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A prominent argument holds that the chief purpose of municipal civil service reform in the United
States was to dislodge the overrepresentation of recent immigrants in city government. Using new
data on all municipal employees from 1850 to 1940 and employing three research designs, we

detect no evidence that the share of local government jobs held by foreign-born whites decreased following
the introduction of reforms. Instead, we show that foreign-born whites—Irish immigrants in particular—
experienced substantial gains in local government employment, concentrated in blue-collar occupations in
small- andmedium-sized municipalities. Our results call for a revisionist interpretation of Progressive Era
reforms by questioning generalizations drawn from the experience of the largest cities in the United States.
For most municipalities, instead, civil service reform in fact opened avenues to representation for members
of foreign-born constituencies who had previously been locked out of government jobs.

Q uestions of representation lie at the heart of
debates over how governments ought to staff
their bureaucracies. In theory, the merit

system—and its emphasis on standardized recruitment
through examinations—enables members from all
groups and classes to win coveted employment. Theo-
dore Roosevelt, a prominent supporter of municipal
civil service reform, wrote, for instance, that “[t]he
system of competitive examinations” for local govern-
ment jobs ought to be adopted because of the end “it puts
to discrimination for or against a man because of his
religious convictions” (Roosevelt 1895). In contexts with
ahistory of favoritism for certain groups, themerit system
might therefore represent a major step toward achieving
representational parity.
In practice, however, the merit system can also lead

to an unrepresentative public sector, as privileged
groups outperform marginalized groups on entrance
examinations and go on to staff government jobs at
disproportionately high rates. Some scholars have
argued that the unstated intent of civil service reform
was to purposefully advantagemiddle- and upper-class,
native-born whites in the competition for local govern-
ment jobs (Banfield and Wilson 1963, 41; Hofstadter
1955, 9; Shefter 1993, 77–81). According to this view,
reforms were championed by middle- and upper-class
whites who chafed against the spoils system, complain-
ing of corruption and inefficiency while also objecting

to the rising political influence of immigrant groups.
Pushing for reform in the name of identity-neutral
concerns over “good governance,” these comparatively
well-educated constituencies are thought to have
advocated for reforms that relied on written examina-
tions to select government employees in the hopes that
they would also see representational gains under this
system.1

In this article, we draw a distinction between the
intent of civil service reform and its representational
effects. We challenge the assumption that municipal
civil service reform in the United States did, in effect,
benefit native-born whites at the expense of foreign-
born whites, as its advocates had surreptitiously antic-
ipated. We argue that this view stems from a narrow
focus on the largest cities—settings in which foreign-
born whites were numerous enough to forge electorally
dominant coalitions that captured local public admin-
istration. But many immigrants settled in smaller
municipalities in which they constituted a smaller share
of the local population and in which native-born con-
stituencies guarded their comparatively strong position
by wielding the discretionary recruitment of public
servants. As the diffusion of civil service reforms
reached these smaller municipalities—often under
pressure from state governments for whom the impetus
was the experience of larger municipalities—it opened
opportunities for the representation of foreign-born
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1 This view is recounted in several introductory textbooks in political
science, whichwe reference in SupplementaryMaterials in SectionA.
Particularly emblematic is Kernell et al. (2017, 501) who write,
“[a]lthough ostensibly aimed at rooting out corruption and cleaning
up electoral politics, progressive reforms also were designed to
enhance the political clout of the ‘right’ kind of people—educated
middle- and upper-middle-class folks like the reformers themselves—
at the expense of poor urban immigrants and their leaders ‘of slender
social distinction”’ See, inter alia, Judd and Swanstrom 2002, 85–6;
Lowi et al. 2017, 526.
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whites who had previously been locked out of govern-
ment jobs. In other words, we argue that, at least during
the Progressive Era, the effect of civil service reform on
descriptive representation was critically conditioned by
the size of the municipality in which it was adopted.
Our argument hinges on a broader theoretical claim

about the relationship between city size, bureaucratic
selection, and representation. Owing to the negative
externalities of life in large cities (crime, traffic, etc.),
these municipalities tend to be expected to perform a
wider range of functions, meaning there exists a larger
number of jobs to distribute. When these jobs are dis-
tributed via the spoils system,marginalized groups face a
strong incentive to engage in a coordinated effort to
capture these wages by trading votes for wholesale
employment. These dynamics prevail less in smaller
cities, wheremarginalizedgroups often comprise smaller
shares of the population, meaning that these groups find
themselves unlikely to secure unemployment under the
spoils system. In summary, we theorize that enclaves of
marginalized groups in small and midsize cities are—at
least comparedwith their peers in large cities—poised to
benefit more from a shift to the merit system.
To evaluate this argument, we pair data on the race

and birthplace of municipal government employees
from the full-count census from 1850 to 1940 with data
on the timing of municipal civil service reforms to
examine changes in descriptive representation in
municipal bureaucracy. Our primary analysis uses an
event study design to assess the effects of municipal
civil service reform on descriptive representation.
Here, we find that the share of local government jobs
held by foreign-born whites relative to their popula-
tion share increased in the three decades following the
introduction of reforms, with the effects concentrated
in blue-collar employment and driven largely by gains
among Irish immigrants. We detect no analogous
effect of municipal civil service reform on foreign-
born whites’ descriptive representation in white-
collar jobs.
Next, we leverage variation in statewide legislation

that mandated the adoption of civil service reform. The
timing of municipal reforms was far from random and
may have been associated with changing bureaucratic
demographics. By using state-level assignment, we cir-
cumvent the particular circumstances of a specific city.
Crucially, many of these statutes required that only
municipalities above a given population threshold
implement changes to themanner in which government
employees were recruited. Our second research design
thus uses statewide assignment as an instrument to
estimate the effect of civil service reform on descriptive
representation on an unrestricted sample. The findings
of this analysis are directionally identical to those
obtained from the event study: looking at municipali-
ties assigned to adopt civil service reform, the share of
foreign-born whites in blue-collar government jobs
increased relative to their share in the population.
Our third research design exploits the population
thresholds in the statewide legislation by implementing
a regression discontinuity that compares the effects of
reform on a restricted sample of municipalities that are

within 15,000 residents of the population thresholds.
Here, we detect no evidence that civil service reform
had any influence on descriptive representation.

All three analyses show that, contrary to the pur-
ported objectives of civil service reform, the share of
blue-collar local government jobs held by foreign-born
whites did not decrease following reforms. What
explains these findings, in which municipal civil service
reforms evidently failed to achieve their stated goal?
Our interpretation is revisionist. We show that, on the
eve of civil service reform, many municipal jobs were
not held by appointees of immigrant-led machines.
Instead, in small-to-medium-sized cities across the
United States we demonstrate that foreign-born whites
tended to be underrepresented in municipal govern-
ment, likely facing discrimination similar to what they
experienced in private labor markets. Historical case
studies and existing empirical work have largely over-
looked this tendency by focusing on a handful of the
very largest cities. Far from dislodging the hypothe-
sized domination of immigrants, the introduction of
civil service reform actually bolstered the representa-
tion of members from foreign-born constituencies who
had previously been locked out of government jobs.
Consistent with this argument, we show that our main
results are predominantly driven by increases in for-
eign-born white representation in municipal employ-
ment in small-to-medium-sized cities.

