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Executive Summary 
Municipalities provide a wide variety of services, including road maintenance, parks, utilities, social 
programs, and more. Wisconsin has a relatively unique municipal finance structure, where a significant 
proportion of the funding for these services is derived from the property tax. In 2005, the State of 
Wisconsin enacted a limit on the amount of additional funds a municipality could raise through the 
annual property tax levy. Meanwhile, the State of Wisconsin has reduced the level of funding provided 
to municipalities over the past several decades. However, municipalities can generate additional revenue 
through pursuit of a ballot referendum to exceed property tax levy limits. 

This report analyzes 108 referenda held in Wisconsin from 2006 through 2018. The goal of this analysis 
is to understand what factors contributed to the successful passage of 38 of these ballot initiatives. The 
research includes a quantitative analysis of publicly available data as well as interviews and case studies 
of referenda in the City of De Pere, the City of Janesville, and the City of South Milwaukee. The 
findings from this research have broad implications for municipalities, The League of Wisconsin 
Municipalities, and the State of Wisconsin.   
 

Passage Rate by Municipality Type, 2006-2018 
Municipality Type Passed Failed Total % Passed 

City 11 7 18 61% 
Village 11 22 33 33% 
Town 9 33 42 21% 

County 7 8 15 47% 
Total 38 70 108 35% 

Sources: Wisconsin Elections Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue 
 

Overall, 35 percent of the referenda analyzed for this study passed. Important characteristics—both 
within and outside of a municipality’s control—contribute to the likelihood of referendum passage. 
Broadly, municipalities must identify a publicly valuable purpose for increased revenue and adopt robust 
voter communication and education campaigns during the referendum process. The purpose, amount of 
tax increase, duration of increase, and area homeownership rate are important predictors of passage. For 
example, levies proposed for road repairs and construction are less likely to pass than those for public 
safety, waste collection, and public health. Also, levies that propose a one-time increase are less likely to 
pass then those that provide for ongoing tax liabilities. 

Based on interviews and other analysis, three themes emerge related to levy passage: 

1. Wording of ballot items matters.   
2. Timing of levies matters.  
3. Communication matters.   

Recommendations: 

• Municipalities should hold levy-limit referenda during a general election in even-numbered 
years to take advantage of higher voter turnout and reduce election-related costs.  
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• Municipal staff should create educational outreach that emphasizes the policy purpose of the 
referendum, defines the current financial situation, and lays out the alternative outcomes that 
will follow passage or failure. 

• The League should support efforts to allow referendum questions to include the estimated 
impact of a levy increase on property tax payment per $100,000 in assessed property value 
rather than the total amount, which is difficult for voters to translate into tax amounts per 
property. 

• The League should provide content to its members on the respective state and local 
responsibilities regarding funding services that are likely to be proposed on a referendum.  

• Robust communications and education strategies around a levy are challenging for 
municipalities without the fiscal or administrative capacity to conduct such a plan. The 
League should develop templates for content that can be used by its members during the 
period before a referendum.   

• The State of Wisconsin should ensure that one agency is accountable for recording municipal 
levy-limit referenda. Significant gaps in the data on municipal levy-limit referenda in 
Wisconsin, including incorrect, inconsistent, and missing data, exist. 

• The State of Wisconsin should review the implications of levy limits on municipal finance 
and operations. Annual levy-limit increases create disparities across municipalities and 
hinder municipalities from to providing important services to residents. 
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Introduction 
Municipalities in the State of Wisconsin are incorporated 
governance units—cities and villages—that provide a 
range of services to residents, including street maintenance 
and snow plowing; sewer, water and electricity; police and 
fire protection; waste collection; libraries; parks and 
recreation; zoning and planning; and public transportation 
(Healy 2015; LWM 2020). Municipalities in Wisconsin 
raise a more than one-third of the revenue to fund these 
services through the property tax (Murray et al 2019).  

In 2005, the State of Wisconsin adopted property tax levy restrictions that limited the ability of local 
governments to increase their property tax levies annually. Local governments can overcome this 
revenue restriction through a referendum process. From 2006 to 2018, local governments held 108 levy 
referenda, with 38 approved by voters. Given the small number of referenda, this analysis includes 
towns and counties in addition to cities and villages to draw more robust conclusions. The 108 referenda 
represent cities, villages, towns, and counties with diverse demographic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds, and each used various methods to 
communicate the referendum to residents.  

To aid municipalities that are planning future referenda, 
The League of Wisconsin Municipalities (League) 
requested an analysis of the demographic, socioeconomic, 
and communication characteristics that contributed to 
passage of referenda. This report combines interviews 
with municipal leaders and quantitative data analysis to 
develop recommendations on best practices for 
municipalities considering levy referenda.  

The first section of this report provides an overview of the 
property tax in the State of Wisconsin, including the 
implications of levy-limit restrictions for municipal 
finances. The next section provides three case studies of 
Wisconsin municipalities that represent unique 
experiences with the municipal levy-limit referendum process. The next section analyzes demographic 
and socioeconomic characteristics of the 108 attempted referenda from 2006 through 2018. Finally, this 
report synthesizes the results of interviews with municipal leaders and the results of the data analysis to 
provide recommendations for The League, its membership, and the State of Wisconsin. 

This report does not consider the impact of the state’s levy-limit law. However, this research identified 
important consequences and often a negative sentiment from municipal officials regarding levy limits. 
This may have implications for the structure of municipal financing and the existing state-local 
government revenue generation model. 

