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Abstract
Recent contributions to the political economics literature (Trebbi et al. 2007,
Aghion et al. 2004) have challenged in the view that political institutions can be
treated as exogenous factors affecting the behavior of agents in the political arena.
This paper is one of the first to provide empirical evidence of endogenous political
institutions. We examine the link between the degree of political competition
and the design of ballot access restrictions in U.S. states. Exploiting exogenous
variation in electoral competition at the state level induced by the Voting Rights
Act of 1965, our main finding is that restrictions for the entry of non-major party
candidates are significantly stronger in states with strong electoral competition.
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Introduction

The political economics literature has traditionally treated political institutions as exogenous constraints on policymakers. This view has only very recently been challenged
by Trebbi et al. (2007) who show that the choice of electoral rules in U.S. cities varies
with the share of minorities in a way that effectively limits minority representation.1
This finding suggests that political institutions should not be treated as exogenous
factors affecting agents in the political arena, but that political institutions should
properly be understood as being subject to strategic choice of influential actors such
as governments and legislatures. Of course, given the extraordinary importance of
the design of political institutions in modern political economics (e.g., Persson and
Tabellini 2000), the insight that institutions are determined endogenously has potentially far-reaching consequences.
This paper is one of the first empirical contributions that explicitly address the
endogeneity of political institutions. We follow Trebbi et al. (2007) and focus on institutions affecting political representation. The main reason making this a suitable
choice is that the rules governing political representation affect the potential well-being
of policymakers (as individuals representing others) and those who are represented in
a rather direct way. The design of institutions affecting political representation should
therefore provide a good testing ground for the endogeneity of institutions.
Our empirical investigation deals with ballot access laws in U.S. states. These laws
specify the conditions for candidates to be listed on the ballot in popular (Begriff???)
elections. In particular, we focus on regulations that effectively restrict ballot access
of third party and independent candidates. We set up a simple empirical model that
allows the stringency of a state’s ballot access law with respect to third party and
independent candidates to be a function of the degree of electoral competition faced
by major party candidates.
The estimation of the electoral competition effect on the stringency of ballot access
regulations is complicated by an evident endogeneity problem. While it is the potential
impact of electoral competition on the choice of ballot access rules that we want to
measure, we have to note that the degree of electoral competition itself is directly
affected by the existing ballot access requirements. To put it practically, we are likely
to observe electoral races with many candidates in states with liberal ballot access
laws and races with few candidates where ballot access laws are strict. Naive estimates
of the impact of electoral competition on the stringency of ballot access restrictions
1

See also Aghion et al. 2004.

1

will thus tend to underestimate the true effect. Our strategy to solve the endogeneity
problem and to achieve identification of the competition effect makes use of significant
changes in the political institutions in the southern U.S. states occurring around 1965.
Before 1964, politics in the southern states were characterized by a quasi-monopoly of
the Democratic Party and by pronounced political marginalization of blacks. After the
Civil Rights Movement had gained momentum at the beginning of the 1960s, events
such as the 1963 ’March on Washington’ and Martin Luther King Jr’s ’I have a dream’
speech triggered political action of the Johnson administration to support the black
reform movement. The most prominent outcomes were the Civil Rights Act (CRA) of
1964 and the Voting Rights Act (VRA) of 1965. With regard to our purpose here, the
most important aspect of the federal legislative activity of 1964/65 was that the VRA
suspended poll taxes and literacy tests as a prerequisite for voter registration. Until
1965, poll taxes and literacy tests had been important sources for the very limited
participation of blacks in national and state elections in most of the southern states.
The CRA and the VRA dramatically altered black voter participation in the southern states. This is perhaps best illustrated by the profound changes in registration rates
among black voters. In Mississippi, for example, where blacks made up around 38%
of the total population, registration among blacks jumped from 6.7% in 1964 to 66.5%
in 1969. Taking all southern states together, the numbers were 35.5% in 1964 and
64.8% in 1969.2 We argue that the rapid integration of new groups of voters had a
substantial effect on the political supply side, i.e. on political parties and potential
candidates. While in the period from 1946 to 1964 26.2% of all gubernatorial races
in the southern states3 saw an uncontested candidate from the Democratic Party, this
number decreased to 5.4% in the period from 1966 to 1980. The average number of
candidates in gubernatorial elections increased from 1.9 in the years immediately before
the VRA (1960-1964) to 2.8 in the period shortly after the VRA (1968-1972).
Our identification strategy exploits the federal legislation of 1964/65 as a source of
exogenous variation in the degree of electoral competition in the southern states. We
proceed in two steps. Firstly, we substantiate the claim that the federal intervention
had a massive impact on the degree of electoral competition in the south. We do this by
a series of difference-in-difference estimations of the treatment effect of the VRA on the
group of states with a high share of blacks in the state population. Using data for the
period 1946-1980, the main finding across various specifications and robustness checks
2
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is that the federal intervention increased the number of candidates in gubernatorial
elections by more than one candidate on average relative to states with were not affected
by the intervention. We check this result against a number of alternative explanations
for the increase in electoral competition in the southern states relative to states with a
low share of blacks. In particular, we show that the significant increase in the number
of candidates cannot be explained by the gradual catch up of the southern states in
terms of educational attainment, income, and urbanization.
In the second step of the analysis, we derive estimates of the impact of electoral
competition on the stringency of state ballot access laws in terms of signature requirements third party and independent candidates have to fulfill in order to be placed on
the ballot for gubernatorial elections. To overcome the endogeneity problem, we construct instruments for the number of candidates which capture the variation in electoral
competition induced by the VRA. We construct the instruments in such a way that
the difference-in-difference estimations derived in the first step of the analysis can be
interpreted as first stage regressions of our instrumental variable (IV) estimations. The
results of our IV estimations suggest a strong impact of electoral competition on the
stringency of the states’ ballot access laws. On average, an additional candidate on the
ballot triggers an increase in the signature requirement of almost 10,000 signatures.
Again, we show that our findings are robust to several changes in the specification.
Our paper is related to a number of other contributions. Besley et al. (2006) investigate the link between electoral competition and economic growth and use the abolition
of poll taxes and literacy tests in the southern states as a source of exogenous variation.
Instead of focussing on the economic effects of electoral competition, we concentrate
on potential counter-reactions of the political system in terms of a re-design of institutions governing political representation. Several empirical investigations show that
ballot access restrictions are highly effective means to restrict the entry of candidates.
Ansolabehere and Gerber (1996) find that higher filling fees increase the frequency of
uncontested races and decrease the frequency of retirements significantly when examining congressional election results from 1984 to 1990. In the same vein, Stratmann
(2005) examines the effect of filling fees and signature requirements on the number of
candidates in state level Lower House elections in 1998 and 2000. His results suggest
that filling fees are highly effective in reducing both the number of major-party and
minor-party candidates.
The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides the historical background of
the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act. The empirical approach and the data
are discussed in Section 3. Thereafter, Section 4 presents our results, and Section 5
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Historical Background

