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Abstract

For decades, research on US local politics emphasized the distinctiveness of
local government, but that has begun to change. In recent years, new data
on partisanship and ideology have transformed the study of local politics.
Much of the ensuing scholarship has concluded that local politics resem-
bles politics in state and national governments: partisan and ideological. I
argue that such a conclusion is premature. So far, this newer literature has
been insufficiently attentive to the policies US local governments make—
and to the fact that they are mostly different from the issues that dominate
national politics. Going forward, scholars should prioritize measurement of
preferences on these local government issues, develop theories of when and
why local political divisions will mirror national partisanship and ideology,
and investigate why there are links between some local policies and national
partisanship and ideology—and whether those links also exist for core local
government issues.
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INTRODUCTION

The study of US urban and local politics was for a long time viewed as separate from “American
politics” research (Peterson 1981, Judd 2005, Trounstine 2009). Mainstream American politics
research was mostly about the federal government, national policy, and elections for national of-
fices. Even as more political scientists started taking an interest in the US states (e.g., Erikson et al.
1993), research on the nation’s cities, counties, school districts, and special districts continued to
be treated as something different—despite the fact that local governments are the primary de-
cision makers on important, nationally salient issues like policing and law enforcement, housing
development, and public education.

This historical divide was driven partly by differences in research methods. Much of the tradi-
tional urban politics literature is qualitative, based on case studies of particular cities, in contrast
to the highly quantitative American politics literature. Until recently, however, even quantitative
studies of US cities and school districts were not considered mainstream American politics re-
search (e.g., Moe 2006, Berry & Howell 2007, Oliver & Ha 2007). Just as important to this divide
was the substance of the research itself—that it was about local government—and an understand-
ing that local politics is different from national politics.

MainstreamAmerican politics research and local politics research share a deep interest in polit-
ical representation—questions about whose interests get represented in government and to whom
policy makers are responsive in making policy—but they have tended to study representation in
different ways, with different emphases. In national and state politics accounts of political repre-
sentation, partisanship, ideology, and public opinion play leading roles (e.g., Stimson et al. 1995,
Bartels 2008, Shor & McCarty 2011, Gilens 2012, Lax & Phillips 2012, Caughey et al. 2017).
Research on local politics, by contrast, has emphasized the importance of homeowners, racial and
ethnic divisions, local political institutions, and the clout of certain groups like business or public
sector unions (e.g., Stone 1989, Fischel 2001, Trounstine & Valdini 2008,Hajnal 2009,Moe 2011,
Anzia & Moe 2015). Party and ideology have not featured as prominently, and some local politics
scholars assert that partisan and ideological divides are simply less important in the local context
than in national politics (e.g., Peterson 1981, Oliver et al. 2012).

In recent years, however, a new body of research on local political representation has started to
bridge this historical divide, fueled by new data on public opinion, party, and ideology at the local
level (e.g., Ferreira & Gyourko 2009, Tausanovitch & Warshaw 2013, Einstein & Kogan 2016,
Schaffner et al. 2020). This work suggests that local politics may not be as distinctive as many
scholars thought. It concludes that party and ideology do seem to matter in local government
(e.g., Tausanovitch & Warshaw 2014, de Benedictis-Kessner & Warshaw 2016) and that local
political attitudes seem to have nationalized (Hopkins 2018). Casual readers of this new research
might infer that politics in US local governments today looks a lot like politics in state and national
governments: partisan, ideological, and nationalized.

My argument in this article is that such an inference would be premature, and that while party
and ideology do matter for some local issues, much of what is most important about local pol-
itics is probably not well explained by nationally forged partisan and ideological commitments.
The newer literature on local political representation has had the laudable effect of increasing
political science attention to US local governments, and its focus on measuring constituencies’
policy preferences is one that the traditional local politics literature should learn from and build
on. But so far the newer literature has largely achieved all this by applying the dominant paradigm
from national politics research to the local context—without sufficient reflection on whether that
paradigm is a good fit for the local cases it examines. To make progress, scholars should also turn
back to the more traditional local politics literature and directly engage with its arguments of how
local politics is different from national and state politics.
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There aremany such differences, but here I focus on one that is especially important for howwe
think about partisanship, ideology, and national forces in local politics: that the main functions of
US local governments—meaning what they actually do and what issues they make policy on—are
mostly different from the issues that dominate national politics. Most modern American politics
research does not focus heavily on how the particulars of a given issue or policy shape its politics
(Hacker & Pierson 2014), so perhaps it is not surprising that this distinction has so far received
little attention. But it can be hugely consequential. If political parties and ideology to some extent
represent positions on bundles of issues (e.g., Converse 1964, Carmines & Stimson 1989, Bawn
et al. 2012), then evaluating the role of party and ideology in local government naturally requires
that we consider how local government issues differ from national issues.

