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Abstract
Local elections are widely recognized as low turnout affairs compared with
their national level counterparts. But, scholars have little systematic national
data on the composition of the local electorate, and how compositional dis-
parities may vary by context. In this article, we use a national voter file to
compare turnout in general, midterm, and off-cycle local elections in over
500 cities. We provide novel estimates of turnout gaps by race, age, and
homeownership status in local elections, and identify stark inequalities com-
pared with national and state elections. We find sizable turnout gaps both by
age and homeownership status at the local levels, far exceeding those in
national contests. Turnout disparities by age and homeownership status
are twice as large as those between Black and White voters, and are consid-
erably larger in off-cycle contests.
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Senior citizens are basically the only people who vote in local elections. So if
you want to win you gotta get the gray vote.
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1Department of Political Science, Boston University, Boston, MA, USA

Corresponding Author:
Katherine Levine Einstein, Department of Political Science, Boston University, Boston, MA,
USA.
Email: kleinst@bu.edu

Research Note

Urban Affairs Review
1–17

© The Author(s) 2025
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/10780874251371695

journals.sagepub.com/home/uar

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7487-3646
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7991-2499
mailto:kleinst@bu.edu
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/uar
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F10780874251371695&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-09-12


Introduction

Cities are sites of pivotal policymaking in American federalism. Through
their powers over land use, they control what housing and infrastructure is
built and where these investments are placed (Burns 1994; Trounstine
2018). They shape the distribution of essential services that profoundly
affect residents’ day-to-day well-being, including policing, sanitation, and
water (Trounstine 2018). City elections affect how local governments make
these important decisions (de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2016).

Despite the importance of these electoral contests, we know relatively little
on a national scale about who shows up to vote in these elections and how
any turnout gaps vary by context. A wide body of scholarship compares
overall turnout, both between different cities and between the local, state, and
federal levels. This research broadly shows that local elections are low
turnout affairs compared to those at the national level—especially when cities
hold contests off-cycle (Bridges 1997; Hajnal and Trounstine 2010; Anzia
2014; Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022; Lucero et al. 2024). Turnout is
higher, though, in smaller cities and towns (Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012).

In general, research on local turnout gaps—that is, studies that examine dif-
ferences in the composition of the electorate—have faced a paucity of data. Some
studies have relied on survey data (Kaufmann 2004; Hajnal and Trounstine
2010; Hajnal 2010; Arnold and Carnes 2012; Lucero et al. 2024) and aggregated
vote returns (Trounstine 2008; Anzia 2018), while others have used national
voter files to study a relatively small subset of communities in one or several
states (Hall and Yoder 2018; Holbein and Hassell 2018; Einstein et al. 2019;
Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian 2022; de Benedictis-Kessner and Palmer 2023).

When merged with other administrative data, voter files present a novel
opportunity to investigate the composition of the local electorate across a
variety of demographic characteristics and city types. Recent studies of
national elections have used individual-level administrative data on voters
from voter files or other commercial vendors (Hersh 2015; Fraga 2018).
The availability of these data has revolutionized political campaigns (Hersh
2015) and radically improved the precision with which researchers can
assess political participation (Fraga 2018).

Existing analyses from voter files that assess the composition of the local
electorate suggest stark inequalities in participation in local politics. Much of
the research that uses these fine-grained data has focused on school board
elections. Moe (2006) employs county voter files to measure turnout
among school district employees; he shows that teachers who live in the dis-
tricts in which they work are substantially more likely to vote in school board
elections than the general public. Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz (2018)
reveal that, while interest group participation is higher in off-cycle school
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board elections, it is likely not pivotal; but, senior overrepresentation is elector-
ally critical. They also find that the electorate of off-cycle elections is slightly
less white, though these disparities pale in comparison with the age differences.
Holbein and Hassell (2018) investigate race in local elections, although their
research is limited to North Carolina. They find that local school performance
shapes the racial composition of the electorate in school board contests; white
voters mobilize to vote when performance standards indicate failure for either
their in-group or out-group, while black voter turnout increases when perfor-
mance standards suggest their in-group is failing.