In the following we argue that the federal VRA enacted in 1965 and revised in 1970
constitutes an ideal testing ground for our research on the endogeneity of political
institutions. This is in particular the case for two reasons: First, the VRA issued by
federal legislators against the will of many politicians at the state level was largely
exogenous to the political systems of the U.S. states. Second, its enactment and its
final impact could not be foreseen given the long-time history of discrimination against
blacks in the U.S. South.
Since the 1880s the Democratic Party had a quasi-monopolistic position in U.S.
South.4 A large number of uncontested gubernatorial elections are evidence of these
quasi-monopolistic structures. The predominance of the Democrats went along with
the disenfranchisement of a large majority of the black citizens. After the Reconstruction, which ended finally in 1877, the white Democratic majority, established a
society where discrimination against blacks was widespread ranging from official racial
segregation in schools, transportation and many other aspects of public life to the toleration of private discrimination at the workplace or other aspects of everyday life.
Moreover, all-white Democratic primaries and so-called ”Grandfather Clauses” which
limited the right to vote to those individuals whose grandparents had it before the Civil
War refused black citizens their right to participate in the political process. Another
important way of reducing black participation in politics were fees and literacy tests
at the polls. Though the so-called poll taxes were comparatively low, they discouraged
many (poor) blacks from casting their vote. At the same time literacy tests were used
in an arbitrary manner to prevent black voters further. As a result of these hurdles
only a small fraction of black citizens registered for voting.5
The attempts of blacks in the southern states to change their lot were largely unsuccessful for a long period of time. Only after the landmark decision of the U.S.
Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 which struck down racial segregation in public schools the black reform movements started to gain momentum. The
Civil Rights Movement culminated in the 1963 ”March on Washington” and Martin
4
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Luther King Jr’s ”I have a dream” speech. As a response to the growing discomfort
among the blacks, the Johnson administration called for federal legislation to support
the black reform movement. However, the enactment of these proposals was considerably driven by the unforeseen media coverage of the murder of three Civil Rights
Activists in Mississippi on June 21, 1964. The associated public outrage over this
event made the Republicans join the Northern Democrats to pass the Civil Rights Act
(CRA) which president Johnson immediately signed into law on July 2, 1964. Among
others the CRA made voting restrictions in federal elections illegal. Voting restrictions
at the state level, however, remained unchanged and there is little evidence that the
in the meantime newly elected Johnson administration had any intention to amend
the CRA soon.6 Yet, another series of singular events, especially the attack by state
troopers on peaceful demonstrators walking from Selma, Alabama, to the state capital
Montgomery on March 7, 1965 paved the way for further federal legislation since these
events received tremendous media attention as well. Soon after, on August 6, 1965
president Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965 which suspended poll taxes
and literacy tests. Moreover, the VRA authorized federal supervision of voter registration in states, or counties, where such restriction had been used in the past and where
less than 50 % of the voting age population was registered. The implementation of
the prescriptions of the VRA was very strict and hence highly effective. This stands
in contrast to all past attempts of federal legislators to improve the political access of
the black minority in the U.S. South. These were overwhelmingly unsuccessful as the
southern states always found a way to evade any changes.7 Consequently, the VRA
changed the political landscape of the U.S. South dramatically. As the participation
of black voters increased and the salience of race as the basis of the fixed political
system of the U.S. South disappeared, the quasi-monopoly of the Democratic Party
broke down.8
The above summary of the historical background substantiates our claim that the
VRA can be regarded as an exogenous source of variation in the degree of electoral
competition. This in turn allows us to identify possible political counter-reactions to
the changes induced by the VRA. Our main argument is that the VRA was an act of
federal legislation forcing state governments to abolish voting restrictions. Moreover,
the split of the Democratic party into a northern and southern fraction clearly indicates
that the VRA was exogenous to the political system of the U.S. South. The quick and
effective implementation of the VRA was largely due to singular events which gained
6
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an unexpected momentum in the media. As a consequence, the VRA and its impact
could not be anticipated by state governments in advance.