With this as the anchor for my discussion, I highlight three broad features of the newer lit-
erature on local political representation and point to promising directions for future research in
each area. First, I discuss the new measures of local partisanship, public opinion, and ideology that
have propelled this literature forward. While they are often used or interpreted as measures of
political preferences in local politics, they should actually be viewed as preferences on mostly na-
tional issues at the local level. Second, the recent advances of this literature have so far beenmostly
empirical and would benefit from greater attention to theory—in particular, theorizing on why
citizens’ and elites’ preferences and positions on local issues would be related to their national-
level party affiliations and ideologies. Third, I assess what we have and have not yet learned from
quantitative empirical studies demonstrating that partisanship and ideology are linked to local
policy outcomes. I argue that before we draw general conclusions about the importance of party,
ideology, or nationalization in local politics, we need research on a broader set of local policies,
empirical exploration of the mechanisms that underpin any such links, and consideration of omit-
ted variables that are plausibly correlated with both local policy and partisanship and ideology.On
this last point, interest groups should be at the top of the list.

Local politics research has come a long way in the last decade, so this is an opportune moment
for reflection—and some course correction. The recent increase in political scientists’ attention
to local politics is a good thing. Local governments are an important component of American
government, and the study of their politics should be considered an important part of the study
of American politics. But that does not mean we should assume that local politics is the same as
national politics, or simply adopt the dominant national politics paradigm for studying it. Instead,
we should critically evaluate whether and when our models from national politics are a good fit for
local cases, and we should be open to locally oriented theories and explanations when called for.
That will help us to move toward a clearer understanding of local politics, and it will also result
in a fuller, richer understanding of American politics as a whole.

THE TRADITIONAL VIEW: LOCAL POLITICS IS DISTINCTIVE

In the opening pages of his agenda-setting book, City Limits, Peterson (1981, p. 3) writes, “Too
often cities are treated as if they were nation-states.What is known about the politics of nations, it
is said, can be applied to the politics of cities within them. . . . It is the burden of my argument that
local politics is not like national politics.” For the three decades to follow, urban and local politics
scholars largely abided by Peterson’s advice to study city governments as city governments—and
not as miniature republics. Cities face competitive pressures to maintain the tax base, so they
focus heavily on economic development and growth and cannot easily pursue large programs of
redistribution (Peterson 1981). Scholars in the regime theory tradition portray city governance as
relatively informal, with important decisions happening behind the scenes, and with private actors
(mostly business interests) serving in copilot roles alongside local public officials (Stone 1989,
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Mossberger & Stoker 2001). Others emphasize the constraints that state governments impose on
local governments’ policy-making authority (e.g., Ladd & Yinger 1989, Gerber &Hopkins 2011),
and still others have studied the effects of political institutions that grew out of the Progressive
Era municipal reformmovement (Trounstine 2008): More than 75% of municipal elections in the
United States are formally nonpartisan (Wood 2002), most local governments hold their elections
on days other than national and state election days (Anzia 2014), and many do not have districted
legislatures or separately elected chief executives (Lubell et al. 2009).

In studying questions of representation, moreover, traditional1 local politics research has em-
phasized political cleavages other than partisanship and ideology. One prominent theme is the
political clout of homeowners. Fischel (2001) argues that homeowners have powerful incentives
to invest in local politics and support policies that maintain local property values. Oliver et al.
(2012, p. 70) write that “for voting in local elections, the impact of homeownership is as great
as education and larger than age, which happen to be the two biggest predictors of turnout in
national contests.” Homeowners are also overrepresented in local planning commission meetings
and are an important force behind the NIMBY (not in my backyard) impulses that limit new
housing development (Hankinson 2018, Einstein et al. 2019). Traditional local politics research
has also highlighted the importance of other dimensions of local politics, including race and eth-
nicity (e.g., Kaufmann 2004, Barreto 2007,Hajnal 2009, Trounstine 2018), age (Kogan et al. 2018,
Anzia 2019), incumbency (Burnett & Kogan 2017, Payson 2017), and the strength of public sector
unions (Moe 2011, Anzia & Moe 2015, DiSalvo 2015).

All of this work is about representation, but it is not focused primarily on partisan or ideological
divisions. Local elections often do not feature meaningful party competition (Schleicher 2007,
Trounstine 2009).Hajnal&Trounstine (2014) find that while party and ideology do help to explain
vote choice in local elections, racial divisions are far more important. Oliver et al. (2012) argue
that local politics in most places is less ideological and partisan than national politics, in large part
because local governments do less and do different things (see also Adrian 1952).

THE NEW VIEW: LOCAL POLITICS IS PARTISAN AND IDEOLOGICAL

Until recently, research on local politics also lacked data on the key elements of the dominant
paradigm for studying political representation in national and state politics: measures of public
opinion and measures of policies or elites’ positions on key issues (e.g., Erikson et al. 1993, Bartels
2008, Gilens 2012, Lax & Phillips 2012). Because of this lack, it was not really possible to evaluate
whether local policies align with local public opinion—at least not with the standard mechanics
of the mainstream political representation literature. That has changed in the last few years as
researchers havemade strides inmeasuring local public opinion, local candidates’ party affiliations,
and some local policies beyond fiscal outcomes. The result has been a rapidly growing body of
work that looks a lot more like research on national and state political representation and that
draws conclusions very different from those of the traditional local politics literature.