The research for this report took place amid growing public health concerns related to COVID-19 in the 
spring of 2020. Preliminary research suggests that social and economic impacts of COVID-19 may 
result in a challenging fiscal environment at all levels of government for some time. This report does not 
address the specific impacts of COVID-19 for municipal finance, but the fiscal impacts of the pandemic 
may affect the conclusions of this report. 

The League of Wisconsin Municipalities 
helps Wisconsin municipalities share ideas 

and learn from one another, train and 
provide information to the people elected 
and appointed to govern those cities and 
villages, and advocate to the Wisconsin 

Legislature, Governor and state agencies 
on the municipality’s behalf. 

 

By the Numbers 
Wisconsin Municipalities 
 
190 
Cities  
 
410 
Villages 
 
70% 
State Population Residing in Cities & Villages 
 
378 
Municipalities with Populations Below 2,500 
 
221 
Municipalities with Populations Above 2,500 
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Background on Municipal Finance in Wisconsin 
Municipalities in the State of Wisconsin have various revenue sources to fund services, including the 
property tax, state aid, development impact fees, user fees, utility fees, licenses and permits, fines, and 
limited options to raise revenue through additional sales tax, room tax, and vehicle registration fees. 
However, the property tax is the most significant revenue tool under municipalities’ control to fund 
services (Olin and Schumann 2017). This is, in part, due to state-imposed restrictions on other possible 
municipal revenue sources, including prohibition of local income taxes and most sales taxes.  

A municipality determines the total property tax levy during its annual budgeting process (Figure 1), 
which typically is finalized in the fourth quarter of the year and goes into effect the following fiscal year 
beginning January 1 (Healy 2015). Although budgeting practices differ across municipalities and 
government types, one common method is to determine the total amount of revenue necessary to provide 
the desired level of services, subtract the revenue expected from other sources (state aid, fees, etc.) and 
levy the remainder through the property tax based on assessed property values.  

Figure 1. Annual Municipal Levy Process 

 

Wisconsin’s Reliance on Property Tax 

Wisconsin municipalities rely heavily on the property tax to fund services. In 2015, Wisconsin 
municipalities received 42.2 percent of their revenues from the property tax (Murray et al 2019). That is 
more than any other Midwestern state and nearly twice the United States’ average of 23.3 percent. Two 
broad factors contributed to municipalities becoming increasingly reliant on the property tax: declining 
state aid and restrictions of other possible revenue sources. 

Declining State Aid 
State aid, or revenue provided by the state to the municipality, can come in the form of categorical aids, 
which are targeted toward a specific purpose, or unrestricted aids, which a municipality can use however 
it chooses. 

Unrestricted state aid, or shared revenue, originally was intended to send taxes collected at the state level 
back to the municipality and county from which they were collected (DOR 2019). For example, sales 
taxes collected in a local store would in theory be returned at some level to the locality where it was 
collected. However, the bulk of state taxes collected are tied to personal income taxes. This resulted in 
disparities with high-income municipalities receiving large state aid payments relative to lower-income 
areas. In 1972, the State of Wisconsin shifted toward using state aid to equalize the revenue levels of 
municipalities, or dispersing state aid based on need. The new shared revenue system buoyed 
municipalities with low populations and low property values that would otherwise be left with a limited 
capacity to raise revenues without prohibitively high property tax rates. However, as shown in Figure 2, 
state aid as a proportion of municipal budgets has steadily declined since the mid-1980s. By 2015, state 
aid as a share of municipal revenue declined to nearly 20 percent, compared to over 40 percent three 
decades before. A decline in state aid requires municipalities to raise additional revenue from elsewhere. 
Municipalities typically turn to the property tax, particularly under state restrictions on other revenue 

Develop Budget
Determine 
Revenue 
Source

Caclulate Levy

Collect Levy 
Based on 
Assessed 

Values
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options. However, since 2005, municipalities have had limited options to raise revenue from property 
taxes. 

Figure 2. Share of Municipal Revenue by Source (Property Tax & State Aid) 

 
Source: Murray et al 2019 
Notes: For Wisconsin municipalities, since the early 2000s the property tax has become an increasingly large share of 
revenue as state aid share has decreased. The red line represents the year in which levy limits began. 

Restrictions on Revenue Options 
The State of Wisconsin restricts municipalities from adopting various other revenue streams. For 
example, 17 states allow municipalities to adopt a local income tax, which Wisconsin prohibits 
(Walczak 2019). Notably, a local income tax option is popular in the Midwest, being employed in Iowa, 
Missouri, Indiana, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. Wisconsin also prohibits the adoption of a local sales tax 
outside certain narrow exceptions such as stadium districts and resort areas, whereas 38 states allow 
municipalities to adopt a local sales tax (Cammenga 2020). Table 1 shows the composition of local 
government revenues by source in Wisconsin and the United States in the 2013 fiscal year. Wisconsin 
municipalities rely more on property tax and intergovernmental transfers than the rest of the country.  