3

Empirical approach and Data

In this section we discuss our identification strategy regarding the effect of electoral
competition on the stringency of ballot access restrictions. We also briefly review our
data and present summary statistics.

3.1 Estimation approach
The main purpose of our paper is to provide robust evidence on the link between
electoral competition and the stringency of ballot access laws in the U.S. states. The
main identification problem is the apparent endogeneity of any measure of electoral
competition. Our estimation strategy therefore makes use of instrumental variables for
the degree of electoral competition. As discussed in the previous sections, we derive
instruments from the significantly different treatment of the states by the federal reform
legislation of 1964/65. In particular, states with a relatively high share of blacks were
strongly affected by the significant increase in black voter registration, whereas the
political system in states with a low share of black population stayed more or less
unaffected.
The structural equation of interest is
#SIGNit = αELCOM Pit + Xit β + ci + τt + eit ,

(1)

where #SIGNit is the absolute number of signatures minor party and independent
candidates need to gather in order to be listed on the ballot in state i in year t, ci is an
unobserved state effect and τt is a period effect. Our measure of electoral competition
ELCOM Pit is the absolute number of candidates appearing on the ballot. We also
account for additional state characteristics Xit that potentially affect the stringency of
ballot access laws. For instance, since the size of a state is likely to influence the cost
of collecting an individual signature and states may therefore differ in terms of signature requirements according to state population, we might want to include the state’s
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population as a control variable.9 A positive sign of the coefficient α would indicate
that states where electoral competition is stronger implement signature requirements
for third party and independent candidates which are more difficult to fulfill.
It is evident that naive estimations of Equation (1) will give biased coefficient
estimates: Since the number of candidates itself depends on the stringency of ballot
access restrictions, ELCOM P is correlated with the error term. For example, if a
state experiencing an increase in electoral competition (more candidates on the ballot)
reacts by raising its ballot access restrictions, some of the potential new candidates
will be deterred. Naive estimates of Equation (1) will therefore underestimate the true
competition effect.
Our suggested approach to solve the endogeneity problem is to exploit the variation
in electoral competition caused by the VRA in 1965 in order to identify possible effects
of electoral competition on ballot access constraints. As we will show, the VRA induced
a significant increase in the number of candidates appearing on gubernatorial election
ballots in the southern states. A straightforward way to investigate the differential
impact of the federal intervention of 1964/65 in terms of a reduction of impediments
to black voter participation such as poll taxes and literacy tests is to run differencein-difference estimations of the impact of the VRA on the number of candidates listed
on the ballot. In its simplest form, a corresponding estimation equation looks like
ELCOM Pit = γ(BLACK × AF T ER V RA)it + X̃it δ + c̃i + τ̃t + uit ,

(2)

where ELCOM P is again the number of candidates listed on the ballot as a straightforward measure of electoral competition, BLACK is an indicator for states which
were affected by the federal intervention (the treatment group), AF T ER V RA is an
indicator which takes value zero for all years prior to 1966 and value one for the years
starting from 1966 (the post-shock periods), and X̃ is a vector of control variables. As
in our main estimation, we account for state effects (c˜i ) and period effects common to
all states (τ̃t ). The interaction term BLACK ×AF T ER V RA captures the differential
treatment effect of the intervention on the states in the control group. A straightforward extension of Equation (2) would account for a series of interaction effects between BLACK and the period dummies for all post-shock periods, BLACK × 1966,
BLACK × 1968, etc.
Equation (2) suggests a straightforward way how to derive instruments for ELCOM P
9
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in the main structural equation (1). Given that the difference-in-difference estimations are constructed to capture the increase in electoral competition following the
abolition of poll taxes and literacy tests in the southern states, estimations following the general example of Equation (2) will reveals whether the interaction term
BLACK × AF T ER V RA as well as its individual post-shock period counterparts are
partially correlated with our electoral competition measure. Provided that the states
in the treatment group (those strongly affected by the federal intervention) experience
a significant increase in the number of candidates, a series of difference-in-difference
estimations with appropriate robustness checks should give positive and statistically
significant estimates for the parameters capturing the differential treatment effects.
These estimations will, thus, provide evidence regarding the suitability of the interaction effects as instruments for ELCOM P in Equation (1).
Of course, to obtain valid instruments for the degree of electoral competition, we
need not only establish that the instruments are correlated with the endogenous explanatory variable, but that the instruments are truly exogenous to the stringency of
the states’ ballot access provisions. As we have argued in the previous section, both
the CRA and the VRA were imposed on the southern states by the federal government. Moreover, we have argued that the enactment and implementation of both acts
was an unprecedented event. In particular, it seems to be highly unlikely that state
policymakers did anticipate the federal intervention they experienced in the course of
the 1964/65 events. To summarize, it seems to be reasonable to assume that the both
the CRA and the VRA have been exogenous to the design of state ballot access rules.
Most of the southern states were immediately affected by the VRA because they
were forced to abolish poll taxes and literacy requirements. However, bordering states
with a significant black minority group were (at least potentially) indirectly affected
by the VRA. For instance, it seems highly likely that political participation of blacks
outside the southern states was affected by the federal reform legislation. Thus, nonsouthern states with a significant population share of blacks would also experience
a shock to their political system. To account for this, we use the size of the black
minority in order to assign states to treatment and control group. Note, however, that
all results seem to be robust to several changes in the composition of treatment and
control group. In particular, there is no significant change in the main results if we
assign only the southern states (as defined by the U.S. Census) to the treatment group
and construct a control group from the remaining states sharing a border with at least
one southern state.
With regard to identification, omitted variables constitute a source of potential
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Table 1: Summary statistics
Number of candidates
Signatures required
Total population (1,000’s)
Percentage black
Per capita income
Educational attainment
Urbanization
BLACK
BLACK×(AFTER VRA)

