Figure 34 displays the 

results of two linear regressions modeling the interactive effect of race and party on vote 

percentages and wins in local primary elections.68 In addition to candidates' racial and 

party identities, moreover, these models also include controls for candidates' gender and 

incumbency statuses, the number of winners in each election, a county's racial 

demographics69, and dichotomous measures of whether an election was held in a 

Southern state and if an election was on a district-based or at-large basis. This 

institutional control is particularly salient when considering race-based electoral effects at 

 
68 A graphical representation comparing these models without interaction effects may be found in the 

Appendix, as are fixed-effects models controlling for county and year. The results are substantively similar 

across all model specifications. 
69 Information on county demographic makeup was taken from the IPUMS National Historical Geographic 

Information System. See https://www.nhgis.org/ for more information. 

https://www.nhgis.org/
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the local level, as previous scholarship has demonstrated that such at-large elections may 

discriminate against Black candidates (while occasionally aiding female candidates; see 

Trounstine and Valdini 2008 for more information).70 

 

 

Figure 34:  Interactive effect of race and party in primary elections measured by average vote 

percent won (left) and election win percent (right), 1980-2020. 

 

Both models show a clear pattern:  measured by both average percentage of votes 

won and election win rate, non-White candidates fare worse than White candidates. This 

disadvantage is identified in both parties at the 0.05 level of significant but is particularly 

prominent among Republican candidates.71 The left-hand side of Figure 34 shows the 

interactive effect of race and party on average percentage of votes won by a candidate. 

The results indicate that both White Republican and Democratic primary candidates win 

an average of roughly 38 percent of the vote in their elections (38.1 vs. 38.5 percent). In 

comparison, non-White Republicans and Democrats receive 31.8 and 36.5 percent of the 

 
70 The results of these models are substantively similar among individual racial groups as well. See the 

Appendix for models of both Black and Hispanic candidates. Asian and other candidates are not included 

due to the minuscule number of candidates from both of these groups. 
71 Indeed, different model specifications find no effects among Democratic candidates. When subsetting for 

elections with one winner, for example, White and non-White candidates win elections at the same rate. 

See the Appendix for a graphical display of this specification. 
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vote respectively. The right-hand side of the figure, moreover, examines the interactive 

effect of race and party on a candidate's likelihood of winning an election. The results 

again indicate significant disadvantages for non-White candidates, especially for non-

White Republicans. Indeed, White candidates in both the Republican and Democratic 

parties win their primary elections at similar rates (42.8 vs. 43.9 percent), while non-

White Republicans and Democrats win an average of just 28.7 and 39.8 percent of their 

primaries respectively. 

 

 

Figure 35:  Interactive effect of race and party in general elections measured by average vote 

percent won (left) and election win percent (right), 1980-2019. 

 

Similar – though muted – trends across racial groups and parties are also visible in 

Figure 35, which considers their effects in general elections to local legislatures.72 As in 

 
72 The models in Figure 34 were run across a subset of all general elections in the dataset of de Benedictis-

Kessner and Warshaw (2020b). This subset (n = 7,327 of an original 36,969) includes candidates in (1) 

competitive general elections (2) within one-winner districts. This subsetting approach was necessary due 

to the geographically fixed nature of race in the United States. Many districts in my sample with non-White 

candidates present come from areas that are primarily non-White in their composition and therefore heavily 

Democratic in their political alignment. White candidates were also significantly more likely to participate 

in elections in multi-member districts. A central point of this dissertation is that such elections are 

significantly more likely to be uncompetitive and, indeed, the effect of including the full sample in the 

analysis presented here was to massively inflate the relative performance of non-White Democrats. By 

limiting the analysis to competitive, one-winner districts, comparisons across racial and partisan identities 

are more straightforward. The fact that this approach was unnecessary in the primary election models 
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Chapter 4, the effect of race is less prominent in general elections than in primary 

elections, although it is still measurable in the Republican Party. While White and non-

White Democratic candidates perform similarly in terms of both average vote (48 percent 

vs. 47.7 percent) and win (45.5 percent vs. 46.9 percent) percentages, the same cannot be 

said for non-White Republicans. White Republicans (49 percent) receive a nearly 2 

percent larger share of votes than do non-White Republicans (47.1 percent) on average. 