Table 1. Local Government Revenues by Source 
Revenue Source Wisconsin (%) United States (%) 

Property Tax  36.4 29.8 
Sales Tax 1.8 6.9 

Income Tax N/A 2.5 
Other Taxes 0.8 1.9 

Charges 17 22.6 
Intergovernmental Transfers 44 36.3 
Source: Olin & Schumann 2017 

    
Levy limits, declining state aid, and restrictions on other revenue sources lead a municipality to seek 
additional revenue through a referendum. 
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History of Municipal Levy Limits in Wisconsin 
The State of Wisconsin created the levy-limit program in 2005 as part of the 2005–07 biennial budget, 
effective with 2006 calendar year municipal levies. When the levy limits were imposed, the State of 
Wisconsin consistently ranked above the national average in the property-tax burden per $1,000 of 
personal income and per capita (Olin 2005). Figure 3 shows the change in minimum allowable levy 
increases through time. Municipalities can raise revenue if the area’s net new construction values 
increase, but only up to that increase in value. For example, if new property is developed and no existing 
properties are demolished, a municipality will have positive net growth. However, the municipality’s 
levy increases are limited to the percent net growth in new construction. The initial legislation in 2006 
restricted municipal levy-limit increases to the greater of 2 percent or the local government's net new 
construction rate. Therefore, even if a municipality had zero percent net new construction, it could still 
increase its levy 2 percent. Between 2006 and 2011, the allowable levy varied between 2 percent and 
3.86 percent (Figure 3). Finally, the 2011–13 biennial budget reduced the minimum levy-limit increase 
to zero percent. Therefore, municipalities could not increase their tax levy unless there was net new 
construction within the municipality. However, the statute safeguarded municipalities from having to 
decrease their levy in the event of negative net new construction values—that is if new construction was 
less than any demolitions. Nevertheless, since 2011, the state has not permitted any levy increases 
beyond net new construction.  

  
Figure 3. Minimum Allowable Levy Increases in Wisconsin, 2006 to 2020 

  
Source: Olin 2011 
Wisconsin allowed modest levy increases regardless of net new construction until 2011, when the allowable limit was set to 
zero and tied strictly to net new construction. 

 

Purpose of Budget Constraints 
The State of Wisconsin imposed fiscal controls on local governments to lower residents’ property-tax 
burden starting in the 2000s, when Wisconsin had a greater property-tax burden relative to other states 
(Olin 2005). Wisconsin’s personal income growth rate also was lower than the property tax growth rate. 
This resulted in property owners increasingly spending a larger portion of their income on property 
taxes. State restrictions on property tax increases may have helped reduce the use of property taxes for 
funding municipal services. In 2001, the state was ranked eighth in its property-tax burden (Olin 2005). 
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By 2017, Wisconsin ranked 16th in its property-tax burden (WPF 2019). It is important to note that 
property taxes fund not only local government services, but also counties, K-12 schools, technical 
colleges, and, until 2017, the state’s forestry mill tax. Therefore, any of these taxing jurisdictions may 
account for the decrease in the state’s average property-tax burden from 2001 to 2017. 

Olin’s Legislative Fiscal Bureau report (2011) highlights the potential problems of property tax levy 
limits: 

● It is unlikely that municipal expenses will track with property value inflation, particularly in the 
event of emergencies, capital improvement projects, or new programming that residents demand. 

● State-imposed levy limits reduce local control over revenues. This is particularly challenging 
when there are reductions in state and federal aid and the municipality is unable to replace that 
decreased aid with other revenue. 

● Levy limits took effect in 2005. That becomes the base year for changes and may not reflect 
unique features of municipal levies that occurred that year. For example, if a municipality used 
its reserve fund balance to lower its levy in 2005, the municipality’s ongoing levy increases will 
be depressed.  

● Levy limits incentivize municipalities to levy the highest allowable amount every year, so they 
do not lose that level of levy in future years. A 2013 Legislative Fiscal Bureau report finds 
evidence that local governments engage in this strategy (Olin 2013). 

Implications of Levy Limits 
Levy limits restrict the amount of revenue a municipality can receive through the property tax. 
Meanwhile, costs for services and administration continue rising. Therefore, the current limit on levy 
increases beyond new construction can lead to a decline in services because rising costs exceed 
allowable levy-limit increases.  

Disparities in Growth 
A 2018 report from the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance (now the Wisconsin Policy Forum) found that 
levy limits in Wisconsin create disparities between high-growth and low-growth municipalities. In other 
words, municipalities that are not experiencing net growth cannot raise more revenue from the tax levy. 
These low-growth municipalities may need to cut services as their costs rise, making it even more 
difficult to attract new construction and creating a challenging negative feedback loop. 

On the other hand, high-growth municipalities can raise 
their levies with less constraint, allowing them to fully 
invest in core services such as roads and public safety, 
while also investing in economic development 
opportunities, facilities, and additional amenities such as 
parks and aquatic centers. These positive and negative 
feedback loops in low-growth and high-growth 
municipalities appear to be accelerating, leading to 
greater economic disparities among municipalities by 
keeping municipalities locked into their economic status 
when the state created levy limits. Although rates of new 
construction have slowly and steadily risen since 2009, 

Feedback loops in low-growth and 
high-growth municipalities appear to 
be accelerating, leading to greater 
economic disparities among 
municipalities by keeping 
municipalities locked into their 
economic status when the state 
created levy limits. 
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following a decline after the 2007 recession, net new construction rates are still below what they were in 
2005, when the state implemented levy limits (WISTAX 2018). Between 2012 and 2016, only 62 of 
more than 600 cities and villages in Wisconsin had average new construction rates of 2 percent or 
higher, while 186 had average rates of 0.5 percent or less (WISTAX 2018).  

Review of Referendum Process 
Wisconsin’s levy-limit statute allows municipalities to exceed state-imposed levy limits through a 
referendum process (Wis. § 66.0602). Advocates of levy limits with a referendum option believe the 
system is more purely democratic by giving voters direct control over their tax burden and the level of 
services the municipality provides (Bulmer 2017). In theory, a successful referendum means residents 
are willing to pay more for the proposed service, whereas, a democratically elected board may not 
represent the preferences of the median voter (Matsusaka 2005). 

