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How Partisan Is Local Law Enforcement? Evidence from Sheriff
Cooperation with Immigration Authorities
DANIEL M. THOMPSON Stanford University

I s local law enforcement conducted differently based on the party in power? I offer an answer to this
question by focusing on a case in which law enforcement is elected and has meaningful independent
discretion: sheriff compliance with federal requests to detain unauthorized immigrants. Using a re-

gressiondiscontinuitydesign inanewdataset ofover 3,200partisan sheriff elections andadministrativedata
on sheriff behavior, I find that Democrats and Republicans comply at nearly the same rate. These results
contribute to ongoing research into the role that partisanship plays in local policy making, indicating that
lawenforcementofficersmake similar choices across party lines evenwhen theyhavebroadauthority. I also
present evidence that sheriffs hold more similar immigration enforcement views across party than the
general public, highlighting the role of candidate entry and selection in determining the level of partisan
polarization.

INTRODUCTION

The direct election of executives with police power
is a key feature of the American system. In-
creasing partisan polarization across the country

has raised concerns that these local executive elections
lead elected officials to apply the law differently for
partisan reasons, rather than to act as neutral arbiters,
compromising the legitimacy of law enforcement.1

Yet, these elections could also act as a moderating
force, selecting candidates who advocate a politically
neutral approach to law enforcement. Do elected
law enforcement officials make partisan enforcement
decisions?

Republican and Democratic representatives make
unmistakably different policy choices across a wide
range of offices, even when compared with others
serving the same constituents (Ansolabehere, Snyder,
and Stewart 2001; Bafumi andHerron 2010; Besley and
Case 2003; Caughey, Xu, and Warshaw 2017; de
Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2018; Fowler and
Hall 2016;Lee,Moretti, andButler 2004).The similarity

of policies put in place by Republican and Democratic
executives at the local level may be an exception or it
may simply reflect the constraints executives face
(Ferreira and Gyourko 2009; Gerber and Hopkins
2011). Recent evidence suggests that executives may
move policy in their party’s preferred direction when
they have the necessary discretion (de Benedictis-
Kessner and Warshaw 2016; Kousser 2002).

To isolate the differences between Republicans and
Democrats in terms of the policies they choose, I focus
on a case in which the local policy maker has consid-
erable flexibility: a sheriff’s decision to detain un-
authorized immigrants onbehalf of federal immigration
authorities. The vast majority of states during the
period I studied place no constraints on a sheriff’s
choice to comply with these requests from immigra-
tion authorities. Given the authority sheriffs have
overcompliance with these detainer requests and the
scale of their use—more than 677,000 instances of
detention—journalists and advocates have argued that
sheriffs determine immigration enforcement levels in
their counties.2

Simply comparing compliance in places that elect
Democrats with those that elect Republicans could
capture differences due to factors other than who
controls the sheriff’s office. I overcome this using a re-
gression discontinuity design (RDD) design, estimating
the difference in compliance between counties that just
barely elect a Democrat or Republican (Eggers et al.
2015).3 To estimate this difference, I use my newly
collected dataset of 3,500 sheriff elections, drawn from
the roughly 85% of counties with sheriffs elected in
partisan races and pair it with administrative data
measuring sheriff compliance with detainer requests.
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1 Gordon (2009) discusses this problemat the federal level. For recent
accountsof ideological lawenforcement in thepopularpress, see“The
Renegade Sheriffs” in theNewYorker (https://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2018/04/30/the-renegade-sheriffs) and “County Sheriff
Races in 2018 Might Be the Key to Resisting Trump’s Immigration
Plans” on Vox (https://www.vox.com/2018/5/10/17339274/midterms-
primaries-immigration-elections).

2 See, for example,“CountySheriffRaces in 2018MightBe theKey to
Resisting Trump’s Immigration Plans” (https:/www.vox.com/2018/5/
10/17339274/midterms-primaries-immigration-elections). “The Ren-
egade Sheriffs” in the NewYorker also discusses some of these issues
(https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/04/30/the-renegade-
sheriffs).
3 For a broader review of regression discontinuity designs in political
science, see Cattaneo, Idrobo, and Titiunik (2017); de la Cuesta and
Imai (2016); Skovron and Titiunik (2015).
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I find that, in counties with close elections, the av-
erage Democratic sheriff cooperates at nearly the same
rate as the average Republican sheriff. As I detailed
below, a sheriff’s choice to cooperate with immigration
authorities is only one step in the path from arrest to
deportation. I use the same regression discontinuity
design to test for differences in the number of back-
ground checks they send to the Department of
Homeland Security and the policies they state publicly.
Thesemeasures arenoisier, but I alsofindno substantial
partisan differences between Democratic and Re-
publican sheriffs on these other dimensions.

I demonstrate that this result cannot be simply
explained by homogeneous voter preferences across
parties. Indeed, when members of Congress from
similar districts vote on immigration enforcement
matters, and when voters from the same county are
asked about immigration enforcement, Democrats and
Republicans make radically different choices. Further,
Democratic andRepublican sheriff candidates from the
same county make noticeably different donations to
federal and state candidates in their personal life. I
present suggestive evidence that this convergence is
instead a consequence of sheriffs having more similar
preferences over local immigration enforcement across
party than the general public.

These results allay concerns that immigration law is
enforced differently based on the partisan attachments
of the executive in charge, at least when the law en-
forcement official is elected. A growing literature in
political science argues that local officeholders will take
actions to agree with their national party agenda rather
than pursuing the policies that increase local welfare
(e.g., Hopkins 2018). My results suggest that, at least in
this case, local officeholders tasked with controlling
crime and running jails are not independently pursuing
their party’s national agenda in a highly salient policy
domain.

PARTISANSHIP IN LOCAL OFFICES

The degree to which elections tether policy to the
preferences of the electorate is one of the key questions
in political science.Elections are said to place apressure
on candidates to appeal to the median voter (Downs
1957). In a dynamic setting where candidates can serve
multiple terms, the threat of future electoral sanction
pushes policy making toward the median voter as well
(Ashworth 2012; Fearon 1999). Despite this pressure,
Republicans and Democrats elected in similar districts
makedifferent policy choices in awide varietyof offices,
implying that representatives from at least one party,
and likelyboth, arenot conforming to thepreferencesof
the median voter (Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart
2001; Bafumi and Herron 2010; Besley and Case 2003;
Caughey, Xu, and Warshaw 2017; de Benedictis-
Kessner and Warshaw 2018; Fowler and Hall 2016;
Lee, Moretti, and Butler 2004). There is further evi-
dence that the threat of future electoral sanction is also
not driving legislators to converge toward the median
(Fouirnaies and Hall 2018).

Local officeholders are said to face an additional
pressure to converge, arising from the inter-
municipality competition over tax revenue (Peterson
1981; Tiebout 1956). This competition rewards cities
that offer more favorable tax policy, and the same
competition can also apply to law enforcement, driving
mayors to take up more aggressive strategies for re-
ducing crime or changing the way law enforcement
officials respond to undocumented immigration. Al-
though some recent work is consistent with this model
(Ferreira and Gyourko 2009), including some work
studying local immigration policy (Williamson 2018), it
is by no means settled (Gerber and Hopkins 2011; de
Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2016, 2018).