Though this difference is not statistically significant, the disadvantaged status of non-

White Republicans is significant when measured by chances of winning their general 

elections. In this case, White Republicans win their elections nearly 20 percent more 

often than do non-White Republicans (52.5 percent vs. 34.8 percent).73 This general 

election finding may be evidence of the activation of racial/ethnic identities in these 

county elections, which has been shown to limit spatial voting behavior among White 

voters (Boudreau, Elmendorf, and MacKenzie 2019). 

These models are strong indicators that non-White primary candidates face 

impediments to their elections relative to their White counterparts.74 In line with my 

theoretical expectations, these impediments are particularly stark amongst non-White 

candidates (1) in primary elections and (2) running for the Republican nomination. Much 

like in Chapter 4, these results align with my theory but come with caveats. On the one 

 
provides further evidence of both the importance of studying local primary elections and the value of 

utilizing causal inference techniques such as RD designs when conducting this kind of research. 
73 This relationship is statistically significant despite the extremely small number of non-White Republicans 

in this sample. While the total candidates across both parties is similar (3,700 Democrats and 3,627 

Republicans), non-White Democrats (n = 567) outnumber non-White Republicans (n = 66) by an order of 

nearly 9-to-1. It is important to note that, while non-White Democrats are primarily Black (402 of 567), 

non-White Republicans are mostly Hispanic (42 of 66). Indeed, of these 7,327 candidates, my sample only 

identified one Black Republican. The results of these models across specific racial groupings may be found 

in the Appendix. 
74 Interestingly, it seems that these racialized effects may have increased in severity over time. See the 

Appendix for more information. 
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hand, this chapter provides the first evidence of such a race-based effect within county 

legislative primary elections and contributes to the literature on race and elections more 

broadly. On the other hand, while these models include several relevant control variables, 

they rely on correlational analysis and are therefore susceptible to omitted variable bias. 

To further interrogate the relationship between race and party in the local electoral 

context, therefore, the following section will implement a regression discontinuity design 

to test the impact of candidate race on their electoral fortunes directly. 

 

Causal Inference and the Electoral Effect of Race 

In order to measure the effect of race on candidates' electoral fortunes directly, I 

turn again to the regression discontinuity design. As established in Chapter 4, much prior 

research utilizing RDs to understand the political effects of individuals' descriptive traits 

has relied solely on general election results (e.g., Ferreira and Gyourko 2014; Hopkins 

and McCabe 2012). An approach using only general election results assumes that 

descriptive characteristics will be dispersed evenly across parties. In the context of 

American politics, however, race and partisanship are highly correlated. In similar 

fashion to Chapter 4, this chapter's RD design uses primary election results to generate 

causal estimates of race-based electoral effects to control for this correlation. 

In addition to controlling for potential party effects, it is also germane to compare 

White and non-White candidates to better understand how alike or dissimilar they may 

be. Consequently, Table 6 below compares White and non-White Democratic candidates 

in my matched sample who (1) won a contested primary election against a candidate of a 

different race and (2) subsequently competed in a contested general election that had a 
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single winner.75 Of this select group, 139 are White and 118 are non-White. The only 

significant difference across these groups is that White candidates were slightly more 

likely to face competitive primary elections (49 percent vs. 36 percent). Otherwise, White 

and non-White candidates in my sample appear generally similar across several metrics. 