Municipalities in Wisconsin must follow this procedure for holding a referendum to increase the levy 
beyond the allowable levy limit: 

1. The governing body must adopt a resolution stating its intent to exceed the levy limit, including 
the proposed amount of the levy increase beyond the amount allowed by state law, the purpose 
for which the increase will be used, and whether the proposed increase is for the next fiscal year 
or if it will apply on an ongoing basis. 

2. The municipality’s clerk must publish notice of the referendum consistent with Wis. § 10.01. 
The referendum cannot take place sooner than 42 days from the governing body’s adoption of 
the resolution. 

3. Within 14 days after the referendum, the municipality’s clerk must certify the results of the 
referendum to the Wisconsin Department of Revenue (DOR).  

4. If voters approve the referendum, the municipality’s levy limit will increase the next fiscal year 
by the amount stated in the resolution.  

Wis. § 66.0602 (4)(c) provides standardized content and wording for referenda. The standardized 
question is as follows, with bracketed sections representing content specific to each municipality: 
“Under state law, the increase in the levy of the [name of political subdivision] for the tax to be imposed 
for the next fiscal year, [year], is limited to [%], which results in a levy of [$]. Shall the [name of 
political subdivision] be allowed to exceed this limit and increase the levy for the next fiscal year, 
[year], for [purpose for which the increase will be used], by a total of [%], which results in a levy of 
[$]?” 

Variability in Ballot Questions 
It is unclear whether this statute and wording allow municipalities to include more information in the 
referendum question. For example, although the original levy-limit law enacted in 2005 did not require 
municipalities to state the purpose of the increase, many included the purpose in the referendum 
question. The first time the state explicitly required municipalities to include a purpose in the ballot 
question was in the 2017–2019 state budget act. Before 2017, The League advised municipalities to not 
include the purpose of the levy-limit increase on the ballot, believing that guidance was consistent with 
state law. However, many municipalities did include the purpose of the levy-limit increase before 2017. 
The level of detail that municipalities include in their referendum questions has varied significantly over 
time.  
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Referendum Timing 
Wis. § 66.0602 restricts when a municipality can hold a levy-limit referendum; however, League staff 
indicated that the DOR enforced the referendum timing inconsistently since 2006. For referenda from 
2006 to 2018 (the period in this analysis), a municipality was required to use actual DOR valuation of 
net new construction to determine its levy limit. The DOR typically releases valuation reports on August 
1. Due to this release date and public notice requirements, the earliest date a municipality could hold a 
referendum vote was in November. Because a municipality could not develop its budget without 
knowing the referendum results, most levy-limit referenda were held in November.  

On March 3, 2020, the state enacted 2019 Wisconsin Act 126, which changed the referendum statute to 
allow a municipality to use its best estimate of net new construction. This gave municipalities greater 
flexibility to hold levy-limit referenda at various times throughout the year because a municipality did 
not have to wait for the August 1 DOR report. The referendum now may take place at the same time as 
school board elections, spring primary elections, or the general election.  

Beyond statutory requirements of the referendum process, municipalities differed vastly in how they 
educated their residents and did outreach to voters. The extent of this differentiation is revealed in the 
case studies and interviews with municipal officials for this analysis.  

Case Studies 
Interviews with municipal officials in three cities provided insights on methods of communication and 
outreach for referenda related to levy increases. Each city had noteworthy experiences: the City of De 
Pere demonstrated the power of community outreach; leadership in the City of Janesville had consensus 
to go to referenda, but failed; and the City of South Milwaukee hired a private business to communicate 
its referendum message to residents. 

City of De Pere 

Background 
Between 2006 and 2018, the City of De Pere held four referenda to exceed levy limits—more than any 
other municipality in Wisconsin over this time period. 

In 2006, De Pere asked residents to vote on three separate ballot questions: street improvements 
($941,276 increase), hiring four additional police officers ($337,540), and general funding for City 
services ($550,000). City residents approved the $941,276 levy increase for street improvements with 52 
percent approval. The other two referenda failed. (Common Council of the City of De Pere 2006). 

In 2018, De Pere held a referendum on a levy-limit increase to improve two City pools. Voters approved 
the $900,000 levy-limit increase by a 2:1 ratio (Common Council of the City of De Pere 2018).  

To help identify contributing factors to De Pere’s referenda successes and failures, the next section 
analyzes outreach strategies used by the City and community organizations.    

Analysis 
City Administrator Larry Delo said De Pere Common Council members disagreed over the referenda in 
2006 and 2018. City staff, therefore, did not engage in outreach to residents. “Staff had to stay neutral in 
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how they advertised it,” said Delo. City staff provided residents with factual information on the 
estimated dollar costs.  

Although they did not specifically address referenda questions, De Pere’s 2014 Municipal Services 
Survey and similar surveys provided information about public opinion on City spending. Citing surveys 
on municipal services, Delo said residents favored supporting or enhancing the level of services.  

Delo also noted that residents’ commitment to the community improves the likelihood of passing a 
referendum. This community-oriented nature empowered a citizen action group that drove the outreach 
and passage of the 2018 aquatic facility referendum. The group, Save Our De Pere Pools, advocated for 
the levy-limit referendum to update and improve the City’s two pools. Save Our De Pere Pools 
presented real estate impacts, a financial analysis, and 24 pages of collected public comments to the Park 
Board. The group also shared results of a survey with 1,241 responses. The Council authorized a 
referendum to increase the levy limit by $900,000 for reconstructing and operating both pools. 