The most significant advances have been made in measuring partisanship, public opinion, and
ideology at the local level. Some researchers have compiled US presidential vote data at the level
of county or municipal government and have found that greater Democratic vote share is asso-
ciated with higher local government expenditures and greater expenditures on certain functions

1I refer to this as the traditional view rather than the older view because some of the research I include in this
group is not old. Also, while it is useful for discussion purposes to separate the traditional view from the newer
view, this is not necessarily a sharp intellectual divide.
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like public safety, parks and recreation, and infrastructure (Choi et al. 2010, Einstein & Kogan
2016, Sances 2019). Studies of elections in large cities like Los Angeles, San Francisco, Memphis,
and Nashville find that voter ideology is an important predictor of vote choice (Abrajano et al.
2005, Boudreau et al. 2015, Sances 2018). Tausanovitch &Warshaw (2014) take a more expansive
approach, pooling data from large national public opinion surveys and using multilevel regression
and poststratification to estimate local ideology scores for more than 1,600 cities and towns. They
find that cities with more liberal mass ideology have greater expenditures per capita (see also Palus
2010), raise more revenue, generate less revenue from sales taxes, and score lower on an index of
policy conservatism constructed from data on local environmental policies.

Together, these findings are the basis of two important conclusions in this new literature. The
first is that mass partisanship and ideology matter in local politics and, thus, that there is more
room for politics in city government than Peterson (1981) argues. As Tausanovitch & Warshaw
(2014, p. 621) write, “‘Liberal’ cities seem to get ‘liberal’ policies and ‘conservative’ cities seem
to get ‘conservative’ policies. . . .This suggests that not only is city government political, but that
it may have more in common with state and national politics than previous scholars have recog-
nized.” The second conclusion is that local governments are responsive to mass preferences. To
again quote Tausanovitch & Warshaw (2014, p. 614), “In substantive terms, the relationship be-
tween preferences and outcomes is tight. This suggests that city governments are responsive to
the preferences of their citizens.”

Researchers have also made advances in collecting data on the party affiliations of local can-
didates and elected officials. This is a nontrivial exercise for many local governments, not only
because collecting any data on local candidates is difficult but also because so many local elec-
tions are formally nonpartisan. (Most county elections are partisan, but most municipal elections
are nonpartisan.) Researchers have now assembled data on the party affiliations of cities’ mayoral
candidates by doing surveys (Ferreira & Gyourko 2009); examining patterns in campaign finance
data; checking whether local candidates ran for or held partisan office at some other time (de
Benedictis-Kessner & Warshaw 2016); and scouring newspaper articles, city websites, and other
sources (Gerber & Hopkins 2011). Recent years have therefore seen numerous studies estimating
the effect of local officials’ party affiliations on local policy.

The findings have been somewhat mixed. Two early studies that use regression discontinuity
design (to compare mayoral races in which a Democrat barely won or lost against a Republican)
conclude that the effect of elite partisanship on local policy is limited. Ferreira & Gyourko (2009)
find no effect of mayoral partisanship on fiscal outcomes, and Gerber & Hopkins (2011) find that
the election of Republican mayors leads to a greater share of local spending on police and fire
protection but no other significant effects. In a more recent study, Thompson (2020) finds that
Democratic and Republican elected sheriffs (county officials) comply with federal government
immigration requests at similar rates. But other studies find clearer effects of elite partisanship.
De Benedictis-Kessner & Warshaw (2016, 2020) find that having a Democratic mayor in cities
or a Democratic legislature in counties leads to greater local government expenditures. Gerber
(2013) finds that local climate policies in Michigan vary with the party of local officials. And in a
study of local legislative votes, Burnett (2019) finds that San Diego’s Democratic and Republican
city councilmembers tend to take different positions.

Some political scientists have made related claims that local politics is nationalized—or that
national partisan and ideological forces are now permeating local politics. Hopkins (2018) shows
that public opinion on national surveys like the American National Election Studies is better
predicted by the party identification of the respondent than by the particulars of the respondents’
local context. Hertel-Fernandez (2019) suggests that while the American Legislative Exchange
Council and other conservative networks have so far focused mostly on the US states, cities and
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counties may be their next frontier. And in a study of four large urban school districts, Reckhow
et al. (2017) show that a sizable share of campaign contributions in school board elections come
from nationally networked,wealthy donors from outside the district. A theme of all of this research
is that local politics may be more heavily shaped by partisanship, ideology, and national forces than
the traditional local politics literature suggests. As Hopkins (2018, p. 123) writes, “Local issues
appear more to be extensions of national issues than alternatives to them.”

AN APPRAISAL

New measures of partisanship and ideology have thus begun to transform the study of local poli-
tics.By inserting a focus on party, ideology, and nationalization into research on local politics, these
advances have increased American politics scholars’ interest in US local government—and have
brought the study of local political representation into the mainstream (Warshaw 2019). This is a
positive development, given the importance of local government and policy. But because much of
this newer literature draws different conclusions than traditional local politics scholarship, finding
that partisanship and ideology are more important to local politics than previously thought, it is a
good time to take stock of what we have and have not yet learned—and identify areas where more
research would be most productive.