Among the most common explanations for partisan
divergence is the citizen-candidate model (Alesina
1988; Besley and Coate 1997; Osborne and Slivinski
1996). This class of models, which points to candidate
entry costs as an important factor in determining rep-
resentation, is connected to a large empirical literature
on the causes and consequences of candidate entry
which finds that moderates are less likely to run (e.g.,
Besley 2004;FoxandLawless 2005;Hall 2017;Thomsen
2014). The key idea is that, when running is costly,
a candidate whose views are further from the other
candidate or candidates entering the race may be more
willing to pay the cost of entry to move policy in their
direction. This dynamic can leave voters to choose
between twocandidateswhoare somedistance fromthe
median voter.

Most of our understanding about local partisan
convergence comes from studies of taxation, govern-
ment spending, and government debt. But, although
Republicans and Democrats have different views on
national economic policy, local economic policy may
not be as polarized among voters (Jensen et al. 2019).
Immigration enforcement, on the other hand, is
a highly polarized issue at the national and local levels.
Accordingly, if the conditions exist for divergence on
any issue at the local level, immigration enforcement is
one of the domains in whichwewould bemost likely to
observe it. Indeed, Creek andYoder (2012) found that
states with Republican governors are more likely to
pursue tough immigration enforcement policies. Fur-
ther, the actions of many local officials are hemmed in
by other political and bureaucratic actors. The existing
empirical research on partisanship in local immigra-
tion enforcement has primarily focused on police,
finding that they behave in a nonpartisan way, par-
ticularly when they are accountable to a city council
rather than a partisan mayor (Lewis et al. 2012; Lewis
and Ramakrishnan 2007). This is consistent with their
role as bureaucratic policy implementers.But thework
that includes sheriffs finds that they are more exposed
to the electoral dynamics described above (Varsanyi
et al. 2012). Sheriffs also have a greater capacity to act
on these electoral pressures, given their independence
and joint role as policy maker and implementer. And,
despite their more limited role in policing, sheriffs are
responsible for the majority of local jails, a policy
domain in which they can often exert significant
discretion.

How Partisan Is Local Law Enforcement?
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These resultsoffer competingpredictions forwhether
we should observe partisan divergence among sheriffs
on immigration enforcement. Although reelection
incentives and inter-municipality competition may
drive convergence, if these forces arenot strongenough,
candidate entry could drive divergence. But the typical
setup of the citizen-candidate model that results in di-
vergence may not apply in this case. The common
version of the model is that costs are similar for all
potential candidates across the ideological spectrum
and perhaps even highest formoderate candidates. The
case of sheriffs offers a potential alternative scenario: If
law enforcement experience leads people to adopt
a view on immigration enforcement within a narrow
range, and candidates for sheriff need law enforcement
credentials to run,4 the costs of runningmay be too high
to permit entry to anyone outside a narrow band of the
ideological spectrum.

In the following analyses, I first present evidence that
Democratic and Republican sheriffs from similar
counties make similar immigration enforcement de-
cision. I then demonstrate that this is not a consequence
ofmy choice to study immigration enforcement, finding
that Democratic and Republican members of Congress
from similar districts vote quite differently on immi-
gration enforcement matters and that Democratic and
Republican members of the public from the same
county report different views on immigration enforce-
ment. I also present evidence that this similarity be-
tween sheriffs of different parties does not hold on all
issues—Democratic sheriff candidates are much more
likely to donate to Democratic candidates for state and
federal office thanRepublicans andvice versa. Finally, I
test two substantive explanations based on the models
above. First, I assess whether sheriff candidates hold
more similar views on immigration enforcement across
party, following the logic of heterogeneous entry costs I
described above. Second, I estimate the effect of term
limits on partisan convergence. The evidence I present
in both cases is only suggestive, but it is more consistent
with the heterogeneous entry cost and candidate se-
lection stories than an electoral accountability model.

SHERIFFS AND
IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT

Sheriff Elections

Unlike most other law enforcement officials, the vast
majority of sheriffs are elected. Out of 3,142 counties or
county equivalents, 3,083 in 46 states elect a county
sheriff.5 Five states, and a small number of counties

outside these states, hold nonpartisan sheriff elections.6

The remaining 41 states, totaling to more than 2,700
counties, hold partisan sheriff elections.

The Role of Sheriffs in
Immigration Enforcement

Immigration policy is largely a federal matter, but the
federal authorities request help from sheriffs at a few
important junctions.7 Immigration and Customs En-
forcement (ICE),within theDepartment ofHomeland
Security (DHS), is responsible for most interior en-
forcement of federal immigration law. Although it is
not a legal mandate of their office,8 local law en-
forcement agencies still come across immigrants who
are in the United States unlawfully in the course of
their regular duties. Sheriffs, who are responsible for
most jails, run federal background checks on most
people who come into their custody. These back-
ground checks are administeredby theFederalBureau
of Investigations and, in recent years, due to the federal
program Secure Communities and the Priority En-
forcement Program, have been shared with the DHS.
The DHS then checks the immigration status of the
individual held by a sheriff. If theDHS flags the person
being held as an unauthorized immigrant, ICE can
choose to send a request to the sheriff asking that he or
she detain the immigrant for an additional 48 hours
beyond scheduled release, so that ICE can pick up the
person and process them through the immigration
system. Figure 1 describes the basic path an un-
authorized immigrant could take from arrest to de-
portation under the program that is currently active,
Secure Communities.

ICE started operations in 2003, but detainer requests
were relatively uncommon in the early years of the
bureaubecause ICEhad limited resources to determine
whether a jail was holding a potential candidate for
removal (Cox and Miles 2013). In 2008, ICE began
rolling out the Secure Communities program as part of
the post September 11 mission to encourage data
sharing across law enforcement agencies and to focus
interior immigration enforcement onmigrants who had
committed crimes or were potential terrorist threats.
This program allowed ICE to detain migrants accused
and convicted of crimes more easily. The program was
first rolled out primarily in South Florida and along the
United States–Mexico border. According to calcu-
lations in Miles and Cox (2014), over 90% of the
population living along the United States–Mexico
border lived in a countywhereSecureCommunitieswas
active by 2010, and approximately 80% of the US

4 More than 95% of sheriffs have prior law enforcement experience
(Farris and Holman 2015, 2017). Fourteen states codify this by re-
quiring all sheriff candidates to have prior law enforcement
experience.
5 Alaska, Connecticut, and Hawaii do not have local sheriffs. Rhode
Island’s sheriffs are appointed by the Governor. A small number of
counties outside these states, such as the boroughs of NewYork City,
do not elect a sheriff.

6 These states are California, Louisiana, Minnesota, Oregon, and
Tennessee.
7 For a helpful discussion of the history of federal, state, and local
immigration policy, see Provine et al. (2016).
8 The supremacy clause of the US Constitution has been read by
numerous courts to imply that local and state lawenforcementofficials
cannot be compelled to enforce immigration law. See Galarza v
Szalczyk fromtheUSCourt ofAppeals for theThirdDistrict. Thiswas
an active area of litigation throughout the period I studied.
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population lived ina countywhereSecureCommunities
was activeby2012.CoxandMiles (2013) also found that
the program was rolled out earlier in places with larger
Hispanic and foreign-born population. They also found
that political factors, such as Republican presidential
vote share and local anti-immigration legislation, do not
independently predict early activation. In 2013, all law
enforcement agencies not yet enrolled were automat-
ically made participants. In 2015, the Obama adminis-
tration replaced Secure Communities with the Priority
Enforcement Program through which the FBI contin-
ued to sharefingerprint datawith theDHS, but ICEwas
instructed to only pursue national security threats and
individuals convicted of committed a serious crime
(Alsan and Yang 2018). The Trump administration
reactivated Secure Communities in 2017.

