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Abstract

Do elections motivate incumbent politicians to serve their voters? In this paper, we use millions of service
requests placed by residents in US cities to measure constituency responsiveness. We then test whether an
unusual policy change in New York City, which enabled city councilors to run for three rather than two
terms in office, improved constituency responsiveness in previously term-limited councilors’ districts.
Using difference-in-differences, we find robust evidence for this. Taking advantage of differential timing
of local election races in New York City and San Francisco, we also find late-term improvements to
responsiveness in districts represented by reelection-seeking incumbents. Elections improve municipal
services, but also create cycles in constituency responsiveness. These findings have implications for
theories of representative democracy.

A prominent conception of representative democracy, dating back to at least James Madison,
holds that periodic voting promotes political accountability (Madison [1788] 1966). This
“electoral connection” (Mayhew 1987) encourages representatives to serve their constituents for
fear of being ousted on election day. Prior empirical research on whether such a connection exists
falls into two categories. First, do representatives shirk in their final term in office (when the
electoral connection is absent)? Second, do representatives shirk when elections are distant in
time (when the electoral connection is weakened)?

In this paper, we shine new light on these questions using a new measure of constituency
services as well as a new quasi-experimental research design. Addressing constituency requests is
a central activity for most elected officials (Cain, Ferejohn and Fiorina 1987; Mayhew 1987;
Fiorina 1989, Chapter 7; King 1991)." Yet, relatively few studies assess whether electoral
incentives improve constituency responsiveness—or, conversely, whether a weaker electoral
connection causes politicians to shirk on this activity.” We therefore collect data on more than 15
million service requests placed by residents in New York City (NYC) and San Francisco (SF). We
then link these data with the election districts of local city councilors to study how response times
to service requests are shaped by councilors’ electoral incentives.

'For example, Mayhew observes, “For the average congressman the staple way [to claim credit] is to traffic in what may be
called ‘particularized benefits,” [the bulk of which] come under the heading of ‘casework’ — the thousands of favors
congressional offices perform for supplicants in ways that normally do not require legislative action. Each office has skilled
professionals who can play the bureaucracy like an organ — pushing the right pedals to produce the desired effects”
(1987, 22).

’In Table A1, we summarize the empirical literature on last-term shirking in the United States. Of the 26 empirical papers
we surveyed, only two analyzed a measure of constituency services, and in both cases this measure was self-reported by state
legislators (Carey, Niemi and Powell 1998; Carey et al. 2006).
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To do this, we first take advantage of an unusual policy change in NYC, where city councilors
voted in 2008 to extend their own term limits from two to three terms. This policy change allows
us to implement a difference-in-differences (DiD) strategy, comparing changes to response times
in districts with newly eligible councilors to changes in districts represented by first-term
councilors, who were always eligible for reelection. This strategy eliminates many confounders
that could bias the relationship between electoral incentives and incumbent effort, such as cross-
sectional quality differences between politicians (due to skill or experience) and time shocks that
affect responsiveness among all representatives. The results from this analysis indicate that
elections substantially improve constituency responsiveness.

To further assess the importance of elections, and to extend our analysis beyond NYC, we also
analyze whether incumbents are less responsive earlier in their terms when voters direct less
attention to politics (Huber, Hill and Lenz 2012; Lenz and Healy 2014). Term limits and stag-
gered elections mean that incumbents within the same city run for reelection at different times.
Thus, we compare changes to responsiveness among reelection-seeking incumbents to changes
among incumbents who either have a reelection bid at a later time or are ineligible to seek
reelection. We find that, while constituency responsiveness improves in all districts as elections
approach, it improves much more rapidly in districts represented by reelection-seeking
incumbents. The flip side of this finding, of course, is that incumbents exert relatively less effort
earlier in their terms.

In addition to providing placebo tests to shore up the validity of our research design, we
address two alternative interpretations of these results. First, we show that the results do not
reflect effort reallocation from or to legislative activity (e.g., introducing or sponsoring ordinances
or resolutions). We find that incumbents’ efforts on legislation remained constant even as they
were becoming more responsive to demands for constituency services. Second, we do not find
that constituents submitted more (or fewer) requests in districts where councilors became eligible
for a third term. Our results are driven by the supply of constituency service, not changes in
demand for councilors’ time.

Our findings support the conception of representative democracy articulated by Madison.
They also bolster prominent political economy models on elections (Nordhaus 1975; Tufte 1978;
Rogoff 1990; Przeworski, Stokes and Manin 1999; Besley 2006; Alt, Bueno de Mesquita and Rose
2011; Dewan and Shepsle 2011). Despite elegant predictions, these models have been refuted
(e.g., Lott and Bronars 1993; Rowley, Schneider and Tollison 1993; Carson et al. 2004; Besley
2006; Keele, Malhotra and McCubbins 2013) almost as many times as they have been supported
(e.g., Besley and Case 1995; Figlio 1995; Rothenberg and Sanders 2000; Snyder and Ting 2003;
Alt, Bueno de Mesquita and Rose 2011; Cummins 2012).” If we look more specifically at con-
stituency services, however, this paper contributes to a growing consensus that elections
meaningfully shape how politicians interact with voter requests (Carey, Niemi and Powell 1998;
Carey et al. 2006), at least in a system in which the precise identity of the submitter of the request
is unknown. In short, our evidence from two major US cities suggest that models of repre-
sentative democracy are correct in predicting both that elections discipline politicians and that
they create cycles in incumbent responsiveness.

