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Experts to Know: Primaries,
Polarization, and Election Reform

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

FEATURED EXPERTS

A reporter’s guide of leading political scientists studying how
primaries shape American politics — and how reform is changing it.

This resource connects journalists with political scientists whose
research helps explain the outsized role of primary elections in
shaping American politics. It also highlights how reforms including
open primaries are changing the incentives for candidates and
voters. All experts included here are available as sources for
interviews, background, and commentary.

Dr. Richard Barton, Syracuse University
Dr. Laurel Harbridge-Yong, Northwestern University
Dr. Daniel Butler, Washington University in St. Louis
Dr. Rachel Porter, University of Notre Dame

Dr. Christian Grose, University of Southern California
Dr. Jesse Crosson, Purdue University
Dr. Joshua Ferrer, American University

UNITEAMERICA.ORG

CAN SPEAK TO:
How donors, interest groups and parties shape primary outcomes
How the threat of being “primaried” influences legislator behavior
The broader societal impacts of primary reform
Differences between primary voters and the broader electorate 

SELECT PUBLISHED RESEARCH:
“The Influence of Special Interests in Primary Elections” (2025) - Open, all-candidate primaries blunt the impact of
ideological PACs.
“California’s Top Two Primary” (2023) - California’s open primary system has decreased polarization, increased
competition, and improved turnout.
Louisiana’s Long-Term Electoral Experiment” (2022) - By abolishing primaries altogether, Louisiana has increased
meaningful participation, mitigated polarization, and improved governance.
“The primary threat” (2022) - The recent wave of ideological primary challenges is an important source of the
escalation of polarization in recent Congresses.

WORKING PAPERS AND ONGOING RESEARCH: 
The impact of primary reform on societal outcomes - Initial findings suggest that open, all-candidate primaries have a
significant impact on societal outcomes.
Reforming Primary Elections - Forthcoming book on primary reform (co-editor with Clark University’s Robert Boatright)

Dr. Richard Barton
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Syracuse University

https://richardbarton.org/ rcbarton@syr.edu
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bmpXW0WjvphghAxhFOSIOpn_5vXMxE5BI2uwnhs2j4M/edit?tab=t.0#bookmark=kix.dzyb0sjdwtk0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bmpXW0WjvphghAxhFOSIOpn_5vXMxE5BI2uwnhs2j4M/edit?tab=t.0#bookmark=kix.dzyb0sjdwtk0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bmpXW0WjvphghAxhFOSIOpn_5vXMxE5BI2uwnhs2j4M/edit?tab=t.0#bookmark=id.9tmhffacknl4
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bmpXW0WjvphghAxhFOSIOpn_5vXMxE5BI2uwnhs2j4M/edit?tab=t.0#bookmark=id.evgx8o1y0n4l
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bmpXW0WjvphghAxhFOSIOpn_5vXMxE5BI2uwnhs2j4M/edit?tab=t.0#bookmark=kix.r7okq7jb8noe
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bmpXW0WjvphghAxhFOSIOpn_5vXMxE5BI2uwnhs2j4M/edit?tab=t.0#bookmark=kix.u939t2qbpp1f
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bmpXW0WjvphghAxhFOSIOpn_5vXMxE5BI2uwnhs2j4M/edit?tab=t.0#bookmark=id.5038o5pthmp1
https://www.uniteamericainstitute.org/research/the-influence-of-special-interests-in-primary-elections
https://www.uniteamericainstitute.org/research/californias-top-two-primary-the-effects-on-electoral-politics-and-governance
https://www.uniteamericainstitute.org/research/louisianas-long-term-election-experiment-how-eliminating-partisan-primaries-improved-governance-and-reduced-polarization
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/research/center-for-policy-design-and-governance/news-and-research/cpdg-news-and-research-container/the-primary-threat-how-the-surge-of-ideological-challengers-is-exacerbating-partisan-polarization
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/research/center-for-policy-design-and-governance/news-and-research/cpdg-news-and-research-container/the-primary-threat-how-the-surge-of-ideological-challengers-is-exacerbating-partisan-polarization
https://richardbarton.org/
mailto:rcbarton@syr.edu
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Northwestern University

CAN SPEAK TO:
Why primary elections harm representation
Differences between primary and general electorates
How open, all-candidate primary systems affect candidate moderation
How primary voters make decisions in elections where party cues are not helpful

SELECT PUBLISHED RESEARCH:
“Rejecting Compromise: Legislators' Fear of Primary Voters” (2020 - book, news story)- Fear of primary backlash
drives gridlock in Congress.
“Top-Four Primaries Help Moderate Candidates via Crossover Voting: The Case of the 2022 Alaska Election
Reforms” (2023) - Alaska’s system enables cross-party voting and boosts moderates.
“Information for Perceptions of Electability in Primary Elections” (2025 - paper, news story) - How primary voters use
information to assess electability of candidates
“Do U.S. Elections Have a Primary Problem?” (2025) - Summary of published research on primaries.

