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Abstract
In an effort to break the link between districts’ lack of competitiveness and the election of ideologues,
Washington and California recently adopted the “top-two” primary election system. Among other fea-
tures, the top-two primary allows members of the same party to run against one another in the general
election. Although proponents argue that this system encourages the election of more moderate candidates
in highly partisan districts, early reports have uncovered mixed evidence of this effect. This study
addresses this puzzle by first disentangling the conditions under which one should expect such primaries
to encourage the election of more moderate candidates. Using election returns data from the 2008 through
2014 elections, I find that districts facing same-party general-election competition do elect more moderate
legislators than similar districts not subject to same-party competition. However, using an application of a
common regression discontinuity diagnostic test, I also find that elite actors appear able to strategically
avoid this kind of competition—partially explaining why broader effects of the top-two have not been
uncovered. The findings contribute not only to ongoing debates about the effectiveness of the top-two
primary, but also to our understanding of how political elites may maneuver institutional changes to
their own benefit.
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For years, western states like Washington and California have pioneered electoral reforms. Many
such states, for example, were among the first to adopt term limits in the 1980s and 1990s, open
primary elections throughout the latter half of the 20th century, and online voter registration in
the early 2000s. While the goals of these reforms have varied, they have boasted wide-ranging
levels of effectiveness and have become the subjects of intense popular and academic scrutiny.
In their latest electoral reform, California and Washington made headlines in the late 2000s
for their adoption of a new kind of primary election, the “top-two” primary. In these primaries,
candidates of all parties compete against one another in a single “primary” or “first-round” elec-
tion, from which the two general-election candidates are selected. Under this system, districts
may experience an extreme oddity in American politics: same-party competition in the general
election. Policymakers and good-government advocates hope that these same-party general elec-
tions—and candidates’ anticipation thereof—will lead to the election of more moderate candi-
dates, particularly in partisan-homogenous districts. Rather than perpetuating extremist
control of partisan-homogenous districts, proponents argue that the top-two primary provides
a means for encouraging meaningful, moderate challenges in these districts.

But while advocates and pundits have touted these potential ramifications, quantitative evi-
dence has provided far less reason for optimism. Indeed, to date, scholarly investigations of
the top-two primary have uncovered little evidence of a widespread moderating effect following
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the reform’s institution. Ahler et al. (2016), for example, use field-experimental methods to dem-
onstrate that voters struggle to distinguish between moderate and extreme candidates (particu-
larly of the same party), casting doubt on their ability to select more moderate candidates
within the top-two system. Other observational studies, such as those by McGhee and Shor
(2017) and Smith (2016), find the system’s effects on candidates to be quite limited. Some studies
even add that the introduction of the top-two primary may have harmed the representativeness of
the legislature (Kousser et al., 2018).

In spite of these findings, proponents insist that the system has functioned as intended (Reed,
2017). In this paper, I address this puzzle by disentangling the conditions under which moder-
ation under the top-two primary ought to occur and demonstrating that these conditions do not
obtain as frequently as reformers have hoped. More specifically, I test and find support for the
hypothesis that same-party general elections are a necessary condition for the election of more
moderate candidates, and that the avoidance of these contests helps to explain the limited effect-
iveness of the reforms. To do so, I use three different comparison groups for same-party contests
to demonstrate that moderate candidates fair better in same-party general elections than they do
in similarly situated two-party contests. Drawing on elections and ideology data from all legisla-
tive races in Washington (2008–2012) and California (2010–2014), as well as randomly selected
US legislative elections over the same time period (2008–2014), I show that winners in same-
party general elections are more moderate overall than winners in similar two-party races. In
spite of this finding, however, I use a diagnostic test for precise control over exposure to treatment
to demonstrate that political actors appear able to systematically avoid same-party general elec-
tions. I conclude by exploring channels by which same-party competitions are avoided, and by
suggesting how future research may further examine party power in the top-two primary.

The findings in this paper therefore contribute not only to scholarship evaluating the top-two
primary and its ramifications, but also to the exercise of party power in the face of institutional
challenges. The top-two primary presented party leaders with a historic challenge to their elect-
oral power, as their nearly ten-year legal battle over the system attests. Indeed, the system weakens
parties’ ability to control the use of their brand name, and it enables potentially contentious cam-
paigns to arise in otherwise “safe” districts. Nevertheless, reformers appear to have relied upon a
somewhat deterministic link between district extremity and the incidence of same-party general-
election competition. By demonstrating that the actual occurrence of such competition appears to
be subject to some level of precise control, this study underscores the importance of accounting
for an elite response when designing primary election reform policy.

1. The mechanics of the top-two primary
According to the proponents of the top-two primary, the partisan-neutral, two-stage nature of the
system leverages the participation of minority party voters in safe districts in order to elect more
moderate winners. In first-past-the-post elections, when one party is particularly strong within a
district, the votes of the minority party matter very little: in general elections, the “out-party’s”
candidate stands little chance of winning, given the district’s partisan make-up. Moreover, in
many cases, out-party voters cannot participate in the majority party’s primary elections because
of state laws about primary participation. Even in open-primary states, minority party members
often must forfeit their ability to vote in their own party’s primary if they wish to participate in
the majority-party primary. In closed-primary states, they are forbidden from participating in the
majority-party primary altogether.

In the top-two primary, however, the votes of minority party members matter just as much as
the votes of the majority party. During the first round, voters are free to vote their affiliation: if a
Democrat in a majority-Republican district still desires to vote for a Democrat, she is free to do so.
But if the district is sufficiently Republican, the Democrat may fail to reach the general election.
In this case, the Democrat must choose among two different Republican candidates—one
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ostensibly more moderate than the other. If the proponents of the top-two primary are correct,
the moderate candidate should win the election in most cases, because she will win the votes of
the minority party members.

