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Abstract

Government employees vote at unusually high rates, but the sources and po-

litical consequences of their participation remain contested. We examine these

questions using administrative data linking school employees to voter files in

Ohio. Public education provides a useful setting for testing broader theories

of public-sector political power because traditional public schools are governed

through local elections, while charter schools are publicly funded but indepen-

dently governed. Leveraging variation in the timing and nature of individuals’

transitions into education employment, we show that adults become signifi-

cantly more likely to vote in low-turnout school board elections after entering

traditional public schools, but not after beginning careers in charter schools.

These mobilization effects also extend to employees’ household members. Yet

voters with a direct employment stake in school board elections constitute a

surprisingly modest share of the electorate, suggesting that turnout advantages

alone cannot fully explain the political influence of organized public employees.



Introduction

Government employees have long puzzled scholars of American politics. They vote at sur-

prisingly high rates, a pattern that cannot be fully explained by demographic factors typ-

ically associated with political participation in the broader population (Brady, Verba and

Schlozman 1995, Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980). Although high levels of voter turnout

are generally viewed as desirable, the normative implications of government employees’ own

political activity remain contested. Much depends on what mobilizes public-sector workers

to the polls, the motivations shaping their vote choices, and the institutional contexts in

which these elections occur.

In their classic work Who Votes?, Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980) devote nearly half

a chapter to government employees, advancing several explanations for their unexpect-

edly high turnout. One possibility is selection: Public-sector employment may attract

individuals who are already more civically minded (e.g., Perry and Wise 1990). These

predispositions may be reinforced through the daily experience of public service, further

increasing engagement. As Wolfinger and Rosenstone argue, “Due to the nature of their

work, many public employees are more concerned about the outcome of elections. Many

deal on a daily basis with subjects that become campaign issues or would be affected by

election outcomes” (pp. 95–96). They refer to this as the political alertness hypothesis.

Yet the authors also raise a more troubling possibility—that government employees

vote because they “owe their positions to political sponsors.” In this account, public work-

ers have an “undeniable and crucial stake in the election,” since “if the wrong candidate

wins, they will be out of a job, demoted, or transferred to the local equivalent of Siberia”

(Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980, 95–96). They label this mechanism the patronage hy-

pothesis.1 Wolfinger and Rosenstone subject these competing explanations to a series of

1Of course, patronage and some combination of selection and alertness are not mutually exclusive mech-
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empirical tests, but these yield ambiguous conclusions. Subsequent studies have attempted

to determine whether public employees vote out of civic responsibility or self-interest, yet

scholars have struggled to develop credible research designs capable of resolving the debate

(see, e.g., Bennett and Orzechowski 1983, Corey and Garand 2002).2

The causes and consequences of public employees’ political participation have become

increasingly important in American politics since these early studies. When Wolfinger and

Rosenstone began their research, public-sector unions were still in their infancy, and the

timing of local elections had attracted little scholarly attention. In the intervening decades,

however, growing concern over the political influence of organized public employees has

substantially raised the stakes of this unresolved debate. Research on public employees in

off-cycle elections—those not held in November of even-numbered years—has taken a more

pessimistic turn. Because turnout in these elections is exceedingly low and unrepresenta-

tive (Hajnal and Lewis 2003, Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz 2018), some theorize that a

relatively small but highly mobilized bloc of public employees can become electorally piv-

otal (Anzia 2011; 2013, Berry 2009), inverting the conventional accountability relationship

assumed in democratic theory. As Moe (2006) warned two decades ago, “In democratic

systems, the political authorities are elected—and this simple fact means that even the

most ordinary bureaucrats, by taking collective action in elections and other realms of pol-

itics, may be able to exercise political power in determining who their bosses are and what

choices the latter will make in office.”

To demonstrate that such power inversions can occur, Moe (2006) presented data from

six California school districts that elected school boards in off-cycle contests. Unsurpris-

ingly, turnout was low, ranging from 6 to 25 percent of registered voters, but Moe showed

anisms.
2One exception is Geys and Sorensøn (2022), who examine voter turnout in Norway. We compare and

contrast our results in the penultimate section of this article.
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that public school employees voted at dramatically higher rates when they lived (and were

therefore eligible to vote) in the districts where they worked. These employees were between

two and seven times more likely to participate than the rest of the population and voted

at substantially higher rates than educators who were presumably equally civic-minded

but lived outside their district of employment. In otherwise low-turnout elections, this

pattern could give public employees political influence disproportionate to their numbers,

potentially contributing to the well-documented electoral success of candidates backed by

teachers unions and other public-sector labor organizations (see also Hartney 2022, Moe

2011, Sieg and Wang 2013, Carreri, Teso and Yu 2025).

Although Moe’s study remains an important advance in the study of democratic ac-

countability, bureaucratic politics, and the political power of public-sector unions, the evi-

dence underlying its conclusions was constrained by limited data. As a result, the design

could not fully distinguish the effects of public employment itself from selection into the

profession by already engaged individuals, nor could it examine whether these mobiliza-

tion effects extend to higher-level offices or extend beyond employees themselves. In this

study, we bring new evidence to bear on these unresolved questions by linking nearly two

decades of administrative data on public school employees in Ohio to the state’s official

voter file. The longitudinal nature of these data, combined with several institutional fea-

tures unique to Ohio, enables us to better isolate the effects of public-sector employment

on voter turnout and to probe the underlying mechanisms driving that behavior.

First, by exploiting variation in the timing of job transitions, we implement an individual-

level difference-in-differences design that compares turnout within the same voters across

election cycles as they enter public-sector employment. Second, we leverage variation in

which school districts employ these workers to estimate the separate effect of voting and

living in the same school district—over and above the generic effect of being a public school
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employee.

Third, Ohio also has a sizeable charter school sector whose employees are publicly

funded but not governed through local elections. This provides a unique opportunity to

compare the political participation of educators employed in traditional district-run schools

with those employed in charter schools. We find that individuals become significantly more

likely to vote after obtaining jobs in traditional public schools, but not when their careers

begin in charter schools. At the same time, turnout rises substantially among charter

school employees after they switch jobs and move into traditional public schools, providing

further evidence that public-sector employment itself is an important driver of political

participation. Perhaps our most novel finding is that these mobilization effects extend

beyond employees themselves. Household members of public school employees become

more likely to participate in local elections after someone they live with enters public-

sector employment, but not when household members obtain jobs in charter schools.

Importantly, these effects are not confined to school board races alone. Although school

board elections in Ohio take place in odd-year Novembers, we also examine the effects of

public employment in even-year congressional and presidential elections. No offices di-

rectly tied to educators’ employment appear on the ballot in these years, yet we never-

theless continue to find elevated participation among public school employees, suggesting

that self-interest alone cannot fully explain their political engagement. At the same time,

turnout effects are substantially larger in local school board elections—especially among

educators who both live and work in the same district—consistent with employment-based

self-interest playing an important role in mobilizing participation.

To confirm the robustness of these findings, we collect additional data from a second

state (Iowa), allowing us to examine a distinct institutional setting using an entirely differ-

ent research design. Specifically, we exploit a reform that consolidated school board and
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other off-cycle local elections. Consistent with our Ohio results, adding school board races

to previously very low-turnout contests disproportionately increased participation among

public school employees and their household members—especially among educators who

both lived and worked in the same school district.

Taken together, our results indicate that self-selection into public-sector employment

among more politically engaged or civically minded citizens is not the primary explanation

for rates of political participation among public employees. Instead, we find clear evidence

of employment-related self-interest—demonstrated by differences between teachers based

on the location of their residence. In addition, we identify more general socialization and

mobilization processes among public (but not charter) school teachers that were largely

overlooked in Wolfinger and Rosenstone’s original formulation.