Elections and shirking: theoretical and empirical background

A large literature in political science shows how the electoral connection—which normally forces
politicians to exert costly efforts on behalf of constituents—can be severed or attenuated. First,

*Franzese reviews the literature on electoral cycles and concludes, “On balance, then, the empirical literature uncovers
some possible, but inconsistent and weak, evidence for electoral cycles in macroeconomic outcomes, with evidence for cycles
in real variables generally weakest (but not wholly absent)” (2002, 378). See Canes-Wrone and Park (2012), Grier (2008), and
Krause (2005) for more recent contributions to this literature.


https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2018.46

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2018.46 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Political Science Research and Methods 461

incumbents entering their last terms in office no longer need to worry about voters punishing
them at the polls for their (in)actions (e.g., Besley and Case 1995; Figlio 1995; Rothenberg and
Sanders 2000). Second, when elections are distant in time, voters pay less attention to their
representative’s activities. It is in the immediate run-up to elections that voters direct their
attention to politics and, in so doing, discipline politicians (e.g., Nordhaus 1975; Tufte 1978;
Huber and Gordon 2004; Shepsle et al. 2009).*

These ideas are consistent with a simple maximization problem, in which incumbents weigh
the cost of effort (e.g., on bills or constituency service) against the electoral payoff. For ineligible
incumbents, there is no electoral payoff, so they do not exert themselves to win over voters; by
contrast, those seeking reelection expend effort to shore up their electoral prospects. This gen-
erates the first prediction we test in this paper—namely, term limits reduce incumbent effort.”

Now suppose that the returns to effort for those eligible to seek reelection increase as the next
election approaches. Past research has offered two related reasons for this. First, if retrospective
voters suffer from recency bias (e.g., Huber, Hill and Lenz 2012; Lenz and Healy 2014),
incumbents concentrate efforts just before their reelection contests—the period that weighs most
heavily on voters’ minds when they cast their votes (Nordhaus 1975; Tufte 1978; Shepsle et al.
2009). Second, even if voting is prospective rather than retrospective, reelection-seeking
incumbents may ramp up their efforts as elections approach to signal their competence (e.g.,
Rogoff 1990). These two strands of the literature both imply that the optimal level of effort for
eligible incumbents increases as elections approach. Thus, eligible incumbents should increase
their effort levels over the course of their terms (while effort among ineligible incumbents should
remain constant).®

Empirical challenges

Despite the clarity of these two predictions, one can find empirical studies that claim to support
and refute both of them. Table A1 provides evidence for this. This table summarizes 26 studies of
last-term shirking in the United States.” Of these studies, half find evidence of shirking while the
other half find no or inconclusive evidence.

Table Al highlights three ways in which empirical studies can be extended to potentially
resolve or clarify these mixed results. First, past research has focused on “ideological shirking,”
analyzing politicians’ voting records and policy outcomes while in office. Constituency services—
one of the most common activities in the daily lives of representatives (Cain, Ferejohn and
Fiorina 1987; Mayhew 1987; Fiorina 1989; Chapter 7)—have received less attention. Our review
revealed two studies of this activity (Carey, Niemi and Powell 1998; Carey et al. 2006), both of
which use measures of constituency services that were self-reported by state legislators.

Second, most studies of shirking focus on only one incumbent activity. Doing so makes it
difficult to distinguish between two different outcomes: a shirking incumbent and an incumbent
who is reallocating effort across activities. For example, if a last-term incumbent decides to
devote ten fewer hours per week to legislation but allocates 20 additional hours per week to
casework, a study focusing on legislation may wrongly conclude that the incumbent shirked in
her last term. To reduce the possibility that such reallocation could be driving our results, this
paper analyzes legislative activity in addition to constituency services. We acknowledge that these
activities do not capture all ways in which representatives serve constituents; as Lott (1990, 133)

“Related research has also studied the impact of elections versus appointments, finding that elected representatives are
more responsive (Grossman 2014) and serve a broader set of constituents Sances (2016) than appointed leaders.

°For a review of models making this and related claims, see Dewan and Shepsle (2011).

®This aligns with a large literature on electoral cycles in incumbents’ behavior (e.g., Nordhaus 1975; Tufte 1978; Canes-
Wrone and Park 2012).

’Outside the United States, Ferraz and Finan (2011) and Klasnja and Titiunik (2017) find that term-limited Brazilian
mayors engage in more corruption, and that voters, recognizing the moral hazard generated by term limits, are less likely to
reelect incumbent mayors.
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points out, there are “as many [potential measures of effort] as there are outputs that a politician
produces.” We present the analysis of legislative action as a suggestive test of (no) reallocation
across two important duties.

Third, some research on shirking has relied on cross-sectional comparisons of legislators that
are or are not in their last terms in office. Omitted variables that are difficult to measure, such as
motivation or quality, may threaten causal inference in such studies. Our design extends more
recent work that exploits panel data on officials’ behavior (e.g., Bails and Tieslau 2000; Besley and
Case 1995; Besley and Case 2003; Snyder and Ting 2003; Besley 2006; Erler 2007; Alt, Bueno
deMesquita and Rose 2011; Keele, Malhotra and McCubbins 2013). These studies compare
changes to behavior over time, reducing confounding due to fixed incumbent characteristics.
They also avoid selection concerns associated with retirement decisions by restricting compar-
isons to incumbents whose election eligibility is mandated by law rather than chosen.® We
attempt to build on such studies by studying councilors who serve within the same city and deal
with similar constituency requests.