Mean

Std. Dev.

Min

Max

2.73
9,174
3,887
0.159
5,183
40.7
56.9
0.652
0.274

1.20
16,293
2,581
0.107
1,622
12.3
13.7
0.477
0.447

1
0
308
0.007
2094
18.7
26.3
0
0

9
108,395
13,623
0.460
9259
70.6
83.7
1
1

Sample includes years with gubernatorial elections from 1946 to 1980 in Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia,
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Oklahoma,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia (Nob=219). Sources: ICPSR (Study No. 7757), the
Statistical Abstract of the United States (various years) and Winger (2006). Per capita income is measured in 1980
dollars. Educational attainment refers to the percentage of the total population at 25 years and over with a high school
diploma or a higher degree. Urbanization is the percentage of urban population as defined by the U.S. Census. BLACK
is an indicator for states in the treatment group. BLACKx(AFTER VRA) is the interaction between BLACK and an
indicator for years after 1965.

concern. The change in the number of candidates for governor might be due to the
well-known catching-up process of the U.S. South in terms of income, education and
other measures. Our difference-in-difference estimation might falsely pick up this trend,
though it is not a result of our treatment. For example, higher levels of educational attainment might induce citizens to participate in politics thereby increasing the number
of candidates. We account for this problem in a flexible way by adding control variables
which are meant to capture any specific trend in the degree of electoral competition at
the state level. In particular, we account for an independent effect of per capita income,
educational attainment and urbanization. All these variables show some positive trend
with the southern states continuously approaching the national average.

3.2 Data
This section gives a brief overview of the main variables employed in the empirical
analysis. We consider all (even) elections years from 1948 to 1980. Since congressional
elections generally take place every four years, we only have observation for around
half of the sample at each election year. The states considered are mainly located in
the Southeast of the U.S., i.e. in addition to the southern states which were directly
affected by the VRA we include a number of neighboring states as a control group.
The details of the different groups of states are discussed in the results section. The
summary statistic in Table I refers to the full sample which is listed below the table.
Our data can be divided into three sets.
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The first set entails election outcomes for U.S. gubernatorial elections from 1946
to 1980 which are available from ICPSR (Study No. 7757).10 In particular, this data
set entails our measure of electoral competition, i.e. the number of candidates in
each election. The number of candidates in the states we look at ranges from 1 to 9.
Around 8.7 % of all elections are uncontested, 44.5 % have two candidates, 25.6 % three
candidates and 14.5 % four candidates. We considered only third party candidates and
independent candidates that were actually listed on the ballot. Hence, we eliminated
write-in candidates from our data set and ignored scattered votes.
The second set is a collection of signatures requirements in presidential elections
for all U.S. states from 1948 to 1980. These data stem from Winger (2006) and are
identical to the ballot access restrictions for gubernatorial elections for all states that
we consider in our study. The restrictions we analyze only refer to third party and
independent candidates. Major party candidates often need to fulfill different requirements. Moreover, there exist other restrictions like filling fees. We use the absolute
number of signatures potential candidates needed to gather for being listed on the
ballot as a an indicator for the stringency of ballot access restriction because it is the
most wide-spread mean. Since the number of signatures are like all ballot access requirements set by the legislators of the states, the demands vary considerably both in
absolute and relative terms. For example, in 1964 a candidate in Arkansas did not
have to show any signatures to be listed on the ballot, whereas a candidate in Ohio
had to present around 465 000 signatures which corresponded to 4.6 % of the total
population.
Finally, we gathered control variables for each state as reported in the Statistical
Abstract of the United States (various years), especially the decennial issues of the
Bureau of Census. These include total population, black population, per capita income,
educational attainment and urbanization. To to account for changes of the price level,
the income data were deflated to 1980 dollars using the consumer price index from
the Bureau of Labor Statistics.11 Educational attainment refers to the percent of the
total population at 25 years and over with a high school diploma or a higher degree.
The urbanization measure is the percentage of urban population as defined by the
U.S. Census. For our classification of a ’BLACK’ we used the share of the black
population in 1960 as reported by the U.S. Census. The states which had more than
10 % black population are Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Illinois,
Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas
10
11
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Table 2: Means for social and economic characteristics of states in treatment and control group
Group
Sample
Total population (1,000’s) 1952
Total population (1,000’s) 1966
Total population (1,000’s) 1980
Percentage of blacks 1952
Percentage of blacks 1966
Percentage of blacks 1980
Per capita income 1952
Per capita income 1966
Per capita income 1980
Educational attainment 1952
Educational attainment 1966
Educational attainment 1980
Degree of urbanization 1952
Degree of urbanization 1966
Degree of urbanization 1980