Our findings make several contributions. First, and
despite the importance of representational consider-
ations in explaining support for the civil service reform
movement, scholars have yet to systematically evaluate
the consequences of meritocratic recruitment proce-
dures on the composition of those employed in munic-
ipal public service.2 Instead, studies of municipal civil
service commissions have focused primarily on assessing
their effects on public services (Lineberry and Fowler
1967; Ornaghi 2019; Rauch 1995). This oversight stands
in contrast to work on other Progressive Era municipal
reforms and where descriptive representation has been
studied as an outcome (e.g., Trounstine and Valdini
2008) and the descriptive consequences of racial segre-
gation in the federal bureaucracy (Aneja and Xu 2022).

Second, this research highlights the extent to which
the conventional wisdom drawn from case studies and
quantitative work on the largest cities in the United
Statesmay not describe themodalAmerican city. To be
clear, our argument does not negate these accounts: in
the largest cities, where these studies were often situ-
ated, we find that representation of native-born whites
in municipal governance increased—and the share of
foreign-born whites decreased relative to their popula-
tion—following civil service reforms. But importantly,
by broadening the range of cases under consideration,
our findings reveal the conditional nature of the exist-
ing theoretical accounts of the causes and consequences
of municipal civil service reform.

2 Generally, scholars have examined representation in municipal
government (Eisinger 1982; 1983), but have not traced a relationship
to municipal civil service reform in particular.
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THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON REFORM
AND REPRESENTATION

A rich body of research spanning political science and
public administration emphasizes the importance of a
representative bureaucracy (Kingsley 1944). The core
theoretical claim uniting these accounts is the idea that,
especially for underserved groups, better descriptive
representation in government institutions enables
forms of active representation that yield better out-
comes for the constituencies that bureaucracies are
intended to serve (Meier and Stewart 1992; Selden
2015; Sowa and Selden 2003). The connection between
descriptive and active representation is thought to
operate through several channels. For one, government
institutions that mirror the constituencies they are
intended to serve are often perceived as more legiti-
mate and thus better able to engage in the coproduction
of governance with a diverse body of citizens (Riccucci,
Van Ryzin, and Li 2016). Second, having a representa-
tive bureaucracy appears to enable the full range of
diverse attitudes and preferences held by citizens to be
reflected in the halls of power, thereby promotingmore
accountable and responsive policy (Bradbury and
Kellough 2008).
Much of the research investigating representation in

bureaucracies has focused on race and gender,
although not exclusively (e.g., Waldinger 1999).
Scholars working in this tradition have documented
the extent to which women and racial minorities are
critically underrepresented in the public sector institu-
tions (Riccucci and Saidel 1997). A smaller body of
research has emerged to examine the ways in which
immigrant populations—the members of which may
not necessarily be racial minorities—face hurdles to
adequate representation, particularly in government
service. Chief among the obstacles that undermine
adequate representation of recent immigrants in gov-
ernment service are both onerous citizenship require-
ments and language barriers enacted through
competitive examinations, which, in the United States,
are almost always held in English (Lewis, Liu, and
Edwards 2014).
The theory evaluated in this paper builds on the

literature on representative bureaucracy by evaluating
how variation in the mechanism by which governments
recruit employees affects broader trends in the repre-
sentation of privileged andmarginalized groups in local
government employment. In theory, civil service
reform—and its emphasis on examinations—enables
members from all groups and classes to win coveted
employment in government. An early generation of
scholarship on civil service reform held that it
delivered on its promise to end de jure discrimination
(Hoogenboom 1968; Van Riper 1976). Van Riper et al.
(1963, 2), in a review of mid-century advances in munic-
ipal reform, argued that “[i]n most jurisdictions we have
gone far to eliminate discrimination not only on the
grounds of prior partisan politics but also on the grounds
of race, religion, national origin, and sex.” In other
words, this first wave of scholarship argued that munic-
ipal civil service reform had a salutary effect on

achieving the equitable representation of minoritized
groups in local government employment.

But a second wave of scholarship has suggested that
civil service reform can also lead to an unrepresentative
public sector, as privileged groups outperform margin-
alized groups on entrance examinations and go on to
staff government jobs at disproportionately high rates.
This de facto discrimination is theorized to occur
through several channels; here we underscore those
that relate to the properties of an examination-based
system.3 The first concerns the potentially biased
nature of examination questions designed to capture
applicant “merit.” The physical examination for the
position of bridge keeper in New York City in 1886,
for instance, asked examiners whether “the applicant
[is] apparently a sound man in all respects,” a gendered
and also open-ended inquiry that offers an opportunity
for undue biases to enter into the evaluation (Bowker
1886, 18). But, second, civil service examinations call on
applicants to take written assessments that often contain
questions that individuals from educated backgrounds
are better positioned to answer correctly—such as arith-
metic and spelling—but that might not necessarily bear
directly on the work to be completed, as in the case of
blue-collar employment. This tendency—for examina-
tion success to reflect existing inequalities—has been
shown to be true over and again in academic settings
and seems likely to be operating in the context of public
sector recruitment, as well (e.g., Lewis and Diamond
2015).

We examine these competing expectations in the
context of the Progressive Era movement to introduce
civil service reform in U.S. municipalities during the
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. At the
time, a growing number of foreign-born whites were
emigrating to American cities, which created new
opportunities for municipal politicians, who harnessed
these newcomers as electoral constituencies by offering
them jobs in municipal government. In his account of
city politics, Dahl (2005, 33–4) explains, “[a]ny political
leader who could help members of an ethnic group to
overcome the handicaps and humiliations associated
with their identity, who could increase the power,
prestige, and income of an ethnic or religious out-
group, automatically had an effective strategy for earn-
ing support and loyalty.” To this end, municipal politi-
cians distributed city jobs to these constituencies “[t]o
obtain and hold the votes, the political leaders
rewarded them with city jobs.” The spoils system thus
created an ironclad electoral commitment on the part
of working-class voters and politicians, which made the
outcomes of municipal elections difficult to contest by
the typically less numerous middle- and upper-class,
native-born white constituencies.

According to this argument, reformers were moti-
vated to press the merit system by the changing

3 As we discuss below, other features of civil service reform—such as
changes to the manner in which employees could be terminated—
may have also influenced the representation of certain groups in local
government bureaucracies.
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demographics of local government offices and the
attendant shifts in political power in American cities
in the mid-to-late nineteenth century. The case of
Boston is illustrative: Miller (2009, 345) argues that
“[t]he reformers believed that Irish laborers voted
exclusively to secure employment from Boston ward
bosses. By eliminating the ignorant laborer’s sole rea-
son to vote, reformers believed he would be rendered
impotent and would have no reason to frequent the
voting booth.” To reformers, whose leaders were pri-
marily native-born, Protestant whites, the introduction
of meritocratic procedures for recruiting municipal
employees was both a move toward efficiency and
professionalism and a tool to reassert their waning
political strength. Consistent with this argument, sev-
eral studies have presented evidence that the munici-
palities most likely to implement civil service reform
were those in which the share of foreign-born whites
holding public sector jobs increased the most (Ruhil
2003; Ruhil and Camões 2003; Tolbert and Zucker
1983).
In this article, we develop and evaluate an argument