We conclude by addressing the broader political consequences of these turnout dif-

ferences. Although public employees participate at disproportionately high rates in local

elections, we show that voters with a direct employment stake in school board contests nev-

ertheless constitute a surprisingly modest share of the electorate, even in otherwise very

low-turnout elections. In the average Ohio school district, this “vested interest” bloc—

teachers, non-instructional staff, and household members of both—accounts for less than

4 percent of voters participating in school board elections. Moreover, because school em-

ployees and their household members continue to vote at elevated rates in even-year elec-

tions, moving school board races on-cycle changes the composition of the electorate less

dramatically than existing theories often imply. The share of voters employed in local

schools or living with such employees falls by only about 1 percentage point in the average

district when comparing presidential and off-cycle elections, even though overall turnout

nearly triples. By contrast, the electorate changes much more substantially along other

dimensions, including voter age, home-ownership status, and whether voters have school-
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aged children. These findings suggest that election timing alone is unlikely to explain the

overwhelming electoral success of teachers’ union-endorsed school board candidates docu-

mented in earlier research and instead point toward a broader set of political mechanisms

that existing research has yet to fully explain.

Contributions

This study has broad implications for our understanding of American politics and makes

three primary contributions. First, we provide the first causal evidence in the Ameri-

can context that public-sector employment increases political participation. Second, our

findings revise prevailing accounts of the sources of public employee political power in

democratic governance. Although we confirm that public employees participate at dispro-

portionately high rates, we show that these employees and their households nonetheless

constitute a relatively small share of the electorate even in low-turnout elections. This

means that the documented electoral success of public employees’ unions cannot be ex-

plained through the mobilization of workers and their families alone. Third, we show that

the political consequences of public employment extend beyond public employees them-

selves to other members of their households, providing what is to our knowledge the first

evidence of such spillover effects in the policy feedback literature.

Our first contribution addresses a longstanding challenge in the study of political partic-

ipation by public employees. Existing research has long documented that these employees

vote at unusually high rates (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980, Bennett and Orzechowski

1983, Corey and Garand 2002), but scholars have struggled to distinguish the effects of pub-

lic employment itself from selection into the public sector by already politically engaged

individuals. By leveraging variation in the timing of entry into education employment,

along with comparisons between traditional public school employees and charter school
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employees, we isolate the mobilizing effects of public employment itself and identify mech-

anisms that help distinguish between employment-based self-interest and broader processes

of political socialization. The charter school comparison is especially important because

charter schools are publicly funded but not governed through local elections. The absence of

similar turnout effects among charter school employees—and the subsequent mobilization

of employees who later transition into traditional public schools—provides strong evidence

that public-sector employment itself increases participation and that employment-based

self-interest is an important part of the mechanism driving this behavior.

Second, our results challenge prevailing accounts of public employee political power.

Building on Moe (2006)’s influential argument that public employees and their unions may

exercise political control over the very officials tasked with governing them, subsequent

research has shown that teachers’ unions and their endorsed candidates are often highly

successful in local elections (Hartney 2022) and that off-cycle election timing is associated

with more favorable policy outcomes (Anzia 2012; 2013) and greater responsiveness (Dynes,

Hartney and Hayes 2021) to organized public employee interests. Our findings suggest im-

portant limits to a simple turnout-based account of employee political power and point to-

ward a broader potential set of political mechanisms—including agenda-setting, candidate

recruitment, endorsements, informational advantages, and organizational influence—that

existing research has yet to fully examine.

Finally, our findings contribute to a large literature on political mobilization and policy

feedback. Existing research shows that individuals who receive government benefits often

become more politically engaged (Campbell 2003, Mettler 2007, Clinton and Sances 2018),

yet such work rarely examines public employees themselves or considers government em-

ployment as a form of policy benefit (but see Flavin and Hartney 2015). Moreover, prior

research generally focuses on direct beneficiaries alone. By showing that public employment
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increases turnout not only among employees themselves but also among other members of

their households, we demonstrate that the political consequences of public-sector employ-

ment spill outward through broader social networks. In doing so, our findings suggest

that the spillover dynamics documented in experimental studies of political mobilization

and social influence (Nickerson 2008, Bond et al. 2012) also extend into the domain of

public policy and political economy, where policies and public-sector institutions generate

downstream political spillovers that extend beyond direct beneficiaries themselves.

Relatedly, our findings also speak to the policy feedback effects and broader political

economy of school choice programs—including charter schools and private school vouchers.

Existing research in this area asks how such programs affect political participation and,

ultimately, public school governance (see, e.g., Cook et al. 2020, Mcilwain, Reckhow and

Gordon 2025). Examining the rapid expansion of charter schools in Ohio during roughly

the first half of the period covered by our data, Cook et al. (2020) find that a 1 percentage

point increase in charter school enrollments is associated with approximately a 2.5 percent

to 4 percent decline in the number of votes cast in odd-year school board contests (but

not in even-year on-cycle elections). These declines appear driven by lower turnout among

parents. In a related paper examining school choice programs in Michigan, Mcilwain,

Reckhow and Gordon (2025) find that parents of students attending charter schools in

that state are about 12 percentage points less likely to cast ballots in local school bond

elections, effects large enough to potentially affect whether these bonds pass. Our findings

complement these results by providing evidence that charter schools are also likely to reduce

turnout among school employees relative to individuals with comparable jobs in traditional

public schools. The net effect of school choice programs on local school elections—at least

the portion operating through changes in political participation—thus depends on the

extent to which the policy and candidate preferences of parents and school personnel are
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aligned.3

Institutional Setting and Data

Our analysis combines administrative data on employment in the Ohio public school system

with the state’s voter file, which tracks participation in elections. We provide a brief

overview of each source before diving into the analysis.

The administrative employment records, known as the Education Employee Positions

and Demographics dataset, were provided by the Ohio Department of Education and

Workforce. These records are organized by academic year and combine information about

individual employees—including first and last name, basic demographics, highest degree

earned, years of authorized teaching experience in the state, and year of birth—with de-

tails about each person’s job assignment, including school building, district of employment,

and annualized salary. The version of the data we use covers 18 years from the 2005-06

academic year through 2023-24. Each individual is assigned a unique alphanumeric state

identifier, which we use to follow employees over time as they switch jobs. Over the full

panel, we observe a total of 658,617 unique individuals employed at some point in an Ohio

public school. Of these individuals, 237,999 served in a teaching role in at least one year.

To provide intuition about the structure of these data, we begin with some descriptive

statistics from the final (2023-24) year covered by our panel. During this school year, we

observe 359,455 observations corresponding to 269,357 unique individuals. A person can

appear in the dataset multiple times in the same year due to a variety of reasons, including

having their position assigned to multiple school buildings (e.g., a music teacher who splits

time between schools), switching jobs during the year, or holding multiple positions simul-

3These programs may also affect local election outcomes through mechanisms unrelated to turnout,
including by directly influencing voter preferences.
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taneously (e.g., a teacher who also serves as a compensated sports coach). Positions are

defined by a standardized three-digit code. We provide a detailed breakdown by position

code in the Supplemental Appendix.

Overall, teachers represent the most numerous occupation category in 2023-24, ac-

counting for 35 percent of all reported assignments. This figure is somewhat misleading,

however, because many teachers also have other positions that are double-counted in data.

For example, nearly half of individuals with an extracurricular or intracurricular assign-

ment also appear with a teaching assignment during the same school year. Overall, roughly

42 percent of the unique employees had at least one teaching assignment in 2023-24, with

the remaining 58 percent occupying exclusively non-teaching positions.

An important feature of the Ohio context, which we leverage in our analysis, is that

the education sector is divided between several different types of organizations. Most stu-

dents attend—and most employees work for—traditional public schools. However, the state

also has a sizeable charter school sector that enrolls about one in ten students.4 Charter

school enrollment is concentrated primarily around Ohio’s large urban areas, a legacy of the

enabling legislation that initially allowed charters to open in communities with the lowest-

performing public schools (see Cook 2008). The state data cover all employees regardless of

the sector, with approximately 14 percent of the positions representing assignments at char-

ter schools.5 Unlike the traditional public schools, most charter schools are not unionized

and are not covered by a collective bargaining agreement. In addition, although publicly

4Ohio charter schools are called “community schools” in the Ohio Revised Code and include both brick-
and-mortar and virtual schools. “Dropout recovery” programs that serve primarily high-risk, older students
are also classified as community schools, and we include staff that work in them in our charter count.

