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A tale of two cities…

Name Proposition Amount

Dallas Police Training Academy Facility Public Safety Facilities $50,000,000.00

Future Project Economic Development $36,600,000.00

Future Project Economic Development $29,200,000.00

Dallas Zoo Park & Recreation $26,500,000.00

Irving Blvd (SH356) Over Elm Fork Trinity 

River
Street and Transportation $24,750,000.00

Proposed Housing Project Housing $24,400,000.00

Peak Complete Street (Lemmon/ Haskell to 

Parry)
Street and Transportation $22,110,000.00

Dallas Museum of Art Cultural Arts Facilities $20,014,618.70

Proposed 2024 Bond Project Listing
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Goals of the paper

‒First, document the variation in bond referendum requirements in the U.S.
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Goals of the paper

How do these requirements shape public borrowing?

Disclosure 

incentives
Debt choice 

incentives

Are referendum requirements 

associated with richer 

information environments for 

voters and investors?

Are referendum requirements 

associated with municipalities’ 

debt choice and borrowing 

costs?
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‒First, document the variation in bond referendum requirements in the U.S.



Variation in bond referendum requirements

‒Focus on U.S. cities

‒Focus on UTGO, LTGO, 

revenue bonds

‒Sourced from state 

constitutions, statutes, etc.
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RQ1: Are referendum requirements associated with richer 
information environments?
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Voters Investors

‒Referendum requirements raise the 

marginal benefit of issuer disclosure:

▪ Informed officials can use disclosure to 

reduce voter uncertainty about project 

costs and benefits

▪Ballot questions lack party/incumbency 

cues, increasing voters’ reliance on 

issuer disclosure
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Voters Investors

‒Referendum requirements raise the 

marginal benefit of issuer disclosure:

▪ Informed officials can use disclosure to 

reduce voter uncertainty about project 

costs and benefits

▪Ballot questions lack party/incumbency 

cues, increasing voters’ reliance on 

issuer disclosure

‒Muni market is notoriously opaque

▪Disclosure compliance is low (Cuny, 2016; 

Schmitt, 2011)

▪Enforcement is weak (Maffett et al., 2024; 

Ivanov et al., 2025)

‒As of 2025, retail investors hold 66% of 

outstanding muni bonds; investors and 

voters can overlap due to tax incentives

‒But, investor response to formal financial 

disclosure is weak (Cuny et al., 2025)



Website disclosure
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Vote required Website disclosure

‒Focus on variation in GO bond referendum 

requirements (green vs. white states)

‒Measure city website disclosure using the 

Wayback Machine

▪Compare along state borders to keep data 

collection tractable

▪Lessens the concern that unobserved 

geographic factors explain differences in 

websites (Gao et al., 2019; Homes, 1998)

?



Website disclosure
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‒Scrape annual snapshots for 335 cities from 2015-2020

‒Bond-related information

▪Bond URL Count 

▪Bond Count (text)

‒General financial information 

▪Fiscal URL Count 

▪Fiscal Count (text)

▪Financial documents



Website disclosure results

Comparing w/in 

state-border pair
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Bond history

Monitoring

Local 

economic 

conditions



Website disclosure results

Comparing w/in 

state-border pair
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Translates to 4 

more mentions

Translates to 12 

more mentions

Translates to 0.30 

more URLs

Translates to 

1.4 more PDFs

Bond history

Monitoring

Local 

economic 

conditions



Media coverage

‒Media outlets endogenously produce more news about policy actions when reader 

interest is high 

▪By putting a fiscal decision before the voters, a bond referendum may raise reader 

interest in bond-related news and increase the supply of coverage

▪Ex: Sun Valley, ID (2017): $17.5mm roads bond passed by 0.4% 
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Vote required
Bond-related media 

coverage

?



Media coverage results
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Full sample of green and 

white states; UTGO 

bond issuances from 

2000-2020 (Mergent)



Media coverage results

Month, 

purpose, state-

border pair 

FEs
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Bond-related articles 

matched to cities 

(RavenPack)

Recent bonds

Media 

landscape

Size of bond

# articles within 12 

months before UTGO 

issue to capture bond 

campaign period

Full sample of green and 

white states; UTGO 

bond issuances from 

2000-2020 (Mergent)



Media coverage results

Month, 

purpose, state-

border pair 

FEs
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Translates to 

31.5% more 

articles

Recent bonds

Media 

landscape

Size of bond

Results hold in 

border cities



Validation using Texas bond elections

Is website disclosure more likely 

during elections?

Is media coverage more likely 

during elections?

Translates to 84% 

increase in 

likelihood of 

adding bond text

Translates to 83% 

increase in 

likelihood of 

coverage
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Is this information relevant for voters?