that challenges the prevailing view of civil service
reform’s representational effects in Progressive Era
municipalities. Our argument hinges on a theoretical
shift in perspective that distinguishes the distinct rep-
resentational consequences of civil service reform in
small and large cities. We show that the prevailing view
of civil service reform—namely, that it achieved its
intention of dislodging the overrepresentation of for-
eign-born whites—suffers from a case selection focus-
ing on only the largest cities in the United States. This
focus is understandable, as the largest cities in absolute
terms tended to be those with the largest proportion of
foreign-born whites (see Figure 1). In these settings,
foreign-born whites were indeed able to forge elector-
ally dominant coalitions in which they could capture
local public administration through the spoils system.
The introduction of themerit system, in turn, expanded
the likelihood of securing work in public service to
those who had been comparatively locked out—here,
native-born whites, among other groups.
But many foreign-born whites settled in hundreds

of smaller municipalities in which they constituted a
smaller share of the local population. In these cities,
the hegemony of native-born whites often remained
unchallenged by the influx of foreign-born whites
who, in comparative terms, did not pose an electoral
threat. Under the spoils system, then, the conse-
quence for foreign-born whites was underrepresenta-
tion in local government jobs, as native-born whites
guarded their comparatively strong position by wield-
ing the discretionary recruitment of public servants to
reward in-group members. Yet, the diffusion of civil
service reforms nonetheless reached these smaller
municipalities, often under pressure from state gov-
ernments for whom the impetus was the experience of
larger municipalities. Here, the introduction of merit-
ocratic recruitment procedures for local government
jobs opened (rather than closed) the door to foreign-
born whites, who had, in these cases, been previously
locked out.

In addition to the tendency for city size to positively
correlate with the proportion of foreign-born whites
during the era we study, our theory depends on another
more generalizable feature of city size. Namely, com-
pared with smaller cities, larger cities have a larger
number of jobs to distribute, as these contexts have
both larger budgets and face problems that are not
encountered in smaller municipalities—such as
unwieldy public transit networks, traffic congestion,
and crime (Post and Kuipers 2018). When these jobs
are distributed via the spoils system, then, groups face a
stronger incentive to engage in a coordinated effort to
capture these wages, at least as compared with smaller
cities.4

To summarize, we argue that the effect of civil
service reform on descriptive representation in Pro-
gressive Era United States was conditioned by the size
of the municipality. In the largest cities—consistent
with the existing literature—we expect that civil service
reform led to a decrease in the share of government
jobs held by foreign-born whites relative to their share
of the population. However, in the far more numerous
other cases, we expect the reverse: that civil service
reform actually improved the representational standing
of foreign-born whites.

As we will argue, Irish Americans were particularly
well-positioned to benefit the most from these reforms
in small-to-medium-sized cities—above and beyond
other foreign-born whites. As we show in the Supple-
mentary Materials in Figure A2, Irish Americans
settled in and made up a significant share of the
population of cities outside the major urban centers
commonly known to have been captured by immi-
grant-led machines (e.g., Doyle 1990). In these con-
texts, Irish Americans often encountered hostile
native-born populations such that they had little suc-
cess in securing public sector employment (Emmons
1989, 6). Upon the introduction of municipal civil
service reforms, though, two factors set the Irish
immigrants apart and enabled them to secure higher
rates of public sector employment than other foreign-
born whites upon the introduction of civil service
reforms. First, the Irish had higher rates of proficiency
in English: 84%of Irish spoke English as their primary
language, the language in which examinations took
place. This was 10 percentage points higher than the
next immigrant group, giving the Irish a considerable
advantage. Moreover, second, Irish immigrants were
more likely to be literate (70%), as compared with
other immigrant groups such as Germans (60%) and
Italians (44%)—again, offering a distinct advantage
when it came to obtaining employment through writ-
ten examinations.

The case-study trends highlighted in Figure 1 typify
our argument. In 1880, before the introduction of
municipal civil service reform, some of the largest

4 One such coordinated effort took the form of Irish “ethnic
associations” through which workers banded together to secure
employment in spite of a hostile population of native-born whites
(Emmons 1989, 7–8).
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cities in the United States—Chicago, Cleveland,
and New York—reported an overrepresentation of
foreign-born whites in local government jobs, vis-à-vis
their share of the local population. Meanwhile, in
smaller municipalities—such as Akron, Manchester,
and Quincy—foreign-born whites were underrepre-
sented. By 1930, all six municipalities had adopted civil
service reform and the smaller cities now reported an
overrepresentation of foreign-born whites in local

government, whereas the larger cities witnessed the
reverse.

We argue that the divergent fortunes of Chicago and
Quincy are consequential for our understanding of the
effects of civil service reform and how reform is condi-
tioned by city and immigrant group size. Our argument
thus rests on a subtle distinction: because we are inter-
ested in the effects of reform on governments’ compo-
sition—rather than individuals’ outcomes—our

FIGURE 1. Representation of Foreign-Born Whites in Municipal Government, 1880 and 1930
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(b) Representation in 1930

Note: Size of dots is scaled to represent total population size. The y-axis shows the share of the city government comprised of foreign-born
whites; the x-axis shows the share of the total municipal population comprised of foreign-born whites. The dotted diagonal shows the
threshold of over- versus underrepresentation. We highlight several relevant cases to demonstrate our argument.
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theoretical interest is in the city-level unit of analysis
rather than the individual-level unit of analysis. Our
emphasis is motivated by both substantive and meth-
odological concerns. On the first count, our perspective
is institutionalist: we wish to understand the effects of
institutional reforms, conditional on various character-
istics. On the second count, we follow the advice of
Dunning (2012) wherein we treat municipalities as the
unit of analysis given that they are the level at which the
treatment variable is assigned.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Throughout the early nineteenth century, civil service
positions in the federal government were allocated
through patronage—doled out to party members and
supporters who had contributed to victorious electoral
campaigns. By the early 1880s, nearly 130,000 jobs were
distributed in this fashion. In 1881, the impetus for
reform came when President James Garfield was assas-
sinated by an aggrieved job seeker who believed he had
been wrongly passed over for an appointment despite
having contributed toGarfield’s presidential campaign.
Reformers seized on the swing in public opinion to push
for the adoption of the Pendleton Act, passed in 1883,
which outlawed the use of patronage in the allocation of
some federal civil service jobs. Initially applied to
customs officials and post offices, the rollout of merit-
based recruitment took effect over the next half cen-
tury.
The diffusion of civil service reforms at lower levels

of government was staggered. The first wave of reforms
occurred in the early 1880s, with statewide legislation in

New York and Massachusetts. Municipalities slowly
followed suit (see Figure 2). Diffusion was not random;
larger cities, those with home rule, and cities with at-
large councils were more likely to adopt civil service
earlier (Ruhil 2003), pointing to elected officials’ incen-
tives to resist the end of the spoils system. The diffusion
to municipalities was not complete until the 1970s with
the intervention of theU.S. Supreme Court. Even then,
as late as 1976, arguments in favor of political patron-
age received considerable support.5 The diffusion of
civil service reforms to the municipal level occurred
through two paths. Some municipalities adopted
reforms under pressure of local interest groups com-
prised of reform-minded activists, including under pres-
sure from current local government employees
themselves interested in greater job security (Anzia
and Trounstine 2021). But others adopted civil service
reforms under statutory requirement from state legis-
latures. In the latter case, reforms were oftenmandated
to be adopted in certain cities according to arbitrary
population thresholds.