5The same individual may hold positions across both sectors—for example, a charter school teacher who
also has a coaching position in a traditional public school. In addition, the dataset includes a small number
of individuals assigned to other unique institutions, including joint-vocational districts, state-chartered
STEM schools, and some public school employees assigned to provide special education services for students
attending private schools. We include these individuals in our public school sample, although these groups
are so small that this coding has no meaningful impact on our estimates.
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funded, they operate independently of locally elected school boards and are governed by

their own appointed nonprofit boards. In sum, although both groups of educators are paid

with public dollars, only teachers in traditional public schools are subject to governance by

elected school boards, giving them a direct electoral channel to influence the policies that

determine their pay and working conditions.

For the purposes of the analysis that follows, we dichotomize all employment assign-

ments into either teaching or non-teaching positions, and we treat someone as a teacher if

at least one of their assignments is in a teaching role. In addition, we consider someone

as working for a traditional public school if at least one assignment is in such a building,

limiting the charter school sample to staff who work exclusively in this setting during that

school year.

To examine participation in local elections, we obtain county voter files from the Ohio

Secretary of State, using records with a June 5, 2025, release date, the oldest archived

version available. We rely on the fastLink package (Enamorado, Fifield and Imai 2019)

to link the employment records to the voter file, requiring an exact match on both birth

year and last name and allowing a probabilistic “fuzzy” match for first name.6 For staff

from 2023-24 school year, we successfully matched approximately 73 percent of the school

employees, with slightly higher match rates for teachers (74 percent) than non-teachers

(71 percent) and significantly higher match rates for public school employees (74 percent)

than those working in charter schools (46 percent). As we discuss in more detail below,

the lower match rate for charter schools does not drive our results. We obtain somewhat

worse match rates for earlier years—as expected, since we’re using the static voter file from

2025—although we are still able match nearly 70 percent of the employees observed in the

6The same employee can be matched to multiple voters, and when this happens, we include each possible
match in our analysis sample. In addition, the same voter may be matched to multiple employees. In these
cases, we assign each voter to only one position code using the same hierarchical rules described in text.
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employment data in 2005-06, the earliest year of our panel.

Because the voter file includes a residential address for each registered voter, we can

further dichotomize public school employees based on whether they work for the same

school system as their district of residence. Most counties include a district of residence

identifier in their official voter files. In the remaining counties, we geocode voter residential

addresses and assign them to the corresponding school district. We treat someone as

working and living in the same district if at least one of their position assignments in a

given year appears in their district of residence.

In addition to examining the voting behavior of school employees, we also identify

voters who are members of the same household as the employees. To do so, we use the full

address information and define household members as registered voters who have exactly

the same residential address as the focal employee voters we link using the procedure above.

Our final analytic sample includes six categories of employees—defined by every possible

combination of occupation (teacher vs. non-teacher), institution type (traditional public

vs. charter school) and, for public schools, residency (live and work in the same vs. different

districts). We use the same six categories to classify their household members.

Before proceeding to the analysis, we briefly address several issues related to the con-

struction of our sample and the analytical approach. First, the analyses featured in the

body of the manuscript focus on turnout conditional on being registered to vote. This is

necessary for us to determine whether an employee lives in their district of employment

and to identify their household members, both of which require knowing their residential

address which is available only in the voter file. As first noted by Nyhan, Skovron and

Titiunik (2017), conditioning on registration status can introduce post-treatment bias if

the probability of registration is itself impacted by the treatments of interest. Fortunately,

this bias is not present in our study because we utilize a panel design that follows the same
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voters over time. By construction, the leverage in our analysis comes from voters already

registered before being “treated.”

One might still worry, however, that conditioning on registration may affect the gener-

alizability of our results, since we exclude employees for whom the “treatments” we study

lead to initial voter registration and limit the identifying variation to employees who were

already on the voter rolls. To address this concern, the Supplemental Appendix replicates

our results without conditioning on registration and simply treats individuals as not voting

in the elections prior to them being observed in the voter file. This allows us not only

to include all school employees in the analysis sample, addressing differences in matching

rates between public and charter schools, but also to separate effects on registration from

effects on participation conditional on being registered. Although we do find evidence that

public school (but not charter school) employment increases voter registration, the impacts

on election turnout are similar (if somewhat larger) to the results featured below. This

gives us confidence that conditioning on registration in our preferred specification—which

allows us to examine differences by residential location and household spillovers—is not

distorting the findings or limiting their external validity.

Second, although employment status and location are observed annually, both house-

hold composition and residential location is measured only in 2025 in our preferred analytic

sample. For the subset of educators hired starting with the 2014-15 school year, we can

link them to annual voter file snapshots from the private vendor L2 which are available

starting in 2014. These snapshots allow us to measure residential location and household

composition in the summer prior to the start of their employment spells. We discuss addi-

tional analyses using this subsample and L2 data below. To preview, relying on residential

location at the time of hiring, rather than in 2025, does not affect any of the core results.
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Descriptive Patterns of Political Participation

We begin by using our Ohio sample to replicate the core results presented in Moe (2006).

Specifically, we compare cross-sectional turnout among educators and non-educators, and

further contrast educators who live and work in the same district to teachers who work

in one school district but are only eligible to vote in another.7 In addition, we expand

the analysis to include household members and charter school employees. Since charter

schools are not governed by elected school boards, their employees serve as an important

placebo group that allow us to directly study the underlying mechanisms hypothesized by

Moe (2006). This initial exercise is purely descriptive and is not intended to make causal

claims but helps provide a baseline set of expectations before we turn to our preferred

causal estimates.

In Ohio, school board elections are intentionally held off-cycle, in November of odd

years. Other municipal offices and certain judicial positions are also filled in these elec-

tions. Therefore, we begin by examining turnout in the November 2021 school board

election cycle.8 We create an indicator variable for whether each voter cast a ballot in

this election conditional on being registered at the time and regress it on the employment

and household status categories described in the previous section. To account for differ-

ences in the competitiveness of local elections, we include fixed effects for school district

of residence—meaning that we only compare voters living within the same school district,

holding constant the nature of the campaign and the candidate options in the race. Because

the Cleveland Metropolitan School District operates under a system of mayoral control and

does not have an elected school board, we exclude its residents from our analytic sample.9

7Although we also observe turnout for non-teacher school employees and their household members, we
exclude these groups from the cross-sectional descriptive analysis in this section to simplify the exposition.

8While November 2023 is the most recent election included in our sample, this proved to be an unusual
cycle because the ballot contained an abortion rights amendment to the Ohio constitution that dramatically
increased turnout, making the dynamics closer to a regular on-cycle election.

9Cleveland mayoral elections also take place in November of odd years, so we might expect Cleveland
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Figure 1: Comparison of Turnout in Ohio Elections Depending on School Employment
Status
Note: “Regular voter” turnout is taken directly from the voter file while estimates for school employees and
household members are based on a statistical model that includes school district of residence fixed effects.

The top panel of Figure 1 presents the results from the regression visually. In the

2021 election, just 29 percent of registered voters without any employment connection to

school employees to still vote disproportionately on these dates. The results reported below are identical if
we include Cleveland district employees.
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the public schools turned out.10 This is comparable to turnout in off-cycle local elections

found in earlier studies (Hajnal and Lewis 2003, Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz 2018,

Payson 2017).

Consistent with Moe (2006), we observe significantly higher turnout among teachers—

especially if they are eligible to vote in the same district as the one that employs them.

Teachers who lived and worked in the same school district were approximately 23 percentage

points more likely to cast a ballot in these elections—an increase of nearly 80 percent

relative to unaffiliated voters.11 Teachers employed by public schools but who live in a

different district are also significantly more likely to vote compared to voters without any

education-related employment, although the magnitude of the difference —approximately

5 percentage points—is only a quarter of the size as the one we find among resident-

employees.

Interestingly, we also see evidence that public school employment may boost the turnout

of voters who live in the same household—but only when the employees (and household

members) are eligible to vote in the school district of employment. These differences are

about half of the size of the turnout advantage we find among resident-teachers themselves.