This dynamic, in fact, was crucial for the top-two’s architects and their case for reform. For
example, appearing before the Republican caucus in the Washington House and Senate during
a legislative debate about the top-two, Washington Secretary of State Sam Reed—the primary cre-
ator of Washington and California’s current primary election system—underscored the import-
ance of leveraging out-party votes. Figure 1 depicts a small portion of Reed’s speech notes from
one such meeting.1 During his remarks, Read (himself a Republican) stressed the importance of
“electing moderates in Urban [sic] areas,” where Democrats dominate legislative elections. As the
smaller party statewide, Reed argued, Republicans would be harmed if the state transitioned to a
traditional “pick-a-ballot” primary, all but guaranteeing the election of strongly progressive can-
didates in districts throughout the state.

Same-party, general-election competition is therefore central to the potential moderating effect
of the top-two primary. However, if such competition fails to occur, the moderating effect is more
ambiguous. On one hand, it is possible that even in the absence of same-party competition, the
top-two primary system could moderate candidates: the mere threat of same-party general elec-
tions could induce candidates to adjust their ideological position-taking before the general elec-
tion ever takes place. On the other hand, party loyalty could simply lead voters in top-two
elections to vote for their co-partisan candidate, regardless of whether she is the more moderate
candidate in the election. While I address this possibility below, this ambiguity thus focuses my
scope to same-party cases. Specifically, I test whether the moderating mechanism of the top-two
—same-party, general-election competition—actually leads to the election of a more moderate
general election candidate, as intended. Not only is the theoretical connection between same-
party competition and moderation stronger than in traditional two-party races, but also such
competition was central to reformers’ own understanding of how the system would generate
moderation.

As noted earlier, previous empirical investigations of the top-two primary have found mixed
evidence regarding the system’s moderating effects. Anecdotal examinations of post-reform
Washington and California (e.g., Cohn, 2014; Walters, 2014; Sinclair, 2015) underscore the ability
of the top-two primary to encourage the election of moderates. In addition to these qualitative
studies, Grose (2014) finds that legislators in post-reform California were more moderate and
the parties overall were less extreme. In the most thorough examination of the top-two primary
to date, however, McGhee and Shor (2017) find only partial support for the hypothesis that the
top-two primary leads to the election of more moderate candidates. According to their findings,

Figure 1. Speech notes from SOS Sam Reed (presented in private meeting to legislative Republicans).

1Facsimiles of this document, and many others like it, are located at the Washington State Archive, Olympia, WA.
Appendix B displays a facsimile of the entire document presented here, captured in an authorized photocopy by the author.
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the reforms have had the intended effect for California Democrats, but not for California
Republicans (nor for either party in Washington). Other studies find no support for the moder-
ating effect of the top-two primary. Smith (2016) finds that, on average, candidates in
Washington and California were no more moderate overall after reform than they were before.
Kousser et al. (2018) even find suggestive evidence that the top-two primary elects legislators
more extreme than their district. Finally, Ahler et al. (2016) call into question the ability of voters
to distinguish between extreme and moderate candidates altogether.

While these studies provide important information about the aggregate impact of top-two pri-
maries, one possible reason for these mixed findings derives from the fact that previous studies do
not examine the influence of same-party competition specifically. McGhee and Shor (2017), for
example, examine whether legislators were, on average, more moderate before and after reform
(broken down by party and incumbency status), and whether legislators elected in California
were, on average, more or less moderate than their counterparts from similar districts in other
states. Here, the outcome of interest is the ideology of winning candidates—irrespective of the
ideology of the winner’s opponent and the partisan dynamics of the general election. Were same-
party competition sufficiently widespread, this broad focus may not matter: the potential mod-
erating effect of same-party competition may be strong enough to influence the results of aggre-
gate studies like that of McGhee and Shor. However, without examining the influence of
same-party competition specifically, it is difficult to know whether same-party competition is
effective but insufficiently widespread, or whether the top-two system as a whole simply fails
to elect more moderate candidates. Thus, in the foregoing analysis, I examine two main questions.
First, does same-party competition encourage the election of more moderate candidates than
similarly situated two-party contests? Second, if such competition does lead to moderation,
does it occur as frequently and deterministically as reformers had hoped? These questions not
only interrogate the effectiveness of arguably the most important feature of one of the United
States’ most notable electoral reforms in recent history, but they also point to the importance
of understanding how adversely affected political actors may work to resist reform efforts.

2. Exploring same-party competition: empirical strategy and data
At the most basic level, this study relies upon a quantitative comparison of electoral outcomes
between two groups—a “treated” group (districts subject to same-party elections) and a “control”
group (those not subject to such elections)—to test the aforementioned hypothesis concerning
same-party competition. Treated districts should elect more moderate candidates than those dis-
tricts in the control group. Thus, the first and perhaps most important step of the analysis comes
in defining these groups. Defining the treatment group, races in California and Washington that
resulted in same-party general elections, is relatively straightforward. According to electoral
results compiled from the Secretaries of State in Washington and California (Elections &
Voting 2018; Prior Elections, 2018), 82 elections in California and Washington’s state legislatures
and congressional delegations experienced same-party general elections in the time period cov-
ered in this study (2008–2012 in Washington and 2012–2014 in California).2 These cases
serve as the treatment group in our comparison.3

Defining the relevant comparison group is slightly more complicated. Should one compare
results from similar districts pre- and post-reform? Or between similar same-state districts that
nevertheless did not experience same-party competition? Further still, should one turn to similar
districts outside the state that did not face a top-two primary system at all? Each approach entails

2CFscores for Washington legislators in 2014, necessary for the following empirical tests, are not yet available. Eighty-two
elections out of the nearly 800 contested elections over the same time period represent roughly 10 percent of all state legis-
lative and Congressional races.

3Some of these cases have missing data for key variables, so the actual number of treated cases in the empirical analysis is
lower.
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a variety of advantages and disadvantages. First, comparing results pre- and post-reform carries
with it the potential to hold district characteristics (mostly) constant. However, because the
implementation of the top-two primary also coincided with the rollout of new legislative districts
in 2012, such an approach faces serious challenges—particularly in California, which introduced
a new, independent redistricting commission in 2010.