My proposal is that this newer literature has not yet paid sufficient attention to the differences
in what local governments and the federal government do—the issues they consider, the policies
they make—and the implications of those differences for whether local politics is structured by
party and nationally oriented ideology. As a starting point, it is important to briefly summarize
what local governments do. This is straightforward for special-purpose governments, because by
definition they perform only one function (Berry 2009): School districts provide public education,
library districts provide public libraries, and so on. But what about municipal governments—
the subject of most local politics research? At the heart of what municipal governments do are
economic development, land use, and the provision of city services. In a 2008–2009 survey of
Chicago-area local politicians, Oliver et al. (2012, pp. 105–6) find that the most important issues
in local elections are economic development, property development and zoning, taxes, and city
services. Some of the most common city services are street repair, parks, water, sewage, police
protection, and fire protection (p. 25). County governments are less studied by political scientists
(de Benedictis-Kessner & Warshaw 2020), and their functions vary across states, but they most
often include law enforcement, public utilities, public health, hospitals, corrections, parks, roads,
and courts. Some of these issues have parallels to the national issues that divide the major political
parties, but many of them do not.

Yet most of the newer literature on local political representation spends little time discussing
the policy particulars of local government. Perhaps this is not surprising, given that most national
and state political representation research does not delve into policy particulars, either (Hacker &
Pierson 2014); it usually scales multiple policies on a single liberal–conservative dimension (e.g.,
McCarty et al. 2006, Caughey & Warshaw 2018), and when it does examine separate policy areas
(e.g., Lax & Phillips 2012, Grumbach 2018), the main focus is the general picture of represen-
tation rather than particular policies.2 In some cases, these approaches may be fine, and research
can proceed without in-depth analysis of particular issues. But here the question is whether local
politics is structured by party and ideology in ways similar to state and national governments.That
local governments deal with mostly different issues is therefore quite relevant.

2In contrast, the policy feedback literature focuses on how the characteristics of policies shape the particulars
of their politics (e.g., Schattschneider 1961, Pierson 1993, Campbell 2003).
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In the following subsections, I evaluate the current state of this newer literature from three
different angles: measures and interpretations of thosemeasures, theory, and empirical assessments
of how party and ideology affect local policy. I assess what this new work has and has not yet done,
discuss how that should shape our interpretations of its findings, and propose some promising
directions for future research.

Distinguishing Between Local-Level Preferences and Local
Government Preferences

The measures of local partisanship and ideology are natural places to begin because they are some
of the most significant advances of this newer literature on local political representation. These
measures are undeniably measures of partisanship and ideology at the local level, but that does not
necessarily make them measures of preferences and positions on local issues, even though they
sometimes are interpreted as such. Actually, these new measures should be viewed as local-level
preferences or positions on mostly national issues. There can be very good uses of such measures,
but it may not be safe to assume that they are highly correlated with preferences on the main issues
that animate local government.

This is easiest to see for local-level measures of how people voted in US presidential elec-
tions. It is not obvious whether citizens’ choices over the major parties’ presidential candidates
would be highly correlated with their views on local economic development, zoning, police and
fire protection, and sewers and roads. Tausanovitch &Warshaw (2013, 2014) do better by decou-
pling the measurement of local-level preferences from the positions of presidential candidates,
instead scaling policy question data from large national public opinion surveys, but still, most of
the policy questions asked on these national surveys are about national policy issues, not core
local government issues. Thus, the end result—their measure of mass ideology—is more a mea-
sure of local-level preferences on national issues than a measure of citizens’ preferences on local
government issues.3

Similarly, Hopkins’s (2018, ch. 5) analysis of “local contexts in a nationalized age” could easily
be misinterpreted as a study of whether national forces have infiltrated local politics, but it is
not. Instead, Hopkins evaluates whether respondents’ policy views as expressed in national public
opinion surveys are best explained by party identification or by local contextual factors, such as
proximity to amilitary base.The policy questions he explores do have some overlap with what local
governments do (such as anticrime spending) but are mostly issues that are primarily the charge of
the federal government. His results therefore demonstrate that political views on national issues
are better explained by party identification than by local contextual factors, but they do not directly
address the questions of whether local politics has nationalized or whether party identification
explains political behavior on matters facing local government.

It is possible that local-level preferences on national issues are highly correlated with prefer-
ences on local government issues, but that is a hypothesis to be tested—not a link we can assume. A
few studies have begun to put this hypothesized link under the microscope, and the results suggest
that people’s nationally forged party affiliations and views on national policy issues do not always
map onto to their preferences on local government issues.

3So far, attempts to estimate mass ideology based on local issues have been limited to a few cities such as San
Francisco (Boudreau et al. 2015) and Memphis and Nashville (Sances 2018). Schaffner et al. (2020) also rely
on a measure of citizen ideology in municipal governments, but because it is a proprietary measure developed
by Catalist, it is unclear whether it is constructed using national or local issues.
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One is a survey by Marble & Nall (2020) that elicits respondents’ preferences on housing pol-
icy.When they ask respondents for their views on housing policy generally, specifically how much
they support a federal government role in guaranteeing housing, Democrats report more liberal
positions than Republicans. The authors refer to this as ideology. But when the questions turn
to local policies that could increase local housing development, homeownership plays a larger
role than their measure of ideology: Liberal homeowners are less likely to support local housing
development than liberal renters, and their positions look very similar to those of conservative
homeowners.4 Marble & Nall (2020) conclude that liberal homeowners’ self-interest in main-
taining local property values clashes with their nationally forged liberal ideology.