Leading up to the referendum vote, Save Our De Pere Pools organized an outreach campaign to 
residents. The group raised $1,540 through online donations and sold yard signs and bumper stickers. 
The donations funded mailers for approximately 10,000 De Pere households and a “Fast Fact Flyer” 
delivered during door-to-door canvassing to approximately 10,000 De Pere households. At the time, De 
Pere’s population was 25,000. The documents provided answers to frequently asked questions and 
encouraged residents to support the referendum. The organization also developed a promotional video, 
website, and Facebook page. Betsy Hornseth, who co-led the Save Our De Pere Pools group, attributes 
the referendum’s success to the group’s tenacious attitude and unrelenting outreach. Hornseth believed 
yard signs were the most important part of the group’s outreach. She said emphasizing community 
values in De Pere was essential to the message, but the group also made an economic argument. In a 
presentation to the Park Board, the group brought a real estate agent to talk about property value and a 
psychologist to discuss the impact of the pools on child welfare. Hornseth suggested other municipalities 
connect with networks across the municipality to build outreach capacity. 

In 2006, an organization affiliated with De Pere’s police department, the Citizens Academy Alumni, 
urged residents to support a levy-limit increase for hiring additional police officers. The group sent 
postcards before the referendum to gauge interest and met with other community groups; however, the 
referendum failed narrowly. De Pere Police Chief Derek Beiderwieden noted that, at the time, the 
department was experiencing turmoil between the administration and the local union. Beiderwieden 
believed the relationship with the union negatively affected the levy vote. No groups conducted an 
outreach and education campaign such as knocking doors or sending mailers. For other municipalities, 
Beiderwieden recommended using new tools available through social media and ensuring that all 
internal groups are on board. The absence of a strong group to invest in outreach and promote the 
referendum to residents contributed to the failure of this levy increase.  

Key Takeaways 
● Municipalities should partner with new or existing community grassroots organizations to 

increase the likelihood of a successful referendum. 

● Well-resourced community organizations can operate outside a municipality’s budget and 
operational constraints. 

● A unified message and diverse forms of outreach from a determined grassroots organization can 
advance niche causes. 
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City of Janesville 

Background 
In 2014, the City of Janesville pursued a referendum to increase the levy limit by 4.1 percent each of the 
next five years. Despite support from the Janesville Common Council and City staff, 63 percent of 
voters rejected the referendum. Janesville had fallen behind on repairs needed to maintain its roads. City 
staff offered possible funding solutions to the Common Council over a two-year period, including 
borrowing money, increasing vehicle registration fees, and special assessments. The Common Council 
hosted a study session on roads, resulting in the Council, with support from City administrators, 
deciding to conduct a referendum to exceed the levy limit. “A referendum is the lowest cost and most 
financially sustainable option,” said Janesville Finance Director Maxwell Gagin. When the referendum 
was proposed, City staff interpreted Wis. § 66.0602 to prohibit Janesville from specifying the 
referendum’s purpose.  

Neither the Council nor City staff provided detailed information about the referendum until the Common 
Council initiated the process in August 2014, when the DOR released the official net new construction 
estimates. After the referendum was on the November 2014 election ballot, City staff ran a social media 
campaign, issued press releases, and met with civic groups. The Janesville Chamber of Commerce and 
the local newspaper endorsed the referendum. Gagin said City staff saw their role as informers rather 
than advocates. The City’s attorney advised city staff not to promote a position on the referendum. 
Janesville Common Council member Jim Farrell said the Common Council did not push hard enough 
for approval and did not run a vigorous campaign. Unlike De Pere, Janesville lacked an external 
organized support group advocating for or against the referendum. When the referendum failed, 
Janesville borrowed money and instituted a wheel tax. “Levy limits force cities to look around for other 
funds,” Farrell said. 

Analysis 
Three factors hindered passage of the referendum, said Farrall. First, the timing was poor. It wasn’t a 
Presidential Election year, and voters rejected a recent referendum for the local technical college. 
Second, the interpretation of Wis. § 66.0602 that prohibited the City from specifying the purpose of the 
funds within the ballot question posed a challenge. Voters who saw the referendum in the voting booth 
for the first time could not know the intent of the levy increase. Third, Farrall believed he and other 
Common Council members should have proactively promoted the referendum. He also thought the 
City’s administration could have spent money on TV and radio ads to educate residents about the 
referendum, rather than relying on social media and press releases. Like Farrall, Gagin believed the state 
statute’s format contributed to confusion among residents about the referendum’s purpose. The City has 
been reluctant to hold a referendum since. 

Key Takeaways 
● Municipalities face challenges by state regulations on the referendum wording, which causes 

confusion among voters. 

● Municipalities should aggressively pursue active education and advocacy efforts by staff and 
elected officials. 

● Municipalities should make clear the policy purpose of a levy, especially for services residents 
view positively. 
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City of South Milwaukee 

Background 
In 2017, the City of South Milwaukee sought to exceed its levy limit to fund public safety services. 
Specifically, the City sought to increase its annual tax levy by $616,641 to maintain existing paramedic 
services and hire two additional police officers. At the time of the referendum, the City’s levy increase 
limit was $9,688 because the City had a net new construction rate of 0.09 percent.  

The City of South Milwaukee contracted with a communications and public relations company, Mueller 
Communications, to conduct a survey and outreach for educating voters and gathering feedback on the 
referendum. The City spent $55,000 to create and implement a survey and public relations campaign. 
Mueller Communications used the survey to gather feedback on future funding options for public safety 
services. The information on the survey also educated residents. 