 

Table 6:  Summary Descriptive Table of White and non-White Primary Winners 

 White Winners 

N = 139 

Non-White Winners 

N = 118 

P-Value 

At-large districts 0.23 (0.42) 0.14 (0.35) 0.076 

Competitive primary 0.49 (0.50) 0.36 (0.48) 0.044 

Winners primary (#) 1.37 (0.77) 1.22 (0.57) 0.069 

Gen. election vote share 0.51 (0.18) 0.53 (0.18) 0.374 

District type:   0.128 

Large urban metro 41 (29.5%) 27 (22.9%)  

Large fringe metro 29 (20.9%) 32 (27.1%)  

Medium metro 39 (28.1%) 42 (35.6%)  

Small metro 30 (21.6%) 16 (13.6%)  

Micropolitan 0 (0.00%) 1 (0.85%)  

 

 

While these within-sample comparisons are generally promising, the most 

discouraging statistic is also the most basic:  the number of total observations. As will be 

demonstrated in the following pages, the total number of available observations makes 

any conclusions derived from the RD analysis somewhat speculative. Still, it may be 

possible to glean general trends from these preliminary models.76 

 
75 I chose to run my analysis on Democratic candidates only because there simply were not enough non-

White Republicans in my sample. As will become apparent in the following pages, even the Democratic 

sample suffers from insufficient observations. 
76 See the Appendix for evidence of the validity of the RD approach, such as the sharp discontinuity of 

White and non-White candidates across the win-loss threshold and the normal distribution of these 

candidates. 
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Figure 36 displays the results of an RD model generated by the rdrobust 

package (Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik 2015). This model utilizes linear regression to 

estimate the local average treatment effect (LATE) of non-White candidate nomination 

on general election vote share.77 The running variable (x-axis) is the primary election 

vote share of White and non-White candidates, with White candidates represented to the 

left and non-White candidates represented to the right of the cutpoint at 0 (e.g., -5 

percent/5 percent) should be interpreted as a White/non-White candidate winning their 

primary election by a 5 percent margin). The outcome variable (y-axis), meanwhile, 

charts candidates' general election win percentage (i.e., the percent chance of a 

candidate's winning a general election).78 

 

 

Figure 36:  Regression discontinuity design utilizing a linear estimation technique to compare the 

electoral effect of race within Democratic elections measured by average win percentage. 

 
77 The current best practice in the use of RD designs is to utilize linear regression to estimate treatment 

effects (Gelman and Imbens 2019). My findings, however, are similar when subjected to polynomial 

regression specifications. Furthermore, the model's bandwidth (15.1 percent) was calculated using 

rdrobust, yet my results are robust across the full range of data. See the appendix for these alternative 

model results. 
78 The results are substantively similar when using general election vote percentage as the dependent 

variable. See the Appendix for more details. 
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Figure 36 suggests that non-White Democratic candidates win local general 

elections at approximately the same rate as otherwise similar White candidates. The 

effect size is negligible overall (0.053) and far from significant (p = 0.724) due in part 

perhaps to the small number of observations available to the RD model. The somewhat 

underpowered nature of this finding is demonstrated further in Table 7. As shown in this 

table, doubling the optimal bandwidth of the model from 0.151 to 0.302 – i.e., from 

including candidates who won their primary by up to 15.1 percent to including those who 

won by 30.2 percent or less – yields substantively similar results. The fact that increasing 

the bandwidth retains virtually the same LATE while simultaneously decreasing the 

model's p-value by half adds credibility to the contention that the statistically 

insignificant results are affected by the small number of usable observations in my 

dataset.79 These findings align with the theoretical expectations established earlier in the 

chapter; namely that partisan concerns should overwhelm any latent bias present amongst 

voters in general elections. 

 

Table 7:  LATE of Non-White Candidacy on Democratic General Election Win 

Percentage – Three Bandwidths 

Model Type Coef. 
Std. 

Error 
P > |z| 

# Obs. 

(left) 

# Obs. 

(right) 

Eff. # 

Obs. 

(left) 

Eff. # 

Obs. 

(right) 

BW 

Democrats (LATE) 0.053 0.151 0.724 139 118 67 43 0.1510 

Democrats (LATE - 

Half-BW) 
0.233 0.203 0.255 139 118 43 25 0.0755 

Democrats (LATE - 

Double-BW) 
0.013 0.111 0.909 139 118 101 82 0.3020 

 
79 Indeed, the fact that the effect diminishes dramatically when the default bandwidth is halved further 

shows the model's sensitivity to losing observations. 
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To test this relationship further I ran the RD across several additional 

specifications, which may be found in Figure 44 of the Appendix. Most relevantly, I 

evaluated the effect of race on average general election win percentage across a 

combined sample of Democratic and Republican candidates. While such a test cannot 

evaluate partisan effects, it offers two benefits. First, modeling across both parties adds a 

small number of observations to the model and increases the model’s evaluative power. 