Outside of the school board context, Hall and Yoder (2018) show that
homeowner turnout is dramatically higher in local elections, especially
when zoning issues are on the ballot. Einstein, Glick, and Palmer (2019)
find that white homeowners are substantially more likely to attend public
meetings related to housing development and that Latinos, in particular, are
dramatically underrepresented. Using individual-level voter information
from the voter file data vendor Catalist, Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja
(2020) illuminate stark racial and class inequalities in local political represen-
tation, with the ideological interests of people of color less likely to be
reflected in their political representations. Finally, and most relevant to our
proposed analysis, Hajnal, Kogan, and Markarian (2022) use California
vote returns to show that on-cycle elections create electorates that are more
representative by race, age, and partisanship.

In short, in recent years, an increasing number of studies in local politics
have used extraordinarily detailed administrative data to learn more about
voter turnout. But, none of these studies have assessed the demographic com-
position of the local electorate on a national scale. Having a broader national
understanding of variations in the local turnout gap allows for the investiga-
tion of a number of important questions. First, a larger number of observations
allows researchers to explore which types of communities experience greater
disparities in turnout by characteristics like race, homeownership status, and
age. Second, a more national scope of analysis allows us to jointly consider
these demographic traits; seeming differences in turnout by race, for
example, might actually be explained by age or homeownership status.

This article marshals a national voter file to study turnout gaps among mil-
lions of voters by race, homeownership, and age in more than 600 cities. We
compare turnout gaps by demographic characteristic and between cities. Our
analyses provide the answers to three related questions:

• Who turns out in local elections across the country, and are homeown-
ers, older people, and white people systematically overrepresented?

• How do turnout disparities vary by city election timing? Are turnout dis-
parities systematically worse in off-cycle elections?
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• How do turnout gaps by homeownership status, age, and race compare
to and intersect with one another? For example, are older Black voters
more likely to turn out in local elections than younger white voters?

While the first two questions have been explored in prior scholarship, our
analysis covers a far larger number of cities, allowing us to more precisely
estimate generalizable turnout gaps. Meanwhile, the third question—a
pivotal one—has been largely ignored in prior research because of data con-
straints, allowing us to provide novel estimates of these intersectional turnout
disparities.

We find that homeowners and older voters are overrepresented in mayoral
elections: relative to their share among registered voters, these groups account
for a larger share of voters in mayoral contests. This finding is consistent
across racial groups and is especially pronounced in mayoral elections that
do not coincide with presidential or midterm elections. Disparities in
turnout by race, in contrast, are quite small in comparison with those by
age and homeownership status.

Turnout in Local Elections: Age, Homeownership, and
Race

Our analysis investigates disparities in turnout across three key variables: age,
race, and home ownership. All three demographic traits are important predictors
of participation in local politics. Senior citizens are renowned for their high
levels of participation at all levels of government (Campbell 2005). At the
national level, their high participation has been cited as a key factor explaining
the increase in the average age of political representatives—a trend some
observers believe has made the national government a gerontocracy (Bonica
and Grumbach 2024).1 At the local level, they form organized interest groups
and consistently turn out at exceptionally high rates to achieve key policy
goals (Anzia 2018; Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz 2018). We anticipate that
our data will show disproportionate senior representation in local electorates.

We also predict that homeowners will turn out at far higher rates than
renters. As with seniors, homeowners’ overrepresentation in local politics is
well-documented (Fischel 2001; Hall and Yoder 2018; Einstein et al.
2019). Homeowners have deep financial investments in their communities
(Fischel 2001; Hall and Yoder 2018). They also tend to stay in place for
longer, leading to higher turnout—in part because voter registration in the
United States is based on geographic address, making frequent moves an
added hurdle to political participation. Indeed, this same phenomenon also
helps to explain age disparities in turnout (Ansolabahere, Shepsle, and
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Hersh 2012). Consequently, we expect homeowners to turn out at higher rates
in cities across the country.