Measuring constituency responsiveness in US cities

We collect detailed data on service requests in NYC and SF. These cities log information on each
service request filed by residents via 3-1-1, a system recently implemented in many major US
cities to redirect non-emergency requests from 9-1-1 and to centralize hotlines maintained by
individual city agencies. The NYC database has around 14 million observations going back to
2004; the SF database, around one million observations going back to 2008.°

Three aspects of these data allow us to measure local responsiveness to constituency concerns.
First, we use the dates a request was opened and closed to measure response times.'° We discuss
what it means for a request to be opened and closed below. Second, we use the reported location
of each request to match it with a council district boundary. Both NYC and SF have single-
member districts (51 in NYC and 11 in SF), meaning that requests and council members are
uniquely matched. Third, the data contain information about request type (e.g., public housing
request, pothole, abandoned vehicle), which allow us to account for different response times to
different types of requests in our analysis. The most frequent request types in the NYC database
(2004-2013), alongside response time statistics, are displayed in Table .U

How city councilors impact service responsiveness

We interviewed 3-1-1 representatives, heads of city agencies, and councilor staff to better
understand how service requests are handled by city bureaucracies and to what extent councilors
intervene to impact service responsiveness.'” Based on these interviews, Table SI.1 provides an
outline of how requests are handled from the time they are submitted by a resident until they are
closed by agency staff. A request has been opened when all the intake information about the

*One concern in our study may be that NYC councilors amended the law governing their election eligibility. We discuss
the implication of this for our results below, noting that it likely biases against finding an effect of the term-limit extension
(see p. 11). We also show that our results are not driven by newly eligible councilors who supported the reform (SI 5).

°The NYC data are available at https://nycopendata.socrata.com/, and the SF data at https://data.sfgov.org/City-Infra-
structure/Case-Data-from-San-Francisco-311-SF311-/vw6y-z8j6/data (as of summer 2018).

""We use the date a request was opened to determine when it occurred relative to either the term extension or election.

"In the subsequent empirical analysis, we trim the top 0.1 percent (for NYC 2008) or 1 percent (other analyses) of
observations in terms of response times to eliminate large, potentially influential outliers. These different trimming rules are
based on the number of large outliers in each of the samples. These rules result in response time distributions that are quite
similar across the samples used for analysis. In SI 7, we demonstrate that our results are robust to different decisions about
whether and how much to trim the data. We also dichotomize response times (e.g., more or less than five days) and run
linear probability models, confirming that our conclusions are not driven by outliers.

"The interviewees included NYC’s 3-1-1 director of communication, representatives from the Departments of Housing
and Transportation familiar with the 3-1-1 process, and staff members from nine city council offices.


https://nycopendata.socrata.com/
https://data.sfgov.org/City-Infrastructure/Case-Data-from-San-Francisco-311-SF311-/vw6y-z8j6/data
https://data.sfgov.org/City-Infrastructure/Case-Data-from-San-Francisco-311-SF311-/vw6y-z8j6/data
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Table 1. Summary Statistics for the Most Frequent Request Types in New York City (2004-2013)

Response Times in Days

Frequency (in Percent of All Cumulative Trimmed

Complaint Type Millions) Requests Percent Mean Median Mean?
Construction/ 2.3 16.4 16.4 29.3 12.0 24.0

plumbing
Heating 2.1 14.7 311 55 4.0 5.2
Bridge/highway/ 1.2 8.7 39.8 44 1.0 3.1

street
Noise 1.2 8.2 48.0 4.3 0.0 4.1
Sanitation/cleaning 1.0 6.8 54.8 3.2 1.0 3.1
Paint/graffiti 0.8 5.7 60.5 314 13.0 27.2
Sidewalk/sewer 0.7 4.9 65.4 44.7 1.0 11.1
Water 0.7 4.7 70.1 6.2 0.1 5.1
Construction-related 0.5 3.9 74.0 50.7 16.0 30.7
Street light condition 0.5 33 77.3 13.3 1.0 9.7
Other® 3.2 22.9 100 39.3 5.0 21.1

Note: *Excludes response times above the 99th percentile.
PIncludes 88 complaint types, which we keep as separate categories in the analysis.

request has been logged and it has been assigned to an agency. An agency will close the request
after resolving it (which may require rerouting it to a different agency) or after determining that
no action is necessary. Agency workers will physically inspect all reported issues to determine
what type of work is needed."’

Our interviews highlighted the important role individual agencies play in the 3-1-1 system.
3-1-1 provides a centralized and standardized way for requests to be submitted to various
agencies. Once there, agencies are responsible for resolving requests and can prioritize across
different requests as they see fit. Thus, it is not surprising that council staff say they regularly turn
to agencies to address concerns about service responsiveness in their district. This happens both
at a small and a large scale. At a smaller scale, all city council offices we talked to help residents
with individual service requests. (Well-staffed offices have a “constituency services” team devoted
just to this.) Often, this involves helping the resident file a 3-1-1 request. The councilor office will
then follow up with agency intergovernmental liaisons or other agency staff to make sure city
workers respond to the request as quickly as possible. Council staff said they are in contact with
agencies on a daily basis. For example, a council member concerned about over-development
regularly monitors and responds to constituency concerns filed via 3-1-1 or the Department of
Buildings. This type of action shows that councilors are highly motivated and able to help
residents with service issues.

Our interviews also revealed two ways in which council offices can impact response times at a
larger scale. First, they inform and pressure agencies to take action based on broader issues
within the district. Several district offices said the council member or an office representative
meets frequently with agency commissioners or intergovernmental liaisons. For example, a staff
member, speaking of sanitation and transportation issues in the district, told us “[our district
representative] discusses the specific issues that constituents have so that they [i.e., the agencies]
are aware of them and so that they can take appropriate measures.” Second, they work with other
city council officers to form task forces and to take legislative action. For example, a

BThere is no information in the database about the actual action taken by the agency—that is, whether the request was
“warranted” (work needed) or not. It is unlikely, however, that the presence of non-warranted requests could impact the
results. Given the DiD strategy, this would happen only in the unlikely scenario that changes to response times to non-
warranted requests were different in treatment and control districts and these changes were such that they improved overall
response times more in treatment districts.
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representative from a city council office said that, when they notice that an issue is prevalent, they
have a meeting with other councilors, especially councilors that represent similar districts. If they
reach consensus, they may launch a task force consisting of central city council administrators,
agency representatives, and city council members.