More than 368,000 deportations since 2009 began
with an apprehension under a well-defined interior
enforcement program. Of those deportations, over
153,000 were facilitated by the Secure Communities
program. Another 115,000 were initiated under the
287(g) program that also enlists local law enforcement
in cooperation with ICE.9

EMPIRICAL APPROACH

Competitive Partisan Elections for
Sheriff, 2003–16

For this project, I gathered an original dataset of 3,500
sheriff elections held between 2003 and 2016. Fifteen
states with partisan sheriff elections collect most or all
county-level election results at the state level for someof
theyears I studied.10 I collectedall theseelection results.
I supplemented these data by collecting sheriff election

results from 2003 to 2016 for every county with a pop-
ulation over 100,000 according to the 2000 Census. I
collected these data fromeachof the roughly 400 county
election boards directly. I focused on large counties
because they are more likely to have a large enough
population of unauthorized immigrants that at least
some would end up in a sheriff’s custody and be subject
to a detainer request.

Table A.1 in the Online Appendix compares the
sample with all regularly scheduled general elections
for sheriffs that occurred from 2003 to 2016.11 The
sample covers 80% of all partisan sheriff elections
held in high-population counties during this period
and 32% of all sheriff elections. Since the large,
partisan sample is nearly a census, the elections I
collected from large counties look very similar to the
full set of elections held in large counties in terms of
geographic distribution, voting population, recent
presidential voting, and partisan control of the gov-
ernor’s office. Overall, my sample includes fewer
sheriff races in the Midwest and more everywhere
else.12 I alsohavemore elections in larger counties and
counties with larger foreign-born population.All told,
this means the estimates are a weighted average of the
county-level treatment effects where large counties
are weighted up. In the appendix, the main results
comparing large-only estimates and all-county esti-
mates are reported.

37%ofall partisan races in the sample, and48%of the
large-county elections, have at least one Democrat and
Republican competing. In both the full sample and the
large-county sample, roughly 55% of races have two or
more candidates receiving votes. The typical vote share
for thewinner is 78%, coding uncontested candidates as
receiving 100% vote share. Table A.2 in the Online
Appendix reports these descriptive statistics in full. For
comparison, I included the same statistics forUSHouse
general elections held during this period, 83% of which
had a Republican and Democrat running and only 6%
of which were uncontested.

Detainer Requests and Compliance, 2006–15

I also collected data on detainer requests from the
Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse (TRAC)
at Syracuse University. Their team used Freedom of
Information Act requests to acquire data on every
detainer request made by ICE and records on whether
the subject of the request is ultimately detained. Their
data also note the institution that receives the request;
the state and county where the institution is located;
whether the institution is runby thecounty, city, state, or
federal government; and themonth inwhich the request
was sent. I used their database to obtain the number of
detainer requests received every month by each

FIGURE 1. Status of Unauthorized Immigrant
From Arrest to Deportation, Secure
Communities Program

The process of identifying and removing an unauthorized
immigrant accused of committing a crime in the interior often
requires cooperation between federal and local law and
immigration enforcement. Decisions made independently by
actors at the federal or local level can make it much harder for
a particular unauthorized immigrant to be identified or removed.

9 Like other immigration enforcement measures, I calculated these
statistics using data from TRAC.
10 These states are Arkansas, Arizona, Georgia, Idaho, Kentucky,
Massachusetts, Montana, North Carolina, New Mexico, Ohio,
Oklahoma, South Carolina, Virginia, Vermont, and West Virginia.

11 Thedata on sheriff election timing come from theNational Sheriff’s
Association, with minor corrections based on records from county
election administrators.
12 Data on state partisan control come from Carl Klarner’s State
PartisanBalanceData andGovernorsDataset. Presidential voting by
county come from Dave Leip’s Atlas of Presidential Elections.
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institution broken out by whether ICE ultimately
detained the individual. I hold out the institutions not
run by the county sheriff, such as city jails and state and
federal prisons, and aggregated the data to the county-
by-year level.

These data highlight the importance of the Secure
Communities program. The rollout of the program
coincided with a ramp-up from 110,000 requests and
80,000detainees in 2008 to201,000 requests and115,000
detainees in 2011. As federal policy changed to limit
detainer request for those not convicted of a crime, the
number of detainer requests has dropped. Only 83,000
requests were made in 2014—39,000 resulted in ICE
detaining the individual. Figure A.1 in the Online
Appendix presents these trends.

These data from TRAC can be further divided by
whether the arrestee was convicted of a crime and, if so,
how serious the crime was. The seriousness ranges from
level 3, which is composed of misdemeanors, to level 1,
which captures what ICE calls “aggravated felonies,”
including murder, rape, and drug trafficking.

My primary measure of sheriff immigration policy is
the rate at which sheriffs comply with detainer requests.
I calculate a sheriff’s compliance rate as the share of
detainer requests that result in detention. This means
that when no detainer requests are made, I do not have
a measure for the compliance rate for that county and
time period.

I focus on this measure for two substantive reasons
and a methodological reason. First, sheriffs are able to
manipulate this outcome directly.One of the challenges
in previous work studying the behavior of executives is
that they often have limited control over outcomes we
can easily measure—fiscal policies are often set in part
by legislatures, broad economic indicators are likely not
immediately responsive to executive choices, etc. By
contrast, even offices that receive many requests,
resulting in a good measure of the underlying willing-
ness to comply, display considerable heterogeneity in
compliance rates. Roughly 20% of sheriffs receiving
more than 80 requests comply less than 30%of the time
or more than 80% of the time with a standard deviation
of 18%. Figure A.2 in the Online Appendix plots the
distribution of compliance rates by decile of the number
of requests received.

Second, despite considerable media coverage of
outspoken sheriffs, most sheriffs do not join in a 287(g)
cooperation agreement with ICE or pursue policies
that earn them the “sanctuary” label. The compliance
rate is a continuous measure that allows to compare
sheriffs who do not state a policy publicly with those
who do.

I also focusedoncompliance ratesbecause theydonot
require any normalization. Most outcomes that a sheriff
can affect, such as the number of detainer requests with
which they comply or the number of background checks
they submit, haveanunobservedbase rate.Although the
causal identification strategy given below ensures that
these base rates are equal for Democratic and Re-
publican sheriffs in expectation, the unobserved base
rates increase the variance of the estimated difference
between Republican and Democratic sheriffs. The

compliance rate solves this problem at a cost. The ideal
way to normalize themeasure of compliancewould be to
use theexpectednumberofopportunities for ICEtosend
a detainer request. This is unobservable. Instead, I use
thenumberof requests ICEmakes.Because this number
could be impacted by strategic choices ICE makes in
response to the behavior of the sheriff, it is also an
outcome in some sense and could introduce a bias. I am
able to check this, and I present these checks along with
the results.