Second, this chapter has previously demonstrated that non-White Republicans are more 

likely to face electoral penalties than non-White Democrats. If non-White candidates are 

paying electoral costs in general elections (as suggested by the model coefficients in 

Table 7), then adding Republican candidates should bolster this effect. Such a change, 

however, is not observed. 

Following this combined Democrat-Republican model, I also applied the 

regression discontinuity technique to an alternative dependent variable – general election 

vote percentage – across both the Democratic sample and the combined Democrat-

Republican sample. Again, the analysis yielded no effect (with the model including both 

Democrats and Republicans returning a dubious positive coefficient). The same null 

effects are observed when utilizing non-parametric modeling techniques. Altogether this 

analysis suggests that non-White candidates do not pay significant electoral costs in 

general elections, although the small number of observations available to the RD models 

means that these findings will remain suggestive until significantly more observations 

can be collected.  
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Discussion & Conclusion 

The results presented in the preceding section provide evidence to my theoretical 

expectation that racial bias exists in local elections, but that its effects are context-

dependent. On the one hand, White candidates in my sample repeatedly outperformed 

non-White candidates to varying degrees in differing electoral contexts. These findings 

align with previous scholarship (see Feldman and Huddy 2005; Huddy and Feldman 

2009) which argues that racial bias influences even the most local elections. These 

findings, however, demonstrate noteworthy variation across partisan lines and electoral 

contexts. 

First, Figure 34's linear models presenting the interactive effect of race and party 

in local primary elections show that while electoral bias affects non-White candidates 

relative to White candidates in both parties, such effects are more pronounced against 

non-White Republican candidates.80 Measured by vote percentage, for example, non-

White Democrats received 2 percent fewer votes than White Democrats, while the gap 

between non-White and White Republicans was more than three times as large at 6.3 

percent. Moreover, while non-White Democrats were 4 percent less likely than White 

Democrats to win their primary elections, this gap was 14 percent among similar 

Republican candidates; over three times larger than the Democratic gap. 

Figure 35 modeling the same effects in general elections, furthermore, showed a 

similar pattern. Even though bias should be less prevalent in general elections than in 

primaries (e.g., Hayes and Lawless 2016), non-White candidates still fared significantly 

worse when running as Republicans. The most significant impact came when measured 

 
80 Some model specifications, in fact, only isolated deleterious effects for non-White candidates within the 

Republican Party. 
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by win percentage:  while White and non-White Democrats fared similarly, White 

Republicans still won their elections roughly 18 percent more often than did non-White 

Republicans. This analysis cannot claim to be definitive – it is influenced significantly by 

the small number of non-White Republican candidates in county elections nationwide 

and the modeling approach cannot generate causal estimates – yet it remains difficult to 

ignore such a massive effect and characterize it as a simple statistical anomaly.   

Finally, this chapter's RD models – both in the main text and in the Appendix – 

provided further suggestive evidence that bias against non-White candidates does not 

affect general election outcomes in elections to county legislatures. Measured across 

different dependent variables, candidate samples and parametric/nonparametric 

techniques, these RDs failed to find significant evidence of racial bias in local general 

elections. Further evidence is necessary, however, to definitively understand the 

interaction between race and party in American counties. 