Although we cannot directly quantify the effectiveness of these particular actions in terms of
response times, the interviews highlight plausible mechanisms for how elections influence local
responsiveness. When councilors are no longer eligible to seek reelection, or when elections are
distant in time, councilors are less motivated—and they allocate less time and staff resources—to
pressure agencies to impact response times in their district.

Lastly, this discussion may raise the question of why agency commissioners and staff heed the
demands of city politicians in the first place. First, the monitoring problems found in many
principal—agent relationships are limited in our case. This is because the data collected by the 3-
1-1 system can be used to monitor response times at the council district level. City councilors
told us they use these data, as well as reports released by the city, to track responsiveness in their
district."* Second, council staff report building professional and personal relationship with
agency staff. Whether because of social or quid pro quo benefits, such relationships could be used
to get agencies to reallocate resources when necessary. Third, if agency commissioners care about
their budgets, then they should strive to do well by elected officials, who approve the city budget,
including funding for both the 3-1-1 program and city agencies. Allocations to these agencies are
not guaranteed year-to-year. For example, between fiscal year 2007 and 2010, the Department of
Public Works in SF saw its annual general fund allocation drop from nearly $27.9—13.4 millions
(San Francisco Department of Public Works 2010).

Effects of reelection eligibility on constituency responsiveness

To estimate a causal effect of reelection eligibility on politicians’ efforts, we take advantage of the
term-limit extension instituted by Mayor Bloomberg and the New York City Council on October
23, 2008. The extension enabled the mayor and city councilors to run for three rather than two
four-year terms in office. But it did not affect every city councilor equally.'> A subset of coun-
cilors (14 of 51) were in their first term of office at the time of the decision, and would have been
eligible for another term regardless. Another group of incumbents suddenly went from being
term-limited to eligible for reelection in the next cycle of elections held in November, 2009.'¢

We implement a DiD design. The treatment group consists of incumbents who were termed
out before the October 23, 2008 decision but ran for a third term after the decision. This group
has 29 incumbents, as not all of the 37 newly eligible councilors took advantage of the exten-
sion.'” Our control group is incumbents who were allowed to seek reelection both before and
after the decision. We estimate the DiD using the following model with councilor and period
fixed effects:

Yiat = 0d+ 8¢+ fDar + ¥ ype + €iat, (1)

where i indexes complaint; d, city council district; and ¢, day. The outcome variable is the number
of days it took to resolve the complaint. D, is an indicator equal to 1 for treated city council
districts after the term-limit extension and 0 otherwise. The parameter associated with this
variable, S, is of key interest. A negative estimate of f would indicate that response times dropped
—improved—in treatment districts relative to control districts after the term-limit extension.

"“Local Law 47 in NYC requires the 3-1-1 service to make periodic public reports with call data aggregated by city council
district. In SF, the 3-1-1 data include information on the supervisor district in which the service request is located.

*We consider only city councilors, not the mayor, in our analyses.

'“Term-limited councilors are not geographically clustered, but spread across the city’s boroughs.

""The other eight incumbents left politics or ran for different positions (e.g., four ran for comptroller). We do not include
these individuals in the main analysis, but show that our results hold including all incumbents in SI 4.
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The model includes fixed effects for council district (a;) and every day in the time-series (5,).
Because response times vary by the type of request—as Table 1 makes clear—we also include
fixed effects for complaint type (yiype). In all analyses, we cluster the standard errors on councilor.

Table 2 presents the results, showing that responsiveness in treated districts improved sig-
nificantly relative to control areas after the term-limit extension. Using different time windows
on either side of the extension (two to four weeks), we find that f is negative in all cases.'®
Response times decreased by 1.2—1.4 days, or 4 percent, in treated districts after the term-limit
extension (p <0.05 for the three- or four-week time windows; p=0.11 for the two-week win-
dow)."” Compared to events known to severely hamper city services, these response time changes
are meaningful. For example, the January 20-23, 2005 blizzard, which dropped over a foot of
snow in NYC, resulted in a 7 percent increase in response times to service requests opened in the
time window of the blizzard, and labor day weekends on average result in an 8 percent increase
in response times.

These results are robust to an alternative modeling strategy. We transform the dependent
variable, coding a new binary outcome equal to 1 if a complaint was resolved within five days and
0 otherwise. We then substitute this new outcome variable on the left-hand-side of Equation 1
and estimate linear probability models. The bottom-half of Table 2 includes the results from this
specification. The probability that a complaint was resolved within five days increased by 2-3
percentage points in those districts affected by the term-limit extension, as compared to control
areas. This should alleviate the concern that large outliers—requests resolved long after the policy
change—are unduly influencing the results.

In the final column of Table 2, we include the results using a 12-week window around the
policy change. The effect attenuates: the coefficient declines by a factor of between 2 and 5. Two
sources of attenuation are consistent with our argument. First, our later results on election timing
suggest that our control group (first-term councilors) may have been improving more rapidly in
the pre-treatment period. Second, in response to the policy change, treated councilors ramped up
efforts and reduced response times relative to controls, which generated an initial dip in response
times in the post-treatment period relative to control. Yet, as time passed, all councilors-seeking
reelection—both treated and control—converged to a similar level; these councilors did, after all,
hold the same office and face the same electoral incentives.*® Both dynamics are consistent with
our account and would lead to an attenuation of our negative effect as we expand the window
around the policy change.