Other Ways Sheriffs Can Impact
Immigration Policy

The compliance rate is a useful measure of the immi-
grationenforcementpolicyasheriff ispursuingbecause it
captures theoutcomeofan important immigrationpolicy
decision sheriffshave the authority tomake, it is sensitive
to many policies a sheriff can implement, and it has an
interpretable scale. However, sheriffs are also able to
change policies in ways that impact local immigration
enforcement but may not change the compliance rate. I
obtained two additional datasets that measure some of
thesepolicyoutcomes.Thefirst isadataseton thepolicies
sheriffs say they had toward cooperation with ICE as of
2015, collectedby the ImmigrantLegalResourceCenter.
These data were collected over time with some updates
after 2015without a clear note regardingwhen the policy
changed. I treat these policies as though theywere active
in 2015 for the analysis.

I also collected data from reports ICE made to Con-
gress on the progress of the Secure Communities pro-
gram. These reports include roughly annual updates on
the number of background checks submitted from
aparticularcounty,howmanyidentifiedanunauthorized
immigrant, and how many identified people were ulti-
mately deported. These data run from 2012 to 2015.

Regression Discontinuity Design in
Sheriff Elections

For themain results, I estimated regression functions of
the form:

Yct ¼ mþ tDemct þ f Vctð Þ þXctbþ «ct;

where Yct is an immigration enforcement-related out-
come in county c and year t.Demct is a dummy variable
indicating a Democratic sheriff winning the election,
and f(Vct) is a flexible function of the running variable,
which is the percentage of the two-party vote share
going to theDemocratminus 50, so that a 50–50 election
is 0 on this scale. I subset the data to cases, where the
winner and runner-up are a Democrat and Republican
in any order. This means that t is the effect of having
aDemocrat elected as the sheriff conditional on a 50–50
tie between a Republican and Democrat. Finally, Xct is
a setof controls that I leaveoutofmost specificationsbut
include to increase the precision of treatment effect
estimate and as a robustness check.

The key identifying assumption behind this design is
that the compliance rate of Republican and Democratic
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sheriffs would, hypothetically, change smoothly with the
Democratic vote share near the 50–50, perfect tie
threshold (Imbens and Lemieux 2008; Lee and Lemieux
2010). This is a highly plausible assumption. As Eggers
et al. (2015) pointed out, a violation of this assumption
would require incredibly good information about voting
patterns in the county or illegal vote editing, and this
capacitywould have tobedifferential across parties. They
also tested this assumption in a largenumber ofAmerican
elections, and some outside the United States, and found
very little evidence for violations.13 A test of this as-
sumption with the data is reported in Table A.10 in the
Online Appendix. Although the tests were somewhat
noisy, I did not find strong evidence for bias.

Still, even a randomized experiment can have
imbalances due to sampling variability. This can happen
in an observational setting too. As I mentioned above, I
report some estimates with controls, including a flexible
function of the lag of the outcome variable, to adjust for
any remaining pretreatment imbalances between the
potential outcomes at the 50–50 threshold.

When setting up this design, I consider a county in
a given year its own experimental unit. The treatment is
assigned to a cluster of years for a county based on the
statutory term length. Based on this design, the average
difference between counties that just barely elect a Dem-
ocratic sheriff and those that just barely elect aRepublican
should be zero for all fixed county characteristics. For
example, places that just barely elect a Democratic sheriff
should include a similar share of rural counties as places
thatbarelyelect aRepublican sheriff. Further, because the
probability of joining Secure Communities early is not
a consequence of local political control (Cox and Miles
2013), the share of early adopters should be the same for
counties that barely elected a Republican sheriff as for
those that barely elected a Democrat.

An important part of estimating the effect in a re-
gression discontinuity design is to make sure that the
functional form, f, is appropriate.A bias–variance trade-
off arises here, in which one would like to use a flexible
functional form, but if the true relationship between the
potential outcomes and the running variable is a low-
order polynomial, a more flexible functional form could
produce an estimate in any given sample that is much
further fromthe trueeffect. Iaddress thisbyreporting the
results using many functional forms and showing that
estimate is robust to changes in the functional form and
the subset of the data used to estimate the effect.

RESULTS

Counties Represented by a Democratic and
Republican Sheriff Comply with Detainer
Requests at the Same Rate on Average

Figure 2 presents a graphical version of the regression
discontinuity design. The vertical axis represents

a sheriff’s compliance rate with ICE detainer requests in
a given year. The horizontal axis is the Democratic
sheriff’s share of the two-party vote in the most recent
sheriff election. The most striking feature of this figure is
how similar the average compliance rate is across elec-
toral environments. Counties in which the Democratic
sheriff received around 65% of the two-party vote have
a similar compliance rate to counties in which the
Democratic sheriff won 35%of the vote. Consistent with
this nearly flat relationship, there is almost no difference
in average compliance rates at the discontinuity. It is
important to note that the variable plotted on the vertical
axis here is controlled by sheriffs. Previous work has
shown thatplaces that supportDemocratsathigher levels
have more favorable policies toward unauthorized
immigrants generally (Gulasekaram and Ramakrishnan
2015; Provine et al. 2016). This plot, instead, shows that
the enforcement policies sheriffs choose on their own are
relatively similar in more and less Republican-leaning
counties.

Formalestimatesof the local average treatmenteffect
are reported in Table 1. The first row presents estimates
of the effect using all elections in the specified band-
width. Columns 1–4 report estimates from fitting a local
linear, third-order polynomial, third-order spline, and
fifth-order polynomial function of the running variable.
In columns 5–8, estimates using the same functional
forms as in columns 1–4 are reported, but I also adjust
for the county’s compliance rate in the year before the
sheriff takes office. The compliance rate is changing
throughout the years in the sample, meaning that the
relationship between the compliance rate in time t and
time t2 x is also changing. To address this, I included an
interaction between a fully saturated set of dummies for
year and election year as well as the election-year

FIGURE 2. Republican and Democratic
Sheriffs Comply With ICE Detainer Requests
at the Same Rate

Each of the large dots represent binned averages of the
underlying data. The small dots are the raw data. The blue line
comes from a third-order polynomial regression of compliance
rate on Democratic vote share fit separately for counties with
Democratic and Republican winners.

13 For a fuller discussion of balance in election-basedRDdesigns, see
Caughey and Sekhon (2011); de la Cuesta and Imai (2016); Grimmer
et al. (2012); Snyder (2005).

How Partisan Is Local Law Enforcement?

227

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

19
00

06
13

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055419000613


compliance rate. The last column reports the treatment
effect estimated by the procedure described in Calo-
nico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik (2014), which selects
a bandwidth that minimizes the mean-squared error of
the treatment effect estimator and uses kernel re-
gression with a triangular kernel.