WORKING PAPERS AND ONGOING RESEARCH: 
“The Electoral Challenge of Balancing Primary and General Electorates” (2023) - Legislators respond more to
primary voters.
Ways that the primary electorate differs from the general electorate
Do top-two primaries yield more moderate candidates?
Dislike of the opposing party impacts voting decisions for primary voters

Dr. Laurel Harbridge-Yong

sites.northwestern.edu/
lharbridgeyong/
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Washington University in St. Louis

CAN SPEAK TO:
Why primary elections harm representation
Differences between primary and general electorates
How open, all-candidate primary systems affect candidate moderation
How primary voters make decisions in elections where party cues are not helpful

SELECT PUBLISHED RESEARCH:
“Rejecting Compromise: Legislators' Fear of Primary Voters” (2020) - Fear of primary backlash drives gridlock in
Congress.
“Top-Four Primaries Help Moderate Candidates via Crossover Voting: The Case of the 2022 Alaska Election
Reforms” (2023) - Alaska’s system enables cross-party voting and boosts moderates.
“Information for Perceptions of Electability in Primary Elections” (2025) - How primary voters use information to
assess electability of candidates

WORKING PAPERS AND ONGOING RESEARCH: 
The Electoral Challenge of Balancing Primary and General Electorates” (2023) - Legislators respond more to
primary voters.
How redistricting leads to more extreme primary electorates
Why and when do legislators in leadership vote against their constituents?
Survey: How are high school civics courses teaching about election participation?

Daniel Butler

daniel.butler@wustl.edu

l-harbridge@northwestern.edu

https://polisci.wustl.edu/
people/daniel-butler

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/rejecting-compromise/01F2DA900C72ACF02E1B3ECF4EED43D3#fndtn-information
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/news/2023/exploring-how-legislators-navigate-the-primary-premium.html
https://www.degruyterbrill.com/document/doi/10.1515/for-2023-2001/html
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11109-025-10054-2
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/news/2024/how-do-voters-think-about-electability.html
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/news/2025/do-us-elections-have-a-primary-problem.html
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/our-work/working-papers/2023/wp-23-07.html
http://sites.northwestern.edu/lharbridgeyong/
http://sites.northwestern.edu/lharbridgeyong/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/rejecting-compromise/01F2DA900C72ACF02E1B3ECF4EED43D3#fndtn-information
https://www.degruyterbrill.com/document/doi/10.1515/for-2023-2001/html
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11109-025-10054-2
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/our-work/working-papers/2023/wp-23-07.html
mailto:daniel.butler@wustl.edu
mailto:l-harbridge@northwestern.edu
https://polisci.wustl.edu/people/daniel-butler
https://polisci.wustl.edu/people/daniel-butler


CAN SPEAK TO:
How open primaries affect candidate moderation
Why same-party competition can reduce polarization
Why open primaries give parties more control over nominating electable candidates
The institutional incentives driving hyperpartisanship in Congress
History of the blanket primary and top-two primaries, developed in Washington State

SELECT PUBLISHED RESEARCH:
“Extreme districts, moderate winners” (2020) - Same-party competition in general elections — a feature of top-two
primary systems — can lead to more moderate legislators.
“Polarized Pluralism” (2020) - Party polarization has extended to interest groups.

WORKING PAPERS AND ONGOING RESEARCH: 
“Party Power in Nonpartisan Primaries” (2024) - Open, all-candidate primaries can strengthen parties' ability to
nominate broadly appealing candidates.
“Do Local Roots Impact Washington Behaviors? District Connections and Representation in the U.S. Congress”
(2025) - Locally rooted legislators–namely, ones born in the district they represent–attract more bipartisan
cosponsors and are least likely to exhibit “party soldier” behaviors.
“Taking Sides: Party Competition, Interest Group Strategy, and the Polarization of American Pluralism.” (2025) -
Forthcoming book exploring the polarization of interest groups over the past 50 years. Preview here.

Dr. Jesse Crosson Purdue University

jessemcrosson.com/ jcrosson@purdue.edu
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University of Notre Dame

CAN SPEAK TO:
How primaries impact candidate characteristics and policy positions
The causes and consequences of electing less experienced candidates (i.e., “amateurs”), and how it erodes
bipartisanship 

SELECT PUBLISHED RESEARCH:
“Evaluating (in)experience in congressional elections” (2024) - Driven in large part by America’s primary system,
amateur politicians are increasingly successful. (Podcast) 
CampaignView — An open source database of policy platforms and biographical narratives for congressional
candidates (2025)

WORKING PAPERS AND ONGOING RESEARCH: 
“Electing amateur politicians reduces cross-party collaboration” (2025) - Amateurs consistently exhibit lower levels
of bipartisanship.
“Strategic Heterogeneity in Issue Positioning: Evidence from Congressional Campaigns” (2025) - Candidates exhibit
greater positional flexibility in districts that are not safe for their party and where constituent policy preferences are
heterogeneous.