Jensen et al. (2019) carry out a conjoint survey experiment with respondents in eight large
US cities. They present each respondent with two bundles of six local policies and ask which
of the bundles the respondent would prefer to see implemented. Importantly, the policy areas
explored are core issues of local government, including local tax policy and local services like
public safety, public transportation, and public education. They find that strong Democrats and
strong Republicans offer similar levels of support for most of the local policy proposals. While
there are exceptions, such as school choice in K–12 education and proposals to strengthen or
weaken unions, these authors find that on most local issues, opposite partisans are neither sorted
nor polarized.

In their appendix, Tausanovitch &Warshaw (2014, pp. 628–29) present results suggesting that
the degree to which local preferences align with national preferencesmight vary across local issues.
Specifically, they put federal, state, and local policy questions on the same survey, and (allowing for
four dimensions) they analyze whether responses cluster on different dimensions. They find that
“the highest discriminating item is always a federal policy item”and that themunicipal policy items
do not cluster on any one dimension in particular. But they find differences between municipal
policy items. Two of the items “stand out for high discrimination. . .about benefits for same-sex
partners who are municipal employees” and “whether or not the city should take action to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions.” By contrast, “some issues that seem uniquely local. . .about closing
parks and libraries, or. . .about the proper mix of sales and property taxes, are particularly noisy on
all dimensions.” One explanation, as they acknowledge, could be that environmental regulation
and benefits for same-sex partners have substantive links to major national policy issues, whereas
parks, libraries, and property taxes do not.

Despite some of the broad conclusions drawn in this newer literature, therefore, it is still an
open question whether and when mass preferences on local government issues mirror preferences
on national issues. Scholars have made strides in measuring partisanship and preferences at the
local level, but we still needmore research on whether those measures explain people’s preferences
and positions on local government issues.

The same critique applies to efforts to characterize the positions of local candidates and elected
officials using their party affiliations. Until very recently, researchers have not had data on local
officials’ roll call votes or candidates’ positions on local policies, so it is only natural that they would
turn to elites’ party affiliations as a way of measuring something politically relevant about them.
But we should also be cautious in what we assume about the mapping of those party affiliations to
their positions on local issues. Will a Democrat be more or less in favor of allowing development
of more high-density housing? Will a Republican be more or less in favor of city government
spending, especially considering that a large proportion of city expenditures go to public safety?
These questions do not have theoretically easy answers, as I discuss below. But a new study of city

4Marble &Nall (2020) do not directly analyze local housing policy preferences by respondent party affiliation.
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and county legislative roll call votes suggests that in most places local elites’ policy positions aren’t
even structured by a single dimension (Bucchianeri 2020)—and that raises doubts about how well
they map onto national party divisions.

In addition, it is important that the conclusions we draw from studies showing the effect of
local officials’ party affiliations have the appropriate scope. In state and national elections, nearly
all candidates are clearly marked as Democrats or Republicans. This is not the case in local elec-
tions. That is not simply a measurement nuisance; it is substantively important.When most local
elections are formally nonpartisan and one has to go far beyond local election records to find in-
formation on candidates’ party affiliations, sometimes such information can be found, other times
not. Yet analysis is conducted on only those candidates for whom party affiliation can be found,
and they might be the most partisan of the bunch. Moreover, when scholars use regression dis-
continuity design to identify causal effects, they limit the analysis to cases where both Democrats
and Republicans are competitive. Yet those cities and counties could be the ones where candidates’
party labels are most likely to meaningfully distinguish between candidates. Furthermore, the dif-
ficulty of collecting all of these data has led scholars to focus on either partisan local elections
only or mayoral elections for cities. That excludes a lot of local elections because, again, most lo-
cal elections are nonpartisan, and most cities do not have independently elected mayors.My point
is not that we cannot or should not do these studies, but rather that the scope of our conclusions
should be appropriate for the scope of the data being analyzed.

Theoretical Matters

So far I have focused on themainmeasures of local partisanship and ideology andwhat we still need
to learn about how partisanship and preferences on national issues are related to preferences on
local government issues. American politics scholars canmake progress on these questions by doing
more quantitative empirical work, but going forward they should also take a more theoretical
tack—and try to understandwhen,why, and how national partisanship is connected to local politics
and local issues.

Engagement with the literature on political parties, party positioning, issue evolution, and re-
alignment could be especially fruitful. A core motivating question of that literature is how partic-
ular issues do or do not come to define the major US parties, as well as how and why that changes
over time (e.g., Sundquist 1973, Carmines & Stimson 1989, Mayhew 2000, Weaver 2007, Karol
2009, Schickler 2016).Debates in the literature about what drives this process of issue evolution—
whether it is elites, citizens, groups, or some combination thereof—are less important here than
the understandings that unite this work: that political parties are defined by issues, and that the
issues that define the parties change over time (e.g., Adams 1997, Lindaman & Haider-Markel
2002, Bawn et al. 2012). Issues of race and civil rights are some of the best-studied examples in
this literature; as is well known, the national Democratic and Republican Parties did not stake out
distinct positions on race and civil rights until the mid-1960s (e.g., Carmines & Stimson 1989).
One broad takeaway from this literature is that there is little that is fixed about the axes of party
conflict (e.g., Fordham 2007, O’Brian 2019), and that particular issues may or may not come to
define and divide the parties (e.g., Hansen 1991).