This chapter – in conjunction Chapter 4 – has explored the conditions under 

which identity-based electoral bias occurs in local elections across the United States, and 

represents the beginning of a promising research agenda aimed at understanding how and 

under what circumstances such bias manifests itself in the grassroots of American 

political life. Although this chapter's RD model did not isolate a clear causal effect, the 

presence of racial bias cannot at this point be ruled out. Moving forward, it would be 

valuable to collect additional data on candidates in local primaries and generals to further 

establish these chapters' claims relating to the roles of both gender and race in county 

elections. Ultimately, the study of bias in local politics is both theoretically challenging 
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and normatively important, and this chapter patently demonstrates its broader 

significance to the field of political science. 
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Chapter 5:  Appendix 

 

 

Figure 37:  Effect of race and party on election wins and vote percentages, all model 

specifications. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 38:  Interactive effect of gender and party on primary (left) and general (right) election 

wins and vote percentages, Fixed Effects (County x Year). 
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Figure 39:  Effect of racial identity on average win percentage by decade (top) and electoral 

institution (bottom), 1980-2020. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40:  Interactive effect of race and party in primary elections - one-winner elections only, 

1980-2020. 
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Figure 41:  Interactive effect of Black and Hispanic identity and party in primary elections, 1980-

2020. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 42:  Interactive effect of Black and Hispanic identity and party in general elections, 1980-

2020. 
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Figure 43:  Sharp discontinuity between White and non-White candidates (above), who are 

randomly distributed across the discontinuity (below). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44:  RDD comparing the electoral effect of race on win rates among both Democratic and 

Republican candidates (top), as well as the effect of race on general vote percent within 

Democratic (bottom-left) and Democratic and Republican (bottom-right) elections. 
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Figure 45:  Regression discontinuity design utilizing a linear estimation technique to compare the 

electoral effect of race within Democratic elections measured by average win percentage; single-

winner district subset. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 46:  Regression discontinuity design utilizing a nonparametric estimation technique to 

compare the electoral effect of race within Democratic elections.  
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Chapter 6:  Conclusion – Reflections and Directions 

 

This dissertation has sought to understand a heretofore opaque dimension of 

politics:  primary elections in the counties of the United States. It has utilized descriptive, 

correlational, and causal inference techniques to understand the relative importance of 

county primaries as well as the types of candidates elected via these electoral institutions 

in local governments across the United States. The dissertation has also generated a novel 

dataset of roughly 14,000 candidates across nearly 400 counties over a 40-year 

timeframe. This dataset has demonstrated the contours of local primary elections in the 

United States including both the relative size and institutional variation of local 

legislatures, as well as the gendered and racial differences observed across legislators and 

political parties at this most grassroots level of government. Taken together, this 

dissertation offers the beginnings of a promising research agenda and a strong first step 

toward a deeper understanding of local elections in the United States. 

The first conclusion proffered by this dissertation is that primary elections are 

more competitive than general elections in American counties. While previous research – 

most notably from Shigeo Hirano and James M. Snyder, Jr. (2019) – has suggested that 

counties might hold more competitive primaries relative to generals due to their tendency 

to have more demographically and politically homogeneous populations, Chapter 3 

provides the first definitive evidence in service of this theory. The fact that primaries, not 

general elections, are the central source of competition in county elections bears both 

normative and theoretical consequences. Normatively, this finding adds further validity to 

Hirano and Snyder's (2019) contention that the reforms which did away with party 

nominating conventions and ushered in the era of party primaries accomplished their 
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purpose; that is, to inject competition into electoral contexts where it otherwise would not 

exist. Greater competition is normatively valuable to democratic governance as it 

engenders accountability to voters and ensures that every candidate must contend with 

alternative political visions from both within and outside of their own party. This finding 

is normatively good for the health of American democratic governance. 

Theoretically, this finding demonstrates some of both the similarities and 

differences between legislative elections across American politics. On the one hand, the 

greater competitiveness of primary elections and Chapter 3's findings relating to the 

relative rates of competition across differing arrangements of county partisanship and 

legislator incumbency suggest that local elections are not wholly dissimilar to elections at 

higher levels of government. Incumbency matters in all American elections and the 

potential candidate's strategic decision of whether to run for office is contingent on the 

external political environment. 