Municipal civil service reform typically established
commissions that were tasked with recruiting, transfer-
ring, and terminating public sector employees. There
were significant variations in the structure of these

FIGURE 2. Timing of Civil Service Reforms in American Municipalities, 1884–1943
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Note: Each histogram bin represents a single year between 1884 and 1943. Data were obtained from three surveys of American
municipalities conducted in 1937, 1940, and 1943 by the U.S. Civil Service Assembly.

5 Justice Powell, in a dissenting opinion, argued that the use of
political patronage was central to the functioning of the American
political system: “unless the candidates for these offices are able to
dispense the traditional patronage that has accrued to the offices,
they also are unlikely to attract donations of time or money from
voluntary groups.” Elrod v. Burns, 427 U.S. 347 (1976), Elrod v.
Burns, No. 74-1520, arguedApril 19, 1976, decided June 28, 1976, 427
U.S. 347.
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commissions, but the mandate was broadly similar: to
remove political considerations from hiring and firing
decisions. Appointment to civil service commissions
was mostly done by city councils or mayors, although
some municipalities made the positions elected. Terms
for commissioners typically ranged from 3 to 5 years.
Many municipal civil service commissions included
partisan restrictions. The New York State law legislat-
ingmunicipal civil service reform, for instance, includes
a provision that commissions not be composed of mem-
bers from the same political party.6
The extent of authority for municipal civil service

commissions varied considerably, as well. Civil service
reform involved distinguishing between “classified”
and “unclassified” services—with the merit system
applying to the former. Civil service commissions over-
saw the recruitment, transfer, and promotion for posi-
tions in the classified services—with postings including
blue-collar, white-collar, police departments, and fire
departments. Unclassified services included political
appointees, department heads, and temporary staff.
The final category—temporary staff—was particularly
abused by politicians seeking to bend the merit system
toward patronage.
For classified services, hiring usually proceeded as

follows. Managers notified the commissioners of a
vacancy in their department. The commissioners then
created an exam and openly advertised the position. In
Ohio, statewide legislation7 in 1902 mandated that
commissioners give “[n]otice of the time and place
and general scope of every examination … once each
week for two weeks preceding such examination, in at
least two daily newspapers of opposite politics pub-
lished in such city.” As indicated, the workhorse of
recruitment under the merit system was the written
examination. For white-collar work, police postings,
and employment in fire departments, the written exam-
ination typically consisted of essays. For blue-collar
work, the examination was occasionally substituted
with alternative systems. In early twentieth-century
New York City, applicants were asked to present char-
acter references from “at least two citizens in good
moral standing.” In Ohio, the above-mentioned legis-
lation indicated that laborers had to demonstrate their
sobriety. After scoring exams, the civil service commis-
sion provided a list of the top three scoring candidates
to hiring managers for selection—the final stage,
known as the “rule of three.”
In general, municipal civil service reform was faith-

fully implemented following its passage. A 1912 meet-
ing of the National Assembly of Civil Service
Commissions reported on the findings of a policy
review, finding that “civil service laws [have been]

faithfully and honestly executed” (Doyle 1912, 654).8
Yet, some politicians resisted the genuine implementa-
tion of civil service reform. We conducted a review of
newspaper accounts, the results of which indicate that
this took place through two principal channels. First,
municipal politicians antagonistic to civil service reform
often created delays in the process of the classifying,
examining, and appointing of new employees. Follow-
ing the passage of municipal civil service reform in
Phoenix, Arizona, in 1933, disagreements between
the civil service board and the city commission over
rules and regulations continued through 1935, thus
delaying its introduction.9 In New York City in 1927,
thousands of current employees had yet to take civil
service examinations, despite requests for more exam-
iners three years prior. Even delays in grading com-
pleted examinations led to confusion over the
announcement of selected candidates for the police
and fire departments in Pittsburgh in 1903.10

Second, the favored tool of patronage-inclinedmunic-
ipal politicians was the reclassification of positions as
outside the domain of civil service commissions. Richard
Daley, the longtime Mayor of Chicago, reportedly had
5,500 constituents on the payroll working temporary
jobs in 1960s—approximately 20% of the municipal
government payroll.11 Parks and recreation, sanitation,
sewage, andmunicipal utilities were frequently classified
beyond the reach of civil service commissions, with a
leading expert in March 1969 estimating that, across the
country, 663,000 out of the 1,434,000 full-time municipal
employees were in this category (Tolchin and Tolchin
1971, 72). Alternatively, many positions were simply
declared exempt from commission oversight, a practice
lamented as a “concession to the exponents of the spoils
system” at the 1935meeting of theNationalCivil Service
Assembly.12 Civil service commissions had few reliable
mechanisms with which to challenge thesemoves.When
the mayor of Buffalo exempted market clerks from the
civil services, local news coverage appeared to accept the
move as a fait accompli.13

RESEARCH DESIGN

Data

We join two groups of data: records on the ethnic,
nativity, and racial composition of the population and
municipal government employees and the timing of
civil service reform adoption. For our outcome

6
“All appointments or designations of municipal civil service com-

missioners shall be made in such manner that not more than two-
thirds of such commissioners in any city shall at any time be adherents
of the same political party.”The Civil Service Law, Chapter 370, laws
of 1899. “An act in relation to the civil service of the state of New
York and the cities and civil divisions thereof, constituting chapter
three of the general laws.”
7 Ohio - 75th General Assembly, Acts, Regular Session : 668–672.

8 Throughout much of the twentieth century, strong public sector
unions further championed and deepened local commitments to the
merit system (Holzer 1977).
9
“Civil Service Delay is Hit,” Arizona Republic, 1935.

10
“Civil Service Delay Appointments,” Pittsburgh Daily Post, 1903.

11 Some of his advisors also reportedly held 180-day temporary jobs
for “twenty years, after getting appointed and reappointed.”
12

“Curb Asked on Civil Service Exempt Jobs,” The Ruston Daily
Leader, 1935.
13

“Mayor Knight Shows His Prehensile Hand,” The Buffalo
Enquire, 1903.
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variables, we leverage the full-count decennial censuses
from 1850 to 1940,14 which enumerate all residents and
city government employees on the basis of race and
country of birth. Because the census enumerates the
statistical population, there is no sampling error in
estimates of the size of racial, ethnic, or employment
groups. For race, we consider two principal categories,
“white” and “Black,” grouping all other observations
into a residual category that we do not analyze. For
nativity, we rely on census questions in which respon-
dents stated their birthplace. We code those respon-
dents born outside the United States as “foreign-born,”
although it is possible some of these individuals were
born U.S. citizens. We further disaggregate “foreign-
born” individuals into five categories of European-
born immigrants: German-, Italian-, Irish-, Polish-,
and Russian-born.
To identify municipal government employees, we use

industry and occupational codes, which were asked of all
adult-age respondents. We make the assumption that a
city resident whose stated industry is as a local govern-
ment employee also works in the city of their residence,
as the census does not ask for the name of employers.
Given the lack of rapid transportation options allowing
for intercity commutes during the majority of our sam-
ple, we believe this to be a fair assumption. We specif-
ically rely on the census industry code, which indicates
those working in “local public administration,” distin-
guishing between those working in “white-collar” and
“blue-collar” occupations. We exclude policemen and
firefighters, who often have distinct recruitment pro-
cesses and civil service protections andwhose early labor
organizations played a role in pushing for civil service
reform for their employees (Anzia and Trounstine
2021).15 Moreover, as we show in Figure A3, public
sector employees in police and fire departments each
never comprised more than 10% of the local govern-
ment payroll for the decades under analysis.
Our primary independent variable is the timing of

municipal civil service reforms. We assemble data from
two different sources. For our event study analysis, we
obtain city-level data from three municipal surveys
carried out by the U.S. Civil Service Assembly in
1937, 1940, and 1943.16 These surveys contain informa-
tion on the year in which U.S. municipalities adopted
civil service reforms, specifically establishing a civil
service commission. The survey also includes further
variables on the structure of the commission, the man-
ner in which its officials are appointed, and the depart-
ments to which it applies. These surveys do not cover all
municipalities in the United States. Of the 1,051 cities
enumerated in the census between 1880 and 1940,