Race also plays a potent role in city elections. Studies of vote returns reveal
that: (1) race strongly predicts vote choice and candidate approval
(Kaufmann 2004; Hajnal and Trounstine 2010); (2) race predicts turnout,
with white voters, on average, turning out at higher rates than voters of
color. Qualitative studies of cities and their elections illuminate the complex-
ities of urban racial coalitions in local politics elections, with cross-racial coa-
litions (and polarization) emerging depending on the electoral context
(Sonenshein 1993; Mollenkopf 1994). Taking this body of work in concert,
we expect that, on average, white turnout will exceed Black and Latino
turnout, but that racial turnout gaps will vary more sharply between cities
than disparities by age and homeownership.

One limitation of previous research is that it, for the most part, considers
these variables in isolation. For example, studies might assess whether home-
owners or white people participate at higher rates. However, these studies do
not consider these variables jointly. For example, white turnout may, on
average, exceed Black turnout in most communities; but, white homeowners
and Black homeowners may participate in politics at similar rates. Given the
large effect sizes of homeownership and age in previous studies of local pol-
itics, we anticipate that many racial disparities may become more muted when
we focus our analysis on, say, Black seniors or Black homeowners. Indeed, a
growing body of recent research contends that non-white people hold diverse
political views and should not be treated as a monolith in studies of public
opinion and voting behavior (Beltŕan 2010; Greer 2013; Forman Jr. 2017;
Jefferson 2023).

What’s more, there are substantive reasons to expect age and homeowner-
ship to play a particularly potent role in political participation at the local
level. Participating in politics does not simply require having the time or
money to participate, although those resources are certainly important;
indeed, not being able to take time off work or obtain transportation to a
polling place, for example, hinders lower income voters from exercising
the franchise (de Benedictis-Kessner and Palmer 2023). Political participation
also requires prospective voters (or donors or meeting attendees) to be inter-
ested in the political proceedings at hand (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady
1995). At the local level, such interest skews strongly toward homeowners
and older voters. Local politics often centers on land use debates and
opaque budgetary decisions. These types of policies attract the greatest inter-
est from constituents with longevity and a high perceived financial stake in a
community: older homeowners (Anzia 2018; Einstein et al. 2019)

By examining a large number of cities, we obtain the statistical power nec-
essary to better understand the voting behavior of these important population
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subgroups. Across all variables, we anticipate that the disparities will be more
dramatic in off-cycle contests. Multiple studies reveal that, when local elec-
tions do not coincide with presidential election years, the more privileged
and organized segments of the electorate that are most interested in local gov-
ernment proceedings dominate (Bridges 1997; Anzia 2014; Hajnal, Kogan,
and Markarian 2022; Lucero et al. 2024).

Data

Unlike national elections, mayoral elections can occur at different times
throughout the year. We began our analysis by collecting data on the dates
of the most recent mayoral election for all cities in the United States with a
population of at least 50,000 people. We obtained these dates by scraping
and parsing the United States Conference of Mayors (USCM) website,
which lists the corresponding cities and dates of upcoming (or not yet final-
ized) mayoral elections. We used the Internet Archive to access snapshots
of this page over time to ensure we had complete coverage of mayoral elec-
tions since 2019. The majority of city and state combinations from the USCM
election data exactly matched to a unique city name according to the U.S.
Census Bureau; we assigned the rest with a manual matching procedure
guided by string similarity scores.

To examine voter turnout by race in local elections, we relied on state voter
files and voter histories from the data vendor L2. The voter file data includes
the name and address of each voter and supplements the data provided by the
state with critical demographic variables. For each voter, L2 estimates their
race using a variant of the BISG algorithm (Imai and Khanna 2016), estimates
their political party for voters in states without party registration, and matches
voters to property records to determine if they are a homeowner (or live in a
home owned by a homeowner). L2 also geocodes each voter to identify their
census block. The voter history data includes a record of every election in
which the voter participated under their current voter registration.2

Despite the high-quality voter data provided by L2, there are several chal-
lenges in measuring turnout in local elections. First, ideally, we would obtain
a voter file following each election, identifying every eligible voter and
whether or not they participated in the election. However, such voter snap-
shots are rarely available.3 Consequently, we use a single recent voter file
for each state, with the caveat that some voters who participated in their
city’s more recent mayoral election may have moved or no longer be regis-
tered to vote.4

Second, we need to identify the voters who live in each city. Sometimes,
city or town names are recorded variably within the same city in the voter file.
For example, there are more than 80 different place names given in the
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residential addresses of voters in Los Angeles; only 52 percent of Los Angeles
voters use the city name in their address in the voter registration list. There are
more than 60 different place names used by voters in New York City, and
more voters list their city as “Brooklyn” than “New York.” Furthermore,
the same place name can be used for multiple places in the same state. To
avoid these issues, we used the geocoded coordinates of every voter and
the geographic boundaries of each city from the U.S. Census Bureau to iden-
tify the registered voters of every city, regardless of how they write their
address.