Identification

To interpret the estimates presented above causally, the parallel trends assumption must hold.
That is, in the absence of the term-limit extension, treatment, and control districts must have
followed the same trend in responsiveness.*'

"Summary statistics for the key variables included in Equation 1 are shown in Table A2.

“Our inferences are unchanged if we employ a version of the block bootstrap, in which we randomly draw 51 districts
with replacement to form our bootstrap sample.

*In SI 6, we show that there are no differential trends in responsiveness between these groups in the run-up to the 2009
elections, as councilors in both groups face the same reelection incentives.

*'We recognize that to recover the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT), two additional assumptions—the stable
unit treatment value and constant treatment effects—are required. Spillovers could result from city-wide improvements to
response times, for example, due to Mayor Bloomberg’s reelection bid, in line with Levitt (1997). However, this would bias fi
toward 0. In addition, we note that ATT does not generalize to the control group (by definition). In our case, features of the
treatment group—for example, their additional experience in office—may impact the size of the treatment effect. This does
not violate the identifying assumption. ATT is a relevant quantity to the extent that most elected officials can stay in office for
more than one term before term limits are imposed. Furthermore, note that this assumption does not imply that treatment
and control districts must be balanced on levels. For example, the design accounts for the fact that second-term councilors
may have better average response times due to their longer tenure in office. The unit fixed effects in Equation 1, represented
by a,, account for all fixed differences (whether observed or unobserved) across councilors and council districts.
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Table 2. Effect of Term Extension on Constituency Services

Dependent Variable

Response Time

Time Frame® 2 3 4 12
Vi -1.194 -1.437 -1.241 -0.641
(0.751) (0.672) (0.562) (0.852)
p=0.112 p=0.033 p=0.028 p=0.452

1(Response Time <5 Days)

Time Frame® 2 3 4 12
Vi 0.032 0.016 0.018 0.005
(0.011) (0.009) (0.010) (0.010)
p=0.005 p=0.073 p=0.065 p=0.629
Observations 117,276 171,419 230,067 663,880

Note: The average response time fell by more than one day in treated districts.
Standard errors clustered on districts in parentheses.

®Weeks on either side of the extension used to estimate Equation 1.
bDifference-in-differences estimator (see Equation 1).

Going into our analyses, we had two potential concerns about this assumption. First, treated and
control councilors could have different pre-treatment trends due to the upcoming election, which
took place in November 2009. For example, reelection eligible incumbents (the control group) could
be ramping up their efforts in anticipation of the election, relative to ineligible incumbents.** Second,
given that city councilors approved the extension, it is possible that they could have anticipated that it
would pass. If so, treated incumbents may have ramped up their efforts with constituency services
before October 23, when the extension was formally approved in City Hall.”’

We evaluate the plausibility of the parallel trends assumption in a set of “placebo” tests. We
substitute the actual date of passage with a set of earlier, fake dates. We then reestimate the DiD
using these new time windows. If these estimates fail to statistically differentiate between
treatment and control districts, then we have evidence of parallel pre-treatment trends, which in
turn would make us more confident that treatment and control districts would have followed
parallel trends in the absence of the term-limit extension.

Figure 1(a) displays the placebo estimates and their 95 percent confidence intervals. (They are
based on 40 randomly drawn dates from January 1, 2008 to September 11, 2008, six weeks prior
to the actual term-limit extension.) The estimate from the actual term-limit extension is the
right-most, black point. As is apparent in Figure 1(b), the t-statistic of our actual estimate is more
negative than all of the placebo estimates; our actual result is the only coefficient significant at the
5 percent -level. Based on these placebo tests, there is no evidence of diverging pre-treatment
trends, shoring up the parallel trends assumption.

*This biases against our eventual finding. If the control group is improving more rapidly, then our counterfactual
prediction overestimates the improvement we would have expected among term-limited councilors had their eligibility
remained unchanged.

**Again, this would bias the estimate of 8 toward zero, making it more difficult to find an effect of the policy change.
Moreover, evidence from the time the extension was debated suggests that anticipatory effects were limited. The term-limit
extension was catalyzed by Mayor Bloomberg positioning himself as the city’s most capable leader in the face of the 2008
financial crisis. Given the uncertain economic climate and falling city revenues, Bloomberg was successful in convincing a
majority of council members (and, in the 2009 election, voters) that his financial experience would be necessary in the tough
times ahead Honan (2008). The bill passed, 29-22, just two weeks after Bloomberg had decided that he wanted to run again.
The final vote was preceded by 20 hours of public hearings and a full day of floor debate in what was described as a divided
City Hall (Chan and Hicks 2008).
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Figure 1. Placebo estimates of response time by treatment status.
Note: Placebo tests indicate that divergent pre-treatment trends do not explain the effect. Cl = confidence interval.

Estimates with 95 percent Cls from 40 placebo dates drawn at random from January 1, 2008 to
September 11, 2008. The actual term-limit extension was on October 23 and is the right-most, black
point. Each estimate uses three weeks of data on either side of each placebo date; thus, dates that fall in
the six weeks between September 12 and October 22 are ineligible for inclusion (as these dates would
necessitate the inclusion of post-October 23 data, contaminating the placebo tests). On the right, we
show the distribution of t-statistics from these estimates; our actual result is indicated by the dashed line.

Effects of Election Timing on Constituency Responsiveness

Do elections also affect when incumbents exert effort? We use data from two elections to answer
this question: the New York City Council Elections of 2005, and the analogous San Francisco
Board of Supervisor Elections of 2010.

Empirical strategy

We compare incumbents who are seeking reelection (treated) with incumbents who cannot seek
reelection due to term limits or staggered elections (control). In NYC, which has term-limits but
no staggered elections, 44 of 51 incumbents ran for reelection in 2005. In SF, which has term-
limits and staggered elections (half of the Board is elected every two years in alternating elec-
tions), one incumbent sought reelection in 2010. We pool data across the two elections; SI 9
presents the results for the two elections separately.