408 have reform adoption dates. Importantly, our pri-
mary independent variable, the adoption of civil service
reforms, encapsulates the bundle of changes to person-
nel management included within a commission’s remit:
hiring, firing, and promotion. We are chiefly interested
in the representational effects of civil service reform
stemming from changes to hiring practices. But it is
worth underscoring that the changes made to the
regulations around firing public sector employees have
important considerations for our analysis; namely, by
making it more difficult to fire public sector employees,
these reforms locked in the demographic composition
of the municipal civil service at the moment of reform.
As we discuss below, this means that the representa-
tional consequences of new recruitment practices may
only be observed over longer time horizons.

For the instrumental variables and regression discon-
tinuity frameworks, we draw on state legislation man-
dating the introduction of civil service commissions in
municipalities. A team of research assistants reviewed
all state legislation between 1880 and 1940 pertaining to
municipal civil service commissions to construct a com-
prehensive panel of civil service mandates. Using a
keyword search of session laws on HeinOnline, a legal
database, we identified 853 laws that pertained to
requirements for municipal civil service positions. In
many states, the legislation stipulated that municipali-
ties adopt civil service commissions conditional on
population levels. In the late nineteenth century, many
statutes relied on states’ prior categorization of cities
according to population “class,” with mandates apply-
ing only to cities of the first or second class but not to
those of the third or fourth classes. By the twentieth
century, many of the mandates directly specified
numerical population cutoffs. Using this information,
we construct an auxiliary dataset that indicates, for
each city and decade in our sample, whether a state
mandate was in effect. In the instrumental variable
framework, this allows us to use the presence of a state
mandate as an instrument for municipal adoption; for
the regression discontinuity framework, we use dis-
tance from the population threshold as the running
variable.

Empirical Strategy 1: Event Study

To estimate the effect of the civil service reforms on
descriptive representation in local public administration,
we first adopt an event study framework. Broadly, our
estimation strategy compares trends in representation
withinmunicipalities in the decades after the adoption of
civil service laws, using levels of representation in the
prior decade as a counterfactual benchmark. More spe-
cifically, we implement the following specification:

Ymt =
XT

τ = −T

βτMmt þ αXmt þ δm þ ζ t þ εm, (1)

where our unit of analysis here is the municipality–
census decade–occupation. The dependent variable in
Equation 1, Ymt, represents a given group in a given

14 With the exception of the 1890 census, which was destroyed in
a fire.
15 The coding schema for classifying occupation can be found in
Table A1. White-collar employment categories include technical
professionals, managers, and clerical workers. Blue-collar worker
categories include craftsmen, mechanics, service workers, and
laborers.
16 We would like to thank James Hollyer for sharing the digitized
data with us.

The Representational Consequences of Municipal Civil Service Reform

207

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

22
00

05
21

 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/S0003055422000521


occupation in municipality m in census decade t—that
is, the proportion of government jobs held by a given
group in municipality m. The primary independent
variable is Mmt, which is an indicator variable that
captures whether municipality m implemented civil
service reform in the decade preceding census decade
t. Our independent variableMmt is benchmarked to the
period Mm−1, the decade prior to reform, such that the
estimated coefficients are the effect of civil service
reform relative to levels of representation at that point.
As we possess eight waves of the census, we fit our

models for τ ∈ −4, 4½ �, where, again, we benchmark
against the decade prior to the introduction of civil
service reform (τ = −1). Our decision to examine rep-
resentational trends by decade is motivated by data-
availability concerns; nonetheless, we believe that one
feature of municipal civil service reform makes this a
reasonable decision. Namely, civil service reforms typ-
ically included provisions preventing the firing of
employees, thus locking in the demographic composi-
tion of the public sector at the moment of reform, only
allowing its effects to appear over a longer time
horizon—in this case, decades. Next, as we are inter-
ested in the over- or underrepresentation of groups in
local government jobs, we include Xmt, which is a
vector of values capturing a given group’s share of the
total population in decade t in municipality m. We also
include city fixed effects (δ) and decade fixed effects (ζ),
which control for unobserved municipality and decade-
specific factors. Finally, we cluster the standard errors
in Equation 1 at the municipality level.
Although it is our preferred specification, we caution

that this research design relies on assumptions in order
to attach a causal interpretation to the estimates. For
one, identification requires that trends in representa-
tion look equivalent prior to the introduction of
reforms—an expectation that is visually demonstrable
in most but not all the analyses. We also make the so-
called parallel trends assumption: municipalities that
do and do not adopt civil service reform ought to report
similar trends in the share of various groups’ represen-
tation in local administration in the absence of civil
service reform adoption. This assumption would be
violated, for instance, if there were unobserved factors
affecting both the adoption of civil service reforms and
representation in municipal government. The most
likely candidate for such confounding is the overall
proportion of a given ethnic group in any given munic-
ipality, which we control for in our models.

Empirical Strategy 2: Instrumental Variables

Next, we estimate the effect of municipal civil service
reform on descriptive representation using an instru-
mental variable analysis that uses state-level mandates
as an instrument for municipal civil service reform.
Leveraging state-level mandates to estimate the effect
of municipal civil service reform on descriptive repre-
sentation allows us to assess the evidence without
making the onerous assumptions found in the event
study framework. The first stage of this analysis is the
effect of the state-level mandate Smt, an indicator var-
iable that captures whether municipalitym is under the

state mandate in time t, on Mmt, whether the munici-
pality has adopted civil service reform in that period.
We include city fixed effects (δ) and decade fixed
effects (ζ ) and cluster standard errors at the city level,
and θ, the coefficient on the statemandate, captures the
compliance rate.

Mmt = ηþ θSmt þ δm þ ζ t þ εmt: (2)

We use the estimates obtained from Equation 2 to
generate the fitted values ~Mmt, which we plug into the
second-stage equation:

Ymt = βIV ~Mmt þ αXmt þ ~δm þ ~ζ t þ ~εmt: (3)

Similarly to the event study framework, the size of the β
coefficient can be interpreted as the effect of adopting
civil service on group representation, relative to their
rate in the population as a whole.17

The instrumental variable analysis relies on several
assumptions, not all of which are testable. First, we
assume that state-level mandates are a strong instru-
ment for city adoption; we verify the strength of the
instrument in the main presentation of the results. The
exclusion restriction, which is untestable, seems a rea-
sonable assumption in our case. State-level mandates
are unlikely to affect representation in municipal
bureaucracies other than through municipal civil ser-
vice hiring practices.Wemight also be concerned about
sorting around the cutpoint, or in this case, deliberate
placement of the cutpoint to include or exclude specific
cities. Although we believe it would be unlikely and
infeasible for city leaders to limit their population
growth in order to avoid civil service requirements,
state legislatures may have initially placed the thresh-
olds to not affect certain cities. However, given our
multiple decades of data, we can capture cities that are
forced to adopt reforms in later periods following
population growth, alleviating some concerns about
the initial placement of the population threshold.