Across specifications, the treatment effect estimates
tend to be negative yet close to zero. The first row in
column five, for example, reports a two-percentage
point lower compliance rate when a county’s sheriff is
a Democrat versus a Republican. Returning to Figure
2, note that a large share of counties produce com-
pliance rates above 70% or below 30%. Figure A.2
further shows that even counties receiving many
requests have compliance ratesoutsideof that range.A
two-percentage-point difference is barely noticeable
in the natural variation of compliance rates. Taking the
95% confidence interval of the estimate from my
preferred specification, column 7 only includes effects
of 210%, which is still quite small relative to the au-
thority sheriffs are granted and the natural variation in
the measure. These plausible effects look particularly
small when compared with the change in sheriff
compliance rate in California from 2013 to 2014 when
the state passed a law banning compliance for mis-
demeanors and encouraging sheriffs to reject more
detainer requests. From 2013 to 2014, the compliance
rate of California’s sheriffs dropped by 40%, whereas
that of sheriffs in the rest of the country stayed roughly
the same.

As I described above, the outcome is undefinedwhen
the sheriff’s office receives no detainer requests and is
therefore codedasmissing. If these observations arenot
missing at random, this could bias the estimates. I
conducted an initial check of this by limiting the analysis
to large counties because they are, ex ante, more likely
to have received at least one detainer request and
therefore have a defined compliance rate. These esti-
mates using only large-population counties, which are
reported in Table A.11, are noisier but consistent with
the estimates from the full sample. I also present esti-
mates in Table A.13 based on alternative

transformations of the total number of ICE detentions
and reach a similar conclusion.

The large-population county estimates, which are
reported in Table A.11, also offer evidence that the
partisan gap is similar in small counties and large
counties. I draw this conclusion by noticing that the
estimates based on large counties alone are similar to
these estimates using both large and small counties.

The Number of Detainer Requests Is Not
Affected by the Partisanship of the Sheriff

One potential threat tomy interpretation is the fact that
the denominator inmymeasure of sheriff compliance is
also posttreatment. To see the possible issue, assume
that Democrats are in fact less likely to comply with
a detainer request. If ICE knows this, theymay respond
by sending fewer requests, focusing on the requestswith
which the sheriff will comply. The effect of electing
a Democratic sheriff on the compliance rate could be
zero in this case, but not because Democratic and Re-
publican sheriffs implement the same policy.

I investigated this possibility by estimating the effect
of electing a Democratic sheriff on the total number of
requests ICE sends. I normalized this measure of ICE
response by dividing by the population as of the 2000
Census. The regression discontinuity design does not
require normalization for the estimator to beunbiased,
but without it, small changes in the number of requests
in large counties could drive the results. On the other
hand, a bad choice of normalization factor—one un-
related to the expected number of requests pre-
treatment—could also introducenoise.Unfortunately,
the expected number of requests cannot be directly
estimated because it is always potentially subject to
a political process. Instead, I chose the most plausible
and universally available normalization factor from
the Census. The resulting estimates are reported in
Table 2.

Counter to the concern, I found that the number of
requests per capita that the sheriff receives, if anything,
increases when a Democrat is elected to sheriff. This

TABLE 1. Effect of Democratic Sheriff on Detainer Compliance Rate

Detainer compliance rate [0, 1]

Democratic sheriff win 20.01 20.04 20.00 20.01 20.02 20.03 0.01 20.00 20.06
(0.05) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05)

N 947 1,894 1,894 1,894 722 1,467 1,467 1,467 766
Elections 346 688 688 688 257 523 523 523 274
Deg of running var func 1 3 3 5 1 3 3 5 CCT
Spline Y N Y N Y N Y N Y
Year-specific lag DV N N N N Y Y Y Y N
Bandwidth 10 25 25 25 10 25 25 25 8

Robust standard errors clustered by election are given in parentheses. The reported estimates come from regressions on the full sample of
electionsheldbetweenaRepublicanandaDemocrat.Splinemeans that theflexible regression theoutcomeonDemocratic votesharewasfit
separately onboth sidesof 0.Year-specific lagDV refers to the inclusionof the laggeddependent variable interactedwith a fully saturated set
of year-by-election-year dummies. Degree of running variable function reports the largest exponent in the regression function. CCT refers to
the method described in Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik (2014).
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result is quite unstable across specifications, however. I
suspect the main reason for this instability is the per
capitanormalization.Becausemymeasureofpopulation
is from 2000, prior to all the elections I studied, the
normalization factor is constant from year to year for
a given county. Accordingly, the columns that add in
controls for lagged requests per capita adjust for
imbalances due to the normalization factor and aremore
stable. These four columns imply that ICE sends roughly
the same number of requests, regardless of whether the
sheriff is aDemocrat orRepublican.TableA.14presents
estimates of the effect of electing aDemocratic sheriff on
alternative transformations of the number of detainer
requests and reach the same conclusion.

Looking at Figure 1 again, it is clear that there are
multiple places in the pipeline fromarrest to deportation
that couldbeeffectedbychoices the sheriff or ICEmake.
I have gathered administrative data on all these and
tested the effect of electing aDemocratic sheriff on these
outcomesusing the sameregressiondiscontinuitydesign.
In TableA.15, the effect of electing aDemocratic sheriff
on the total number of background checks a sheriff runs,
the number of background checks that result in an im-
migration database match, and the number of detainer
requests with which the sheriff complies is reported. I
found that at all other points along the pipeline from
arrest to deportation Republican and Democratic
sheriffs behave similarly and ICE makes similar choices
regardless of the party of the sheriff.

Counties Represented by a Democratic and
Republican Sheriff Are Similar Across Other
Immigration Policies and Outcomes

In line with the main findings, I found no effects of
obtaining a Democratic sheriff on the stated immigra-
tion enforcement policies in the county as collected by
the Immigrant Legal Resource Center. I estimated the
effect of electing a Democratic sheriff on participation
in the 287(g) program, contracting out jail beds for
immigrant detention, alerting ICE of immigrants, and
limits on ICE interrogations in the jail. Some of the

estimates are noisy, making large effects, such as
a 25% difference in the probability of participating
in the program, fall within the 95% confidence inter-
val. But for the two policies with narrow confi-
dence intervals—287(g) participation and detention
contracts—the effect is nearly zero. I have included the
formal estimates in TableA.17 in theOnlineAppendix.

Away from Threshold, Convergence Is Similar
under a Plausible Alternative
Identifying Assumption

The regression discontinuity design presented above is
a strategy for identifying convergence in places where
the election was a 50–50 tie between a Republican and
a Democratic sheriff candidate. This means that the
effect is local to places where changing the partisan
control of the sheriff office is most likely and where we
might be most interested in the returns to changing
partisan control of the office. But if electoral pressures
are particularly strong at this threshold, wemight worry
that partisans only converge in a small set of unusual
counties and points in time. I explore this electoral
pressure mechanism further below, but as a first check
of whether the convergence is more general, I esti-
mated convergence using a generalized difference-in-
differences design. This design relies on the common
trend assumption, which is stronger than the continuity
assumption necessary for the regression discontinuity
design, but the estimand is a weighted average of
convergence for amoregeneral population.The results,
reported inTablesA.4,A.5, andA.6, arequite similar to
the results from the regression discontinuity design,
suggesting that convergence is not unique to the 50–50
threshold.