Third, voter files are fluid; new voters register, some move within or out of
the city and state, some become ineligible to vote or die. The composition of
the pool of eligible voters is always changing. In order to examine the voting
behavior of the same voters across multiple types of election, we subset our
voter files to registered voters who meet the following two criteria:

1. The voter was registered to vote for both the 2020 presidential election
and the most recent mayoral election in their city.

2. The voter remained a registered voter until the date of the voter file
used.

Examining only this subset of voters allows us to make clearer compari-
sons of voting behavior across election types. Every voter in the sample in
each city has the same opportunity to vote; new registrants, voter deaths or
ineligibility, and other factors do not complicate the analysis. Since voter
history files generally only record when a person votes, and not when a
person is eligible to vote but does not, this subsetting process creates the
best possible comparison group of nonvoters in each election.

Cities

Overall, we collected election and voter data for 535 cities with populations
over 50,000 people. We classified the cities in our sample into three categories:
“Presidential” (16 percent), where the mayoral election aligns with the
November presidential elections, “Midterm” (25 percent), where the mayoral
election aligns with the November midterm elections, and “Off-Cycle” (59
percent), where the mayoral election occurs at some other time. There is signif-
icant variation within the “Off-Cycle” category. Most of these cities (66
percent) have mayoral elections in November in odd-numbered years. In
other cities, the mayoral election is held at other times of year and may or
may not coincide with other state or special elections. After November, April
and May are the most common months for off-cycle mayoral elections. Of
the largest cities with non-November elections, Chicago holds its mayoral
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elections in February and April (runoff), and San Antonio holds its mayoral
election in May (Figure 1).

The turnout for mayoral elections varies widely in the cities in our sample.
Figure 2 plots voter turnout in the 2020 presidential election on the x-axis and
voter turnout in the most recent mayoral election on the y-axis. The top group
shows turnout in the cities where the presidential and mayoral elections coin-
cide. The second group, in green, shows turnout for cities with midterm
mayoral elections. Although there is a high correlation between turnout in
the two elections, midterm turnout is significantly lower than presidential
turnout in all cities. Finally, the third group, in blue, shows the turnout for
cities with off-cycle mayoral elections. Turnout is significantly lower than
presidential election turnout, but the correlation is also much lower than for
cities with midterm mayoral elections.

Results

We begin our analysis by analyzing demographic differences in turnout between
mayoral and presidential elections in cities with off-cycle mayoral elections. We
calculated the share of the electorate in presidential and mayoral elections by
homeownership, race, age, party, and gender. Figure 3 presents the results.
Positive values indicate that this group makes up a larger share of the electorate
in presidential elections compared to mayoral elections, and negative values
indicate that this group makes up a higher share of the electorate in mayoral elec-
tions than in presidential elections. We find that homeowners and those 65 years

Figure 1. Map of cities in sample by election type.
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Figure 2. Relationship between presidential election turnout and mayoral election
turnout.

Figure 3. Differences in share of the electorate between presidential and mayoral
election by demographic group. White circles indicate averages, and each small point
is the result for a city. Cities with off-cycle mayoral elections only.
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and older make up a larger share of the electorate in almost every off-cycle
mayoral election relative to their share of the electorate in presidential elections,
while young voters, Hispanic voters, and independents are a smaller share of
voters. Consistent with previous research, disparities are considerably worse
in cities that hold their elections at different times than the presidential and
midterm contests.