By contrast, household members of teachers who are employed outside of their district of

residence are no more (and perhaps modestly less) likely to cast a ballot, compared to

voters without any education employment affiliation.

Unlike voters employed in traditional public schools, we see almost no difference in

turnout for educators employed by charter schools. Household members of charter school

teachers are actually three percentage points less likely to cast a ballot than the typical

voter.

10In 2021, Census estimates put Ohio’s total citizen voting-age population (CVAP) at nearly 9 million,
so turnout was closer to 20 percent of CVAP.

11Although not included in the figure, we observe differences nearly as large among non-teaching staff as
well.
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The bottom panel of the figure shifts our attention to 2020 presidential election, where

baseline turnout exceeded 80 percent. All teachers voted at higher rates in these elections,

although teachers living in their district of employment and their household members

continued to have higher turnout than their charter school counterparts and educators

(and household members) living and working in different districts. The gap in turnout

between teachers based on their residential location was roughly one-third of the size in

this on-cycle national elections compared to the odd-year local elections the following year.

To briefly summarize these descriptive patterns, we replicate (and extend) the core

results of Moe (2006)—teachers do participate in local school board elections at significantly

higher rates than the general population, and are particularly likely to vote when they

are eligible to choose the board of the school district that employs them. In addition,

we find significantly higher turnout among household members of educators—but only

if they are eligible to cast a ballot in the district that employs them. These patterns

contrast sharply with charter school teachers (and their household members), providing

suggestive evidence that some of these turnout differences may indeed be causal rather

than representing selection into the teaching profession. On other hand, the fact that

higher turnout persists even in even-year elections without any school-related contests on

the ballot suggests that political socialization, not just self-interest, may be part of the

mechanism increasing participation.

Causal Effects of Public Employment on Turnout

Motivated by the initial descriptive findings in the previous section, we now turn to more

credibly isolating the causal effects that may be driving these cross-sectional differences in

election turnout.
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Leveraging the Timing of Employment Spells and Sector Switchers

The empirical challenge in our setting is that turnout differentials between educators and

regular voters may reflect the effects of working in the public sector, demographic differences

between the two groups (some observable and some not), or a combination of the two. For

example, almost 98 percent of the teachers in our sample have a college degree and nearly

60 percent have a post-secondary degree, either a master’s or a doctorate. Educational

differences alone would predict higher rates of political engagement (e.g., Brady, Verba

and Schlozman 1995, Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980), and teachers could differ from the

broader population on other dimensions as well. Similar factors may also contribute to the

observed differences across sectors. For example, charter school teachers in our sample are

somewhat younger, less likely to have advanced degrees, and are paid lower salaries than

public school teachers—all of which should produce higher rates of electoral participation

among the latter.

To isolate the effects of employment from pre-existing differences that might influence

both turnout and selection into the education workforce, we borrow the empirical strat-

egy of Hall and Yoder (2022). These authors examine the consequences of home owner-

ship on political participation using an individual-level difference-in-differences method—

comparing changes in turnout over time among individuals who purchase a home, relative

to an untreated group whose housing tenure status does not change during the same period.

Because individual voters are observed both before and after experiencing the treatment

(home purchase), they can serve as their own control to account for selection into treatment

based on time-invariant factors, including unobservable characteristics.

We use a similar approach here.12 We begin by building a panel of individual voters

who are observed in a teaching role during at least one year in our study period and then

12We focus specifically on teachers both in the interest of space and because this group of public employees
is of particular substantive interest in light of prior research.
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subset to individuals whose teaching spell begins after the 2005-06 school year. We further

remove observations from individuals who are previously employed in a non-teaching role.

This leaves approximately 65,200 educators who start their teaching career after our panel

begins and who are successfully matched to registered voters. About 85 percent of these

individuals are observed only ever working in the public school sector. About 8 percent

obtain their first teaching position in a charter school and remain in a charter school for the

duration of their observable teaching career, while the remaining 7 percent begin teaching

in a charter school but then switch to a teaching position in a traditional public school at

some point between 2006 and 2024.

These alternative career paths allow us to estimate the effect of three distinct treat-

ments: (1) “always charter” school teacher; (2) “always public” school teacher; and (3)

“sector switcher.” In our preferred difference-in-differences estimates, we avoid making any

a priori assumptions about the dynamics of these effects and assume that once someone is

treated, they remain treated for the duration of our panel as long as they remain employed

in education in any capacity, although we estimate more dynamic event study models as

well. To account for educators who begin their career during the years in our panel but

then leave teaching before the end, we censor the data by recoding the dependent variable

to missing for the years after individuals dropout of the employment data (indicating that

they left their teaching jobs and did not take another non-teaching position in the school

system).13 Similarly, “sector switchers” experience two consecutive treatments—the initial

employment spell in a charter school, followed by a subsequent employment spell in a tradi-

tional public school. Again, we avoid making assumptions about whether these treatment

effects are cumulative and simplify the comparison by censoring observations in the years

13We prefer this approach because the timing of separations is unlikely to be random. For example, if a
serious illness causes a teacher to leave the workforce, we might imagine the same health problems to also
reduce political participation. In addition, one might worry that involuntary terminations might themselves
effect turnout, in either direction.
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before charter school employment begins. Put another way, the “sector switcher” sample is

in its “control” phase while employed in the charter school and the “treatment” phase after

switching to the public schools, with all years prior to any school employment removed

from the dataset. As we show below, however, we find no effect of initial charter school

employment. As a result, including all pre-charter school years in the “control” period does

not impact our estimates.

For the never-treated control group, we use all registered voters in Ohio who are (1)

never observed employed in education and (2) never observed as a household member of

anyone employed in education. Such voters potentially differ from educators on many di-

mensions, some observable in the data (age) and some not (income, etc.). Since our analysis

uses individual-level fixed effects and examines only within-voter variation in turnout over

time, however, these baseline differences are not problematic. The purpose of the control

group is to account for contest-level dynamics—including whether races are contested and

the closeness of elections—that may vary across school districts over time and be correlated

with staffing changes.14

The control group is combined with our three treatment groups and we estimate

difference-in-differences models using two-way fixed effects (TWFE), including a fixed ef-

fect for each voter and another fixed effect for election year.15 In some specifications, we

replace the election year indicators with district-of-residence-by-election-year indicators, to

account for differences in the competitiveness of the local school board races in a given year,

levels of contestation, and possible campaign effects that may differ across districts. The

comparison in this specification is thus limited to voters participating in exactly the same

14For example, years with high rates of teacher turnover could cause a significant increase in hiring—and
new teachers—while independently increasing turnout among all voters via a community-wide backlash
effect.

15As noted above, we include voters in the analytic sample only in elections that take place after their
initial voter registration date. As a result, our panel is not strictly balanced.
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local school board elections. We estimate separate models for a panel of odd-year elec-

tions and a separate panel of even-year elections, which include presidential and midterm

contests but no school board races. Thus, the analysis never combines odd- and even-year

elections in a single sample.

Since the educators in our sample begin their teaching spells in different years, one

might worry that the TWFE approach could be compromised due to staggered treatment

timing, which can produce bias due to negative weighting (see Callaway and Sant’Anna

2021, de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille 2020, Goodman-Bacon 2021, Sun and Abraham

2021). This is not a significant issue in our application, however, because 99 percent of

our analytic sample is made up of never-treated controls.16 As a result, the year (and

district-by-year) fixed effects are estimated almost completely from this control group and

essentially unaffected by “contamination” from earlier-treated cohorts.