This could be an especially helpful literature for scholars to explore as they attempt to explain
and understand the connections between national partisanship and local government policies and
preferences. And it implies that the existence and strength of any such connection will likely vary
by issue. For some local issues, such as environmental regulation, energy policy, or whether cities
should extend employee benefits to same-sex partners, there is a fairly clear substantive connection
to issues that divide today’s Democratic and Republican Parties in national politics. For other
issues, any such connection is less obvious.
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Consider debates over the amount of government intervention in the economy, or the size of
government. From one perspective, this is an axis of party conflict that could extend very naturally
into the local government arena. All governments tax, spend, and regulate. Somemight even argue
that this is the source of an inherent partisan divide (e.g., Poole & Rosenthal 1997).

Upon reflection, however, even this is not entirely straightforward. In state and national poli-
tics, the Democratic Party is generally more favorable to larger government, whereas the Repub-
lican Party has traditionally been more supportive of limited government. But there are certain
categories of even federal government spending that do not fit cleanly into this classification, such
as defense spending, agriculture, and trade (Hansen 1991, Fordham 2007). At the state level,more-
over, Grossmann (2019) finds that Republican majorities do not actually make drastic spending
cuts, because major categories of state spending—such as K–12 education—are popular with con-
stituents. At the local level, theoretical expectations are even more ambiguous. It could be that
Democrats are more amenable to higher taxes in local politics than Republicans, but it is also im-
portant to consider what cities and counties do and do not spend money on. For example, police
and fire protection make up a large share of the typical municipal government budget, and the
vast majority of cities spend nothing at all on welfare (e.g., Einstein & Kogan 2016). Likewise, in
counties, a sizable proportion of spending goes to sheriffs and corrections, and corrections is not
an especially partisan issue area even at the state level (Grumbach 2018). Other large categories
of spending in cities and counties are parks and recreation, streets and sanitation, health and hos-
pitals, and highways and roads. Given these breakdowns of local government expenditures, would
we expect Democratic officials and citizens to be more in favor of local spending and Republicans
to be against local spending? Theoretically, the answer is not clear.

Continuing with this logic, there seem to be many local policy issues that are cross-cutting
and not a comfortable fit within the national party system as it stands now. Policing is a good
example. On the one hand, the law-and-order dimension of policing seems a good fit for today’s
Republican Party (Gerber & Hopkins 2011), and one could imagine that the Democratic Party
might be a strong opponent of the police and police spending, given the extent to which the
criminal justice system harms people and communities of color (e.g., Lerman & Weaver 2014).
On the other hand, police officers are highly unionized public sector employees, and Democrats
have long been the party more supportive of collective bargaining, unions, and their policy goals,
such as better compensation (Dark 1999, Moe 2011, DiSalvo 2015). Then there are local issues,
services, and priorities that seem not to have a partisan dimension, such as efforts to attract jobs to
the city or to improve the sewer system. As it stands, it does not look as though the major national
parties have absorbed many of these local issues.

It is even unclear just how involved the major political parties are in local politics.When polit-
ical parties are active in local elections, it is almost always the Democratic and Republican Parties
(Oliver et al. 2012), but we currently do not know how widespread their involvement is. American
political development scholarship suggests that Progressive Era municipal reformers were fairly
successful in reducing the activity of political parties in local elections (Bridges 1997, Trounstine
2008). Moreover, the modern literature lacks research on whether the two major parties are com-
petitive in most local governments; presumably, there are many local jurisdictions that are rela-
tively homogeneous and do not regularly feature Democratic candidates facing off against Repub-
licans. Finally, American politics research does not yet provide modern accounts of how parties
get involved in local politics and what their goals are in doing so. Sixty years ago, political scien-
tists observed that parties rarely took different positions on local issues (Adrian 1959, Lee 1960,
Banfield & Wilson 1963), but there has been almost no research on this topic since then. Go-
ing forward, our understanding of partisan and ideological forces in local politics would benefit
greatly from a better understanding of national party involvement in local politics.
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A related question is whether the major national parties have incentives to take stances on
local government issues—or under what conditions they would. National party elites might rea-
sonably want to stake out positions on local issues if doing so would broaden the party coalition,
enhance the turnout of sympathetic voters, and peel off voters from the opposite party (Riker
1982, Carmines & Stimson 1989). One could argue that policing and law enforcement would be a
good candidate for this approach in 2020, should national Republican and Democratic candidates
see electoral advantages to taking distinct positions on the issue.

Most likely, however, the electoral calculus is more complicated than that. As a comparison
point, consider education—a local issue that most observers would say is now partisan and na-
tionalized (Wolbrecht & Hartney 2014). The major parties do tend to take different positions on
education, with Republicans more amenable to school choice and teacher accountability reforms
than Democrats. But the result has not been an ongoing, heated, partisan clash in state and na-
tional politics over whether to adopt choice and accountability reforms. Actually, with few excep-
tions, teacher unions have been quite successful in blocking the reforms they oppose (Moe 2011).
Few governors today even attempt controversial education reforms (M.T.Hartney, manuscript in
preparation), and education continues to be a mostly bipartisan issue in state politics (Grumbach
2018). The persistent intraparty tensions of the issue probably have a lot to do with it. Teacher
unions are an important Democratic constituency, yet the very reforms they oppose are (or were)
intended to help a different Democratic constituency: low-income and minority children in urban
school districts. Republicans, meanwhile, do not want to alienate the many teachers and teacher
union members who call themselves Republicans (Moe 2011). They have intense preferences re-
garding education, and most other Republicans probably cast their votes in state and national
elections on the basis of other issues (Hess 2011). Even for this nationalized, partisan local issue,
then, there are real limits on how much the major parties can gain from making it a centerpiece
of their platforms.