Bond website text Bond-related media coverage

Both bond-related website disclosure and bond-related media coverage are 

associated with a lower likelihood of failure and greater voter agreement
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Is this information relevant for bond investors?

Vote required
Secondary market 

trading

?
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‒Even for traditional investor-

focused disclosure, investors 

show weak trading responses 
(Cuny et al., 2025)

‒Bond campaign materials are 

neither standardized nor 

disseminated through centralized 

investor platforms

The information could be 

useful... 
On the other hand...

‒Disclosure from bond campaigns 

aligns with best-practices from 

municipal credit analysts (NFMA, 

2017)

‒Voters and investors may overlap 

due to local ownership of muni 

bonds (e.g., Babina et al., 2021)



Secondary-market trading results
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State tax 

privilege

Presence of 

regulated 

financial 

disclosure

Bond 

characteristics

Year trends and 

within-purpose

‒When voter 

approval is 

required, bonds are 

1.5% more likely to 

trade in the 

secondary market

‒3.3% more likely to 

trade by retail 

investors

‒Consistent 

evidence in the 

border-city sample



RQ2: Financing choices and borrowing costs

‒So far, we find that for bonds subject to a vote, cities have incentives to disclose more 

bond-related information

‒However, because the referendum process is costly, cities also have incentives to retain 

control over borrowing

▪May prefer bond types that do not require referendums in the first place

▪But, these types of bonds also tend to be more expensive

→ Are referendum requirements associated with cities’ bond choice and borrowing 

costs?
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Financing choices

16

No vote 

(N = 65,525)

18%

66%

16%

Limited Tax GO RevenueUnlimited Tax GO



Financing choices

GO vote required

 (N = 59,926)

‒Results: 

▪When a GO vote is required, fewer UTGO bonds, 3x more revenue bonds

No vote 

(N = 65,525)

18%

66%

16%

Limited Tax GO RevenueUnlimited Tax GO

17%

31%

52%

16



Only UTGO vote req 

(N = 30,379)

Financing choices

GO vote required

 (N = 59,926)

‒Results: 

▪When a GO vote is required, fewer UTGO bonds, 3x more revenue bonds

▪When only a UTGO vote is required, fewer UTGO, 3x more LTGO bonds

▪Compared to the no-vote benchmark, cities may gravitate towards types of 

bonds where they have more control 

No vote 

(N = 65,525)

18%

66%

16%

Limited Tax GO RevenueUnlimited Tax GO

54%

23%

23%

17%

31%

52%
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Debt choice: GO vote required

‒Regress a city’s aggregate % 

bond type from 2000-2020 

on GO Vote

‒City-level regression (no 

fixed effects)

‒Light green vs. white states

‒Control for local economic 

conditions, state laws about 

muni finances, and tax 

privilege
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Debt choice: GO vote required

‒Regress a city’s aggregate % 

bond type from 2000-2020 

on GO Vote

‒City-level regression (no 

fixed effects)

‒Light green vs. white states

‒Control for local economic 

conditions, state laws about 

muni finances, and tax 

privilege
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35% less UTGO 7% less LTGO 41% more Rev



Debt choice: Only UTGO vote required
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41% less UTGO

8% more LTGO

31% more Rev



Debt choice: By supermajority requirement

Incremental substitution 

when hurdle is higher
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Project purposes (proportion of $ outstanding)
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Project purposes

21

‒Don’t find that Vote 

is associated with 

financing different 

projects more or less

‒Likely because vote-

requiring cities are 

able to substitute 

towards revenue 

bonds across project 

purposes 



Borrowing cost: GO vote required
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Yield spreads ↑ 

by 27-35 basis 

points 



Borrowing cost: Only UTGO vote required
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Yield spreads ↑ 

by 18-29 basis 

points 



Debt choice and borrowing cost in border-city sample

Comparing within 

a state-border 

pair
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Conclusion

‒Descriptive paper, first to document the variation in bond referendum requirements for 

U.S. cities 

How do these requirements shape public borrowing?

Disclosure 

incentives
Debt choice 

incentives

Richer information 

environments for voters and 

investors

More referendum-exempt, 

costlier bonds, but allows for 

more timely and perhaps less 

costly project execution
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Thank You!



Appendix



Website disclosure and media descriptives



Descriptive statistics



Descriptive statistics



Figure 2
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Debt composition more broadly across vote, no vote

# Cities
All GO + Revenue 

bonds
UTGO bonds Revenue bonds

Vote = 0 Vote = 1

‒ Insights: 

▪ Across all bonds, the proportion issued by cities in vote-requiring states mirrors 

the proportion of cities in these states

▪ Across UTGO bonds, only 37% are issued by cities in vote-requiring states

▪ Across revenue bonds, almost 80% are issued by cities in vote-requiring states
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