Another possible approach might be to compare districts with same-party competition to
similar districts in the same state that did not face such competition. Doing so allows one to
hold state-level factors constant. However, this approach may obfuscate the impact of year- or
cycle-specific factors on the election of moderates. To address such concerns, a final approach
compares districts facing same-party competition with similar districts outside the top-two states.
This approach allows one to account for potential nationwide electoral trends. However, such a
design may mask key cross-state factors that influence the election of moderates.

Given these advantages and disadvantages, I make use of the versions of all three comparisons.
First, I compare similar pre- and post-reform districts within the same state, testing whether
exposure to (1) the top-two primary in general and (2) same-party competition specifically is
associated with (1) the election of more moderate candidates and/or (2) an increased probability
that the more moderate between the general-election candidates wins. Second, I compare similar
post-reform districts within the same state to examine how same-party competition is associated
with winning candidates’ ideologies and election rates for the more moderate candidate. Finally, I
compare districts in Washington and California with similar districts in other states—first to
establish whether same-party competition is associated with moderate candidate election, and
then to explore whether the top-two primary itself appears to be associated with higher moderate
win rates.

3. Data and methods
Before discussing findings from each of these tests, I first detail my measurement strategy, data
sources, and empirical methodology. I measure the two main outcome variables in the following
way. To measure the first outcome variable, Winner Extremism, I make use of Adam Bonica’s
CFscores (Bonica, 2013, 2014) from his Database on Ideology, Money in Politics, and
Elections (DIME).4 These data rely upon campaign donations from various interest groups
and committees to generate ideal point estimates for every candidate who received donations
within a given election cycle.5 Because Bonica’s scores are centered near 0, the outcome variable
in my models is measured simply as |ideologywinner|. The second outcome variable, Election of
Moderates, is defined as a “success” (coded as a “1”) if the most moderate candidate within a dis-
trict’s general election wins, and a “failure” (coded as “0”) otherwise. Formally, Election of
Moderate takes on the value “1” if |ideologywinner| <|ideologyloser| and zero otherwise. Because
Bonica’s CFscores provide a means for measuring the ideology of all candidates for office, includ-
ing both the winner and losers in each election, these scores are ideal for testing this study’s basic
race-level hypotheses.

I label the primary explanatory variable of interest as Same Party. This variable takes on the
value “1” if the general election involved a two-way race between members of the same party and
zero otherwise. I anticipate that races with same-party general-election competition will be more
likely to result in both more moderate candidates winning, as well as the more moderate of the

4I choose CFscores as my measure of candidate preferences for both theoretical and practical reasons, which I detail at
greater length in Appendix A. There, I also retest the main findings presented below, using a measure of legislator preferences,
DW-DIME (Bonica, 2018), more directly tied to roll call behavior.

5For each test, I ensure that exposure to same-party competition is not also predictive of donation totals for candidates,
which could potentially create measurement bias. In each case, I fail to uncover such problematic patterns. Results from these
tests may be found in Appendix A.
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two general-election candidates winning. These data are drawn from official election returns from
the Secretary of State offices in Washington and California.

In addition to these primary variables, each model includes several important secondary vari-
ables. Perhaps most importantly, the models control for the area- and race-specific characteristics
that may influence a district’s propensity for selecting moderate candidates. First, the models
include a term, District Extremism or the absolute value of district ideology, which allows for
the possibility that some districts are so extreme that even a same-party election would not
lead to the selection of a moderate candidate. Indeed, whereas most partisan-homogenous dis-
tricts possess at least some mass of voters from the opposite party (who would choose the
more moderate candidate in a same-party election), some districts may prove so homogenous
that even a same-party general election will not encourage the election of a moderate candidate.
Figure 2 illustrates this possibility through hypothetical voter density plots comparing this sort of
extreme district to a more “typical” partisan homogenous district. I measure District Extremism
using Tausanovitch and Warshaw’s (2013) measure of district ideology, publicly available at
americanideologyproject.com.

In addition to accounting for the ideological preferences of the district itself, I also account for
another important variable, Difference in Extremism that likely influences a district’s propensity
for choosing moderate candidates. According to Ahler et al.’s (2016) field experimental findings,
voters in the top-two primary appear unable to discern small differences in candidate extremity. I
posit that voters’ inabilities may be less pronounced when there are clearer differences in candi-
dates’ extremity and moderation. This variable allows my models to control for this possibility,
and I define it as follows:

Difference in Extremism = ||ideologywinner|−|ideologyloser||.

Given that the ideology measure is centered near 0, Difference in Extremism captures how
extreme the two candidates are relative to one another. Thus, if one candidate in a race is com-
pletely out-of-touch with the center of the political spectrum relative to the other candidate, it is
not likely she will win the race (e.g., Canes-Wrone et al., 2002). Much like Election of Moderate,
the inclusion of Difference in Extremism is not possible in the absence of candidate ideology
scores, once again rendering Bonica’s CFscores as ideal underlying measures.

The models presented below also include a variety of other control variables. Though available
from other sources, I measure most of these variables using the DIME dataset.6 First, I have cre-
ated an indicator for whether the winning candidate in the race was an incumbent (Incumbent
Winner = 1) and whether the seat in question was an open seat (Open Seat = 1). I expect incum-
bent winners may be more insulated from the effects of same-party competition, as incumbents
can anticipate challenges that may come from primaries or from a same-party election.
Additionally, I have coded Upper Chamber as a binary variable indicating whether or not a
race was at the state-upper-chamber level. I do not have strong hypotheses about the direction-
ality of the associated coefficient for this variable, but it is possible that larger, more diverse con-
stituencies (in states for which upper and lower chamber districts are not identical) are
pre-disposed to electing more moderate candidates. I also include a Party variable, which repre-
sents the party of the winning candidate.7 McGhee and Shor (2017) in particular find signifi-
cantly different results by party in their study of the top-two primary, so I have chosen to
include this covariate in each of my tests.