The individual-level difference-in-differences results are presented in Table 1. The first

two columns focus on odd-year elections featuring local school board contests, while the last

two columns examine even-year, on-cycle elections. We find that obtaining employment in

the public school system significantly increases turnout in odd-year elections by between

6 and 7 percentage points, with nearly identical results among voters who first enter the

teaching profession in the public school system and among those who previously taught

in a charter school. Notably, we find no similar increase in turnout among voters who

enter the teaching profession through a job in the charter school and who never move to

the public schools—indeed, in the model that includes district-by-year fixed effects, the

point estimate corresponds to a 2 percentage point decrease in turnout. In the second

two columns, we show that the significant mobilization effects of public sector employment

persist in even-year elections despite there being no school-related local elections on these

16Recall that we remove “always treated” teachers who are already employed in 2006, at the start of our
sample, and educators who are observed in other non-instructional roles in earlier years.
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Table 1: Effects of Teacher Employment on Turnout

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Start as charter school teacher -0.005 -0.02∗∗ 0.004 0.009
(0.009) (0.009) (0.01) (0.01)

Start as public school teacher 0.06∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.04∗∗∗

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)
Switch from charter to public school 0.06∗∗∗ 0.06∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.04∗∗∗

(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.006)
Elections Odd Year Odd Year Even Year Even Year
Individual FEs X X X X
Year FEs X X
Year-by-District FEs X X
Observations 40,304,813 40,304,813 35,808,380 35,808,380
R2 0.51320 0.57240 0.57506 0.66377

Standard errors clustered by individual registrant
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

ballots, although the effect size is roughly half the size.

Giving these results a causal interpretation requires two (related) assumptions. The

first is that voter turnout among public school educators would’ve followed parallel trends

had they not obtained employment in the public sector. We can test this assumption

by examining trends in prior years. The second assumption is that nothing else changes

around the same time that voters begin their careers.17 For example, if educators enter

the workforce shortly after graduating college, the estimates in Table 1 would reflect the

combined effects of employment and these other contemporaneous life events. The latter

assumption is ultimately untestable, although we believe is likely to hold for two reasons.

First we find no effects of initial employment in the charter school sector, and there is

no reason to expect that the timing of other events (e.g., college graduation) differ sys-

tematically between individuals who begin their teaching careers in these two sectors. In

addition, we find nearly identical effects among former charter school teachers who subse-

17Arguably the second assumption is just a subset of the more general parallel trends assumption. We
flag it separately because, unlike parallel trends, we cannot probe its plausibility by examining pre-trends.
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Figure 2: Effect of Job Transition into Public School Teaching on Odd-Year Turnout

quently move to jobs in the public schools. These educators switch into the public sector

at a later stage of their career—likely corresponding to different stages of personal lives as

well—helping rule out the possibility that turnout effects of initial entry into the teaching

workforce is being confounded by other events. Nevertheless, to ensure that time-varying

but unobservable confounds are not driving the findings, we replicate the key results using

an entirely different research design and data on teachers in Iowa later in the study.

Figure 2 visually presents the event study estimates, based on a specification similar

to the first column in Table 1.18 Although we use the full 18-year panel, we bin the time

periods more than five years prior to the start of employment and more than five years

afterward. The left panel of the figure focuses on voters who begin their teaching careers in

the public sector. We find some indications of a modest pre-treatment trend that appears

to begin one year prior to the start of employment, although this may simply reflect the gap

between when someone is hired and when they begin their position (and thus observed in

our data) or the effects of a “student teaching” spell that often precedes formal employment

18Since we examine three separate treatments, the event study uses a modified approach in which we
sequentially limit the analytic sample to one treatment group and the never-treated controls then estimate
three separate models.
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Figure 3: Effect of Initial Teaching Position in a Charter School on Odd-Year Turnout

as a teacher. We see a substantial jump in turnout the year that someone starts their

position, and the effect appears to grow in subsequent years. The right panel focuses on

former charter school teachers who move into the public school sector. It shows no pre-

trends of any kind, with a substantial jump in the first year of public school employment

that remains roughly flat in subsequent periods.

Figure 3 presents comparable estimates for voters who begin their teaching careers in the

charter schools and never transition to the public sector. It is somewhat messier and more

difficult to interpret but suggests that there is a modest and temporary increase in turnout

that occurs the year prior to the start of employment but which quickly dissipates the

following year. Overall, there is no evidence that charter school employment significantly

influences turnout in school board elections, confirming the results from Table 1.

Next, we turn our attention away from teachers to examine their household members’

participation. We use the same estimation strategy and retain the same never-treated

control group as above. The first two columns of Table 2, which focus on odd-year elec-

tions, reveal that voter who live with public teachers also increase their turnout in odd-year

elections during which school board contests appear on the ballot. The magnitude of the

increase, between 2 and 3 percentage points, is comparable for voters who live with in-
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Table 2: Effects of Teacher Employment on Turnout of Other Household Members

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Charter school teacher household 0.01 -0.003 0.03∗∗ 0.02∗

(0.009) (0.008) (0.01) (0.010)
Public school teacher household 0.02∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.01∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Switcher from charter to public household 0.02∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ -0.006 0.005

(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.007)
Elections Odd Year Odd Year Even Year Even Year
Individual FEs X X X X
Year FEs X X
Year-by-District FEs X X
Observations 40,348,589 40,348,589 35,851,637 35,851,637
R2 0.51336 0.57253 0.57515 0.66385

Standard errors clustered by individual registrant
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

dividuals who begin their teaching careers in the public sector and also voters who live

with teachers switching from charter to public schools. Similar to our results for educators

themselves, we find no effect of initial employment in charter schools on political partici-

pation by household members. We present event study results for household members in

the Supplemental Appendix, and find similar results to the comparable figure for teachers.

The second two columns of Table 2 examines turnout in even-year elections. As before,

we find significant but smaller increase in turnout for voters who live with public school

teachers. In contrast to the earlier results, we find no increase in even-year turnout for

household members of teachers who switch from charter to public schools. On the other

hand, we see a small increase in turnout corresponding to the initial employment in a

charter school. Since state law in Ohio has a big impact on charter schools—and the law is

very much in flux during the period we study—it is possible that charter school employment

increases participation in the even-year elections when state legislative and gubernatorial

positions are filled. Yet it is puzzling that we would see these increases only among voters
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living with charter school teachers but not among those teachers themselves. The divergent

even-year results between charter school teachers and their household members are thus

somewhat of a mystery.

To summarize, we find clear evidence that voters who find employment as educators

in the public school system increase their turnout, without similar effects among teachers

who obtain employment in charter schools. We also find that these effects appear to

spill over to other members of educators’ households who do not themselves work in the

public schools. The magnitudes of these effects are quite large—corresponding to about

a 20 percent increase in odd-year turnout for teachers and about a 10 percent increase

in turnout for household members, relative to the baseline among voters without public

education-related employment. We also see some evidence that positive turnout effects

carry over to on-cycle, even-year elections, which will be important for understanding the

consequences of these findings for election timing.

Residential Location and Employment-Related Self-Interest

The vast majority of early-career educators obtain employment outside of their district of

residence—only 16 percent find their first job in the school system where they live. As a

result, the estimates in the previous section are mostly capturing the effect of becoming a

teacher in a community where such teachers are not eligible to vote. The cross-sectional

results in Figure 1 suggest there may be an additional turnout increase from working and

voting in the same jurisdiction, above and beyond the effect of simply working in the public

sector.

We use two complementary approaches to quantify these effects. First, we focus on

the same teachers as in our analysis above and narrow the sample to educators who begin

their teaching careers in the public schools. We then split them into two groups, depending
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Table 3: Effects of Teacher Employment on Turnout by Residential Location

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Start as public school teacher, 0.05∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗

outside district of residence (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003)
Start as public school teacher, 0.08∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗

inside district of residence (0.005) (0.004) (0.005) (0.004)
Elections Odd Year Odd Year Even Year Even Year
Individual FEs X X X X
Year FEs X X
Year-by-District FEs X X
Observations 40,287,022 40,287,022 35,793,133 35,793,133
R2 0.51323 0.57241 0.57506 0.66377

Standard errors clustered by individual registrant
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1
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Figure 4: Effect of Becoming Public School Teacher on Odd-Year Turnout by Residential
Location

on whether their first job was in the same school district as their residential location or

whether they had to commute to work, and thus were ineligible to participate in the school

board election of their employer. These results are presented in Table 3. Although all

voters increase their turnout in school board elections once they become teachers, the

magnitude of the increase is about 3 percentage points larger among those who are able to
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work and vote in the same jurisdiction. We also find a larger increase in participation in

even-year elections among all new teachers, although we don’t see consistent differences in

the magnitude of the effect depending on residential location. Figure 4 reports the event

study estimates for odd-year elections for both groups, again confirming that they generally

follow parallel trends prior to entering the teaching workforce.