Treatment
Full

Control
Full

Treatment
Restricted

Control
Restricted

3,554
4,443
5,537
0.239
0.219
0.214
3,805
5,508
7,702
0.282
0.410
0.600
0.518
0.613
0.655

2,844
3,134
3,474
0.052
0.057
0.060
4,164
5,703
7,745
0.337
0.457
0.643
0.504
0.580
0.590

3,296
3,795
4,399
0.267
0.242
0.234
3,628
5,245
7,304
0.263
0.393
0.583
0.465
0.556
0.597

2,725
3,244
3,549
0.044
0.055
0.059
4,092
5,720
7,737
0.338
0.455
0.640
0.473
0.567
0.575

Data sources: Statistical Abstract of the United States (various years). Per capita income is measured in 1980 dollars.
Educational attainment refers to percent of the total population at 25 years and over with a high school diploma or a
higher degree. Urbanization is percentage of urban population as defined by the U.S. Census.
States with poll taxes (year of abolishment in parenthesis): Arkansas (1964), Alabama (1966), Mississippi (1966),
Virginia (1966), Texas (1966).
States with literacy tests (year of abolishment in parenthesis): Arizona (1965), Georgia (1965), Louisiana (1965),
Mississippi (1965), North Carolina (1965), South Carolina (1965), Virginia (1966).
States defined as South by the U.S. Census: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North
Carolina, South Carolina, Texas, Virginia.
States in treatment group (share of blacks higher than 10% in 1960, % black in 1960 in parenthesis): Alabama (30.0),
Arkansas (21.7), Delaware (13.6), Florida (17.8), Georgia (28.5), Illinois (10.3), Louisiana (31.9), Maryland (16.7),
Mississippi (42.0), North Carolina (24.5), South Carolina (34.8), Tennessee (16.5), Texas (12.4), Virginia (20.6).
Control group states (% black in 1960 in parenthesis): Indiana (5.8), Iowa (9.2), Kansas (4.2), Kentucky (7.1), Missouri
(9.0), Oklahoma (6.6), West Virginia (4.8). States that significantly changed signature requirements (excluded in the
restricted sample): Florida, Louisiana, Maryland, Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas and Virginia.

and Virginia.

4

Results

Before we turn to our main results, we will first discuss the results of the difference-indifference estimations regarding the impact of the VRA on electoral competition in the
southern states. The composition of treatment and control group is displayed in Table
2. As mentioned above, the treatment group consists of all states with at least 10%
blacks in total state population in 1960 and includes all 10 states which are defined
as ’southern’ by the U.S. Census Bureau. Table 2 collects, separately for treatment
and control group, some descriptive statistics on the states’ social and economic characteristics. The numbers reveal that both groups were relatively similar in terms of
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Table 3: Difference-in-difference estimation (full sample)
Dependent variable
BLACK×(AFTER VRA)
AFTER VRA

(1)
# candidates
1.054 ???
(3.43)
-

BLACK×1968

-

BLACK×1970

-

BLACK×1972

-

BLACK×1974

-

BLACK×1976

-

BLACK×1978

-

BLACK×1980

-

Nob
R2
F -Test

{ Statistic
p-Value

(2)
# candidates

207
0.44
5.88
0.00

0.513
(1.13)
1.179 ??
(2.11)
0.846 ?
(1.97)
1.623 ??
(2.81)
1.771 ??
(2.45)
0.600
(0.90)
1.184
(1.49)
207
0.50
16.0
0.00

(3)
Avrg. resid’s

(4)
Avrg. # cand’s

1.064 ??
(2.32)
-0.675
(0.16)
-

1.169 ??
(2.70)
-0.260
(0.93)
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

42
0.34
3.01
0.07

42
0.83
4.32
0.03

Sample in (1) and (2) includes all gubernatorial elections from 1946 to 1980 in states belonging to either treatment
or control group (full sample, observations from 1966 excluded, see text for details). Sample in (3) and (4) includes
averages before 1965 and after 1966 (see text for details). Numbers in parentheses are absolute t-values based on robust
standard errors (allowing for clustering by state). All estimations include a full series of state effects. Estimations (1)
and (2) in addition include a full series of year effects. R2 is from dummy variables regression equivalent to fixed effects
estimation.
?
10% significance level.
?? Idem., 5%.
??? Idem., 1%.

per capita income, educational attainment and urbanization already in 1952. However,
the treatment states lagged somewhat behind with regard to income and educational
attainment. We also note that the states in the treatment group gradually catched-up
to the control group states with regard to both indicators. As mentioned above, this
is one reason of concern when running our difference-in-difference estimations because
the relative change in social and economic characteristics could have an independent
effect on the number of candidates in gubernatorial elections. Omitting the variables
that are driving these changes could then result in biased estimates of the treatment
effect.
The first set of results is displayed in Table 3. Column (1) shows the treatment
effect for a baseline specification that accounts only for state and year effects. The
increase in the number of candidates relative to the states in the control group induced