6All such data are publicly available at https://data.stanford.edu/DIME.
7Because the top-two primary allows candidates to indicate partisan preference instead of official affiliations, I code as

“Republican” any candidate who makes reference to common names for the Republican Party. This would include both
“Prefers Republican Party,” as well as “Prefers GOP” and variants of these two.
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Given that the outcome variable in these tests is continuous in one case (Winner Extremism)
and binary in another (Election of Moderate), I first turn to linear regression and logistic regres-
sion (both with state and year fixed effects where appropriate), respectively, to analyze these data.
However, like any other regression, linear and logistic regressions impose a functional form on
the data, so I use matching as a robustness check on my findings.8 In each case, I use nearest-
neighbor matching implemented by GenMatch() in R (Diamond and Sekhon, 2013), to optimize
post-match balance. I report balance statistics in each table as the smallest p-value resulting from
difference-in-means tests between pre- and post-matching X covariates.

4. Results
4.1 Test 1: election of moderates in pre- and post-reform Washington and California

In the above sections, I have argued in favor of the general assertion that same-party competition
in the general election should lead to the election of more moderate candidates. In this first test,
I attempt to hold the state (and district, as much as possible) constant, and leverage policy
changes over time in order to examine my main assertion. More specifically, I test whether expos-
ure to same-party general election competition after top-two reform increases the probability that
a race will end in the election of the more moderate candidate.

In this test, I report six models, which differ on the combinations of outcome variables, “treat-
ment” variables, and the presence of fixed effects. However, each model includes the same basic
set of control variables. Thus, the most basic model (Model 1 in Table 2) takes the form

f (Candidate Extremism)i = b0 + b1(Same Partyi)+ b2(Incumbenti)

+ b3(Openi)+ b4(Partyi)+ b5(State Upperi)

+ b6(Diff Extremei)+ b7(Dist Extremei)+ ei.

Model 2 is identical to Model 1, only Model 2 includes fixed effects by state. McGhee and Shor
(2017) find systematic differences between Washington and California in their data, so including
state fixed effects may have particularly important empirical ramifications. Model 3 is similar to
Model 2, but instead of including fixed effects by state, it substitutes those fixed effects for a bin-
ary pre-/post-reform indicator. Models 4–6 are identical to Models 1–3, only changing Winner

Figure 2. Extreme districts, the election of moderates, and the need to control for area characteristics.

8An approach also adopted by McGhee and Shor (2017).
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Extremism to Election of Moderate, respectively. Table 1 reports the results of each of these
regressions.

The matching analyses, reported in Table 2, proceed similarly. That is, analysis numbers in
Table 2 include the same variables as the corresponding models in Table 1. For models that
include fixed effects in Table 2, I include binary indicators for each state in the X vector to ensure
that matches for treated cases are drawn from the same state. As in the regression models, I
include the variables Incumbent, Open, Party, Upper Chamber, District Extremism, and
Difference in Extremism in X as well. Analyses 1 through 6 vary outcome variables and the inclu-
sion of fixed effects in the same way described above in the regression models.

While results reported in Tables 1 and 2 are somewhat mixed, a preponderance of evidence sug-
gests that same-party competition in the general election is associated with the election of more
moderate candidates, but not with the election of the more moderate candidate within a given gen-
eral election. Throughout the regression models and many of the matching models with Winner
Extremism as the outcome variable, same-party general election competition is a negative predictor
of a winning candidate’s extremity. Indeed, on average, winning candidates appear to be anywhere
between 0.1 and 0.166 ideological units more moderate than similarly situated races that either did
not face same-party competition or did not face the top-two primary altogether.9,10 Paradoxically,
though, post-reform winners on the whole are not more moderate than similar races pre-reform.

These trends were not the case, however, with regard to within-election selection of the more
moderate candidates (Election of Moderate). Indeed, neither post-reform status nor same-party gen-
eral election competition was associated with voters’ selection of the more moderate candidate in the

Table 1. Regression results for Test 1

Dependent variable:

Winner extremism Election of moderate

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Same-party competition −0.129*** −0.100*** −0.166*** −0.529 −0.465 −0.453
(0.038) (0.037) (0.038) (0.394) (0.402) (0.404)

Post-reform = 1 0.105*** −0.250
(0.026) (0.306)

Party −0.0004*** −0.0005*** −0.0005*** 0.011*** 0.011*** 0.012***
(0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Incumbent winner = 1 −0.172*** −0.157*** −0.170*** 2.591*** 2.632*** 2.587***
(0.050) (0.048) (0.049) (0.480) (0.484) (0.478)

Open seat = 1 −0.129** −0.078 −0.120** 2.167*** 2.261*** 2.159***
(0.051) (0.050) (0.051) (0.492) (0.504) (0.491)

Upper chamber −0.064** −0.065** −0.066** 0.008 0.012 0.016
(0.030) (0.029) (0.029) (0.324) (0.324) (0.325)

District extremity 0.292*** 0.327*** 0.285*** −0.074 −0.036 −0.050
(0.059) (0.057) (0.058) (0.643) (0.643) (0.644)

Difference in extremism −0.336*** −0.325*** −0.322*** 1.831*** 1.838*** 1.797***
(0.028) (0.027) (0.027) (0.440) (0.440) (0.442)

Constant 1.173*** 1.182*** 1.102*** −3.082*** −3.043*** −2.950***
(0.055) (0.053) (0.057) (0.745) (0.748) (0.759)

State fixed effects N Y N N Y N
Observations 448 448 444 444 448 444
Log likelihood −13.148 4.447 −5.117 −187.347 −186.903 −187.007
Akaike inf. crit. 42.297 9.106 28.233 390.693 391.806 392.015

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

9Though not reported here, a model without a same-party competition term (and only a pre-/post-reform term) produces
a “reform” coefficient similar to the coefficient reported in Model 3.