We evaluate whether response times fall more precipitously as elections approach in districts
where incumbents are eligible to stand for reelection, relative to districts represented by an
ineligible councilor. To do this, we estimate the trends in response times for both groups after
accounting for level differences across districts, the nature of the complaint, and the day of the
week on which a complaint was filed. Our empirical model is

Yide = d + 6t +B(Da - t) + Viype + Patay + Eidts )

where i indexes complaints, d city council district, and ¢ represents days before the relevant
election date. D, is an indicator for treated city council districts (i.e., those with an eligible
incumbent). We include fixed effects for districts, request type, and the day of the week on which
the complaint was made, and cluster the standard errors at the council district. To analyze
legislative efforts, we use the same specification without the fixed effects for complaint type (yiype)
or the day of the week (¢qay).
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Fig. 2. Response times prior to the election by treatment status.
Note: Response times fall faster in districts with eligible incumbents up to primary election or filing deadline.
Solid lines are linear trends; dashed lines are loess smoothers. NYC =New York City; SF=San Francisco.

We again label the quantity of interest as 4.>* The key identifying assumption is that eligible
and ineligible incumbents would have followed parallel trends in response times absent elections.
A negative estimate indicates more sharply declining response times among treated incumbents
(i.e., increased effort) relative to control incumbents.

Results

In Figure 2, we explore whether the timing of elections affects responsiveness to 3-1-1 requests
using a non-parametric approach that allows for non-linear trends. In both NYC and SF, it
appears that response times to service requests declined more rapidly in treated districts than in
control districts. (Before creating this plot, we first partial out the variation in response times
explained by the complaint type, council district, and day of the week on which the complaint
was made.) The SF figure (right) is particularly striking: roughly one year prior to the election,
response times fell off sharply in the treated district, while they continued to increase in districts
with ineligible incumbents. In NYC (left), response times appear to be declining almost
monotonically in treated districts, while in control districts, response times continue to increase
through the winter months of 2005. This figure demonstrates that our findings persist, even if we
allow for flexibly estimated time-trends.*’

In Table 3, we present the results from estimating Equation 2 using the primary and general
election dates.”® We prefer to use the date of the primary, as incumbents’ electoral threats

**There may be interesting level differences in responsiveness across treatment and control groups. However, this
comparison is confounded by differences between councilors—for example, in their experience—so we do not devote
attention to the intercepts, a,.

*Interestingly, response times in NYC appear to increase slightly following the primary election. City Council elections in
NYC are partisan, and—in all but a few districts—the Democratic nominee has an overwhelming advantage in the general
election. The primary election, on the other hand, tends to be competitive. After weathering the primaries, incumbents may
therefore be unconcerned that shirking will be punished by partisan voters. We estimate Equation 2 for both the primary and
general elections.

*In San Francisco, supervisor elections are non-partisan, so there is no party primary. However, there is a filing deadline
88 days prior to the election, after which new candidates cannot enter the race.
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Table 3. Estimates of Differential Time-Trends in Constituency Services (f in Equation 2)

Dependent Variable

Response Time

Time Frame® 730 547 365 182

Days to Primary (NYC) or Filing Date (SF)

p -0.025 -0.020 -0.016 -0.041
(0.004) (0.005) (0.010) (0.020)
p <0.001 p <0.001 p=0.109 p=0.035
Observations 2,386,852 2,307,747 1,667,983 804,668
Days to General Election
p -0.023 -0.015 -0.012 -0.011
(0.005) (0.005) (0.010) (0.017)
p <0.001 p=0.006 p=0.236 p=0.513
Observations 2,659,909 2,451,003 1,722,714 848,525

Note: The linear trend in responsiveness falls significantly faster where incumbents can run for reelection.
Standard errors clustered on districts in parentheses.

NYC = New York City; SF=San Francisco.

@Maximum number of days before election used to estimate Equation 2.

diminish sharply after these political events. In all but Staten Island (where Republicans dom-
inate), Democratic primary winners in NYC went on to win their general election contests in
landslides. In SF, the eligible incumbent was assured of running unopposed after the candidate
filing deadline.

We also split the results by the number of days before the election we use to estimate Equation
2, corresponding to 2, 1.5, 1, and 0.5 years.”” The estimates of § are negative in all models,
indicating that response times declined more rapidly in districts with an eligible incumbent. The
finding does attenuate when we use the period six months before the general election. At least
thirty percent of this period occurs after primary elections, after which the electoral returns to
amplified effort for eligible incumbents may sharply diminish.

To interpret the substantive effect of the estimates, note that they represent the implied effect
for one service request as we move one day closer to the election. The estimates from column 1
imply that moving six months closer to the election corresponds to a four-day reduction in
response times in treated districts relative to control. These effects are larger than the change in
response times induced by the January 2005 blizzard in NYC or by labor day weekends, events
that substantially affect service delivery.

We analyze the elections separately in SI 9, and one aspect of the SF election is worth
highlighting. The estimates are more negative when the control group is term-limited incum-
bents rather than incumbents facing no election in 2010 (due to staggered elections). Theories of
election cycles imply that incumbents facing reelection—even if that contest will not occur for
two more years—should be more concerned about public service responsiveness than term-
limited incumbents. Voters may be particularly attuned to the responsiveness of their elected
officials during election times, whether or not their supervisor is seeking reelection. Thus, from
the perspective of an incumbent seeking reelection in two years, improved performance during
this time period may be an opportunity to persuade future supporters at a moment when
supervisors’ efforts are particularly salient.”®

*Qur data from NYC go back only to January 1, 2004, so the two-year window corresponds to 677 rather than 730 days.

