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Missouri municipal elections are held in the spring. One cost-cutting proposal is to move 
municipal elections to the fall, concurrently with county, state, and federal elections. Moving 
municipal elections, particularly if held simultaneously with the general election in November of 
even-numbered years, has both benefits and costs. Two primary benefits of merging municipal 
and state/federal elections are reducing costs and increasing turnout. County election officials 
could save money by holding fewer elections. Moreover, voter turnout in federal elections is 
significantly higher than in spring municipal elections. 

However, there are unintended consequences for merging municipal and other elections. 
First, merged elections are likely to nationalize local elections. November voters are drawn to 
the election by partisan preferences, and these divisions would naturally seep into local 
contests. Second, many Missouri municipalities hold non-partisan elections, and spring 
election voters seem more informed and concerned about local issues than November 
voters. Third, a large ballot roll-off from state to municipal contests should be expected, 
particularly for municipalities with non-partisan elections. Fourth, the cost of local election 
campaigns should increase, due to market competition from simultaneous national, state, and 
county campaigns.  Fifth, the outcome of state elections, particularly ballot propositions, may be 
disproportionately influenced by large urban areas with competitive contests and higher turnout. 

The decision to merge municipal and other state elections comes down to a choice between 
values. Should we increase the rate of voter turnout for municipal elections or should municipal 
election outcomes be determined by more engaged and knowledgeable, local-oriented voters. 
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Voter turnout in municipal elections is lower, much lower, than turnout in federal or state elections.  
One proposal for increasing the rate of voter participation is to hold municipal and other local 
elections concurrently with federal and state elections. Political scientists and other scholars have 
long observed that if increasing turnout is the fundamental goal, then moving local elections to 
the November ballot is an effective, simple solution.1  But that change also brings other 
unintended consequences with it. As the discussion of combining local elections with federal 
and state elections rises on the political agenda, a consideration of the advantages and 
disadvantages of such a change in timing may be useful.

Cost and Benefits of Merging Elections
The benefits of combining federal, state, and local elections on a fall ballot are straight-
forward. Voters—and electoral officials—are burdened by numerous election contests held 
periodically throughout the year. In addition to the state and federal general elections in 
November of even-number years and party primaries in the preceding August (with the 
possibility of a presidential preference primary in March), there may be special elections or 
ballot propositions in odd number years, annual municipal elections in Missouri in March or April, 
the potential for bond elections in February, and 
other special elections under unusual circum-
stances.2 This election frequency places sig-
nificant informational demands on potential 
voters, particularly on those who pay scant 
attention to politics. Missourians may be 
more fortunate than some other states that 
hold elections with greater frequency and 
less regularity. At the extreme, New Jersey 
appears to hold a ‘steady stream of elections 
every year’.3

Reducing the number of elections would reduce 
costs, both tangible and informational. For 
county clerks, each additional election requires 
printing of ballots, ensuring the availability of 
voting equipment, securing polling place locations, publicizing the upcoming election to 
potential voters, hiring qualified poll workers, and producing quick and accurate results on 
election day.  Reducing the frequency of elections would reduce the overall financial cost for 
county officials.4  Similarly, citizens would have fewer informational demands on when and 
where to vote and on what is contained on their ballots, as well as fewer tangible costs of 
voting such as traveling to the polling place or filing an absentee ballot.5   

From a democratic perspective, the key benefit of combining local elections with federal and state 
elections is to increase voter turnout.  One consistency, across the country and throughout two 
centuries of American elections, is that more citizens vote in statewide elections than in local 
electoral contests. To emphasize this point, voter participation rates for recent elections in five 
Missouri counties are shown in Table 1. Turnout for general municipal election days tends to range 
from 10% to 20% of registered voters.6   This is dwarfed by turnout among registered voters for 
presidential elections (60-75%) as well as midterm elections (typically 30-45%).7  As shown in the 
accompanying table, citizens voting in municipal elections are a fraction of voters generally.8  This 
turnout discrepancy is not unique to Missouri or the United States.

Reducing the number of 
elections would reduce costs, 
both tangible and 
informational. 
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Analyses of municipal elections in other states such as California confirm that voter turnout is often 
35% lower in off-cycle elections than in presidential elections.9  Municipal participation rates are 
generally lower than national turnout across all democratic countries, though the gap between the 
two is much wider in the U.S.10  
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 Table 1. Number of Voters and Registered Voter Turnout in Five Missouri Counties

County April 7, 2020* November 3, 2020 April 6, 2021

Boone 13,529 91,837 16,792

(11.9%) (70.1%) (13.7%)

Buchanan 6,967 36,950 13,450

(13.6%) (69.3%) (26.7%)

Cape Girardeau 6,529 40,576 4,501

(12.3%) (73.3%) (8.6%)

Greene 2,440 142,752 23,914

(6.7%) (84.7%) (13.3%)

St. Louis County 102,594 540,597 96,913

(16.1%) (79.3%) (14.4%)

Not all registered voters in a county resided in areas with a general municipal election (e.g., Greene 2020), 
but most did. 
*Due to coronavirus pandemic, the April 7, 2020 election was held June 2, 2020 (Executive Order 20-03). 
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Moving municipal elections to the fall ballot may serve as a cost-saving device and produce 
higher rates of turnout, yet, there may be other unintended consequences. Chief among these 
is the nationalization of local politics. Federal and state elections are partisan in orientation 
so many voters, particularly peripheral voters who are drawn to the election by their reaction 
to short-term forces such as major events, salient national issues, or charismatic party leaders, 
cast ballots according to their preferences concerning national politics.11  Indeed, peripheral 
voters tend to be less well-informed and less politically engaged than traditional voters.12  A 
study of suburban voters in five states found that participants in off-cycle elections were 
more knowledgeable about candidates and more connected to local issues than participants 
in communities with on-cycle elections.13  Although full political representation is an important 
ideal for representative democracy, the notion of municipal government operated on the 
basis of national political preferences seems less salient in a culturally diverse and geographically 
diverse country like the U.S. 