10For this and all other analyses presented below, additional information and visualizations about effect sizes are available
in Online Appendix D.
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election. This could perhaps be related to the strategic considerations candidates face in anticipating
same-party competition. However, relative extremism of candidates within an election does not
appear to matter differently in treated and non-treated races. This is not to say that differences in
winner extremism did not matter at all. Instead (and perhaps encouragingly), Difference in
Extremism is strongly associated with the probability that the more moderate candidate in an election
is in fact selected by voters. This may suggest that such differences, when large enough, are detectable
to voters, and that such differences matter to them. However, voters’ willingness to select on relative
extremism does not appear to differ between same-party and two-party general elections.

As noted above, the general patterns observed in the regression results also appear in the
matching analysis, albeit with lower levels of statistical significance on average. These results
are summarized in Table 2. In matching analyses 1–3, treatment (same-party competition)
was negatively associated with the outcome variable of Winner Extremism. Across Models 1–3,
at least one of the ATT, ATC, or ATE is significantly and negatively associated with the winning
candidate’s ideological extremity. Overall, when combined with the regression results reported
above, these data are largely consistent with the idea that exposure to same-party general election
competition ends with a race electing “moderate” candidates, but not the more moderate of the
two candidates in the election. Still, because units before and after the reform are not comparable
on one extremely important dimension, exposure to the top-two primary, I turn now to post-
reform data alone to hold exposure to the primary system constant.

4.2 Test 2: election of moderates in post-reform Washington and California

In this test, I compare similar districts within post-reform Washington and California to again
assess whether same-party competition and moderate election covary as expected. I estimate regres-
sion models and conduct a series of matching analyses, using incumbency, partisanship, chamber,
and difference in extremity as control variables. In this test, however, I also include a dummy vari-
able for the election cycle (and match on election cycle in the matching analysis) and state.

In Model 1, I estimate the simplest specification—one with no fixed effects of any kind. In
Model 2, I introduce year fixed effects, and in Model 3, I introduce state fixed effects. Models
4–6 are identical but include the Election of Moderate outcome variable. One complication to
these models is that California and Washington implemented reforms at different times. Thus,

Table 2. Matching analyses for Test 1

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Estimate (ATT) −0.0994 −0.0576 −0.1490 −0.0714 −0.107 −0.0357
AI Standard Error 0.0603 0.0624 0.0666 0.1037 0.0927 0.1017
p-value 0.0994 0.3558 0.0253 0.4910 0.2479 0.7254
Original number of treated obs. 56 56 56 56 56 56
Matched number of treated obs. 56 56 56 56 56 56
Post-match minimum p-value 0.0639 0.0805 0.0805 0.0639 0.0805 0.0805

Estimate (ATC) −0.1147 −0.2233 −0.0980 −0.188 −0.1108 −0.1907
AI Standard Error 0.0792 0.0868 0.0879 0.1020 0.1077 0.1098
p-value 0.1475 0.0101 0.2644 0.0651 0.3038 0.0823
Original number of control obs. 388 388 388 388 388 388
Matched number of control obs. 388 388 388 388 388 388
Post-match minimum p-value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Estimate (ATE) −0.11284 −0.2020 −0.1044 −0.1734 −0.1103 −0.0357
AI Standard Error 0.0716 0.0784 0.0799 0.0950 0.0988 0.1017
p-value 0.1151 0.0100 0.1910 0.0679 0.2641 0.7254
Original number of observations 444 444 444 444 444 444
Matched number of observations. 444 444 444 444 444 444
Post-match minimum p-value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
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in this dataset, data for California come from 2012 and 2014 while data from Washington covers
the period 2008–2012. This means that the year fixed effects function somewhat differently than
usual, since only Washington has data in 2008 and 2010. Nevertheless, inclusion of fixed effects
for those years does allow the models to cover unobserved confounders specific to those years in
Washington and California.

Table 3 summarizes the results of these regressions. As in Test 1, Test 2 also reveals a persistent
association between same-party competition and the election of less extreme candidates, particu-
larly in the regression models. These results are similar in magnitude to Test 1, with effect sizes
ranging from 0.1 to 0.149 units of ideological moderation. However, the test fails to find any con-
nection between same-party competition and the election of the more moderate candidate within
the election. Some fixed effects, although not fully reported in the table, did exhibit coefficients
that reached conventional levels of statistical significance. In particular, the year 2008 (Model 3)
and the California state fixed effect (Models 3 and 6) were negative predictors of Winner
Extremism. This latter finding is consistent with previous findings by McGhee and Shor
(2017), who uncover ideological moderation by California Democrats.

The results of the matching results are summarized in Table 4. As in Test 1, the matching
models exhibit weaker results, though they generally provide evidence at least somewhat consist-
ent with the regression results in Table 5. Overall, the only significant results in the matching
analyses involve Winner Extremism as the outcome variable, much as in the regressions.
Same-party competition does appear to be negatively associated with Winner Extremism.
However, one should exercise caution in interpreting a number of the results presented in
Table 4, as covariate balance is poor for some specifications—typically those including binary
indicators for states and years. Overall, though, while the matching results are weaker than
those in the regression analysis, they are nevertheless consistent with the hypothesis that same-
party competition is negatively associated with a winning candidate’s level of extremism.

Table 3. Regression results for Test 2

Dependent variable:

Winner extremism Election of moderate

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Same-party competition −0.149*** −0.143*** −0.106*** −0.420 −0.342 −0.165
(0.041) (0.042) (0.041) (0.387) (0.395) (0.411)

Party −0.0003* −0.0002 −0.0003* 0.008** 0.008** 0.007**
(0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)

Incumbent winner −0.068 −0.071 −0.082 1.727*** 1.627*** 1.575***
(0.054) (0.055) (0.053) (0.474) (0.481) (0.487)

Open seat −0.019 −0.029 −0.022 1.290*** 1.277** 1.302**
(0.057) (0.058) (0.056) (0.492) (0.504) (0.513)

Upper chamber −0.060 −0.060 −0.064* −0.081 −0.109 −0.130
(0.037) (0.037) (0.035) (0.346) (0.353) (0.355)

District extremism 0.216*** 0.225*** 0.250*** 0.368 0.572 0.584
(0.068) (0.069) (0.066) (0.708) (0.730) (0.734)