Empirical Strategy 3: Regression
Discontinuity

We also estimate the effect of municipal civil service
reform on ethnic representation using a regression
discontinuity framework—an approach that relies on
weaker assumptions for identification but whose results
may be less generalizable to other contexts. As

17 We also estimate a standard two-way fixed effects model, shown in
Equation 4, which is effectively a pooling of the estimates obtained
from the event study in Equation 1.

Ymt = βOLSMmt þ αXmt þ δm þ ζ t þ εmt: (4)

We also emphasize the reduced-form analysis, shown in
Equation 5, which takes a similar form to the endogenous equation,
with the state mandate Smt as the primary independent variable
instead of municipal adoption.

Ymt = βRFSmt þ αXmt þ δm þ ζ t þ εmt: (5)
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discussed earlier, we rely on state legislation that
required municipalities over a certain population
threshold to implement civil service reform. The regres-
sion discontinuity strategy assumes that, within a nar-
row bandwidth, cities just above or just below this
population threshold are statistically exchangeable,
allowing us to identify the local average treatment
effect (LATE) of civil service reform at the cutoff.
We arbitrarily select a bandwidth of 15,000 residents,
although our results are unchanged when using smaller
or larger bandwidths. To recover the LATE, we use a
simple linear regression model, which takes the follow-
ing form:

Ym = αþ βRDMm þ εm, (6)

where similar to the event study, the unit of analysis is
the municipality–census decade–occupation but where
we subset observations to those where the census
decade comes after the year in which the legislation
was passed. Again, Ym is a stand-in for the over- or
underrepresentation of a given ethnic group in a given
occupation in municipality m. The main independent
variable,Mm is an indicator that takes a “1” in the event
that municipalitym had a population value in excess of
the statewide threshold and had a population within
15,000 residents of the threshold.Meanwhile,Mm takes
a “0” if municipality m had a population under the
threshold but within 15,000 residents of the threshold.
Finally, βRD is the parameter in which we are interested
and that we interpret as the the effect of having been
assigned to adopt civil service reform on the outcomes
of interest. To attach a causal interpretation to βRD, we
argue that whether any given municipality falls on one
side of the threshold or another is as good as random
within a narrow bandwidth. It is worth underscoring
that all three research designs make onerous and ulti-
mately untestable assumptions; nonetheless, it is our
belief that in tandem these approaches provide a stron-
ger signal of the effect of municipal civil service reform
on representation in local government.

RESULTS

Analysis 1: Event Study

How did the introduction of civil service reforms affect
the share of municipal jobs held by different ethnic
groups? We present our benchmark event study
analysis in Figure 4, which depicts the results from
Equation 1. Recall that we subset our analysis accord-
ing to different types of jobs—blue collar or white
collar. For ease of interpretation, we present the main
analysis graphically by plotting the beta coefficients
from our main specification.
Interpreting the results, we focus first on group

representation in blue-collar jobs. Here, we find that
foreign-born whites see their representation in blue-
collar work significantly increase following the intro-
duction of civil service reforms. In particular, relative to

the decade before, the representation of foreign-born
whites increased by 2.7 and 5.2 percentage points in the
first and second decades following the introduction
of civil service reforms. In general, it appears these
gains in representation for foreign-born whites came
at the expense of both Black and white native-born
constituencies. In the second decade following the
introduction of civil service reforms, native-born
Blacks and whites saw their share of government jobs
decrease by 1.4 and 3.7 percentage points, respectively.
Although it seems likely that the divergent findings are
a result of displacement—foreign-born whites captur-
ing jobs that would, absent reform, have been given to
native-born whites or Blacks—we caution that we can-
not evaluate this possibility with our data.

The short-term representational consequences of
civil service reforms appear more pronounced in
blue-collar jobs. We detect no statistically significant
effects on group representation among white-collar
jobs within the first few decades of their introduction.
This finding highlights the ironic possibility that
the distributional consequences of “meritocratic”
reforms might be most pronounced for positions in
which written exams are most irrelevant in gauging
applicants’ capacity. Given the limited labor pool for
white-collar municipal jobs at the time, it may have
been more difficult for governments to discriminate
on the basis of nativity, putting a ceiling on the size of
the reform effect. We similarly find muted effects
looking at representation in police and fire jobs,
shown in Figure A4. This could be because these
were among the choicest municipal jobs and there-
fore a priority for the existing elite to retain even
while they allowed immigrants to occupy other
municipal jobs. Alternatively, the weak representa-
tional effect of reform may be attributable to the
influence of police and fire departments’ professional
organizations in preventing the dismissal of unquali-
fied incumbents.

The findings presented in Figure 4 represent a
significant reversal from the existing literature, which
has argued that foreign-born whites were the biggest
losers from municipal civil service reform. In Figure 3
we interrogate this finding further by examining the
effect of civil service reform on foreign-born white
representation, disaggregated by different countries of
origin. We break down our analysis according immi-
grants from the five most common origin countries:
Germany, Ireland, Italy, Poland, and Russia. By sep-
arating out foreign-born whites according to place of
origin, we observe that our findings are entirely
driven by increases in representation in blue-collar
jobs for recent Irish immigrants. Specifically, we show
that, compared with the decade before reforms were
introduced, Irish-born immigrants saw their share of
government jobs increase by 2.0 and 4.8 percentage
points in the first and second decades afterward,
respectively. We find no increases in representation
for foreign-born whites from other major origins
across Europe at the time and again find no effects
on white-collar employment.
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FIGURE 4. Effect of Civil Service Reforms on Foreign-Born White Representation
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Note: The figure shows the effect of the introduction of municipal civil service reforms on different foreign-born white nationality groups’
representation in either blue-collar (left) or white-collar (right) public sector employment. The coefficients can be interpreted as the
percentage-point change in representation for any given group in a given decade following civil service reform, relative to the benchmark
levels at the decade prior to reform. All specifications include city and year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered at the city level. The
error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. The tabular results are presented in Table A6 in the supplementary materials.