We can also validate these results using a different empirical strategy altogether, one

that focuses more narrowly on teachers who switch their location of employment after they

enter the profession. To do so, we begin by building a panel of voters who were continuously

employed as teachers in traditional public schools between the 2013-14 and 2023-24 school

years. Focusing only on continuously employed teachers helps limits the possibility that

other changes in life circumstances—such as the birth of a child—prompt the change in

employment location and could confound the turnout effects. We then remove teachers

who were already working in their school district of residence at the beginning of the panel

(“always treated”). The remaining dataset includes a total of approximately 30,000 teachers

successfully linked to the voter file. In this sample, 94 percent work outside of their district

of residence for the entire sample period and serve as our “never treated” controls while

6 percent eventually find a teaching job where they live, becoming eligible to vote in the

school board elections of the district that employs them.

In Table 4, we report the results of our TWFE models estimated on this sample.

We find that teachers who shift employment to their school districts of residence see an

additional increase in odd-year turnout of approximately 3 percentage points, identical to

the results found using our full sample of initial employment spells and an entirely different

identification strategy. The results for even-year turnout, reported in the last two columns

of the table, depend on the specification but point to an increase in turnout in these years

as well. Figure 5 provides the corresponding event study plot. Given the small number
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Table 4: Effect of Existing Teachers Moving to Position in District of Residence

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4)

Teach in district of residence 0.03∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.009) (0.009)

Elections Odd Year Odd Year Even Year Even Year
Individual FEs X X X X
Year FEs X X
Year-by-District FEs X X
Observations 156,929 156,929 160,738 160,738
R2 0.50403 0.56964 0.55290 0.62830

Standard errors clustered by individual registrant
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1
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Figure 5: Effect of Moving into Teaching Position in District of Residence on Odd-Year
Turnout

of teachers who move to a position in their district of residence, our power is somewhat

limited. However, the point estimates suggest no pre-trends in the years leading up to

the job transition with a gradual increase in turnout that follows in the years after. The

increase becomes significant three years after the move.

It is noteworthy that the plausibly causal results for residency in Tables 3 and 4 are

29



a fraction of the size of the raw cross-sectional differences in turnout we documented in

Figure 1. There are three possible explanations for this divergence. The most obvious is

that the estimates in Figure 1 may by confounded by selection—perhaps educators who

choose to work in their district of residence are different and more politically engaged than

educators who work in other jurisdictions. This explanation strikes us as less plausible

for their household members. The second explanation is that the causal estimates are

attenuated due to measurement error in residential location, especially in earlier years

in the panel. Recall that Figure 1 focused on the most recent elections, for which the

residential location in the 2025 voter file is likely to be most accurate. As we show in the

next section, however, measurement error in addresses cannot account for the gap. Finally,

the event study results provide some suggestive evidence that effects grow over time—the

longer teachers live and work in the same community, the more politically engaged they

become. By construction, our difference-in-differences analysis looks only at the first few

years after a teacher’s job transition, while Figure 1 includes all teachers, including those

who have worked (and lived) in the same school districts for decades.

Alternative Measures of Residential Location

As noted above, we identify both teachers’ and their household members’ school districts

of residence using addresses from the 2025 Ohio voter file. This raises concerns both about

attenuation bias due to measurement error and the threat of reverse causality. Perhaps the

most politically engaged teachers are the ones who move into their district of employment—

after they start their jobs—creating the differences by residential location we find in our

analysis.

To address both concerns, we take advantage of historical voter file snapshots available

from L2. These go back only to 2014, so we begin by replicating all of the analysis for
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a limited sample of educators who begin their employment spells starting in the 2014-15

school year. For each academic year, we identify new hires and then look up their location

in the summer before they begin teaching. Additionally, we identify household members

who live with them before they begin their teaching careers.

The results from this analysis are presented in more detail in the Supplemental Ap-

pendix, but we summarize the highlights here. First, when we focus on teachers themselves,

we obtain nearly identical results regardless of whether we measure residential address in

2025 or prior to the first year of teaching. Nearly 90% coded as living and working in

the same district in 2025 began their careers in their district of residence. Thus, neither

attenuation bias nor reverse causality affects our estimates of the differences in turnout

between teachers depending on their residential location.

For household members, however, the results are quite different. If we replicate the

analysis by identifying household status prior to school employment, we see null results—

household members of future teachers do not increase their own turnout when their room-

mates obtain employment in the public schools. Interestingly, however, only about half

of voters we identify as living with teachers in 2025 were already doing so before they

began their teaching careers. Similarly, about half of future teachers’ roommates observed

in the summer before they began their employment were still living with them in 2025.

When we disaggregate household members into three groups—“former roommates,” “al-

ways roommates,” and “future roommates”—we see meaningful heterogeneity. “Always

roommates” and “future roommates” look quite similar, and both see a significant increase

in turnout when their acquaintance begins their job as a public school (but not charter

school) teacher. On the other hand, “former roommates” actually experience as significant

decrease in turnout when their then-roommate begins working in the public schools.

One potential explanation for these results is that teachers find new housing after they
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begin their employment. This causes their former (perhaps college friend) roommates to

have to relocate as well, creating disruptions by requiring an update in their own registra-

tion and moving to a new voting location.19 By contrast, we suspect—although cannot

directly show—that “future roommates” are likely to be teachers’ romantic partners and

the mobilization we see even prior to co-habitation reveals mobilization through social

channels that do not require cohabitation.

Additional Evidence from Iowa

As we have discussed, the main threat to our Ohio analysis is the possibility that some

other unobserved time-varying events confound the effect of beginning a new position as

a public school teacher on subsequent turnout. To address this concern, we replicate our

core results using data from Iowa and leveraging an unusual recent election timing reform

there.

Like Ohio, Iowa historically elected its local officials in the fall of odd years. However,

unlike Ohio, Iowa separated its school board elections from other municipal office races,

with school board elections appearing on the ballot in September of odd years and other

local offices following two months later, in November. One consequence of this arrangement

was that Iowans posted very low rates of participation in both types of elections.

Figure 6 provides data from the 2015 election. That year, turnout in school board

elections was just 6 percent. Teachers (and their household members) were far more likely to

vote20—although it is worth noting that even the majority of educators stayed home in these

September school board elections. Turnout in November municipal elections was somewhat

higher, at 10 percent, but still exceptionally low by national standards. Interestingly,

19See Brady and McNulty 2011 for evidence about how switching polling places decreases turnout, with
effect sizes nearly identical to the ones we find.

20We describe how we identify teachers and household members below.
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teachers were only modestly more likely to vote in November, when no school-related races

appeared on the ballot.

6%

30%

22% 21%

15%

Regular Voter Employer: District of
Residence

Employer: Not District of
Residence

Regular
Voter

Teacher Household
of Teacher

Teacher Household
of Teacher

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

September 2015 Election Turnout

(a) Turnout in September 2015 Iowa Elections

10%
13%

10%

15%

10%

Regular Voter Employer: District of
Residence

Employer: Not District of
Residence

Regular
Voter

Teacher Household
of Teacher

Teacher Household
of Teacher

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

November 2015 Election Turnout

(b) Turnout in November 2015 Iowa Elections

Figure 6: Comparison of Turnout in 2015 Iowa Elections
Note: “Regular voter” turnout is taken directly from the voter file while estimates for
school employees and household members are based on a statistical model that includes
school district of residence fixed effects.

In 2017, Iowa adopted a significant electoral reform that consolidated local school board

and municipal elections, requiring both to be held concurrently in November of odd-
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numbered years beginning in 2019. Although the bill received near-unanimous support

from Republican state legislators, it was opposed by two-thirds of Democratic lawmakers.

Media coverage and an interview the authors carried out with one of the bill’s sponsors

indicated that the partisan breakdown reflected an anticipation that consolidating elections

would reduce the political power of teachers and their unions in the Hawkeye state. (The

Iowa State Education Association opposed the legislation for the same reason.)