Analysis 
In response to the City’s budget constraints, South Milwaukee Mayor Erik Brooks said the City faced 
either a reduction in services or a push for a revenue increase. Brooks and Mueller Communications 
Chief Operating Officer James Madlom said that given existing levy limits, the amount of revenue the 
City sought could likely be raised only through a referendum process. In other words, when the City 
began working with Mueller Communications on a survey to gauge funding options, Brooks and 
Madlom believed a referendum would be likely. However, Brooks said, the City would not have moved 
forward with the referendum if the survey results showed a lack of support. The survey showed 60 
percent of residents supported a tax increase.  

The City held the referendum through a special election on November 7, 2017, with the referendum the 
only item on the ballot. The referendum passed with 66 percent approval. Brooks said a special election 
was held due to statutory mandates on referendum timing. However, he would not advise municipalities 
to hold special elections for referendum purposes given the costs associated with holding elections. 
Brooks also believed municipalities should not view the referendum process as a recurring revenue 
option, given the uncertainty in approval and costs associated with administering the referendum.  

The outreach materials highlighted factors external to City operations in addition to state-imposed levy 
limits, including reductions in state and county aid, a comparison of the level of services across similar 
municipalities, and a breakdown of revenue sources for public safety services.  

The City used mailers, blogs, social media posts, op-eds in local media, and municipal meetings to 
communicate to residents. The survey provided information on the City’s operations and revenue 
structure. The survey also was effective as an educational tool because it was presented in a format that 
engaged the reader to respond to questions related to municipal budgeting and services.  

Hiring a communications company to assist with a referendum is likely outside the existing budget 
capacity of many municipalities. Additionally, municipalities may face criticism that they are using 
taxpayer dollars to hire a company tasked with persuading voters to pay more taxes, while also raising 
concern over a constrained budget.  

Brooks said the Common Council had reservations about hiring Mueller Communications, but the City 
experienced little criticism from the general public. The City did not widely publicize that it hired 
Mueller to assist with the referendum. 
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In response to residents who did criticize the City for spending taxpayer dollars on a communications 
company, Madlom said the costs associated with a failed referendum justified the expense. In addition to 
costs associated with conducting an election, a failed referendum leaves the underlying budget issue 
intact, which can further stress a municipal budget. Madlom argued that the costs for holding a 
referendum that fails are greater than the costs to hire a communications company. 

Key Takeaways 
● Administrative and election costs related to a failed referendum as well as the unresolved 

revenue constraint are likely more expensive than the costs of a robust communication plan, 
which could include hiring a company with expertise in that area.  

● Municipal officials should seek adequate funds to resolve a funding gap in perpetuity rather than 
view the referendum as a funding option if the issue arises in the future.  

● Well-informed voters are more likely to support a referendum. 

Analyzing Levy Passage: Quantitative Analysis 
The case studies provide insight into individual municipal experiences. The quantitative analysis serves 
to generalize the qualitative findings over 108 referenda from 2006 through 2018. 

Data Collection 
This analysis draws on two administrative data sources: the Wisconsin Department of Revenue (DOR) 
and the Wisconsin Elections Commission (WEC). Data collection relied on spreadsheets provided by the 
DOR and WEC through open records requests. The state mandates the DOR to record all successful 
levy-limit referenda since the state introduced levy limits. DOR data included the local government that 
passed a referendum, the amount of the increase, the duration of the increase, and, in some years, the 
purpose of the increase. The DOR data did not contain referenda that failed. The WEC data included all 
local jurisdictions that proposed referenda, the election type and year, and the specific ballot question.  

To determine the number and details of referenda that did not pass, the authors cross-checked the DOR 
data (successful referenda) against the WEC data (all referenda). If a referendum question in the WEC 
data was not in the DOR data, the authors coded that observation as “failed.” The WEC data also 
included 41 referenda that were advisory, proposed by school districts, or requested something other 
than a levy-limit increase (i.e. annexation, sales tax, facility construction). The DOR data included 5 
passed referenda that were incorrect, unconfirmed, or repetitious. These observations were dropped from 
the dataset. 

The authors found significant discrepancies in the data from DOR and WEC, including missing, 
inconsistent, and unverifiable observations. Recurring inconsistencies involved the year when a 
municipality passed a referendum and the amount of levy increase. In several cases, the DOR registered 
a successful referendum but WEC had no record of the referendum. The authors contacted municipal 
officials in each municipality the DOR listed as having passed a referendum to verify the data provided, 
and this revealed several inconsistencies, including: 

● The DOR data showed the City of De Pere as having passed one referendum per year in 2006, 
2007, and 2008. However, the City held three referenda in 2006, only one of which passed. This 
analysis treats all three referenda as occurring in 2006. 
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● The DOR data listed the Village of Sauk City as having passed a $1.8 million referendum in 
2008, which is approximately twice as large as any other levy-limit referendum in this study. 
There is no other record of this referendum, and village officials have no records of it. This is not 
included the analysis. 

The authors were unable to verify all of the DOR and WER data; therefore, the authors’ dataset relied on 
the data they received from the two state agencies because it remained the best available.  

Table 2 shows 108 referenda outcomes by municipality type (administrative classification), including 38 
that passed in the 2006 through 2018 study period (35 percent). 