On the other hand, local elections face differing electoral considerations. Unlike 

elections at higher levels of government – which oftentimes feature noncompetitive 

primary elections and competitive general elections driven by the more diverse pool of 

voters typical of these higher levels of aggregation – county-level elections face differing 

conditions. Unlike statewide elections, county elections are commonly uncontested and, 

when they are contested, primaries are more competitive than generals greater than 10 

percent of the time.81 Such dynamics should encourage scholars and reformers alike to 

 
81 This dynamic is somewhat curious since individual members of local legislatures bear far more influence 

than individual members of bodies such as state legislatures. Representatives in a state like New 

Hampshire, for example, are 1-of-424 elected officials. In comparison, the majority of local legislators are 

1 of 5. Future research may consider the differing levels of influence across legislative bodies. 



121 
 

consider how differing institutional and demographic arrangements might ultimately 

shape the nature of representation in the United States. 

With the important role of primaries in county electoral contests established, the 

dissertation then turned to the unique dynamics of local primaries which may influence 

their outcomes. Two aspects of local primaries are particularly salient in this regard. First, 

county primary elections are extremely low-information (de Benedictis-Kessner 2018; 

Bernhard and Freeder 2020; Crowder-Meyer, Gadarian, and Trounstine 2015; Trounstine 

2013). In such an environment where voters know little about candidates, they will seek 

out other identifiable cues about candidates to inform their voting decisions (T. M. 

Ditonto, Hamilton, and Redlawsk 2014; Ondercin and Fulton 2020; Taber and Lodge 

2006). 

Second, while voters oftentimes revert to partisan identification as a valuable 

heuristic, they cannot revert to such an approach in primary elections and therefore find 

other heuristics difficult to find in local elections in particular (Bernhard and Freeder 

2020). When confronted by such a confluence of low information about candidates and 

the lack of partisan heuristics, voters may turn to candidates' descriptive identities to help 

them decide which candidate to support (Boudreau, Elmendorf, and MacKenzie 2015; Z. 

Hajnal and Trounstine 2014; Henderson et al. 2019; Holman and Lay 2021; Oliver and 

Ha 2007; Warshaw 2019). This interaction of the low-information and functionally 

nonpartisan environment of county elections leads to the second broad conclusion of this 

dissertation: that candidates' descriptive traits have significant electoral consequences in 

local primary elections politics. 
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Indeed, Chapters 4 and 5 both explore how candidates' gender and racial 

identification might affect their electoral performances. First, Chapter 4 showed that 

female candidates outperformed male candidates in Democratic primaries but not in 

Republican primaries. A straightforward explanation for this finding may be that, when 

confronted with comparable male and female candidates, Democratic voters prefer voting 

for women. Scholarship over the past two decades has found evidence of this pro-female 

preference among Democrats (Bauer 2017; King and Matland 2003; Kitchens and Swers 

2016; Och and Shames 2018; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018; Thomsen 2015), and 

empirical evidence has shown that Democratic women outperform both Republican 

women and Democratic men in congressional primary elections (Thomsen 2020). Other 

differences across the parties may further help to explain women's strong relative 

performances in Democratic primaries, such as Democratic voters' anti-sexist political 

views (Hayes and Lawless 2021) or Democratic elites' preferences for female 

representation (Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). 

Though Chapter 4 provided evidence for female candidates' relative advantage in 

Democratic primaries, no such effect was found in general elections. This null effect in 

county legislative general elections aligned well with theories of gender and elections 

established by scholars such as Danny Hayes and Jennifer Lawless (2016). According to 

these scholars, "the declining novelty of women in politics, coupled with the growing 

polarization of the political parties, has reduced the salience of candidate sex and 

minimized gender differences on the campaign trail" (Hayes and Lawless 2016, 18). My 

findings indeed reflect that while Democratic voters may prefer female candidates to 

male candidates in primary elections, they unambiguously prefer Democrats to 
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Republicans in general elections. Female and male Republican candidates, meanwhile, 

perform similarly regardless of electoral stage. It would seem, therefore, that the positive 

association of female candidates with the policy areas endemic to local politics (Alvarez, 

Hall, and Levin 2018; Anzia and Bernhard 2021; McDermott 1997, 1998) has not proven 

strong enough to overcome the intensity of partisan polarization found at all levels of 

modern American politics.  