12

by the VRA is estimated to be about 1.05. The second column allows for different
treatment effects in the various years from 1968 to 1980.12 We again find strong effects
of the VRA on the number of candidates. While the effect is positive but insignificant
in 1968, beginning with 1970 we note a substantial increase in the degree of electoral
competition in four consecutive elections years. the size of the effect varies between
0.85 additional candidates in treatment states relative to states in the control group in
1972 and 1.77 additional candidates in 1976.
Columns (3) and (4) provide a first set of robustness checks. by Bertrand et al.
(2004) have recently pointed to the fact that the dependent variables in many studies
relying on difference-in-difference estimations to identify treatment effects are strongly
serially correlated, and that the potential bias resulting from this correlation has often
been ignored. Columns (3) and (4) in Table 3 display the results of two checks for
the impact of serial correlation in the degree of electoral competition that have been
suggested by Bertrand et al. (2004). Column (3) reports the results from a three
step procedure, were in the first step is a regression of the number of candidates on
a full series of state and year effects. In the second step, the residuals from the first
stage regression are used to compute average pre- and post-shock residuals for each
individual state. Finally, in the third step, the average residuals are used as dependent
variables in a two-period fixed effects estimation on the interaction term and the postshock indicator. The results from this procedure almost duplicate the results from the
baseline model. A second robustness check is reported in Column (4). Here, we took
average values for the states’ number of candidates before and after 1965 and regressed
the averages on the interaction term, a full series of state effects, and a post-shock
indicator. Again, the results confirm the strong effect of the federal intervention on
the number of candidates in gubernatorial elections.
Table 4 reports additional robustness checks that are motivated by the concern that
changes in state characteristics affecting political participation could be the true source
of the change in electoral competition in the southern states. We show results from
estimations where we have accounted for per capita income, educational attainment,
12

Note that we have excluded observations from 1966 in all difference-in-difference estimations. The
reason is that while the impact of the federal legislation on black voter participation can be though of
being immediately effective, additional third party and independent candidates are likely to appear
on the ballot with a certain time lag. With the VRA signed into law in August 1965, it is unlikely
that its effect on the number of candidates in gubernatorial elections would be fully present when the
next regular elections took place in November 1966. In order to avoid any ambiguity that might arise
from the assignment of observations from 1966 we therefore decided to exclude these observations.
Note also that including them and coding the year 1966 to be either a pre- or the post-shock period
does nothing to the mein results.
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Table 4: Difference-in-difference estimation including additional controls (full sample)
Dependent variable: Number of candidates in gubernatorial elections
(1)
(2)
(3)
BLACK×1968
BLACK×1970
BLACK×1972
BLACK×1974
BLACK×1976
BLACK×1978
BLACK×1980
Income
Educational attainment
Urbanization
Nob
R2
F -Test

{ Statistic
p-Value

0.493
(1.09)
1.329 ??
(2.14)
0.840 ?
(1.97)
1.738 ???
(3.06)
1.802 ??
(2.54)
0.655
(0.95)
1.247
(1.48)
-0.001
(1.21)
-

0.497
(1.04)
1.120
(1.70)
0.825 ?
(1.87)
1.592 ???
(2.98)
1.783 ??
(2.47)
0.596
(0.88)
1.207
(1.55)
-

-

-0.041
(0.31)
-

207
0.51
20.06
0.00

207
0.50
58.04
0.00

0.518
(1.15)
1.182 ??
(2.12)
0.853 ?
(1.84)
1.628 ??
(2.75)
1.781 ??
(2.21)
0.605
(0.86)
1.200
(1.64)
-

(4)
0.472
(1.06)
1.325 ??
(2.12)
0.813 ?
(1.80)
1.725 ???
(2.96)
1.761 ??
(2.23)
0.637
(0.89)
1.184
(1.51)
-0.001
(-1.20)
-

(5)
0.505
(1.09)
1.124
(1.71)
0.836 ?
(1.80)
1.600 ???
(2.92)
1.802 ??
(2.22)
0.606
(0.85)
1.237 ?
(1.73)
-

-0.002
(0.05)

0.010
(0.22)

-0.043
(0.31)
-0.004
(0.10)

207
0.50
22.74
0.00

207
0.51
32.22
0.00

207
0.50
19.47
0.00

Sample includes all gubernatorial elections from 1946 to 1980 in states belonging to either treatment or control group
(full sample, observations from 1966 excluded, see text for details). Numbers in parentheses are absolute t-values based
on robust standard errors (allowing for clustering by state). All estimations include full series of state and year effects.
R2 is from dummy variables regression equivalent to fixed effects estimation.
?
10% significance level.
?? Idem., 5%.
??? Idem., 1%.

measured as the percentage of people above 25 years holding at least a high school
degree, and the percentage of urban population. The estimations consistently show that
the differential effect on the number of gubernatorial candidates cannot be explained
by these characteristics, and that the estimated treatment effects are robust to the
inclusion of the additional controls.
However, further checks of the reliability of the difference-in-difference estimations
presented so far seem to be warranted. Note that the Equation (1) suggests an endogenous reaction of the states on changes in electoral competition in terms of ballot access
requirements. If some of the states experiencing a pronounce increase in the number
of candidates in the aftermath of the 1964/65 federal reform legislation, these changes
in the institutional environment would interfere with the independent impact of the
VRA on the observed number of candidates in gubernatorial elections. We checked
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Table 5: Difference-in-difference estimation (restricted sample)
Dependent variable: Number of candidates in gubernatorial elections
(1)
(2)
BLACK×(AFTER VRA)
AFTER VRA

1.286
(4.57)
-

BLACK×1968

-

BLACK×1970

-

BLACK×1972

-

BLACK×1974

-

BLACK×1976

-

BLACK×1978

-

BLACK×1980

-

Nob
R2
F -Test

{ Statistic
p-Value

???