Differences in extremism −0.356*** −0.355*** −0.365*** 1.318*** 1.279*** 1.261***
(0.037) (0.037) (0.036) (0.439) (0.442) (0.445)

Constant 1.114*** 1.074*** 1.091*** −1.963** −1.066 −0.919
(0.062) (0.069) (0.067) (0.771) (0.852) (0.860)

State fixed effects N N Y N N Y
Year fixed effects N Y Y N Y Y
Observations 324 324 324 320 320 320
Log likelihood −24.119 −21.440 −8.961 −158.329 −154.165 −152.113
Akaike inf. crit. 64.237 64.880 41.923 332.657 330.329 328.226

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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4.3 Test 3: same-party competition and election of moderates across states

In Tests 1 and 2, I focus solely on the top-two primary states, Washington and California, in an
attempt to hold state-specific factors constant. However, doing so may fail to capture national

Table 4. Matching analyses for Test 2

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Estimate (ATT) −0.1338 −0.1634 −0.0726 −0.0178 −0.0714 −0.0178
AI Standard Error 0.0596 0.0620 0.0664 0.1032 0.1048 0.1066
p-value 0.0249 0.0341 0.0084 0.8627 0.4955 0.867
Original number of treated obs. 56 56 56 56 56 56
Matched number of treated obs. 56 56 56 56 56 56
Post-match minimum p-value 0.0228 0.000 0.0805 0.0426 0.0209 0.0805

Estimate (ATC) −0.1349 −0.2056 −0.2766 −0.2045 −0.0530 −0.07197
AI Standard Error 0.0994 0.0872 0.0912 0.1403 0.1034 0.1153
p-value 0.1748 0.0184 0.0024 0.1448 0.6081 0.5324
Original number of control obs. 264 264 264 264 264 264
Matched number of control obs. 264 264 264 264 264 264
Post-match minimum p-value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Estimate (ATE) −0.0504 −0.1510 −0.241 −0.1875 −0.0500 −0.0625
AI Standard Error 0.0840 0.0560 0.0806 0.123 0.0963 0.1049
p-value 0.5479 0.0071 0.0027 0.1274 0.6035 0.5512
Original number of observations 320 320 320 320 320 320
Matched number of observations. 320 320 320 320 320 320
Post-match minimum p-value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Table 5. Regression results for Test 3

Dependent variable:

Winner extremism Election of moderate

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Same-party
competition

−0.181*** −0.123 −0.132 −0.224*** 0.667* −0.650 −0.649 −0.623

(0.060) (0.086) (0.086) (0.078) (0.400) (0.608) (0.617) (0.558)
Top-two state 0.048 1.920***

(0.070) (0.504)
Party −0.0005 −0.001 −0.001 −0.0004 −0.006* −0.004 −0.005 −0.005

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Incumbent winner −0.192** −0.196** −0.195** −0.193** 1.234** 1.170** 1.089* 1.090*

(0.090) (0.090) (0.092) (0.093) (0.564) (0.591) (0.614) (0.614)
Open seat −0.047 −0.043 −0.042 −0.054 0.745 0.541 0.556 0.560

(0.093) (0.093) (0.094) (0.095) (0.582) (0.610) (0.621) (0.620)
Upper chamber −0.013 −0.014 0.003 −0.005 −0.033 −0.032 0.046 0.048

(0.064) (0.064) (0.065) (0.066) (0.406) (0.433) (0.449) (0.448)
District extremity 0.194 0.214 0.188 0.184 −1.014 −0.575 −0.629 −0.627

(0.146) (0.146) (0.148) (0.150) (0.898) (0.926) (0.957) (0.957)
Difference in

extremity
−0.117* −0.146** −0.152** −0.110* 1.010** 1.267*** 1.270** 1.258***

(0.061) (0.064) (0.064) (0.062) (0.444) (0.482) (0.494) (0.478)
Constant 1.098*** 1.109*** 1.037*** 1.031*** 0.091 −0.931 −0.795 −0.797

(0.145) (0.149) (0.163) (0.166) (0.909) (0.994) (1.115) (1.115)

State fixed effects N Y Y N N Y Y N
Year fixed effects N N Y Y N N Y Y
Observations 180 180 180 180 176 176 176 176
Log likelihood −63.302 −61.517 −59.447 −62.515 −106.386 −98.464 −96.359 −96.364
Akaike inf. crit. 142.605 143.035 144.894 149.030 228.772 216.928 218.718 216.727

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

542 Jesse Crosson

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

0.
7 

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2020.7


electoral trends influencing the election of moderate or extreme candidates. Thus, in my final test,
I turn outside of Washington and California for comparison districts. To assemble this compari-
son group, I have taken a random sample of 100 state legislative and congressional races from
outside Washington and California, using the DIME database. The sample spans the 2008,
2010, 2012, and 2014 election cycles, and varies considerably with regard to state (38 of 50 states
represented), district ideology, partisanship (roughly 50 percent won by both Republicans and
Democrats), chamber, and other characteristics of interest.11 In addition, I include a random
sample of 50 districts within Washington and California that did not experience same-party com-
petition so that I can include state fixed effects that are not perfectly colinear with the same-party
competition variable.

The models in this test differ in four ways: the inclusion of state fixed effects, year fixed effects,
and a post-reform dummy variable, as well as differences in outcome variable. Model 1 regresses
Winner Extremism on the same set of control variables present in Tests 1 and 2, and it does not
include any type of effects. Model 2 includes year fixed effects only, and Model 3 includes both
state and year fixed effects. Model 4 drops state fixed effects in favor of a Top-Two State indicator
and also includes year fixed effects. Models 5–8 are identical to Models 1–4, except that they are
models of Election of Moderate instead of Winner Extremism.

Table 5 summarizes the regression results. As predicted, same-party competition in the general
election is again a negative predictor of a winning candidate’s level of extremism—consistent with
the findings in Tests 1 and 2. However, in two of the models with year fixed effects and indicator
variables for Washington and California, same-party competition is not quite significantly asso-
ciated with winner extremism. It is not clear why these models behave differently, though it is
important to note that the sample sizes are the smallest in this test. Sample size, however, cannot
explain why same-party competition appears to behave differently in these Election of Moderate
models than in previous ones. In Model 5, for example, same-party competition was positively
and significantly associated with the more moderate candidate winning.