Convergence Is Similar with and without
State Policy

During the period I studied, seven states with partisan
elected sheriffs implemented a policy that limited the

TABLE 2. Effect of Democratic Sheriff on Number of Detainer Requests per 1,000 Residents

Requests per 1,000 residents

Democratic sheriff win 0.12 20.02 0.22 0.09 20.02 20.02 0.01 20.02 0.16
(0.11) (0.12) (0.16) (0.12) (0.06) (0.06) (0.09) (0.07) (0.15)

N 1,346 2,590 2,590 2,590 1,271 2,396 2,396 2,396 1,073
Elections 460 882 882 882 431 813 813 813 360
Deg of running var func 1 3 3 5 1 3 3 5 CCT
Spline Y N Y N Y N Y N Y
Year-specific lag DV N N N N Y Y Y Y N
Bandwidth 10 25 25 25 10 25 25 25 8

Robust standard errors clustered by election are given in parentheses. The reported estimates come from regressions on the full sample of
electionsheldbetweenaRepublicanandaDemocrat.Splinemeans that theflexible regression theoutcomeonDemocratic votesharewasfit
separately onboth sidesof 0.Year-specific lagDV refers to the inclusionof the laggeddependent variable interactedwith a fully saturated set
of year-by-election-year dummies. Degree of running variable function reports the largest exponent in the regression function. CCT refers to
the method described in Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik (2014).
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ability of sheriffs to control the detainer request pro-
cess.14 The implementation dates range from 2007 to
2015, and thepolicies includechanges thatmake itharder
to comply and thosemaking it harder to not complywith
adetainer request. These types of policy changes offer an
illuminating yet somewhat limited natural experiment:
does the difference in compliance rates between Dem-
ocrats and Republicans get smaller when these policies
go into place? I tested this possibility using a triple dif-
ferences design. I included county fixed effects and year
fixed effects, using this to isolate the effect of electing
a Democratic sheriff on compliance. I interacted the
indicator for aDemocrat with an indicator for restrictive
statepolicy andalso included those indicators separately.
I found that the coefficient on the interaction is 0.01 (s.e.
0.06),with the coefficient on the indicator foraDemocrat
being20.03 (s.e. 0.03).The results,which are reported in
Table A.18, imply that the effect of electing a Democrat
rather than a Republican sheriff is similar regardless of
whether the state imposes constraints on the sheriff’s
behavior. State policy is most likely not the reason I
observe similar compliance rates under Republican and
Democratic sheriffs.

RepublicanandDemocraticSheriffsAppear to
Converge in 2017 and 2018

One additional potential threat to interpretation of this
result is that nearly all the data come from a single
Democraticpresidency. If convergence isdifferent based
on the president executing immigration law, I may draw
incorrect inferences about the drivers of convergence.
Data on the number of detainer requests ending in de-
tention are only available through 2015 at the time of
writing. Instead, I assessed convergence using two ad-
ditional datasets: a list of 287(g) sheriff cooperation
agreements active in 2018 and a list of sheriffs identified
by the Federation for American Immigration Reform as
implementing sanctuary policies as of 2018.15

The data on policies active in 2018 provide more
support for partisan convergence than strong di-
vergence. The estimates of partisan convergence on
immigration-related enforcement policy imply that
Republican bare winners are somewhat more likely to
implement a stricter enforcement policy than a Demo-
cratic barewinner, but theestimates are toonoisy to rule
out complete convergence. To tease out whether the
effects aremore consistentwith convergenceorpartisan
polarization, I run a horse race between two alternative
models of sheriff policy selection: one in which policy
choice is independent of party, and one in which only
Democratic sheriffs select sanctuary policies and only
Republican sheriffs join 287(g). Across both models, I
hold the share of sheriffs participating in either program
constant. I then put these measures together to make an
enforcement scalewhere1meansparticipating ina287(g)

agreement, 21 means implementing a sanctuary policy,
and 0 means the sheriff does neither. Table A.9 presents
estimatesof theprobability that theeffectIestimatedarises
from the complete convergence model as opposed to the
partisan separationmodel, startingwith theprior that both
models are equally probable. The probability of complete
convergence ranges from 0.48 to 0.78 across regression
specifications. This means that while the evidence is not
dispositive, if we are choosing between complete con-
vergence and a model of strong divergence, we should
favor the model of complete convergence. Altogether,
theseresultsdonot suggest that sheriffsare takingradically
different positions across party in 2017 and 2018.

EXPLANATIONS FOR
PARTISAN CONVERGENCE

Why do Democratic and Republican sheriffs choose
similar immigration enforcement policies? First, I ask
whether the issue of local immigration enforcement is
sufficiently split alongpartisan lines tooffer auseful issue
for studying thepartisanbehavior of sheriffs. I found that
Democrats and Republicans living in the same counties
hold very different views on local immigration en-
forcement and that legislators from similar districts but
opposing parties also cast different immigration en-
forcement votes in Congress. Next, I asked whether
sheriff candidates are unusualmembers of their parties. I
found that although sheriff candidates donate to co-
partisans, they hold similar immigration enforcement
viewsacrossparty.This is consistentwithan ideologically
constrained candidate pool, but not dispositive. Finally, I
tested whether this similarity is driven by reelection
incentives. I found suggestive evidence that the threat of
reelection is not driving these results.

Immigration Enforcement Splits Lawmakers

One important potential explanation for my finding is
that sheriffs are just as partisan as legislators, but im-
migration enforcement is not a partisan issue. The US
House provides a nice baseline comparison for sheriffs.
A large body of empirical work has demonstrated that
members of theUSHouse fromdifferent parties vote in
markedly different ways even after for adjusting for
district tastes (e.g., Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart
2001;BafumiandHerron2010;Lee,Moretti, andButler
2004). Is immigration enforcement oneof the issues that
splits Republicans and Democrats?

I used a regression discontinuity design to test this,
comparing the voting behavior of members of opposing
parties serving similar, competitive districts. I analyzed
rollcall votesonfourpiecesof legislation from2007,2012,
2013, and 2017. The issues, described in the appendix, all
relate to programs that encourage local cooperationwith
ICE, either changing funding for them, constraining
them, or punishing localities for not participating. Figure
3 presents the graphical results. The formal results are
reported in Table A.19 in the Online Appendix.

I found thatDemocrats aremuch less likely to support
aggressive local immigration enforcement in all four

14 These states are Alabama, Arizona, Colorado, New Hampshire,
Ohio, South Carolina, and Virginia.
15 In the appendix, I also present estimates of the effect on ICEarrests
in 2017 and 2018, but the limited sample makes it difficult to make
substantive inferences.
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cases. For some of the House votes, a large share of the
difference between Republicans and Democrats is
explainedby local district qualities.But, in all four cases,
the party of the member matters even in the identical
districts at the threshold between just barely electing
a Democrat or Republican. The votes occurred at dif-
ferent times throughout my analysis window and were
on different issues. Accordingly, it is difficult to say
whether these partisan differences are getting larger or
the votes they are taking are focusingmore on the areas
where the parties differ. Either way, these results rule
out the possibility that the national parties have similar
positions on local immigration enforcement. And they
provide a useful baseline, highlighting the puzzle of
sheriffs implementing the same policy regardless of
party.

Immigration Enforcement Splits Citizens

Voting patterns in the US House rule out partisan
agreement on local immigration enforcement as an
explanation for sheriff convergence, but House mem-
bers are subject to logrolling and strong-arming that
may allow members to cooperate and make choices
closer to the national party’s preference than their
district. Further, immigration preferencesmay bemuch
more ideologically homogeneous within a county than
a congressional district.