Table 2. Passage Rate by Wisconsin Administrative Classification, 2006–2018  
Classification Referenda Passed Failed Passage Rate (%) 

City  18 11 7 61 
Village 33 11 22 33 

Town 42 9 33 21 
County 15 7 8 47 

Total 108 38 70  35% 
Sources: Wisconsin Elections Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue  

 
This study also included an estimation of how local government demographics and other factors affect 
levy passage. The Census Bureau’s American Community Survey and 2010 Census data provide local 
population age, income, education level, and percent white race for residents at the county level. Towns, 
cities, and villages are smaller than counties. While this approach limited variation at the local level, it is 
the only option available due to a lack of publicly available municipal-level Census data. The Northeast 
Regional Center for Rural Development provided data on county-level social capital metrics, including 
voter turnout, the number of nonprofit organizations, as well as a social capital index based on 
population, homeownership, voter turnout, partisanship, Census response rate, and number of nonprofit 
organizations to proxy the amount of social capital in an area. 

This analysis separately analyzed four aspects of levy passage:  
Those over which municipalities can exercise control: 

(1) financial needs  
(2) election characteristics  

Those to which municipalities must respond: 
(3) citizen willingness-to-pay 
(4) voter rationality 
 

Willingness-to-pay represents the maximum price a given consumer accepts to pay for a product or 
service (Le Gall-Ely 2009). Voter rationality explains behavior of voters given information on an issue 
(Abramowitz 1978). Finally, this analysis reviewed significant predictors of passage in each respective 
category considered simultaneously. 

Each section of the analysis begins with summary statistics (unconditional means) and then the estimates 
of conditional means using a regression analysis. Regression estimates more precisely capture each 
variable's association with levy passage, controlling for other factors. These estimates are useful to 
interpret how each variable is related to levy passage. However, these are correlations or associations 
and do not imply that any factor “causes” levy passage. Numerous factors could influence levy passage 
or failure, and these estimates include only a limited number of factors. Nevertheless, this analysis is 
helpful to explore variations across levies that may be instructive for the future. 
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Financial Need  
A local government’s perceived financial need, including the purpose, amount, and duration, was 
particularly pertinent to levy passage as was the level to which a municipality was restricted by levy 
limits. Simmonsen and Robbins (2003) find that as long as citizens know why funds are needed and a 
budget crisis is imminent, they are willing to raise taxes. Without a budget crisis, general perception of 
government dominates voter decisions. Voters also consider the ability of a government to carry out 
services (Ladd and Wilson 1982). Kotchen and Powers (2006) find that the smaller the perceived need, 
the more likely proposals are to pass, particularly among the wealthy.  

This analysis used information provided in the ballot question to create indicator variables for capturing 
the purpose of the increase and perceived need. Purposes for the levy increase included: 

● Road repairs or reconstruction 
● Public safety, including police and medical services 
● Public health, including senior care facilities 
● Waste collection services 
● Construction of new buildings 
● General or unspecified purposes 

 
The levy increase in the referenda ranged in size. Based on ballot details, each referendum is classified 
by the amount of the proposed increase: increases of less than 10 percent (small), 10-50 percent 
(medium), 50-100 percent (large), and greater than 100 percent (extra large). 

The ballot question also specified the levy limit, or the amount a municipality could increase their levy 
without a referendum, which this analysis categorized as: very constrained (less than 1 percent), 
constrained (between 1-2.5 percent), and less constrained (greater than 2.5 percent). In observations that 
did not specify the effective levy limit, being consistent with state statute, this analysis applied the 
greater of the net new construction rate or the state mandated limit in the year in which a municipality 
sought the override. 

Although 43 referenda did not specify the amount of time the proposed increase would be in effect, 65 
did include the time frame. The referenda were classified by whether the increase was meant to be in 
effect for one year or ongoing, and, if ongoing, whether the proposed increase would last for more or 
less than five years. Table 3 below indicates differences between successful and failed referenda based 
on characteristics of the referenda proposals. 

Table 3 indicates that referenda specified for road repairs were not particularly popular, with only five of 
24 referenda passing. Public safety proposals, however, were much more popular, with 15 of 21 passing. 
The size of proposed tax increase did not appear to influence passage as the literature suggests it might; 
referenda with small and medium proposed total tax increases had approximately the same ratio of 
passage, 0.35. As expected, municipalities with less constrained levy limits were less likely to approve 
referendums to override their limits. There was not, however, overwhelming support for levy overrides 
in very constrained and constrained municipalities and counties. Surprisingly, one-time referendum 
proposals did not receive more support than referenda for ongoing expenses. This suggests that the 
public preferred to allocate public funds for “investments” as opposed to “band-aids.” 
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Table 3. Characteristics of Wisconsin Municipal, Town, and County Levy Referenda, 2006–2018 
 Passed   Failed Percent Passage Rate 
Purpose    

Road Repair 5 19 21 
Public Safety 15 6 71 
Public Health 4 2 67 
General 12 36 25 
Construction 1 6 17 
Waste Collection 1 1 50 

Proposed Increase    
Small (less than 10%) 9 24 27 
Medium (10-50%) 10 28 26 
Large (50-100%) 2 12 14 
Extra Large (more than 100%) 1 3 25 
Not Specified 16 3 84 

Levy Limit    
Very Constrained  14 17 45 
Constrained 15 23 39 
Less Constrained 5 26 16 
Not Specified 4 4 50 

Length of Time     
One Time  5 31 14 
Ongoing, <5 Years 4 13 24 
Ongoing, >5 Years 6 6 50 
Ongoing, Not Specified 20 10 67 
Not Specified 3 0 100 

Total 38 70 35% 
Sources: Wisconsin Elections Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue 
Note: All proposals categorized as “Public Health” are put forward by counties. Thus, these measures are likely of less 
interest to the LWM. Further, waste collection was included for illustrative purposes, but its small size makes it of little 
interest as the analysis advances.  
 