**An alternative interpretation of our results is that bureaucrats in city agencies are less responsive to lame-duck coun-
cilors. However, this interpretation cannot explain why the reelection seeking incumbent in SF outperforms her off-cycle
colleagues, who are not lame ducks.
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Figure 3. Response times by treatment status after the election.
Note: After the election, response times do not fall faster in the districts of previously eligible councilors. Solid lines are linear trends;
dashed lines are loess smoothers. NYC=New York City; SF=San Francisco.

If these differences are driven by reelection incentives, then they should disappear after the
election. As Figure 3 illustrates, the trends in our treated and control districts appear very similar
in the year after the election. In SI 8 we perform a series of placebo tests using data from the post-
election period, and these results also suggest that trends in responsiveness do not diverge after
the elections. When election contests are not imminent, response times follow similar trends in
our treated and control districts.*”

As an additional falsification test, we look at the November 2009 NYC city council election—a
contest in which all incumbents were eligible to run by virtue of the term-limit extension. With
no variation in eligibility, we expect to find similar trends in responsiveness among first and
second-term incumbents. Reassuringly, our estimates of § in this context are precisely estimated
zeros (see Table SI.7). This provides additional evidence that variation in election eligibility
explains our findings.

Reallocation from legislative activity?

To assess whether improved response times to constituency services come at the expense of
legislative action, we also collected data on city councilors’ legislative activity. The data for NYC
come from the city’s Legislative Research Center, which compiles all of the legislation introduced
in each city council meeting, including information on which councilors sponsored or co-
sponsored the actions.”® We collect similar data for SF. In November 2009, the SF Board of

*This casts some doubt on a plausible alternative explanation related to rates of learning among first- and second-term
officials. Rookie councilors may climb a steeper learning curve and, thus, improve more rapidly than term-limited councilors.
Our design is vulnerable to this time-varying confounder, and we do not have a separate measure of learning capacity across
councilors over time. However, this alternative explanation implies that divergent trends should be apparent just after the
election, which we do not observe. This alternative explanation would also suggest that legislative productivity should be
increasing more rapidly among first-term incumbents, which we do not observe in Table 4.

*Available at http://legistar.council.nyc.gov/. To extract data from this site, we amended scripts from Legistar Scraper, a
Python library from Gregg and Poe (2013).
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Table 4. Estimates of Changes in Legislative Activity

Dependent Variable

Total Legislative Actions Introduced

NYC 2008 NYC 2005 and SF 2010
Time Frame® 42 365 182 365 182
. Days to Primary Days to Election
p -0.393 -0.002 -0.018 -0.002 0.002
(1.108) (0.002) (0.005) (0.002) (0.005)
p=0.724 p=0.357 p=0.001 p=0.154 p=0.679
Observations 160 1339 803 1675 876

Note: Eligible incumbents do not meaningfully reduce their legislative efforts.
Standard errors clustered on districts in parentheses.

NYC = New York City; SF=San Francisco.

?Days before election used to estimate model.

Supervisors started to publish information about which supervisors sponsored particular ordi-
nances, resolutions, and requests for hearings at each Supervisor meeting.’'

These data sources allow us to generate panel data on legislative activity for every city
councilor and supervisor in NYC and SF. For both cities, we code our outcome variable as the
number of local laws and resolutions sponsored or co-sponsored by a council member at each
meeting. As councilors are better able to control when a bill is introduced than when it is
eventually passed, we use the date of the council meeting in which the legislation was introduced
and not the date of its eventual passage or dismissal.

We find no consistent evidence that the term-limit extension or approaching elections change
legislative effort. Using Equation (1) for column 1 and Equation (2) for columns 2-5 (omitting
fixed effects for complaint type and the day of the week), the estimates are small in magnitude
and typically indistinguishable from zero. The one significant coefficient in column 3 implies that
eligible incumbents (co)sponsored three fewer actions in the six months prior to the primary
date. During that period, the average eligible incumbent sponsored over 65 sixty actions
(SD =40); this effect represents a less than five percent change in their overall activity. These
findings suggest that incumbents were not cutting back on legislative effort as they ramped up
their work on constituency services (Table 4).*

Discussion and conclusion

This paper considers a long-standing question in political science about how elections shape the
work that representatives do while in office. Analyzing 15 million service requests from NYC and
SE, we find that city councilors’ electoral incentives are a robust predictor of responsiveness to
constituents’ concerns. Elections encourage overall improvements to constituency responsive-
ness, consistent with many models of representative democracy. Elections also induce cycles in
responsiveness: incumbents ramp up their efforts as elections approach, suggesting increased
effort to signal their competence to voters just before they head to the polls.

These findings contribute to the empirical literature on US local politics. Despite Progressive
Era municipal reforms that limited the influence of party machines (Bernard and Rice 1975;
Bridges 1997; Anzia 2012), politics still fundamentally shapes local service provision. For

*'The legislation introduced in each supervisor meeting in 2009 can be found at http://www.sfbos.org/index.aspx?
page=1589.

**We have also tried specifications in which we split the outcome variable by type of legislative action, with substantively
similar conclusions. We use only two time frames (1 and 0.5 years) when estimating these models due to the availability of
these data.
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example, polarized political preferences (Alesina, Baqir and Easterly 1999), the racial identities of
politicians and constituents (Hajnal and Trounstine 2005), and variation in local institutions
(Hajnal 2009) all influence how local governments distribute services. We extend this scholarship
by showing how local elections shape the allocation of municipal services within cities over the
course of campaigns.