0.597
(1.21)
2.43 ???
(3.09)
0.791
(1.75)
1.601 ???
(3.64)
2.400 ???
(3.46)
0.991 ???
(3.05)
0.879
(0.93)

134
0.74
14.85
0.00

134
0.77
7.47
0.00

(3)

(4)
??

1.184
(2.83)
-0.605 ?
(1.98)
-

1.273 ??
(2.54)
0.092
(0.29)
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

28
0.60
4.00
0.05

28
0.89
6.18
0.01

Sample in (1) and (2) includes all gubernatorial elections from 1946 to 1980 in states belonging to either treatment or
control group (restricted sample, observations from 1966 excluded, see text for details). Sample in (3) and (4) includes
averages before 1965 and after 1966 (see text for details). Numbers in parentheses are absolute t-values based on robust
standard errors (allowing for clustering by state). All estimations include a full series of state effects. Estimations (1)
and (2) in addition include a full series of year effects. R2 is from dummy variables regression equivalent to fixed effects
estimation.
?
10% significance level.
?? Idem., 5%.
??? Idem., 1%.

our difference-in-difference results for such interfering reactions in ballot access restrictions by excluding all states (both from the treatment and the control group) that
significantly changed their signatures requirement during the period of observation
and repeating all estimations. The results are reported in Tables 5 and 6. A quick
inspection of the results reveals that in the restricted sample, all results derived from
the full sample still hold. Moreover, the differential effect of the VRA is now stronger
in most cases, suggesting that the true effects were underestimated previously.
We now turn to our main results on the impact of electoral competition on the
stringency of the states’ ballot access requirements. As mentioned and discussed in
the previous section, we identify the competition effect on the number of signatures
required for minor party and independent candidates to be placed on the ballot in
gubernatorial elections by means of an IV approach. The first three columns in Table
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Table 6: Difference-in-difference estimation including additional controls (restricted sample)
Dependent variable: Number of candidates in gubernatorial elections
(1)
(2)
(3)
BLACK×1968
BLACK×1970
BLACK×1972
BLACK×1974
BLACK×1976
BLACK×1978
BLACK×1980
Income
Educational attainment
Urbanization
Nob
R2
F -Test

{ Statistic
p-Value

0.587
(1.22)
2.548 ???
(3.56)
0.781 ?
(1.85)
1.669 ???
(3.52)
2.393 ???
(3.47)
0.973 ???
(3.72)
0.918
(0.94)
-0.000
(0.88)
-

0.630
(1.25)
2.695 ???
(3.31)
0.822 ?
(1.86)
1.720 ???
(3.54)
2.386 ???
(3.61)
0.981 ??
(2.70)
0.797
(0.88)
-

-

0.132
(1.29)
-

134
0.78
8.34
0.00

134
0.78
50.24
0.00

0.546
(1.21)
2.397 ??
(3.04)
0.724
(1.63)
1.542 ???
(3.16)
2.300 ??
(2.96)
0.944 ??
(2.47)
0.696
(0.80)
-

(4)
0.486
(1.17)
2.543 ???
(3.62)
0.649
(1.65)
1.597 ???
(3.17)
2.201 ??
(2.63)
0.873 ??
(2.88)
0.596
(0.65)
-0.000
(1.29)
-

(5)
0.583
(1.25)
2.656 ???
(3.28)
0.760
(1.74)
1.663 ???
(3.17)
2.294 ???
(3.10)
0.937 ??
(2.25)
0.629
(0.75)
-

0.026
(0.81)

0.049
(1.33)

0.130
(1.30)
0.024
(0.71)

134
0.78
37.24
0.00

134
0.78
121.4
0.00

134
0.78
37.18
0.00

Sample includes all gubernatorial elections from 1946 to 1980 in states belonging to either treatment or control group
(restricted sample, observations from 1966 excluded, see text for details). Numbers in parentheses are absolute t-values
based on robust standard errors (allowing for clustering by state). All estimations include full series of state and year
effects. R2 is from dummy variables regression equivalent to fixed effects estimation.
?
10% significance level.
?? Idem., 5%.
??? Idem., 1%.