One possible source of these differences is that presidential and statewide
campaigns, by receiving much more attention and having much higher (by
orders of magnitude) levels of funding, have much higher turnout among
all groups. In contrast, local elections get less media attention and campaigns
have fewer resources. Homeowners are often targeted by campaigns in local
elections, and may turn out at higher rates because they believe they have
more at stake in local issues such as property tax rates. They may also be
mobilized by homeowners associations or other groups.

To more clearly illustrate the overrepresentation of older homeowners in
the electorate, we compare the percentage of registered voters who are both
senior citizens and homeowners to the percentage of mayoral election
voters who are both senior cities and homeowners in every city. Figure 4 pre-
sents the results by election timing. In every city in our sample, older home-
owners make up a disproportionate share of the electorate. Put differently,
there is no city that effectively mitigates these turnout disparities. But the
overrepresentation of older homeowners worsens considerably when local
elections do not coincide with presidential contests. Across our sample,
older homeowners make up about 14 percent of the registered voters, but
17.5 percent of voters in presidential elections, 21.2 percent of voters in
midterm elections, and 27.3 percent of voters in off-cycle elections.
Notably, the overrepresentation of older homeowners persists across all
racial groups, and exceeds turnout gaps by race. Figure 5 presents the same
results as Figure 4, but divides the electorate by racial and ethnic group.

Figure 4. Senior homeowners in the electorate by mayoral election type.
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Older homeowners of all groups are more likely to vote than younger people
or non-homeowners in their racial or ethnic group.

These results demonstrate how voter participation gaps differ substantially
when we examine the intersection of demographic categories, rather than each
alone. Table 1 presents the percentage of voters participating in off-cycle
mayoral elections by race and other demographics. The top row shows the per-
centage of registered voters for each racial group who voted in the mayoral elec-
tion. There is a 10 percentage point gap between White and Black voters.
However, among older voters, the gap decreases to 6.6 percentage points,
among homeowners, the gap is 3.5 percentage points, and among older home-
owners the gap is only 2 percentage points. Older Black and white home owners
are participating at essentially the same rates. Importantly, even among older
homeowners, Hispanic and Asian residents participate at far lower rates,
although some of this disparity may be an artifact of household size.5

Table 1. Percentage of Voters Participating in Off-cycle Mayoral Election.

Name White Black Hispanic Asian Other

All Voters 30.3% 20.9% 15.8% 20.7% 26.5%
Age < 34 13.0% 6.3% 6.9% 11.9% 12.8%
Age > 65 46.7% 40.1% 28.7% 29.9% 43.4%
Homeowner 39.1% 35.6% 22.1% 24.1% 35.0%
Age > 65 and homeowner 52.6% 50.6% 35.3% 33.3% 50.9%

Figure 5. Senior homeowners in the electorate by mayoral election type and race.
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To more fully examine differences in turnout by age, and whether age
effects vary by racial and ethnic group, we estimated linear regression
models predicting individual turnout in off-cycle mayoral elections as a func-
tion of turnout in the 2020 presidential election, homeowner, party, gender,
race, and age. We included city fixed effects and clustered the standard
errors by city. Table 2 presents the results. The first two models include all
of the voters in our data. The interaction of Black and Age in Model 2 is
close to zero and not statistically significant; while Black voters turnout in
mayoral elections at lower rates overall, the relative increase in turnout with
age is the same as for White voters. In contrast, Hispanic and Asian voters
have smaller increases in turnout with age. Model 3 includes only homeowners,
and Model 4 only renters. Additionally, we also find that, conditional on age,
race, and homeownership, Republican and Independent voters are less likely
to turn out in off-cycle mayoral elections than registered Democrats.

Table 2. OLS Regression Predicting Voting in Off-cycle Mayoral Elections. Clustered
(City) Standard Errors in Parentheses. Models 1 and 2 Include all Voters. Model 3
Includes Homeowners Only, and Model 4 Includes Renters Only.