While these results fall out when year and state effects are added, another variable, the
Top-Two State status indicator, also behaves differently in one of the models. Indeed, Model 8
displays a strong, positive association between being in a primary state and selecting the more
moderate of the two candidates in an election. These results stand in stark contrast to the null
findings of previous models, though they likely do not have sufficient evidence to claim that
same-party competition or the top-two primary generally had an influence on the selection of
the more moderate candidate within an election.

Similar to Tests 1 and 2, the matching analyses vary in specification in exactly the same ways as
the regression analyses. Table 6 documents the findings of the matching analyses, which exhibit
similar trends to the regression models.12 While same-party competition ATT misses significance
in the models, including dummy variables for states and years, it achieves significance for other
specifications and estimates. However, unlike the regression results, the matching data uncover no
relationships between same-party competition and within-race selection of the most moderate
candidate. Along with the preponderance of null results for this outcome variable in Tests 1
and 2, this finding also calls into question how notable the findings in the Test 3 regression mod-
els really are with regard to within-race selection of the more moderate candidate.

It is worth noting here that in Test 3, Difference in Extremism continues to behave as expected
—much as it has done consistently throughout each of the tests. Indeed, the larger the difference

11Restricting control units to a random sample allows for more accurate and manageable collection of key dependent and
independent variables. For an extended discussion of the advantages of this approach, see Appendix C.

12Ideally, the Test 3 matching analysis should draw from as many potential control cases as are available, ensuring the
closest possible control matches for treated units. However, given the aforementioned practical difficulties of collecting
some key variables, I restrict the analysis here to the same random sample used in the regression analyses. Nevertheless,
in Appendix C, I demonstrate the robustness of these results by re-executing Test 3 using data on all available legislative
races as match candidates.
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in how extreme one candidate is relative to the other in the general election, the more likely voters
are to select the most moderate candidate presented to them. Moreover, when there is a large gap
between the candidates’ levels of extremism, winning candidates are also found to be more mod-
erate on average. As noted earlier, this result suggests that voters may in fact be able to detect large
ideological differences between candidates for office, even when they may lack a great deal of
information about a candidate (as is often the case in state legislative elections). While it is
not clear how to explain the differences between these findings and the experimental ones
reported by Ahler et al. (2016), future research should examine whether and how voters can dis-
cern candidate extremism.

5. Does same-party competition occur deterministically?
By comparing races ending in same-party, general-election competition with pre-reform races
(Test 1), two-party general election contests in-state (Test 2), and non-top-two races (Test 3),
I have shown that same-party competition consistently covaries with how extreme or moderate
winning candidates are in Washington and California. Much as architects of the system claim,
candidates who prevail under this type of competition tend to be more moderate than candidates
in similarly situated (but two-party) contexts. Still, counter to proponents’ expectations, the mere
threat of same-party competition does not appear sufficient to make a discernable difference on
the extremity of winning candidates.

These results suggest that the system design has not itself failed to achieve its intended aims.
Instead, while the top-two primary seems to be falling short of its overall goal (widespread can-
didate moderation), the internal mechanism designed to moderate candidates appears to be

Table 6. Matching analyses for Test 3

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Estimate (ATT) −0.1360 0–0.1463 −0.0959 −0.1654 0.0925 0.0925 0.0926 −0.0741
AI Standard Error 0.0653 0.1085 0.1332 0.09922 0.1095 0.1748 0.1881 0.1223
p-value 0.0373 0.1775 0.4715 0.0955 0.3979 0.5962 0.6226 0.5447
Original number of treated

obs.
54 54 54 54 54 54 54 54

Matched number of treated
obs.

54 54 54 54 54 54 54 54

Post-match minimum
p-value

0.0292 0.0042 0.004 0.0419 0.0293 0.006 0.002 0.0419

Estimate (ATC) −0.0870 −0.2543 −0.3072 −0.2533 −0.0246 0.2131 0.1639 0.0902
AI Standard Error 0.0941 0.0958 0.0981 0.0852 0.1362 0.1145 0.1311 0.1110
p-value 0.3547 0.0004 0.0017 0.0029 0.8567 0.0627 0.2112 0.4165
Original number of control

obs.
122 122 122 122 122 122 122 122

Matched number of control
obs.

122 122 122 122 122 122 122 122

Post-match minimum
p-value

0.012 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.0004 0.000 0.000 0.000

Estimate (ATE) −0.1021 −0.2212 −0.2361 −0.2153 0.0113 0.1875 0.1420 0.0284
AI Standard Error 0.0748 0.0817 0.0876 0.0759 0.1127 0.1088 0.1185 0.0966
p-value 0.1726 0.0068 0.0071 0.0046 0.9197 0.0849 0.2309 0.7687
Original number of

observations
176 176 176 176 176 176 176 176

Matched number of
observations.

176 176 176 176 176 176 176 176

Post-match minimum
p-value

0.008 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
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functioning as desired. Given this finding, how might the proponents of the top-two primary
address its apparent failures? I suggest the answer to this puzzle lies in the failure of many
extreme districts to facilitate same-party competition. That is, same-party competition may not
occur as deterministically as reformers might have hoped.

To address this puzzle, I again turn to the post-reform data found in Test 2. One advantage of
comparing post-reform units within the same state is that all districts were, in theory, subject to
the source of the same-party “treatment” of interest, the top-two primary. However, the threat of
actual same-party competition is not equally strong in all districts: some races exhibited tight
three-way competition in the first round that just barely exposed (and just barely failed to expose)
candidates to same-party competition in the general election, while others faced no such compe-
tition. Given that post-reform winners in Test 1 were, overall, no more moderate than pre-reform
winners, this raises the question: if same-party competition holds the key to the top-two pri-
mary’s success or failure, do political actors exercise any control over whether a race ends in same-
party competition? In other words, do simple district characteristics (like partisan homogeneity)
deterministically govern which races are “treated,” or are local political parties, strong incum-
bents, or both able to avoid same-party competition?