7 report results from two-stage least squares (2SLS) estimations accounting for unobserved heterogeneity at the state level and using just one instrument for electoral
competition, namely the interaction between the indicator for states affected by the
VRA, BLACK, and the post-shock indicator AF T ER V RA. Technically, the estimations are done as follows. In a first step, we account for unobserved state effects by
applying the within transformation to all variables, including the instrument. In a second step, we run a 2SLS regression on the transformed estimation equation, accounting
for year effects. As before, we report t-values based on standard errors which are robust
to both heteroscedasticity and serial correlation. We use the full sample of state/year
observations for all states belonging to either treatment or control group. However,
we now include observations from the year 1966. Furthermore, we do not include observations from 1978 and 1980. Note that the identification of the effect of electoral
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Table 7: Effect of electoral competition on stringency of signature requirements (IV estimations)
Dep. variable: Signature requirement for minor party or independent cand.’s in gub. elections
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
Number of candidates
Total state population

9,725 ??
(2.31)
-

10,300 ??
(2.06)
-0.001
(0.47)
-

Income

-

Educational attainment

-

-

Urbanization

-

-

IV’s
F -Test

{

Statistic
p-Value

10,016 ??
(2.02)
-0.002
(0.78)
15.6
(1.56)
1,261
(0.63)
85.7
(0.16)

BLACK×(AFTER VRA)
1.49
1.91
3.26
0.15
0.05
0.00

8,560 ??
(2.22)
-

9,027 ??
(2.06)
-0.000
(0.42)
-

-

-

-

-

8,512 ??
(2.07)
-0.001
(0.76)
1,172
(0.64)
14.81
(1.54)
172.7
(0.34)

BLACK×1966, . . ., BLACK×1976
1.58
2.17
3.96
0.12
0.02
0.00

Sample includes all gubernatorial elections from 1946 to 1976 in Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia,
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Oklahoma,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. Numbers in parentheses are absolute t-values based on
standard errors robust to heteroscedasticity and serial correlation. All estimations include a full series of year effects
and account for unobserved heterogeneity at the state level.
? 10% significance level.
?? Idem., 5%.

competition comes from the partial correlation between the endogenous explanatory
variable, ELCOM P , and the instrument. As we have seen from the results in Tables
3 to 6, the partial correlation between these variables is strong between 1970 and 1976,
but absent in later years. Thus, we exploit the findings from the difference-in-difference
estimations to define a sample for the IV estimations with a strong potential correlation
between our endogenous explanatory variable and the set of available instruments.
The baseline estimation is displayed in Column (1). Without further control variables, we estimate an additional candidate in gubernatorial elections to trigger an
increase in the number of required signatures by 9,725. Note the direct link between
the IV estimations and their counterparts in the previous tables. For instance, apart
from the fact that the underlying samples differ a bit, one can read Column (1) in Table
3 as the first stage regression in the 2SLS procedure that gives Column (1) in Table 7.
As with the difference-in-difference estimations, our main results are unaffected by the
inclusion of additional control variables, such as total population, per capita income,
educational attainment, and urbanization. The results depicted in Columns (4) to (6)
repeat the estimations derived so far, but use the set of interactions BLACK×1966,
. . ., BLACK×1976 as instrumental variables. Though the effect of electoral competition is now somewhat smaller, we still find a strong and significant impact of additional
candidates on the states’ ballot access restrictions.
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To summarize, our results suggest that ballot access requirements in the U.S. states
are endogenously determined. In particular, we have shown that the states react to
an increase in competition by an increase in the number of signatures third party and
independent candidates need to be placed on the ballot.

5

Conclusion

This paper starts from the observation that established political parties exploit their
power in order to reduce the chances of potential competitors. One possible instrument
which might serve that purpose - ballot access restrictions - is exemplarily scrutinized
in our analysis. In order to detect strategic adaptations of these restrictions, we estimate the effect of electoral competition on the stringency of ballot access laws in U.S.
sates from 1946 to 1976. In doing so the number of candidates serves as our measure
of electoral competition. Moreover, to overcome the potential endogeneity problem,
we instrument the number of candidates appearing on the ballot by a federal legislative intervention of 1965, when the Voting Rights Act dramatically changed political
participation of black voters in the southern states. We have also shown, by means of
a series of difference-in-difference estimations, that the VRA indeed had a significant
impact on the number of third and independent candidates in the American south.
The results of our difference-in-difference estimations indicate that the VRA in 1965
raised the number of candidates in gubernatorial elections on average by about 1.05 in
the states defined as ’BLACK’ (more than 10 percent black population in 1960) relative
to other states. This increase in electoral competition is significant at the 5% level for
most of the election years after 1965 and robust to a number of control variables which
capture the delayed growth pattern of the U.S. south. Our results are even stronger
when those states which altered ballot access requirements during the sample period
are excluded from both the treatment and control group.
In our main estimation we instrument the number of candidates appearing on the
ballot by the VRA in 1965 and find that states required between 8,500 and 10,300
additional signatures for each additional candidate. This result is significant at the 5%
level and holds for different specifications of our instruments. Moreover, these findings
remain unaltered when we control for the size of the population and a number of other
state characteristics.
In sum, our results establish that the VRA of 1965 changed the political landscape
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of the southern U.S. states considerably. The established parties were, in particular,
confronted with a strong pressure from third party and independent candidates. Using
the extraordinary variation in electoral competition induced by the VRA, we show
that hurdles to the entry of new candidates were raised in states which experienced
significant increases in electoral competition. This supports the view that the parties
in power tried to mitigate the effects of electoral competition by subtle adaptations of
political institutions under their control.
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