
Clean and Open Elections Task Force 

January 9, 2018 
 
 
In attendance: Joe Beckmann, Nate Clauser, Annie Connor, Ariel Horowitz, Andrew Levine, Sara 
Oaklander, Josh Rosmarin, Nick Salerno, JT Scott, Eric Weisman 
 
Not in attendance: Vishal Doshi 
 

Introductions  

The group welcomed Alderman J.T. Scott to the Task Force and did a round of introductions. 
 
Background on Political Science of Voter Participation 
Task Force member Josh Rosmarin presented: Using Political Science Research to Achieve Some 
of COETF’s Mandate – Josh will post to our group Google Drive 

• Framework for how we think about our work 
o Targeted Improvement 
o Broad Improvement 

• Framework can help us prioritize our work 
 

Discussion 
What would the broad perspective suggest as best practices to use? 

• Have a list of proven best practices 

• Can find what research exists on these reforms and support with data 
o Accessibility 
o Convenience 
o Authority 
o Representatives of minority voters (meaning those voting in the minority, <50%) 

 
Is there any data on why the turnout in this last election was so much higher? 

• Most likely had more to do with higher political salience 

• Less likely that it was related to any of the best practices 

• Not necessarily –  Perspective that a progressive pushback in special elections across the 
country didn’t happen, but there were still the highest votes since 1979 in Ward 2 
Somerville 

o Calculated percentage uplift from competitive elections – that’s the number that 
turnout hit 

o Turnout number this year would be consistent with a contested alderman and 
contested mayoral election; A limited boost from electoral interest 

o Could be possible to say contested elections led to higher turnout – and political 
salience may have been responsible for more contested elections 

o Impact of mayoral race versus contested alderman race – unclear 



• Part of answer may be that having contested elections is a strong way to increase voter 
turnout 

• Hard to draw causality out of this – makes the existing research valuable 
 
Turnout was high in last election, but shouldn’t be thought of as high water mark 

• Broad goal of this group is to increase turnout 

• Don’t need to put a number on it, but we want improvement in our participation 
o Do we need to think about broad and targeted improvements? 
o Nexus of broad and targeted 

 
Increasing turnout in general deals with an issue of the age curve 

• Increased turnout in Somerville was driven by younger voters 

• Voting in 60+ age group didn’t change much 

• Younger voters more active in last municipal election 

• 18-22 year olds not voting in high numbers 
 

Where are we going now? How does this affect our work? 

Do we need to prioritize different reforms as a task force? 

• Distinguish recommendations and group them 

• What are pros and cons of recommendations? What can we expect if they are taken on? 

• Why are we naming certain things on the list of potential difference makers? 

• Annie – Don’t shy away from things that are different/difficult/out of the box 

• Would be interested to see a matrix of what the city could do on its own, what would 
require a home rule petition, degree of difficulty etc. 

• Any ideas that haven’t had a municipal test yet? 
o Single biggest reform that we could do is consolidate elections so they’re the 

same time as federal elections 
o Rate of voting in federal/congressional/presidential elections is much higher – 

having ours at the same time would increase turnout 
 

Research on second time elections – if voters vote once, are they more likely to vote again? 

• Literature on voting as a habit 

• Could help with targeted interventions 
 
Role of polling: does being asked for your opinion more often influence voting?  

• Not as aware of the data on this – can look. 
 
Next steps 

• Endorse an evidence based approach 

• Homework for Josh – would be very interesting to see the matrix and the expected 
“turnout delta” 



• Where we ended last meeting – individual research assignments – still useful as a 
framework, but may be shifted based on new focus on research based methods 

• Vishal and Ariel working on mostly candidate based questions, which can continue. Will 
be the focus of our next meeting. 

o Candidate experience could also include what candidates do to get voters out – 
contested campaigns possibly the driver of turnout 

o Difference between city and candidate GOTV efforts 

• Joe and Nick will regroup on refining the data that is most of interest. 
 
Relative Priorities 

• Helps to have a structure of how we approach this 

• Build around: 
o Anticipated impact 
o Ease of implementation 

• Go for as many recommendations as possible and say why we think it’s a good idea, 
regardless of whether it will be taken on by the state/city 

• Define different dimensions/ considerations 
o Impact 
o Logistical ease 
o Political ease 
o Cost 
o Jurisdiction 
o Disproportionate effects 
o Novelty 

• Not a bad idea to show what we would prioritize – make a usable guide 
o Policies 
o Ideas 
o Goals 
o Rationale 

• Vision is greater than the detail here 
 
Update on elections from Nick 

• Chosen a date for the state primary – Tuesday September 4th – right after Labor Day 

• Proposing legislation that state be allowed to have five days of early voting for primary 
 
Next meeting is January 23rd at 167 Holland Street.  
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