This change in timing motivates our analysis and provides an opportunity to replicate

our initial results. Whereas in Ohio we examine the consequences of changes in employment

status while holding elections constant, in Iowa we can leverage changes in electoral rules

while holding voters’ employment status constant.

To construct our analysis panel, we obtained employment data from the Iowa Depart-

ment of Education covering all school employees from the 2016-17 school year, during which

the election timing legislation was passed. In response to our records request, the state

provided full names and years of birth for these school employees as well as information

about their district of employment. (Unfortunately, the Iowa data is limited only to public

school employees and does not include charter school teachers.) We then used the same

merge procedure as described above to link these employment records to the Iowa voter

file and to identify household members based on shared residential addresses. Using these

data, we implement a similar individual-level difference-in-differences design that examines

changes in turnout in odd-year November elections before vs. after school board races are

added to these ballots. In contrast to the Ohio design, this analysis holds constant school

employment (and household) status and instead varies the contests that appear on the

ballot over time. We expect to see teachers (and their household members) increase their

turnout in November elections once school board contests are added, above and beyond

and general increases in turnout as a result of consolidation observed among voters without
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Figure 7: Differential Effect of Iowa Election Consolidation on Turnout in November Odd-
Year Elections

any employment connection. In addition, we expect the increase to be particularly pro-

nounced among teachers who live and work in the same school district, as well as among

their household members.

As Figure 7 shows, that is precisely what we find. In 2019, the first year consolida-

tion takes place, teachers who live and work in the same school district see their turnout

increase by 30 percentage points more than regular voters.21 Their household members

also experience a turnout boost that is about a third of the size. By contrast, teachers

who live outside their district of employment—and their household members—show only

modest turnout increases. In fact, these gains are roughly comparable to those among

non-educators who reside with educators living and working in the same district (compare

the red line in the right panel to the black line in the left panel).

To summarize, the Iowa analysis provides additional evidence that (1) both socialization

and self-interest contribute to the high turnout of public school teachers; (2) these effects

21We see a very modest, but nevertheless statistically significant, increase in 2017, the election after the
bill is passed but before it takes effect.
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are most pronounced in elections when local school-related races appear on the ballot; and

(3) mobilization spills over and increases turnout of other voters who live with the teachers.

Differential Turnout Does Not Explain Public Employee Political

Power

Before concluding, we consider the potential electoral consequences of school employee

political participation and, motivated by Moe (2006) and Anzia (2013), examine how this

depends on the timing of local school board elections. In these scholars’ accounts, political

power is exercised specifically by public employees who live and work in the same district—

the officials who effectively get to choose their bosses on Election Day. As we show below,

higher turnout among these voters is necessary but not sufficient to affect election outcomes.

Much depends on the overall size of the voting bloc (Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz 2018).

After all, a highly motivated group that turns out at high rates may nevertheless account

for a small share of the overall electorate.

For exposition, we return to the Ohio November 2021 elections that opened our paper—

the most recent low-turnout, off-cycle election in our sample, although our findings would

hold for earlier years.22 Using the statewide voter file, we identify all voters who cast a

ballot in this election and then combine information from our administrative records and

the linkages described above to identify the subset of these voters who work in their school

district of residence and their household members.23 Although our analysis to this point

has focused only on teachers, we now include non-teaching employees (and their household

members) as well. We then aggregate up to the school district level, calculating the share

of voters in each district who also have an employment connection to that district.

22We don’t examine 2023 due to unusually high turnout associated with the abortion rights amendment.
23We use employment status as measured during the 2021-22 school year.
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Figure 8 plots the distribution of these compositional measures for the approximately

600 Ohio public school districts in our sample. The first panel focuses exclusively on

teachers who work and vote in the same district. The second panel adds in other non-

teaching employees, and the final figure also includes voters who are household members

of both groups. Averaging across all school districts, approximately 0.7 percent of voters

in the 2021 school board elections were teachers employed in those districts, and about

2 percent of voters worked in the district in any capacity. Adding in household members

increases the share of voters with either a direct or indirect (household) employment interest

to 3.6 percent in the average school district. Thus, despite low overall turnout and much

higher turnout among employees and their likely family members, more than 96 percent

of voters in the typical district had no vested employment interest in the outcome of the

election. To be sure, there is some variation around these averages across the districts in

our sample. However, only a small handful of districts had more than 10 percent of voters

employed by the district or living with such employees. In no district did the share exceed

12 percent of the electorate.

For context, Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz (2025) provide descriptive information on

a large national sample of school board elections. They show that many such races are

uncontested, but even when the voters have options, the average margin of victory for multi-

member offices similar to those in Ohio is 8 percent. Thus, even if teachers, non-teaching

staff, and their household members all voted together in support of favored candidates, they

would rarely represent a large enough voting bloc to be pivotal. We have also collected

detailed results from the two most recent school board election cycles in Ohio and linked

these to our voter compositional measures. As in the national data, nearly half of the

races went uncontested and the margin of victory in the vast majority of the remaining

contests was larger than the size of the employee and household voting bloc, making it
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Figure 8: Distribution of Employees and Household Members as Share of Ohio School
District Voters in 2021

mathematically impossible that these voters were pivotal for all but a small fraction of

races. We provide a more detailed discussion of these data in the Supplemental Appendix.

Next, we consider the extent to which low-turnout elections amplify the electoral power

of public school employees (and their family members). To do so, we turn to the 2020 pres-

idential election—held just one year before the school board elections examined in Figure
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8. Statewide turnout in 2020 exceeded 73 percent, almost three times the participation

recorded in school board elections the following years.24 As earlier, we subset to voters

who cast a ballot in 2020 and identify which of them had some employment connection to

the local school district.25

As can be seen in Figure 9, election timing has a surprisingly small effect on the share

of voters with an employment interest in the outcome of the local school board race. In

the average Ohio school district, the share of voters who were public school teachers, non-

instructional staff, or live with either increased by only 1 percentage point in November

2021, when the school board races were decided, relative to the voter composition in the

same district one year earlier, when the presidential race was at the top of the ticket. In no

district did the share of employees or family members increase by more than 7 percentage

points.

Two factors explain these surprisingly small differences. First, public school employees

and other members of their household account for a surprisingly small absolute number

voters even in low-turnout elections, as we showed in Figure 8. This sets an upper bound

for how much election timing could matter at all. Second, our earlier analysis showed

that public school employees vote at higher rates in both odd-year and even-year elections.

Public employees, in other words, vote at higher rates regardless of election timing, and this

further limits how much the precise date of the election affects the size of their voting bloc.

(Moe 2006 overlooks this fact because his analysis is limited only to off-cycle elections,

without providing a high-turnout, on-cycle baseline.)

Table 5 summarizes the differences between turnout and voter composition between

these two elections for the average Ohio school district. In addition to overall turnout

24Note this is somewhat lower than the estimate in Figure 1. The main discrepancy seems to be due to
our use of the 2025 voter file, which removes long-inactive voters who may have still been registered to vote
in 2000.

25We use employment status as measured during the 2020-21 school year.
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Figure 9: Differences in Size of School Employee and Household Voting Bloc Between 2020
and 2021 Election Cycles in Ohio

and our staffing and household measure, we use the L2 commercial data to identify voters

who are likely to be parents based on their age and presence of children in the household

and whether each owns or rents. Consistent with Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz (2018),

election timing has the largest impact on voter age, with the share of seniors increasing

nearly 16 percentage points between the high-turnout presidential and low-turnout school

board election. This increase is an order of magnitude larger than the increase in the

fraction of voters with an employment interest in the school district. In addition, the

number of homeowners increases by nearly 9 percentage points in the off-cycle elections.

Fischel (2001) argues that these “homevoters” also have their own “vested interest” in local
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Table 5: Comparison of Voters in 2020 vs. 2021 Ohio Elections in Average School District

Nov. 2020 (On-Cycle) Nov. 2021 (Off-Cycle) Difference

Turnout 72.8% 21.6% -51.2%
Teachers, Staff, or Household Members 2.6% 3.6% +1.0%
Age 65 or Older 26.5% 42.2% +15.7%
Parent of Child 31.3% 27.7% -3.6%
Homeowner 68.2% 76.9% +8.7%

education, because both school quality and the property taxes that fund schools are both

capitalized into the prices of homes (see also Kogan 2025, Chapter 8). The interests of

these voters in increasing test scores and tax efficiency are unlikely to be perfectly aligned

with the policy priorities of school employees—and in many instances, likely put the two

groups into direct conflict. Given these multidimensional changes in voter composition, it

is far from obvious that off-cycle elections should be necessarily expected to increase the

political and electoral influence of school employees.