FIGURE 3. Effect of Civil Service Reforms on Representation
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Note: The figure shows the effect of the introduction of municipal civil service reforms on different groups’ representation in either blue-collar
(left) or white-collar (right) public sector employment. The coefficients can be interpreted as the percentage-point change in representation
for any given group in a given decade following civil service reform relative to the benchmark levels at the decade prior to reform. All
specifications include city and year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered at the city level. The error bars represent 95% confidence
intervals. The tabular results are presented in Table A5 in the supplementary materials.
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Analysis 2: Instrumental Variables

We further evaluate our hypothesis that civil service
reform helped instead of hurt foreign-born whites
obtain bureaucratic representation using state-level
mandates as a source of exogeneity. In Table 1, we
present the results of a two-stage least squares estima-
tion of municipal civil service reform, using the state-
wide mandate as an instrument. Recall that the
application of the mandate depends not just on the
timing of the state law, which could plausibly be related
to trends in immigrant representation in municipal civil
service, but also on population thresholds, which are
less easily manipulable.
The first column of Table 1 shows the first stage, in

which we regress an indicator variable measuring the
presence of a state mandate applying to that munici-
pality in the previous decade on the uptake of munic-
ipal civil service reform. The first stage indicates partial
compliance with state mandates (recall that some cities
may have adopted reforms before the state mandate)
and is a valid instrument (F = 10:7). In all other col-
umns, we present reduced-form and two-stage least-
squares results. The first row shows the reduced-form
effect of a state mandate on group representation,
whereas the Reform row shows the instrumented esti-
mate of municipal reform. The “Race by Nativity”
columns show results thatmirror the event study analysis:
native-born whites and Blacks saw their representation
in local government decrease by 3 percentage points,
whereas that of foreign-born whites increased by 6 per-
centage points. Breaking down foreign-born whites by
country of birth, we again find the majority of gains
captured by Irish immigrants. The two-stage least-
squares estimates, presented in the second row, depict
a similarpicture, albeitwithmuch largereffects—roughly
10 times the size of the event study, ordinary least
squares, and reduced-form estimates. We are thus hesi-
tant to attach a substantive interpretation to these coef-
ficients, although they confirm the general increase in
foreign-born white representation due to reform, with

offsetting decreases in native-bornwhite and native-born
Black representation.

Analysis 3: Regression Discontinuity

Finally, we leverage population cutoffs in the state
mandates to conduct a regression discontinuity analysis
to estimate the effects of reform. As discussed previ-
ously, the regression discontinuity analysis requires
fewer identifying assumptions than the event study
framework but suffers from concerns over external
validity. In this case, it relies on fewer observations,
which may limit the power to detect statistically signif-
icant but substantively small effects. Our preferred
presentation is graphical, but we include linear lines
of best fit. Figure 5 presents the results of this analysis,
although we also include a tabular presentation of the
estimates in Table A2. The figure shows the forcing
variable on the x-axis, the distance from the population
threshold designated in the state law. On the y-axis we
show the overrepresentation of each group, calculated
as the group’s percentage of government employees
less the percentage in population. The light gray points
are individual observations, and the red points are
binned averages. The black lines indicate the linear
best fit. The left panel shows the results for blue-collar
workers, whereas the right panel shows results for
white-collar workers.

Although our preferred method is graphical, we also
include a tabular presentation of the estimates of the
LATE in Table A2. Here, we recover the LATE using
themethod proposed byCalonico, Cattaneo, and Titiu-
nik (2014). We present point estimates along with
robust standard errors, the optimal bandwidth selected,
and theN of the full sample and estimation sample. The
dependent variable is the percentage of each group in
blue- and white-collar jobs, controlling for the percent-
age of each group in that municipality as a covariate.
Because we have repeated observations per city, we
cluster standard errors at the city level.

TABLE 1. Effect of Civil Service Reform on Representation

Dependent variable:

Race by nativity Foreign–born whites

Panel: blue collar Reform N. white F. white N. black Irish Italian German Russian Polish

Mandate 0.13** –0.03* 0.06* –0.03* 0.05* –0.002 0.005 0.001 –0.0004
(0.03) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.002) (0.001)

Reform –0.18* 0.41** –0.24** 0.37** –0.01 0.03 0.01 –0.003
(0.10) (0.09) (0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.01) (0.01)

Population share 0.84** 1.24** 0.81** 0.50** 0.91** 1.91** 0.97** 0.52**
(0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.12) (0.08) (0.16) (0.06) (0.04)

Observations 1,710 1,686 1,686 1,686 1,686 1,686 1,686 1,686 1,686

Note: The table shows the effect of the introduction of municipal civil service reform on group representation in different classes of
employment in city government. The points represent regression estimates, with robust standard errors. Regressions control for the share
of group population in a given municipality. The outcome data were derived from IPUMS census data. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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The results of the regression discontinuity analyses—
both the graphical and tabular results—partially sup-
port our earlier findings, showing that foreign-born
whites’ representation in city government jobs was
not reduced by civil service reform. Unlike the event
study and instrumental variables analyses, however, we
do not find any positive effects on the share of foreign-
born whites who hold government jobs following the
introduction of reforms, especially Irish immigrants.
Looking at the main categories of foreign-born whites,
native-born whites, and native-born Blacks, we find
null and imprecisely estimated local average treatment
effects. We find similar results looking at the five
countries of origin; even though they are imprecisely
estimated, all but one of the coefficients are of less than
a single percentage point in magnitude.

DISCUSSION

What explains these findings, which cut against
scholarly expectations and the documented intent of

civil service reform? Our preferred interpretation is
revisionist: foreign-born whites, Irish immigrants in
particular, suffered under the spoils system in small-
and-medium-sized cities where they did not represent a
formidable political constituency. We argue that pop-
ular accounts of their dominance have been extrapo-
lated from the experience of major urban centers.
Instead, discrimination against Irish immigrants—
widespread in the private sector—was mirrored in
municipal hiring in small-to-medium-sized cities across
the United States. The introduction of civil service
reforms removed such barriers to entry in municipal
government employment.

Qualitative historical accounts tracing the arc of the
municipal civil service reform movement illustrate the
manner in which it diffused from the largest cities. After
the introduction of the Pendleton Act in 1883, in which
civil service protections were introduced to the federal
bureaucracy, the events surrounding the 1884 presiden-
tial electionmotivated the push for reform at lower levels
of government. The Republican party nominated James
Blaine as their presidential candidate, a champion of the

FIGURE 5. Effect of Civil Service Reforms on Representation
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Note: The figure shows the effect of the introduction of municipal civil service reforms on different groups’ representation in either blue-collar
(left) or white-collar (right) public sector employment. We have subset observations to those within 15,000 residents of the (zero-centered,
normalized) thresholds. The red dots indicate average values of over- or underrepresentation in government employment, binned at
intervals of 1,500. The error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

Nicholas Kuipers and Alexander Sahn

212

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

22
00

05
21

 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/S0003055422000521


spoils system who vowed to not enforce the Pendleton
Act if victorious. Reform-minded Republicans, particu-
larly those in New York, whose electoral votes were
ultimately pivotal, defected toGroverCleveland, aDem-
ocrat who was sympathetic to reform as well as governor
ofNewYork.When these convertedRepublicans did not
end up with a place in the Cleveland presidency, they
instead turned to municipal reform, with local civil
reform organizations quadrupling from 20 to 80 between
1890 and 1894 (Fox 1977). These organizations were
inspired by reformers’ success in harnessing public sup-
port for civil service reform to shape New York’s elec-
toral votes in the presidential election.
We substantiate this argument centering city size

with further analyses. We create “size quintiles” of
cities in which we split our sample in five equal
subsets according to the number of people working
in municipal government in the decade prior to
reform being implemented. Our choice to rely on
number of government employees as opposed to,
say, population size, is motivated by our expectation
that the representational effect of civil service reform
is conditioned by the size of the spoils—that is,
public sector jobs—available for capture.18 For ease
of discussion, we nonetheless refer to these values as
capturing “larger” and “smaller” cities. Our analyses
in this section are primarily focused on the

representation of recent Irish immigrants in blue-
collar employment, as we have seen that it is these
constituency and occupational categories driving the
results in the main analysis.