Dr. Rachel Porter

http://rachelporter.org rachel.porter@nd.edu 
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/political-science-research-and-methods/article/abs/extreme-districts-moderate-winners-sameparty-challenges-and-deterrence-in-toptwo-primaries/3237E8B7DED448344C1D46E11D71C41A
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/ty8sp58ajkqo3z7yjxtle/2020-APSR-Polarized-Pluralism.pdf?rlkey=95n6a0kxh71npqr42bfudqjvb&dl=0
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1scy3ERnUmruzmjfRUuIxqkEyOhFLjUAV/view
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/vzidklil8shl9x9jvnvtt/2024-APSR-Local-Roots.pdf?rlkey=zhk392k7k3s0paeg3il65rw4j&dl=0
https://hypertext.niskanencenter.org/p/when-lobbyists-have-to-pick-a-side
https://jessemcrosson.com/papers-and-projects/
mailto:jcrosson@purdue.edu
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ajps.12854
https://www.politicsinquestion.com/episodes/why-is-it-amateur-hour-on-capitol-hill
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41597-025-05491-x
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/a1avp36n15h8ywc6uvypr/amateurs_bipartisanship.pdf?rlkey=irpf44o4r5u4yfu3b0nlkfhe2&e=4&st=fuwfo703&dl=0
https://osf.io/preprints/osf/zhrmv_v4
http://rachelporter.org/
mailto:rachel.porter@nd.edu
mailto:rachel.porter@nd.edu
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CAN SPEAK TO:
Changes in primary rules over past quarter century
Differences between primary, general, registered, and eligible electorates
How primary rules affect the demographic and partisan composition of the electorate
Primary voter turnout in midterm cycles, 2010-2024
Effect of primary rules, including same-day registration and registration deadlines, on voter turnout

SELECT PUBLISHED RESEARCH:
“The Effect of Open Primaries on Turnout and Representation” (2024) - Open and nonpartisan primaries increase
turnout and produce electorates that are more representative of the public than closed primaries.
“2022 Primary Turnout: Trends and Lessons for Boosting Participation” (2023) - States that adopted top-two or top-
four primary systems saw an average turnout boost of about 3 percentage points; consolidating primary dates also
increased participation.
“2018 Primary Election Turnout and Reforms” (2018) - Adopting open primaries and consolidating primary election
dates increase turnout.

WORKING PAPERS AND ONGOING RESEARCH: 
“The Effect of Partisan Primaries on Turnout and Representation” (2024) - States that open primaries to unaffiliated
voters see turnout rise by about 5 percentage points, and the electorate becomes more racially and politically
representative of the general public.

Dr. Joshua Ferrer American Univeristy

jferrer@american.edujoshuaferrer.com/
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University of Southern California

CAN SPEAK TO:
How open and top-two primaries reduce polarization
The effects of top-four + ranked choice voting in Alaska
How reform impacts ideological diversity in legislatures
Partisan and voter attitudes toward election innovation

SELECT PUBLISHED RESEARCH:
“Reducing Legislative Polarization” (2020) - Top-two primaries are linked to less extreme legislators.
“Electoral Innovation and the Alaska System” (2024) - Reform enabled Murkowski’s win, expanded voter choice, and
drew broad support — except from populist-leaning voter

WORKING PAPERS AND ONGOING RESEARCH: 
“Top-Two Primaries and Ideological Diversity” (2025) - Greater political diversity observed in California and
Washington compared to closed-primary states.
“Elected officials’ opinions on primary reform” - Survey and randomized experiment: (2026)

Dr. Christian Grose

dornsife.usc.edu/profile/
christian-grose/ cgrose@usc.edu

NEED HELP WITH CONNECTING TO AN EXPERT?

Contact Ross Sherman at ross@uniteamerica.org for coordination,
background briefings, or more information.

https://bipartisanpolicy.org/download/?file=/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/BPC_Ferrer-Unite-America-Grant_R04.pdf
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/download/?file=/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Primary-Turnout-Report_R03.pdf
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/download/?file=/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2018-Primary-Election-Turnout-and-Reforms.pdf
https://www.joshuaferrer.com/publication/partisan_primaries/partisan_primaries.pdf
mailto:jcrosson@purdue.edu
http://joshuaferrer.com/
https://www.nowpublishers.com/article/Details/PIP-0012
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10659129241263585
https://coms.events/epsa2025/data/abstracts/en/abstract_0011_1204_0496.html
http://dornsife.usc.edu/profile/christian-grose/
http://dornsife.usc.edu/profile/christian-grose/
mailto:cgrose@usc.edu
mailto:ross@uniteamerica.org