In a similar vein, Chapter 5 evaluated the impact of candidates' racial 

identifications on their electoral performances. This chapter told a more normatively 

troubling story than did Chapter 4. Indeed, opposed to the stronger performance of 

female candidates in Democratic primaries, Chapter 5 suggested that non-White 

candidates performed worse than White candidates in both parties' primaries. This effect 

was particularly acute among non-White Republican candidates.82 Though the massive 

difference in the numbers of non-White Democrats and Republicans may be partially 

explained by a lack of supply in Republican counties (Shah 2014), non-White candidates 

still fared notably worse in GOP contests (e.g., non-White Republicans won their 

primaries _roughly 15 percent less often_ than their White counterparts). Whether due to 

"old" (Feldman and Huddy 2005) or "new" racism (Huddy and Feldman 2009), voters' 

biased assumptions relating to ideology (Jacobsmeier 2015; Krupnikov and Piston 2015; 

Matsubayashi and Ueda 2011), in-group/out-group identities activated by racial animus 

(Petrow, Transue, and Vercellotti 2018; Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002), or yet 

another mechanism (e.g., Piston et al. 2018), the reality that non-White candidates 

 
82 In fact, some model specifications in the Appendix of Chapter 5 only found significant effects within 

Republican primaries. 
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underperform their White counterparts in hundreds (if not thousands) of elections across 

the country is normatively troubling. 

Still, despite the disturbing underperformance of non-White candidates across 

primary elections, these effects were not fully realized in general elections. While White 

Republican candidates still won elections at a higher rate than non-White Republicans, 

other model specifications did not identify such an effect.83 The chapter's regression 

discontinuity models, moreover, did not find significant effects within either the sample 

of Democratic candidates or the combined Democrat-Republican sample. Though further 

evidence remains necessary to definitively rule out the presence of racial bias in general 

elections, my findings again suggest that considerations of partisanship overwhelm the 

effects of racial bias in general elections to county legislatures. 

Ultimately, this dissertation has sought to demonstrate the value of studying local 

primary elections and has laid the groundwork for a promising research agenda focused 

on local primaries, descriptive representation, and the political effects of these processes. 

Accordingly, I offer three potential directions which future scholarship might take in 

order to understand the dynamics affecting local governments across the United States. 

First, the most straightforward approach to further the research presented in this 

chapter would be to collect more data on both primary and general elections in county 

governments. Though my dataset took significant time and effort to compile, the reality is 

that I would be even more confident in my descriptive and correlational inquiries in 

general given more observations. As demonstrated in Chapters 4 and 5, the relatively 

small number of matched observations between my dataset and that of de Benedictis-

 
83 This finding may be in part attributed to the extremely small number of non-White Republicans in my 

sample overall. 
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Kessner and Warshaw (2020b) meant that my regression discontinuity designs were for 

the most part underpowered. Though this lack of inferential power came about due to 

both incongruities between the datasets84 and the inherently small number of appropriate 

candidates for my analysis,85 more observations would lend greater credibility to my 

currently indeterminate causal estimates. 

Second, in addition to generating greater statistical power given more 

observations, scholars might collect different kinds of data in order to ask different types 

of questions. One might be interested in studying the dynamics of elections to other 

offices and/or the effects of candidate identities, for example; while sheriffs (e.g., 

Thompson 2020) and school board members (e.g., Deckman 2007; Macartney and 

Singleton 2018) have received scholarly attention in the past, positions such as county 

executives, local judges, or local planning committees have received relatively less 

interest to this point. 