I use data from both successful and failed in-party challenges to examine this potential control.
One way to leverage such data is through regression discontinuity (hereafter, RDD). In this case,
“treatment” occurs only after election returns cross a clear cutpoint: when the nearest copartisan
(in terms of electoral support) to the top vote-getter earns the second most votes in that primary,
same-party competition will occur. This generates a criterion for exposure to same-party compe-
tition that resembles a forcing variable in an RDD. Formally, if

Xi = ci − oi,

where ci refers to the highest-ranking copartisan to the top vote-getter in race i and oi to the
highest-ranking non-copartisan candidate, then

ti = 1, if Xi . 0
0 if Xi , 0

{
,

where τi refers to the treatment status for race i, that is, whether or not a race exhibits same-party
general-election competition.

To make inferences within the RDD framework, races should be randomly distributed (at least
locally) on either side of the cutpoint. In other words, besides exposure to treatment, there should
be no confounding variables that explain why some races just missed out on same-party compe-
tition, while others were narrowly exposed to it. However, if there is sorting around the cutpoint—
that is, if actors are able to influence their own exposure to treatment, RDD inference breaks
down. While such a phenomenon is normally an unfortunate result for the researcher, it offers
an interesting insight in this case into the dynamics of exposure to same-party competition.
Indeed, because standard statistical tests exist for cutpoint sorting, one can examine whether
units exercise control over treatment. Within the RDD literature, such a phenomenon has
been referred to as “precise control” (see, e.g., Jacob et al., 2012).

To test for control around the cutpoint of the forcing variable, McCrary (2006) has developed
a now widely used test, which allows the researcher to examine whether discontinuities in density
occur near the relevant cutpoint in the forcing variable. Figure 3 displays a McCrary test for
sorting. Were there no sorting present, the confidence intervals around the curves should overlap.
However, as the figure indicates, the test cannot reject the null hypothesis of no sorting (p < 0.05).
These results suggest that some actor, be it a political party, incumbent, or both, appears to be
exercising some control over whether or not a candidate faces same-party general election com-
petition. Were the top-two primary associated with the election of moderates regardless of the
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occurrence of same-party competition, this type of control may not matter. However, as the above
tests demonstrate, this latent threat alone is not enough to moderate candidates. Instead, actual
same-party competition is instrumental for moderates to be elected.

Though compelling, these results do not indicate which actors control this exposure, of course.
Thus, Figure 4 displays the results of a logistic regression, in which I explore some potential expla-
nations for the avoidance of same-party competition. As one might expect, district extremism is
positively associated with same-party competition. Additionally, the positive coefficient on
“party” indicates that Republicans are more likely to face same-party competition than
Democrats, though the practical implications of that result are not immediately clear. The results
also provide modest evidence that same-party competition has become more common over time.

One plausible explanation for this development is the fact that same-party competitions are
more common in open races. In other words, when incumbent legislators are not running, same-
party general elections are more likely to occur—an explanation consistent with the results shown
in Figure 4. This may indicate that incumbents are better able to insulate themselves from
co-partisan challenges than are candidates in open seats. Consequently, if more districts

Figure 3. McCrary test for sorting
around cutpoint.

Figure 4. Predictors of same-party competition.
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experience same-party competition as incumbents retire over time, the top-two primary may yet
have a noticeable aggregate impact on legislator extremism in Washington and California. Even
still, this result does not negate the possibility that party leaders also may exert influence over
exposure to same-party competition. Indeed, party leaders are unlikely to ignore the potential
damage to party brand that prolonged same-party competition could cause, and future work
should examine whether party leaders have successfully resisted the moderating influences of
the same-party system.

6. Conclusion
Political polarization is among the most critical challenges to modern American democracy
today. Scholars and pundits alike worry that polarization will lead to a litany of governmental
and societal ills, including legislative gridlock and increasing personal resentment of political
opponents. While primary election reform has a mixed record in addressing polarization, refor-
mers in California and Washington remain optimistic about the top-two primary’s ability to
drive candidates—and winners, in particular—closer to the center of the political spectrum. To
date, research has called into question the effectiveness of these reforms. Nevertheless, by depart-
ing in key ways from these studies, I do find evidence that the key mechanism of the top-two
primary—same-party, general-election competition—has functioned as intentioned. More specif-
ically, when top-two primaries lead members of the same party to compete against one another in
the general election, winners in such districts are more moderate than similar situated districts
facing traditional two-party competition.

Still, the failure of the top-two to appreciably alter overall ideological polarization underscores
the importance of understanding how political parties and incumbents will react to institutional
reforms, particularly when those reforms are not likely to benefit them. Indeed, while reformers
appear to have hoped same-party competition would occur at high rates in partisan-homogenous
districts, the sorting analysis presented here suggests that political elites are able to avoid such
competition. Taken together, these findings suggest that political scientists’ claims that the
top-two primary has had “no effect” are premature and that the key to the system’s effectiveness
lies in reformers’ ability to find ways to encourage more same-party competition. An important
first step toward realizing this goal will be to determine what or who, exactly, prevents races from
experiencing same-party competition. Are parties actively discouraging same-party challenges in
post-reform Washington and California? Or are incumbents ramping up their efforts to scare off
primary challengers? Future research should explore these and other sources of sorting.

Political polarization has swept across the nation, far from a phenomenon tied only to
Congress or the federal government (e.g., Shor and McCarty, 2011). Moreover, whether through
partisan gerrymandering or organic geographic polarization of voters, legislative districts have
become increasingly partisan-homogenous. Given these challenges, and given the promise of
the top-two primary when introduced in Washington and California, more research is needed
to understand how, when, and why the system can address legislator extremism. I argue that
same-party competition provides a useful tool for combatting such extremism, but that additional
work must be done to understand why and when such competition occurs.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2020.7.
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