Although some Missouri municipalities hold partisan elections, many more do not.14  Nonpartisan 
elections tend to have lower levels of voter turnout generally.  An increase in voter turnout 
stimulated by partisan politics may have a less 
predictable impact on nonpartisan election 
outcomes. The informational demands on 
citizens, already large for November voters in 
even-numbered years, grows in magnitude as 
more local election contests are added to the 
long ballot with federal, state, and county offi-
cials. Absent significant canvassing of voters, it is 
less clear how peripheral voters would confront a 
nonpartisan contest lower down the ballot. 

Ballot Length and Roll-off
Existing general elections already suggest that 
many voters may roll-off, tending to cast votes 
at the top of the ballot and skipping (nonpartisan 
and other) contests lower on the ballot.  For 
instance, in Jackson County, 16.8% of ballots did not include a vote for the last judicial 
retention election in November 2020. In 2018, 21.7% of ballots cast no vote for the last 
retention election. Comparable roll-off rates for St. Charles County were 19.2% in 2020 and 
22.1% in 2018.15  Although overall turnout is high for federal and state elections, many voters 
omit races down-ballot suppressing the participation rate for some contests.  Ballot propositions 
and judicial elections offer voters an identifiable choice (yes or no). Nonpartisan elections offer 
little information for less knowledgeable and peripheral voters other than candidates’ names. 
Without party labels, nonpartisan contests offer voters a choice between teams without 
uniforms, increasing the influence of name recognition and incumbency.16  

Ballot length appears to be associated with the rate of roll-off, that is, of voters skipping 
down-ballot races. However, it does not appear that voters simply grow fatigued and stop 
voting at some point. A better analogy for a voter confronting a long ballot, such as those 
for November elections of even-number years, might be a student taking a difficult, multiple-choice 
test.17  A voter simply may skip questions for which the voter has little or no information and 
answers—or casts a vote—when the voter has more information. According to this idea, the 
informed voter is more likely to make choices given a cue, such as candidates’ political party 
identification or an informative political campaign.18  Most voters know what choices they

Partisan and Nonpartisan Elections and Voter Engagement

...many voters may roll-off, 
tending to cast votes at the 
top of the ballot and 
skipping (nonpartisan and 
other) contests lower on 
the ballot.
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want to make following contested presidential, congressional, or statewide campaigns with 
their accompanying canvassing efforts and media coverage. Many voters do not receive as 
much information about state legislative, county, or municipal candidates or about most ballot 
propositions.19  

Municipal Campaigns
Conducting campaigns for municipal elections, especially nonpartisan races, may be more 
difficult within the electoral cacophony of federal, state, and county contests. Certainly, a 
candidate’s media campaign would need to compete not only with the opposition’s but 
also with voters’ attention for other campaigns running simultaneously. This is particularly 
the case when the clarity of responsibility for many government decisions is not evident 
to the typical less-informed voter.20 Wholesale 
political campaigns of the mass market variety, 
necessary for urban at-large elections, may prove 
more expensive and less successful. Most success-
ful municipal campaigns, particularly for smaller 
communities and for district elections in urban and 
suburban cities, are of the retail campaign variety. 
Local elected officials typically make more direct 
contact with constituents, canvassing for voters 
through personal contacts made by themselves or 
other campaign workers. A study of Missouri state 
legislative races, for instance, finds that campaigns 
that focus on direct voter mobilization are more 
successful at attracting votes than overall 
campaign expenditures.21 

Other effects
Other institutional effects of merged state and local 
elections may be more difficult to predict. For example, in Texas, municipalities originally held 
elections in May, and the state shifted most of these to November in odd-numbered years. 
These off-cycle November elections often include statewide ballot propositions, which are 
typically low turnout contests.  However, concurrent elections with competitive municipal 
contests in large cities like Houston may bring more voters to the polls who would otherwise 
abstain on these state ballot questions. Some evidence suggests that increased turnout for 
city elections may exert disproportionate influence over statewide ballot proposition outcomes. 
However, there is little evidence that turnout for Texas municipal elections increased in the 
move to off-year November elections.

A study of Missouri state 
legislative races, for 
instance, finds that 
campaigns that focus on 
direct voter mobilization 
are more successful at 
attracting votes than 
overall campaign 
expenditures.

“ “
The decision of whether municipal elections should be held separately, in the spring, or 
concurrently with state and federal elections, in the fall, is a choice between two aspirational 
goals for democracy. Representative government works better when more voters participate 
and when more voters make informed political choices.22  If increasing level of participation 
is the primary goal, then moving local elections to the fall ballot better raises the quantity of 
participation.  However, if participation by informed voters is more fundamental, then main-
taining separate elections on a spring ballot is a better mechanism for improving the quality 
of voter participation.  Both the quantity and the quality of voter participation are important 
facets of political engagement and representation, but these goals may conflict as dissimilar 
electoral contests appear on the same ballot.   

Conclusion
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