Alternatively, Hirano and Snyder (2019), consider both (1) if more qualified 

candidates tend to win primaries at higher rates and (2) the extent to which scandals hurt 

incumbent politicians. Similar efforts plausibly could be undertaken to find and evaluate 

qualifications and/or scandals amongst local legislators as well in order to understand 

 
84 When matching these datasets on "first name," "last name," "FIPS code," "year," and "party 

identification", for example, a candidate in my sample might be labeled as "first name - John, last name - 

Smith, while the general election dataset would label the same candidate as "first name - Smith, last name - 

John." Though not an insurmountable task to standardize such names, the inconsistent manner of these 

incongruities disincentivized my doing so for the purposes of this dissertation. I hope to return to these 

unmatched observations in the future. 
85 Appropriate candidates had to (1) be a winner of a contested primary election in which (2) the next-

highest vote-getting competitor was of a different gender/race. That candidate then had to (3) proceed to a 

contested general election. If that candidate passed all of those requirements, they then would only be 

included in the final RD analysis if (4) their margin of primary victory was close enough to the RD 

cutpoint. Such an intensive list of requirements explains why my dataset of nearly 14,000 primary 

candidates yielded models with at most roughly 200 candidates! 
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how accountability functions at this level (de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2020a; D. 

M. Caughey and Warshaw 2019). Researchers might also seek more descriptive data – 

perhaps through focus groups or interviews – to help understand basic questions such as 

just how low-information are county primaries? or how do county elections (i.e., 

language, issue areas, campaign tactics, etc.) differ when competition takes place 

between candidates with different demographic traits? The research presented in this 

dissertation cannot speak directly to the forces underpinning local elections, and inquiry 

of this type therefore would help shed light on the potential mechanisms contributing to 

the empirical findings presented in this dissertation. 

There are a host of other political outcomes which could be explored using the 

methods demonstrated in the preceding chapters. One could readily follow the lead of de 

Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2020b), for example, and use my approach to test the 

effects of elected officials' descriptive characteristics on the fiscal policy outputs of 

county governments.86 In this way, scholars could uncover the meaningful process of 

how descriptive representation translates to substantive representation in local politics. 

One might also be interested in studying how affinity effects garnered by candidates' 

descriptive characteristics impact general election turnout, or how differing institutional 

or demographic factors influence the ideology of elected officials. Many avenues of 

normatively valuable scholarship exist in the realm of local politics, and I hope that both 

my dataset and my usage of RD methods in this venue might inspire future scholars to 

pursue it.  

 
86 I myself was planning on conducting such an analysis for this dissertation but decided to temporarily 

forgo the opportunity in the interest of expediency and thematic consistency. 
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Finally, while it is important to study the independent effects of gender and race 

as they relate to local politics (as well as American politics more broadly), a burgeoning 

literature has begun to explain how we should understand the role of intersectional 

identities in American politics. Such dynamic identities are normatively significant87 and 

theoretically informative (Bratton, Haynie, and Reingold 2006; Brown 2014; Carew 

2016; Medenica and Fowler 2020; Minta 2012; Orey et al. 2006; Reingold 2019). 

Enlightening studies such as Beth Reingold and Adrienne R. Smith's Welfare 

Policymaking and Intersections of Race, Ethnicity, and Gender in U.S. State Legislatures 

(2012) demonstrate that intersectional research can offer a challenging and 

unconventional understanding of American politics, and it would behoove scholars of 

local politics to follow their example.88 

In light of this dissertation's findings – that primaries (1) spur electoral 

competitiveness in local elections and (2) bare differing electoral consequences across 

candidates' gender and racial identities – scholars should pursue local primaries as an 

avenue to understand the microfoundations of descriptive representation, partisanship, 

and policy representation in the United State as a whole. With such an approach based 

upon a nuanced understanding of politics, novel questions, and normative significance, 

the discipline of political science will continue to inform and inspire students, as it has for 

me for over a decade. 

  

 
87 Black women in American society, for example, face the challenge of being "doubly oppressed," yet 

Black women also turn out at high rates in comparison to other groups. See 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/18/men-and-women-in-the-u-s-continue-to-differ-in-voter-

turnout-rate-party-identification/ for more information. 
88 Simien 2007 offers a good starting point for those interested. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/18/men-and-women-in-the-u-s-continue-to-differ-in-voter-turnout-rate-party-identification/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/18/men-and-women-in-the-u-s-continue-to-differ-in-voter-turnout-rate-party-identification/
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