Figure 6 examines the effects of reform on Irish blue-
collar workers by size of bureaucracy. We find that the
largest cities, where the Irish were overrepresented in
municipal government prereform, see little effect of
reform on representation. For all but this largest quin-
tile of cities, we see the positive and significant effects
driving the overall effect on Irish immigrants. Although
we do not find negative effects of reform in the largest
cities, as historical accounts would suggest, the null
effects on the largest quintile still distinguish the cities
from which historical accounts derive from the remain-
der. The largest quintile of cities contained the plurality
of immigrants, meaning that many immigrants did not
in fact benefit from reform. However, our argument
and empirical test is not one centered on individuals’
employment fortunes but rather cities’ policy changes.
To make general claims about the effect of civil service
reformon cities, we focus on the city as a unit of analysis
regardless of the difference in the number of immi-
grants affected between cities.

Three factors set the Irish apart from other groups
that may explain the benefit they witnessed from civil
service reform: a shared native tongue, the number of
migrants, and the timing of their migration. First, and
perhaps most importantly, Irish immigrants benefited
from sharing a common tongue with their new home:
84% of Irish immigrants spoke English as their primary

FIGURE 6. Effect of Civil Service Reforms on Irish Representation by Size of Bureaucracy
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Note: The figure shows the effect of the introduction of municipal civil service reforms on Irish-born blue-collar public sector employment.
The coefficients can be interpreted as the percentage-point change in representation for Irish-born in a given decade following civil service
reform, relative to the benchmark levels at the decade prior to reform. All specifications include city and year fixed effects, with standard
errors clustered at the city level. The error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. The tabular results are presented in Table A7 in the
supplementary materials.

18 In any case, in Figure A7, we show that the results are robust to
binning by total population in the year before civil service reform.
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language, 10 percentage points more than any other
group. On top of beingmore likely to speak language in
which examinations were conducted, they were also
more likely to be literate: nearly 70% of Irish immi-
grants were literate English-speakers. German immi-
grants were the only other group to have a majority
literate in English at 60%, Italian immigrants were the
least literate in English at 44%.
We provide evidence consistent with English-lan-

guage literacy being the factor that distinguished the
Irish from other groups in Figure 7. Here, we replicate
the main event study analysis separating literate and
nonliterate Irish and German immigrants. We find that
the positive effects of civil service reform for blue-collar
Irish workers are concentrated among the literate.
Looking at German immigrants, the next most literate
group, we find that the introduction of civil service
reform had no effect on both literate and illiterate
recent immigrants.
We additionally examine heterogeneity in our main

effects according to underlying regional variation in the
distribution of reforms. Our primary findings—that
native-born whites see their share of blue-collar civil
service jobs decrease relative to their population share,
whereas foreign-born whites, notably Irish, see their
representation increase—are primarily concentrated in
the North and Midwest (see Figure A9). In the South,
we find that civil service reforms’ biggest beneficiaries
were African Americans. Some Black Southerners,

previously totally locked out of government jobs under
a discretionary system, were able to obtain government
employment for the first time, even under Jim Crow. In
the West, where machines were less entrenched
(Gimpel 1993), we find the opposite effects—native-
born whites benefited from civil service reform at the
expense of foreign-born whites.

We also conduct an additional analysis to directly
investigate the role that the presence of a political
machine may have played in mediating the effects of
civil service reform. On the one hand, it may be that the
introduction of civil service reform had particularly
large representational effects in places where machines
previously controlled the allocation of government
jobs. On the other hand, the presence of a political
machine may have hamstrung the implementation of
civil service reform, therebymuting its representational
effects. To evaluate these possibilities, we draw on the
most comprehensive data available on municipal polit-
icalmachines, which track their presence in the 100 larg-
est cities from 1900 onward (Trounstine 2009). Using
the event study framework, Figure A8 estimates the
effect of civil service reform on the representation of
foreign-born whites in cities undermachine domination
when they reformed and cities not under any domina-
tion. We detect no difference in the effect of civil
service reform on the representation of foreign-born
whites across machine- and non-machine-dominated
cities. We caution, however, that these null effects

FIGURE 7. Effect of Civil Service Reforms on Irish and German Representation, by Literacy
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Note: The figure shows the effect of the introduction of municipal civil service reforms on different foreign-born white nationality groups’
representation in blue-collar public sector employment, subset to literacy status The coefficients can be interpreted as the percentage-point
change in representation for any given group in a given decade following civil service reform, relative to the benchmark levels at the decade
prior to reform. All specifications include city and year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered at the city level. The error bars represent
95% confidence intervals. The tabular results are presented in Table A8 in the supplementary materials.
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may be a function of the small sample size: only 7 of the
42 machine cities in both datasets reformed during
machine domination and we were forced to truncate
the analysis to cities that reformed since 1900 owing to
data limitations.
As a final extension, we examine the effects of

municipal civil service reform on the representation
of foreign-born whites, according to the share of the
population that was foreign-born white in the decade
before the introduction of reforms. We present the
results in Figure A6. The results indicate that the
positive effect of civil service reform on the represen-
tation of foreign-born whites was concentrated in
municipalities where, in the decade prior to reform,
they comprised a moderate share of the population—
the effects are concentrated in second and third quin-
tiles (8.0%–19.1% foreign-born whites). By contrast,
we observe no positive effect of civil service reform on
the representation of foreign-born whites in cities
where foreign-born whites comprised a larger share
of the population in the fourth and fifth quintiles
(19.1%–49.7%)—that is, the largest municipalities in
terms of absolute population. The first quintile—cities
in which foreign-born whites comprised the smallest
share of the total population—observed a decline in the
share of positions held by foreign-born whites started
two decades after the introduction of municipal civil
service reform.

CONCLUSION

Staffing government bureaucracies in pluralistic socie-
ties invites tension between privileged and marginal-
ized groups. In this article we examine the effects of
introducingmeritocratic recruitment procedures on the
representation of different groups. The evidence we
have presented revises a widely held belief that Amer-
ican municipalities’ introduction of the merit system
benefited native-born whites at the expense of foreign-
born whites. Instead, we show that in certain settings
these reforms benefited immigrants who were in a
position to take advantage of more rigid hiring pro-
cesses. Irish immigrants, who were native English
speakers and more likely to be literate, reaped the
benefits of reforms.
The evidence we have presented leverages the full-

count censuses for the period 1850–1940, which enu-
merate all local government employees, as well as their
race and place of birth. Combining these uniquely fine-
grained data with the adoption dates of municipal civil
service reforms, we implement three different research
designs—an event study analysis, an instrumental vari-
ables approach, and a regression discontinuity design.
Using this new source of data, we establish two core
results. First, descriptively, we show that foreign-born
whites were underrepresented in the modal municipal
government prior to reform. Second, we find that
reform increased foreign-born whites’ representation
in blue-collar government jobs, possibly at the expense
of native-born whites and Blacks—findings that

contradict previous work that has mainly used less
complete and representative data.

The interpretation we have advanced is historio-
graphical. We have argued that the existing literature
has rightly identified concerns over descriptive repre-
sentation as crucial inmotivatingmunicipal civil service
reform, yet we have shown that the introduction of
these reforms, on average, led to an increase in the
representation of foreign-born white immigrants, in
contrast with widely held expectations. In other words,
we draw a distinction between the intent of the reforms
and their average effect. We suggest that the existing
literature has drawn these conclusions based on the
experience of the largest cities. We suspect that this is
not the only stylized fact where this is the case. With
new data availability, many of the conclusions from
urban history and urban politics can be reexamined
and contextualized.
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