As a final note on theoretical opportunities, we should be careful not to assume that issue
absorption and extension can only trickle down from national to local. During the mid-twentieth
century, some state party systems were ahead of the national parties on civil rights, and those state
party positions constrained what the national parties could do (Schickler 2016; see also Chen
2007). Just as it is possible that national partisan forces might creep into local politics, it is also
possible that local-level cleavages on issues like housing or policing have the potential to bubble
up to state and national parties—and constrain what positions they can take.

On the Empirical Link Between Partisanship and Ideology and Local Policy

One could argue that all of this probing of the measures and reflection on theory is unnecessary.
Studies show that mass partisanship, mass ideology, and elite partisanship do actually predict local
policy. Those studies, after all, are the basis of conclusions that party matters in local government,
that national partisanship and ideology map onto local preferences, and that local governments
are responsive to citizens.

However, a close look at these studies suggests that the evidence is not sufficient for broad,
general conclusions about the importance of party and ideology in local government, or the re-
sponsiveness of local governments to their citizens. This collection of studies examines a relatively
narrow set of local policy outcomes. Far and away the most common dependent variables explored
are fiscal outcomes such as total local government expenditures and tax revenue, because those data
are available from the US Census of Governments. A few studies examine the effects of party and
ideology on local policy outcomes related to environmental regulation and climate policy (Gerber
2013, Tausanovitch &Warshaw 2014). These are important local policy outcomes, to be sure, but
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they do not capture all or even most of what local governments do. As discussed above, moreover,
they may be policies for which a link to national party divisions is most likely.

Going forward, researchers should examine the relationship between party and ideology and a
variety of other local policy outcomes, including those related to housing development and zoning,
economic development and growth, police and fire protection, public parks, public health, streets
and sanitation, and more. They should go beyond studying local service provision only in terms of
spending on different functional categories and include policies governing how local government
employees carry out their work, such as how police officers interact with the communities they
serve and how local public schools teach their students. These types of policies are much more
difficult to measure and collect data on than spending, but they are extremely important for how
local governments provide services (Moe 2009, 2011; Anzia & Moe 2014; DiSalvo 2015). Before
we can conclude that local politics is highly partisan and ideological, we need to evaluate the extent
to which party and ideology explain variation in these types of local policies, in addition to the size
of government and local environmental and energy policies.

For the studies that already exist, moreover, this is a good moment to unpack the demonstrated
connection between partisanship and ideology and local policies—to study the mechanism. This
calls for not only more theory building (discussed above) but also more empirical research. The
trajectory of the nationally oriented literature on political parties can serve as a useful guide. The-
ories proposing that parties make a difference in how theUSCongress operates (e.g., Rohde 1991;
Cox & McCubbins 1993, 2005) were met with scholarship questioning whether it is actually par-
ties doing the work (e.g., Krehbiel 1993) and scholarship further exploring how and why parties
could have these effects (e.g., Jenkins & Monroe 2012). Now that there is an established research
literature on party and ideology effects on local politics, scholars should pursue more in-depth
exploration of both the causes of those effects and whether they could be epiphenomenal.

Warshaw (2019) helps point the way forward on the former: He proposes that local govern-
ments with more Democratic and liberal citizens tend to elect Democratic elected officials, who
then enact liberal policies (see also Erikson et al. 1993). He shows empirically that cities and
counties with more liberal mass ideology scores [using the Tausanovitch &Warshaw (2013, 2014)
measures] tend to elect Democratic mayors and county legislatures. One issue with inferring a
mechanism from this finding is that in cities and counties with more Democratic residents, local
candidates (who live in those cities and counties) will be more likely to be Democrats as well,
without voters necessarily selecting on the basis of that characteristic. There is also the question
of how—in contexts where party labels do not appear on the ballot and knowledge of local gov-
ernment is low—voters are able to use candidates’ party affiliations as cues for local candidates’
positions (Bucchianeri 2020). In future research, scholars should continue to expand on and study
these ideas.

Relatedly, and more generally, researchers should consider and evaluate the possibility that
these links might not be voter driven. Some scholars have been quick to conclude that an estab-
lished connection between citizen partisanship or ideology and policies like local government
spending is evidence of local government responsiveness—where responsiveness is defined to
mean responsiveness to the mass public. Perhaps it is. But before making that inference, re-
searchers should consider omitted variables that could be correlated with local mass ideology,
partisanship, and policy.