To get around these limitations of the US House
regression discontinuity design, I estimated within-

county partisan differences on immigration policy
preferences using the Cooperative Congressional
Election Study (CCES). Even compared with other
members of their county,Democrats andRepublicans
respond differently to questions about immigration
policy, including immigration enforcement. These
differences also persist across census regions. And
these differences are similar for counties at the 50–50
tie threshold between electing a Democratic and
a Republic sheriff. The average differences for in-
dividual survey questions from 2006 to 2016 are
reported in Table 3. Differences on measures two and
five in the table, reported in columns 2, 5, and 6, are the
most relevant here because they ask directly about
live immigration law enforcement matters. These
within-county differences range from 21%—Mid-
western Democrats being more likely to favor a Sen-
ate proposal to offer citizenship to undocumented
immigrants in 2006—to 58%—Western Republicans
being more likely to support police asking anyone
about their immigration status as of 2010. In 2016, the
CCES repeated a question it asked in 2014 about
whether the US government should identify and
remove undocumented immigrants, and across both
years and regions, Republicans were between 39%
and 49% more likely to agree. The last row reports
partisan gaps at the RDD threshold of between 32%
and 56% across an array of questions demonstrating
that if sheriffs were randomly drawn from the full set
of co-partisans in their county and implemented their

FIGURE 3. The Effect of Democratic House Member on Anti-Sanctuary Votes

Republicanmembersof theUSHouseofRepresentativesaremuchmore likely to supportbillsor amendments thatpunish localities for failing
to work with federal immigration enforcement in some way than are their Democratic colleagues. This is true even in districts with nearly
identicalpreferences.Thevotes in2007,2012,and2013wereamendments to theDepartmentofHomelandSecurityappropriationsbills.The
vote in 2017 was on HR 3003, titled the No Sanctuary for Criminals Act.
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ideal policy, the compliance rate and other policy
outcomes should differ based on the political party of
the sheriff.

Democratic Sheriffs Donate to Liberal
Candidates, Republicans Donate
to Conservatives

Even if Democrats and Republicans hold different
views on immigration policy within a given county,
Democratic and Republican sheriff candidates running
against one another could hold similar views. Fourteen
states require candidates for sheriff to have prior ex-
perience or training in law enforcement. And nearly all
elected sheriffs outside of these states have law en-
forcement experience even where it is not strictly re-
quired (Farris and Holman 2017). This sometimes
statutory requirement for running limits the pool of
possible candidates. It may be that Democrats and
Republicans with law enforcement backgrounds have
similar policy views across the board based on shared
experiences.

Themost direct test of broad ideological differences
between sheriff candidates of opposing parties sug-
gests that therearemeaningful gapsbetweenpartisans.
I usedAdamBonica’sDatabaseon Ideology,Money in
Politics, and Elections (DIME) to understand the
political choices sheriffs make in their personal lives
(Bonica 2013).DIMEuses campaignfinancedata from
the state and federal level to construct a measure of

ideology called theCFScore. These data are often used
tomeasure the ideology of candidates by looking at the
donations they receive. Instead, I focus on the dona-
tions sheriffsmake in their personal capacity. Ifind that
the donations Democratic sheriff candidates make
earn them CFScores that are different by about two-
thirds of the distance between Representatives Nancy
Pelosi and Paul Ryan.16 The results are similar when I
compared all Democratic sheriff candidates with all
Republican sheriff candidates rather than comparing
sheriff candidates running against one another. These
results are reported in Table A.20 in the Online
Appendix.

This result comes with two important caveats. First,
most sheriff candidates do not make political dona-
tions that appear in theDIME.Accordingly, this is only
a comparison among candidates who are sufficiently
engaged in national or state politics tomakea donation
and may overstate the degree to which the average
Democratic sheriff candidate differs from the average
Republican candidate. This analysis also depends on
CFScores from sheriff candidateswhomake only a few
donations. TheCFScores, then, are quite imprecise for
a particular individual. Nevertheless, the donation
patterns suggest that sheriffs typically give to state and
national co-partisans.

TABLE 3. Differences in Immigration Attitudes by Party Within County

2006 (1) 2010 (2) 2012 (3) 2012 (4) 2014 (5) 2016 (5)

Democrat 20.27 20.50 20.32 20.42 20.41 20.44
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Democrat 3 west 20.42 20.58 20.37 20.49 20.49 20.49
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Democrat 3 south 20.26 20.50 20.31 20.41 20.41 20.44
(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Democrat 3 northeast 20.30 20.51 20.30 20.41 20.41 20.42
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Democrat 3 midwest 20.21 20.45 20.32 20.41 20.38 20.44
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Democrat—tied sheriff race 20.38 20.56 20.32 20.51 20.40 20.51
(0.09) (0.06) (0.09) (0.06) (0.10) (0.09)

N 28,984 47,952 45,847 45,847 44,772 51,919
N within bandwidth 4,562 13,501 13,687 13,687 14,096 14,701
County County Fixed Effects Y Y Y Y Y Y

Robust standard errors are given in parentheses. Each row presents the average within-county difference between Democratic and Re-
publicanrespondents.Thefirstestimate reports theoverall averagedifferences, thesecondsetofestimates report theaveragedifferencesby
census region, and the third set of estimates is for counties close to theRD threshold.Eachcolumnpresents results for a surveymeasureand
survey year. All responses are coded, so that the repose most similar to support for enforcement is 1 and the other response is 0. The
measures, in order from one to five, are about citizenship for undocumented immigrants, the ability of police to question people about the
citizenship, denial of citizenship to children of undocumented immigrants, prohibitions on hospital care and public school use by un-
documented immigrants, and identifying and deporting undocumented immigrants. The regressions are reweighted, so that each county is
counted equally rather than weighting the estimates toward places with higher populations. The last set of partisan split estimates are
estimated using a regression with a flag for Democratic respondents interacted with a third-order polynomial of the RDD running variable fit
separately on either side of the 50–50 tie between a Democratic and a Republican sheriff.

16 Nancy Pelosi has a CFScore of21.124. Paul Ryan has a CFScore of
1.071.
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Democratic and Republican Sheriffs Hold
Similar Views on Their Role in
Immigration Enforcement

The campaign finance-based results suggest that, on
a broad set of issues, sheriffs who run as Democrats
likely agree with Democrats more often, and likewise
for Republicans. This does not necessarily mean that
Republican and Democratic sheriff candidates differ in
their views on immigration enforcement.