All All Homeowners Renters

Voted 2020 General 0.215 0.215 0.260 0.198
(0.009) (0.009) (0.010) (0.010)

Men 0.005 0.005 0.007 0.004
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Renter −0.095 −0.094
(0.003) (0.003)

Party: Ind. −0.107 −0.106 −0.136 −0.091
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.010)

Party: Rep. −0.018 −0.019 −0.020 −0.019
(0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.007)

Black −0.047 −0.040 −0.071 −0.051
(0.007) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)

Hispanic −0.079 0.024 −0.006 0.009
(0.004) (0.009) (0.013) (0.007)

Asian −0.078 0.019 0.007 0.012
(0.005) (0.015) (0.020) (0.011)

Other −0.021 −0.002 −0.019 0.003
(0.002) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003)

Age 0.005 0.005 0.006 0.004
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

N 28,001,687 28,001,687 11,572,716 16,428,971
R2 0.223 0.224 0.218 0.187
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These results suggest that, consistent with the cross-tabulations presented
in Table 1, age is an important predictor of turnout in local elections across all
racial and ethnic groups, with important caveats. Older Black voters and
White voters are significantly more likely to vote in mayoral elections than
their younger counterparts, all else equal. Older Hispanic and Asian voters
are also more likely to turnout to vote than their younger co-ethnics, but to
a lesser degree than Black and White voters.

Conclusion and Future Research

Our results reveal large disparities in turnout between homeowners and
renters and seniors and non-seniors. Older homeowners are dramatically over-
represented in local elections, particularly those that are held off-cycle. The
gap in turnout between homeowners and renters, and between seniors and
young voters, is twice the size of the Black-white turnout gap, all else
equal. In short, while racial disparities in turnout and representation are con-
sequential, they pale in comparison with homeowner/renter and age dispari-
ties in voter composition. By failing to jointly consider the age and
homeownership status of voters, previous research has failed to fully docu-
ment inequality in local politics.

Moreover, while turnout disparities are omnipresent across all cities
and election types, they are considerably worse the more local elections
are separated from other contests. Almost 60 percent of cities hold their
elections separately from midterm or presidential contests, ensuring that
older homeowners are starkly overrepresented in a wide swath of American
communities.

Future research might unpack the policy consequences of these dispari-
ties. The overrepresentation of homeowners and seniors plausibly could
distort housing and education policy outcomes in particular, and create for-
midable political challenges for politicians hoping to build more housing or
invest in local schools. The failure of American local housing policy to meet
the needs of young renters (Schuetz 2022), for example, may have its roots,
in part, in the political dynamics outlined here. As a growing number of
local communities attempt to reform local housing policy in the face of an
escalating housing crisis, the political inequities generated by off-cycle elec-
tions may prevent communities from addressing their most pressing
challenges.
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Notes

1. https://www.vox.com/policy/358863/old-politicians-gerontocracy-age-limits
2. One potential concern with using voter history data to study turnout is the possi-

bility that a voter may not vote for all of the offices on the ballot (roll-off), such
that when a mayoral and presidential election coincide, the voter may vote for
president and not for mayor. In such a scenario, a presidential election would
not accurately reflect participation in a mayoral election. To address this, we com-
pared the number of votes cast for president (or another top-of-the-ballot office)
and for mayor for five consolidated city-county governments in our data (where
the city and county perfectly overlap). For example, Baton Rouge, Louisiana has
a consolidated city-parish government, where everyone in the parish can vote for
the mayor of Baton Rouge. In the 2024 election, a total of 190,643 votes were cast
for president and 188,647 votes were cast for mayor, indicating a roll-off rate of 1
percent. Across the six cities, the average roll-off was less than 2.5 percent.

3. For example, North Carolina has voter file snapshots available following many
recent general and midterm elections, but does not have them following most off-
cycle elections.

4. Specifically, three groups of voters are not included in the analysis: (1) voters
who died between the time of the election and the snapshot date; (2) voters
who moved out of the city between the time of the election and the snapshot
date; and (3) voters who moved into the city after the first election analyzed in
their new city and the snapshot date.

5. We categorize an individual as being a “homeowner” if they live in an owner-
occupied household. This is necessary because people who view themselves as
homeowners may not necessarily be listed on the deed. For example, two
people may effectively own the home and pay the mortgage and property taxes
together, but only one may be listed as the legal owner. However, in communities
that have larger households, that means that some individuals classified as home-
owners may in practice see themselves as renters in their economic and political
lives.
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