While we are cognizant of the important differences between city and state or congressional
offices, our findings also bolster past studies that suggest that state and congressional
incumbents-seeking reelection devote more effort to constituency services (e.g., Carey et al.
2006). Though evidence of ideological shirking among retiring or ineligible incumbents is mixed
(see Table Al), there is greater agreement among the small set of studies that focus on casework
or constituency services as an outcome.

Lastly, what are the normative implications of our findings? In Madison’s ([1788] 1966)
propitious view of representative democracy, elections discipline politicians should they fail to
serve voters’ interests. However, our results could also be indicative of pandering (Canes-Wrone,
Herron and Shotts 2001) or responsiveness to a subset of constituents (Sances 2016), rather than
diligent effort to serve all residents. Two pieces of evidence leave us more hopeful. First, we do
not find that incumbents reallocate effort away from legislative activity towards constituency
service requests. Election incentives appear to increase overall effort; eligible incumbents are not
obviously pandering by focusing only on voters’ short-term interest. Second, we do not find that
our effects are driven by increased responsiveness in neighborhoods with a particular racial
composition (see SI 10); in fact, we find no consistent evidence that our effects are moderated by
race.”” Despite many disaffected voters, an electoral connection persists.

Supplementary Material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2018.46
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Appendix 1: Summary of Existing Literature on Last-Term Shirking

We conducted a survey of work on last-term shirking in the United States by collecting articles from 1990 and onward from
Google Scholar. We started with results returned from key word searches, choosing articles that clearly studied the effect of
term limits or retirement on an outcome that captures incumbent effort. We followed the current literature in defining
incumbent effort broadly, for example, including fiscal outcomes that may not be directly attributable to politicians. We
identified additional studies by following up on citations in the articles that were initially returned in our search. This
procedure resulted in a total of 26 articles on the topic.

Table Al summarizes these articles. They focus on governors, state legislators, and members of congress. Studies of
governors and state legislators analyze the effect of term limits on shirking, while studies of members of congress analyze the
effect of retirement. The studies in the table also differ with respect to their dependent variable and, hence, the type of
shirking they consider. Most studies analyze ideological shirking—that is, whether the voting record or fiscal policies put in
place by last-term incumbents differ from their previous records or their constituents’ preferences. Six studies analyze
legislative attendance rates, two studies consider casework/constituency services, and one study looks at agency oversight.
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Appendix 2: Summary Statistics

Table Al. Recent Empirical Investigations of Last-Term Shirking in the United States
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Evidence of Shirking?

Paper Sample Dependent Variable(s) Ideology Attendance Casework Oversight
Term limits
Alt et al. (2011) Governors Fiscal variables v
Bails and Tieslau (2000) State legislatures Fiscal variables X
Besley (2006) Governors Fiscal variables; congruence X
Besley and Case (1995) Governors Fiscal variables v
Besley and Case (2003) Governors Fiscal variables v
Cain and Kousser (2004) California Vote deviation; oversight X v
Carey et. al. (1998) State legislatures Legislation; casework X v
Carey et al. (2006) State legislatures Legislation; casework X v
Clark and Williams (2013) State legislatures Vote deviation; attendance /1 v
Crain and Oakley (1995) Governors Capital investments v
Crain and Tollison (1993) Governors Fiscal volatility v
Cummins (2012) State legislatures Budget balance v
Erler (2007) State legislatures Fiscal variables X
Keele et al. (2013) State legislatures Fiscal variables X
Lewis (2012) State legislatures Fiscal variables v
Wright (2007) State legislatures Congruence; attendance X v
Retirement
Carson et al. (2004) Congress Vote deviation X
Figlio (1995) Congress Vote deviation; attendance v v
Lott (1987) Congress Vote deviation; attendance X v
Lott (1990) Congress Attendance /1
Lott and Bronars (1993) Congress Vote deviation X
Rowley, Schneider and Tollison (1993) Congress Vote deviation
Rothenberg and Sanders (2000) Congress Vote deviation; attendance v v
Snyder and Ting (2003) Congress Vote deviation /7
Tien (2001) Congress Congruence v
Vanbeek (1991) Congress Vote deviation

Notes: v = results in study can be interpreted as evidence of shirking; X= no evidence of shirking; t = conclusion applies only to a subset of
states or legislators. The four types of shirking are with respect to vote content (ideology), legislative attendance rates, constituency services
(casework), and agency oversight. Cells are left blank if a study did not consider a given type of shirking. “Fiscal variables” include per capita
state government expenditure and taxation (and sometimes borrowing costs and economic growth).

Table A2. Summary Statistics for New York City Service Request Data, 10/23/2007-10/23/2009

Statistics N Mean SD Minimum Maximum
y:response time (days) 3,420,140 17.48 56.57 0 1043
t:1(post-ext.) 3,420,140 0.50 0.50 0 1
D:1(compliers) 2,742,258 0.73 0.44 0 1
Note: Trimmed top 0.1% of response times.

Table A3. Summary Statistics for New York City, 1/1/2004-11/08/2005

Statistics N Mean SD Minimum Maximum
y:response time (days) 2,378,172 22.65 60.10 0 785
t:days before election 2,378,172 281.31 168.30 0 677
D:1(treated) 2,376,717 0.87 0.34 0 1

Note: trimmed top 1% of response times.
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Table A4. Summary Statistics for San Francisco, 11/02/2008-11/02/2010

Statistics N Mean SD Minimum Maximum
y:response time (days) 612,338 24.08 57.86 0.00 524.97
t:days before election 323,105 414.52 24481 0 853

D:1 (treated) 612,338 0.05 0.21 0 1

Note: trimmed top 1% of response times.

Cite this article: Christensen D, Ejdemyr S. 2020. Do Elections Improve Constituency Responsiveness? Evidence from US
Cities. Political Science Research and Methods 8, 459-476. https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2018.46
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