We provide comparable estimates for Iowa elections in the Supplemental Appendix.

Given the much lower baseline rate of turnout prior to the consolidation reforms, school

employees and their household members represented a larger voting bloc in September 2015

school board elections—accounting for about 12.6 percent of voters in the average district.

According to school board election data collected by Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz (2025),

only 45 percent of Iowa school board elections were contested that year, and among this

subset, the winning candidate beat the first runner-up by more than 12.6 percent in four

out of five contested races. This suggests that school employees and their family members

were too small of a voting bloc to alter the outcome of the vast majority of Iowa school

board contests, and the compositional effects due to election timing—even when compared

to a high-turnout presidential election counterfactual—could have, at most, affected just a

handful of races.
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Comparison to Prior Research

Before concluding, we briefly compare our results to findings from prior studies and offer

some possible explanations to reconcile them when a conflict exists.

Overall, we largely replicate the core findings of Moe (2006), showing that public school

employment has a causal impact on political participation that is particularly pronounced

when educators work, live, and vote in the same school district. The magnitude of our

causal estimates are somewhat smaller than what he finds, however. In addition, we show

that these individual level differences in participation do not (necessarily) scale up to

imply that public school employees in the aggregate represent a sizable electoral bloc. Put

another way, substantially higher turnout at the individual level need not—and in the case

of public employees, does not—translate to substantially greater electoral influence. This

insight applies to other studies on policy feedback, which tends to focus on individual-level

turnout differences and based on such effects draw conclusions about political power and

policy influence.

Most closely related to our study is Geys and Sorensøn (2022), who use Norwegian

registry data to implement a very similar research design. There are two main differences,

relative to our study. One is the political context. Unlike the candidate-centered U.S. sys-

tem we examine, Norway uses proportional representation across all levels of government.

Turnout in Norwegian local elections is dramatically higher—indeed, higher than in Ohio

midterm elections. The second difference is in the results. Like us, these authors find

that local government employees vote at significantly higher rates when they live and work

in the same jurisdictions. Unlike our findings, however, they show that local government

employees in Norway who live in a different jurisdiction are actually somewhat less likely

to cast a ballot when compared than to individuals employed in the private sector (see

Geys and Sorensøn 2022, Table A5).
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Perhaps the biggest challenge is reconciling the implications of our results with the

literature on election timing. Our finding that school employees represent a relatively

small part of the electorate regardless of when elections are held and that timing has a

much more dramatic impact on voter age echoes several earlier studies using alternative

data sources and empirical strategies (Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz 2018, Hajnal, Kogan

and Markarian 2022). Yet this begs the question about why some researchers find that

timing appears to affect policy outcomes in ways that imply increased public employee

influence in low-turnout, off-cycle elections (see, e.g., Anzia 2011, Dynes, Hartney and

Hayes 2021).26

One explanation is that policy outcomes depend not on the balance of actual political

power but also the perceptions of elected officials. If public officials believe that low-turnout

elections amplify the power of public employees, they may act on this belief even if it is

ultimately erroneous. One piece of evidence consistent with this explanation comes from

Anzia (2012), who studies an election timing reform in Texas. She finds that districts

experiencing a consolidation in the timing of their school board elections with other races

intended to increase turnout subsequently recorded slower teacher salary growth. Notably,

she found that the salary changes were nearly instantaneous, before a single election had

been held under the new system—“there was a negative effect in the years between the

announcement of the election timing change and the first on-cycle election” (p. 240)—

implying that incumbents responded in anticipation of the change.

And the claim that school (and other government) employees’ dominate low-turnout,

off-cycle elections is so widespread it rises to the level of conventional wisdom in the educa-

tion policy world. In the Ohio context that we study, for example, the conservative-leaning

education reform group the Thomas B. Fordham Institute has long advocated moving

26Although the evidence on this point is mixed (see, e.g., Berry and Gersen 2011).
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school board elections to even years with the goal if reducing teachers’ union influence.

Over the past decade, they have cited Moe (2006) in at least three commentaries to make

the case for this change. As we noted above, Iowa Republicans offered a similar rationale

in shifting the timing of their school board elections. The observed policy consequences

of election timing documented in prior studies might thus reflect a self-fulfilling prophecy

created by policymakers’ beliefs generated by these very same studies.

Conclusion

In this study, we provide some of the only causal evidence showing (1) that obtaining em-

ployment in the public sector increases political participation, both in local and even-year

elections; (2) that this increase is especially pronounced when voters work and vote within

the same jurisdictions; but (3) despite the large individual-level differences in turnout, the

aggregate impacts on voter composition, public employee political power, and likely elec-

tion outcomes appear to be modest. We conclude by acknowledging several limitations and

potential objections to these conclusions.

First, it is important to recognize that public employment in the Iowa and Ohio contexts

we examine is a bundled treatment, which involves both collective bargaining and an elected

superior. This remains true in the comparison to charter schools, which differ from Ohio

public schools on both dimensions. Flavin and Hartney (2015) provide persuasive evidence

that mandatory collective bargaining laws play an important role in mobilizing teachers,

and we cannot decompose the effects we find into the influence of unions as opposed to

other forms of occupational socialization that may occur through employment in the public

sector. It is possible that our results may not generalize to Southern states with right-to-

work laws.

Second, similar bundled treatment concerns may be raised about the residency effects.
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Perhaps teachers who live and vote in the same jurisdiction are simply closer to their polling

place and so face lower costs of participating in elections (see Vanhuysse and Sulitzeanu-

Kenan 2009 for such an argument).27 This seems less plausible in Ohio, which during the

period we study had many forms of convenience voting, including early in-person voting and

no-excuse absentee voting. In addition, it cannot explain why other household members

would also see an increase in turnout. Nevertheless, we cannot fully rule out the possibility

that working and living in the same geographic location could influence turnout through

channels other than occupational self-interest.

Finally, although we view our results as definitively ruling out voter composition as

the main channel through which election timing is likely to influence public policy, we

acknowledge this is not the only argument made to support of the claim that off-cycle

elections increase the power of organized public employees. For example, Anzia (2013)

also argues groups with a fixed amount of resources to spend on mobilization or persuasion

could reach a larger share of the electorate when overall turnout is lower. With fewer voters,

the same amount of door-knocking and direct mail expenditures could go a longer way. In

addition, although we examine only public employees and their household members, it

is possible that employees mobilize other “friends and neighbors” that we cannot directly

observe in the voter file (e.g., Meredith 2013).

We have several responses to this possible argument. While it may indeed be true that

reducing the number of voters could increase the efficiency of organized campaigning efforts,

much depends on whether the costs per successful persuasion also change. Since voters

who participate in low-turnout local elections appear to be considerably better informed

(see, e.g, de Benedictis-Kessner 2018, Oliver, Ha and Callen 2012), it is far from obvious

that the success and efficacy of interest group electioneering efforts should be expected to

27Perhaps consistent with this hypothesis, Geys and Sorensøn (2022) show that even private-sector work-
ers who switch jobs to work closer to home see an increase in turnout.
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change inversely with voter turnout. In addition, other compositional changes—including

the substantial increases in senior citizens and homeowners—appears inconsistent with the

shifts we would expect if the “friends and neighbors” effects were of first-order importance.

Finally, our finding that teachers fail to mobilize even their former roommates provides

strongly suggestive evidence that such effects are likely to be quite modest once we look

outside of educators’ immediate households.
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Kogan, Vladimir, Stéphane Lavertu and Zachary Peskowitz. 2018. “Election Timing, Elec-
torate Composition, and Policy Outcomes: Evidence from School Districts.” American
Journal of Political Science 62(3):637–651.
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