Local interest group activity is a potentially important one. For example, research on public
sector unions and collective bargaining has found that they influence local politics and policy (e.g.,
Moe 2006, Strunk&Grissom 2010)—including by increasing spending onmunicipal government
employee compensation (Anzia&Moe 2015). Public sector unionization and collective bargaining
are also correlated with partisanship and ideology: They are more common in more Democratic
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state and local governments. It could be, then, that by increasing spending on teachers, police offi-
cers, firefighters, and other local government employees, strong unions and collective bargaining
have the effect of increasing local government spending overall. If so, then the positive relationship
between constituency liberalism (or Democratic presidential vote) and local government spend-
ing found in recent studies may not actually be due to politicians responding to citizens’ desires
for more spending. It could instead be due to Democratic areas having stronger unions that are
better able to push for local policies in their own interests. That would be responsiveness—but
responsiveness to interest groups rather than citizens. Going forward, therefore, interest group
activity needs to be considered and factored into studies of local political representation. Until
then, we should continue to question whether links among party, ideology, and local policy are
voter driven and whether they demonstrate local government responsiveness to citizens.

Studying interest groups in local politics could also help to expand the conceptualization of
nationalization in ways productive for the study of both local and state politics. Hopkins’s (2018)
account of nationalization focuses on voter behavior and public opinion—and whether partisan-
ship or local context is a better predictor. But one could also evaluate nationalization in a more
group-oriented way, asking: To what extent are the interest groups and political organizations that
are active in national politics also active in local politics?When they are, do they clash and coalesce
in the same ways that they do in national politics? Some scholars have proposed thinking about the
nationalization of local politics along these lines (Reckhow et al. 2017, Hertel-Fernandez 2019),
but we still need more research on whether national interest group forces have permeated local
politics on a broad scale.5

CONCLUSION

Research on urban and local politics long emphasized the distinctiveness of local government
and was viewed within political science as something separate from “American politics” research.
That has changed in recent years, as data and measurement innovations have revolutionized the
study of local political representation and brought it into the mainstream of American politics
research. It is good that American politics scholars are devoting more attention to local politics.
Local government policies on policing, housing, public education, and taxes have profound and
direct impacts on American citizens. They should be studied as an important part of American
politics. And the new data and measures of local-level party affiliations and mass ideology are
fantastic new resources for researchers, which have provided tremendous benefit to the discipline.

Notably, however, some of the conclusions of the newer quantitative empirical work that has
ensued are at odds with the more traditional view that nationally forged partisan and ideologi-
cal divisions matter less in local politics than in state and national politics. This newer research,
equipped with new measures, focuses squarely on partisanship and ideology and finds that they
do predict local policy outcomes.

It would be tempting to toss out old notions of local politics as distinctive. Perhaps, one might
think, we can disregard Peterson’s (1981) advice after all and move ahead with studying local
governments as miniature republics.

I argue that it is too soon for that.While there probably is less consensus on local policy goals
than Peterson envisions inCity Limits, that does not mean that disagreements in local politics track

5As discussed above, scholars should not assume that any similarities found between local and national interest
group systems are caused by national groups infiltrating local politics.With federated interest group structures,
it could be the other way around, such as with teacher unions (Moe 2011, Finger & Hartney 2019).
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national partisan and ideological lines. A first caveat is that, because there are important differ-
ences between what local governments do and what the federal government does, we need more
research on citizens’ and elites’ positions and preferences on local government issues. Second,
rather than assume that local political divisions mirror national partisan and ideological divisions,
scholars should question whether and when such connections exist—and draw on the vast litera-
ture on political parties to generate theories and hypotheses. Third, scholars should continue to
put the spotlight on findings that local partisanship and ideology predict local policy outcomes,
both probing why those connections exist and asking whether there could be other independent
variables—such as interest group activity—that could explain some of those relationships. In the
meantime, we should avoid drawing broad conclusions about the importance of partisanship, ide-
ology, and national forces in local politics.

This is a good moment for research on partisanship and ideology in local politics to turn back
to and engage with the traditional local politics literature. It would certainly be easier to just forge
ahead with this new, partisan-oriented way of studying local politics, because it fits within the
dominant paradigm of studying political representation in national and state politics. Some schol-
ars no doubt are excited that local politics research is finally speaking the language of mainstream
American politics research, with its focus on partisanship and ideology, and with an understand-
ing of responsiveness as alignment between policies and public opinion. But how far does this
paradigm actually get us in understanding local politics? How well do theories and models built
for national politics fit the local context? Closer and deeper engagement with the traditional local
politics literature would help answer these questions—and point to productive, synergistic ways
forward.

The payoffs of such engagement would accrue not only to the study of local politics but also
to scholarship on state and national politics. Now that recent studies of local political representa-
tion have begun to erase the gulf between local politics research and more mainstream American
politics research, there is potential for scholars focused on national and state government to also
learn from local politics experts. Local politics scholarship was for a long time held back by a lack
of local-level public opinion data, but the upside of this lack was that it left local politics scholars
free to take a broader perspective—and to think about and evaluate the power of different con-
stituencies, such as homeowners, older residents, whites, racial minorities, business, and public
sector unions. Scholars were able to focus on the whole local political economy, even if in a frag-
mented, patchwork way. The result over the years was the generation and embrace of a broader
conceptualization of power, influence, and responsiveness than that which became standard in the
more data-rich national politics literature. Even with the recent advances in measuring local-level
public opinion, partisanship, and ideology, research on local political representation should still
be attentive to the broader array of forces that shape public policy. Research on national and state
political representation should, too.
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