This suggests one additional explanation for con-
vergence that Democrats and Republicans running for
sheriff share views on immigration enforcement. Given
existing data, I cannot test this directly—no one to my
knowledge surveyed sheriff candidates during the pe-
riod I studied. Instead, I can test the joint explanation
that candidate entry and selection together produce
a set of candidates who hold similar policy views across
party. I evaluated this explanation by reanalyzing
a survey of sitting sheriffs conducted in 2012 by Farris
and Holman (2017).17

In their survey, Farris and Holman asked sheriffs
about their personal views on immigration policy. Two
of the questions they asked are similar, although not
identical, to twoquestions asked in theCCESduring the
same year.18 The questions ask whether the respondent
approves of increased border enforcement and police
inquiring about immigration status. Figure 4 presents
the degree to which Democrats and Republicans split

on these questions across the two surveys, limiting the
CCESrespondents to those fromcounties fromwhich I
have a sheriff respondent. I found evidence that
sheriffs are more similar across party than non-
sheriffs. Although neither of these questions directly
addresses detainer requests, the question about police
asking people to reveal their immigration status is
relevant for the job of sheriff. On this question, the
average share of Republicans supporting the policy by
county is nearly 50% greater than the share of
Democrats. Among sheriffs that difference is less than
10% and cannot be distinguished from zero, given
sampling variability. Most of the difference in this gap
is driven by Democratic sheriffs holding more con-
servative views on immigration than their co-partisans
in the public rather than Republican sheriffs holding
more liberal views.

The pattern of responses across the two surveys
suggests that sheriffs from different parties are more
likely to agree on immigration policy than randomly
selected citizens from opposing parties. Sheriffs are
particularly likely to agree on an immigration en-
forcement matter directly relevant to their job. These
results do not necessarily imply that the convergence in
compliance rates is mostly a function of the types of
people who become sheriff—sheriffs could be stating
their public policy position when responding to the
survey, and these positions could be impacted by their
interests in reelection. But, given the anonymity of the
survey, it is the best evidence supporting the joint entry
and selection mechanism. It appears that despite likely
having different political views on many other issues,
people who gain the Democratic nomination as sheriff
have similar views on the sheriff’s role and authority in
immigration enforcement as do those who win as
Republicans.

FIGURE 4. Smaller Partisan Differences Among Sheriffs Than Public

In surveys fielded in the same year and asking similar questions, sheriffs responded in amore similar way across party thanmembers of the
general public living in the same counties as the sheriffs. The surveys asked whether the respondent approves or disapproves of increased
border enforcement and police asking about immigration status. The partisan split is larger on police-specific activities for the general public
and smaller for sheriffs.

17 While giving to candidates may plausibly be unrelated to their job,
future candidates for sheriff are likely loathe to state views that about
immigration enforcement that would make it difficult to get elected.
Still, it is useful to seewhether the immigration policy preferences that
Democratic and Republican sheriff candidates state to a pollster are
different.
18 I have included the exact language of the questions in the appendix.
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Convergence Is Similar When Facing
Term Limits

The sheriff surveywas conductedby interviewing sitting
sheriffs.Mostof those sheriffs are likely to run for sheriff
again. Are the survey and the compliance rate results
a consequence of these sheriffs pursuing a policy po-
sition that gets them reelected?

A key prediction of the Fearon (1999) model of
electoral accountability is that, if an elected official is
ideologically distant from the median voter, she will
moderate towin reelection butwill notmoderatewhen
she faces no threat of removal from office. Further, if
local officeholders, subject to Tiebout competition
(Tiebout 1956)—or some other office-specific pres-
sure, including those described by Williamson
(2018)—pursue policies that maintain a tax base be-
cause it sends a valence signal to voters for reelection
(e.g., Ashworth 2012), we should expect divergence
when they no longer face reelection. In four states,
sheriffs are limited to a certain number of terms in
office.19 Using a number of different panel regression
specifications, I compare convergence with and with-
out reelection incentives in place. The results are
reported in Table 4.

Given the limited number of cases, the evidence is
quite noisy. My approach also does not isolate the
causal effect as cleanly as a fully within-candidate
design (Fouirnaies and Hall 2018). I am unable to
completely rule out the possibility that electoral
sanction is responsible for the convergence. But recall
the size of the difference between partisans in the
public on immigration policy questions, the large dif-
ference in voting patterns on immigrationenforcement
betweenDemocrats andRepublicans in theUSHouse,
and the 40-percentage-point drop in compliance rates
amongCalifornia sheriffs from2013 to2014.Theupper

bound implied by the 95% confidence intervals for all
four of the estimates in Table 4 are not quite large
enough to explain the difference between the prefer-
ences of sheriffs and their co-partisans in the general
public.

CONCLUSION

In February 2018, Attorney General Jeff Sessions went
before a gathering of theNational Sheriffs’Association,
telling them “[t]he most important thing that any gov-
ernment does is keep its citizens safe. The first civil right
is the right to be safe. Too often, politics gets in the way
of that mission.”20 His concern is broadly held, as many
worry that local governments will pursue policies
elected officials prefer or that are politically expedient
rather than those that keep their community safe and
cause the least harm. Many on the right point to
sanctuary policies, whereas many on the left point to
historic rates of incarceration, both as examples of
political interference in the administration of justice.

In this paper, I ask whether the party that controls
the office administering justice influences law en-
forcement behavior. Many law enforcement decisions
are hard to observe or made jointly by many in-
stitutional actors. It is also difficult to distinguish the
effect of political control fromother peculiarities in the
local politics. I focus on a case in which a sheriff has
given considerable discretion and all the decisions
were recorded. And I use a regression discontinuity
design to isolate the independent effect of electing
a Democratic rather than Republican sheriff. I find
that Democratic and Republican sheriffs make re-
markably similar choices regarding whether to comply
with a federal request to detain an unauthorized
immigrant.

TABLE 4. Effect of Dem Sheriff on Compliance Rate, Term Limited versus Non-Term Limited Sheriffs

Detainer compliance rate [0, 1]

Democrat 3 term limited 20.08 20.02 0.00 20.04
(0.10) (0.09) (0.09) (0.11)

Democrat 20.02 20.03 20.00 0.08
(0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06)

Term limited 0.00 0.07 0.07 0.04
(0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Candidates 91 91 91 91
Counties 45 45 45 45
N 326 326 326 326
Year FE N Y Y Y
County FE N N N Y
County controls N N Y N

Robust standard errors clustered by county are given in parentheses. The reported estimates come from counties with sheriff term limits in
Colorado, Indiana, and New Mexico.

19 These states are Colorado, Indiana, New Mexico, and West
Virginia.

20 https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-sessions-
delivers-remarks-national-sheriffs-association.
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This result runs contrary to theexpectationswewould
have from reading the work on legislative voting pat-
terns. I demonstrate this directly by showing that
Democratic andRepublicanmembersofCongress from
identical US House districts vote for quite different
immigration enforcement policies once in office.

I investigate two possible explanations for why local
law enforcement might be different. First, I ask
whether the types of people who become sheriff are
different from their co-partisans. I find evidence that
although sheriffs who win as Democrats likely hold
more liberal views generally and Republicans likely
hold more conservative views, winning Democratic
and Republican sheriffs hold similar views on
immigration-related law enforcement matters. Sec-
ond, I do not find support for the claim that sheriffs
converge under electoral pressure. These results are
consistent either with a different set of people run-
ning to be sheriff and with elections favoring people
within a narrow range of views, highlighting the role
of candidate entry and selection over reelection
incentives.

Going forward, an important question this paper
leaves open is exactly what policy the candidate se-
lection process produces.21 A number of roles in local
government, particularly in the criminal justice sys-
tem, require special expertise or draw out particular
types of candidates. My results point toward this entry
and selection process as a constraint on partisanship in
the administration of justice. But this constraint may
also result in law enforcement and criminal justice
officials that are less sensitive to the needs of their
community.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055419000613.

Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/CFASH6.
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