The regression results in Figure 4 echoed these trends (see also Table 2A for these estimates in tabular 
form). Each plot shows the estimate (dot) and the confidence interval (line) at the 0.05 statistical 
significance level, a robust standard given the relatively small sample size. When the confidence interval 
is to the right of the 0 dashed-line, that factor has a statistically significant positive association. Both the 
position of the dot and the range of the estimate are important to consider. Many of these estimates 
contain large error terms.   

Beginning with the purpose of the referendum, the estimates show that referenda proposed for public 
safety purposes were, on average controlling for other factors, about 50 percentage points more likely to 
pass than referenda put forward for general purposes, which is the omitted type of purpose in this model. 
Referenda for public health and waste collection were also more likely to pass than general requests; 
however, these results drew from only a few observations each, which contributes to the large 
confidence intervals.  

The amount of the tax increase shows a positive but barely statistically significant estimate. Proposals 
requesting a 10-50 percent total increase in taxes were more likely to pass than those requesting higher 
and lower percentages, although the ranges are close to 0. The levy limit shows a general pattern where 
constraints are associated with lower passage rates, but are not statistically significant. The estimate for 
the duration of funding, where the duration of ongoing referenda was collapsed into a single ongoing 
variable, shows a higher passage rates for ongoing levies. As expected, the public preferred medium-
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expense, long-term investments instead of one-year funding. Proposals for ongoing rather than one-time 
expenses were 17.5 percentage points more likely to pass. The estimates for type of government unit are 
relative to cities, which means cities are more likely to have passed levies than other types of 
government units.   

Figure 4. Financial Need Predictors of Levy Passage 

 
Source: Appendix Table 2A 
Notes: The estimate (dot) and the confidence interval (line) are shown at the 0.05 statistical significance level. An 
estimate to the right of zero indicates that factor improved the likelihood of levy passage. An estimate to the left of 
zero indicates that factor reduced likelihood of passage. A line crossing over zero indicates that the result is not 
statistically significant. 

Election Characteristics 
Timing of elections determines who turns out to vote and whose interests are represented; therefore, 
timing influences outcomes. Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz (2018) find that voter turnout for school 
board levy increases is greatest for presidential elections and low for all other elections including non-
presidential general elections. They find turnout in special elections to be less than 30 percent across 
California, Ohio, Texas, and Wisconsin and under 20 percent in California and Texas. This finding is 
corroborated by Hajnal, Lewis, and Louch’s (2002) analysis of municipal referenda in California. 

Thus, this analysis accounted for election timing, separately identifying presidential general elections, 
non-presidential general elections, non-general elections (such as primaries), and special elections.  

In low-turnout elections, age can drive outcomes. Kogan et al. (2018) found senior citizens make up 35 
percent of the voting body during presidential elections. In non-presidential elections, their share 
increases by 8 to 16 percentage points, making this group the majority voters in some elections. This 
analysis included the proportion of the population registered to vote within each county that are young 
voters (between 18 and 24 years old), middle age voters (between 25 and 64), and older voters (65 and 
above).  
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Table 4. Election Turnout and Timing Summary Statistics, Wisconsin 2006–2018 
  Total Pass Fail 
Presidential General Election (#) 17 4 13 
General Election(#) 43 14 29 
Non-General Election(#) 22 3 19 
Special Election(#) 13 4 9 
Avg. Voter Turnout (%) 60% 59% 61% 
Avg. Young Voters (%18-24)  8% 9% 7% 
Avg. Middle Age Voters (%25-64) 54% 54% 54% 
Avg. Elder Voters (%65 and up) 14% 15% 14% 

Sources: Wisconsin Elections Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue, Northeast Regional Center for Rural 
Development, American Community Survey 
 
The summary statistics indicate that voter turnout on average and across age groups was greater for 
successful levy-increase referenda and that more ballot questions were put forward in general non-
presidential elections than in general presidential election years. Election timing’s importance was 
difficult to discern from summary statistics. The regression results, displayed in Figure 5 below, showed 
that election timing did not influence outcomes. There were no meaningful differences in passage rates 
for proposals put forward during presidential general elections compared to other election times (see 
also Table 2B). This could have been due to so few observations for each kind of election. To check, this 
analysis divided elections into two rather than four categories, general and non-general. These results are 
in Table 2B and confirm that our data find no statistically meaningful difference in passage rate for 
proposals on general and non-general election ballots. Surprisingly, voter turnout, community cohesion, 
and share of voters by age are not correlated and do not appear to influence passage either. None of these 
coefficients is statistically significant. But pre-2011, levy-increase referenda were more likely to fail.  

Figure 5: Election Characteristic Predictors of Levy Passage 

 
Source: Appendix Table 2B 
Notes: The estimate (dot) and the confidence interval (line) are shown at the 0.05 statistical significance level. An 
estimate to the right of zero indicates that factor improved the likelihood of levy passage. An estimate to the left of 
zero indicates that factor reduced likelihood of passage. A line crossing over zero indicates that the result is not 
statistically significant. 
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Citizen Willingness-to-Pay  
Understanding citizen willingness-to-pay for public services and campaigning to cater to those 
preferences can increase the probability of levy passage. Citizen willingness-to-pay, though, is not easy 
to measure. One problem is that voters’ self-interest is unknown; in the face of this challenge, 
researchers often use crude proxies such as income and economic self-interest. However, the literature 
did not indicate that demand for public goods was consistent with economic self-interest. Some studies 
find the wealthy and well-educated people as more willing to pay for public services; others assert that 
“more able to pay” people are more likely to oppose increases (Wilson and Banefield 1965; Stein, 
Hamm, and Freeman 1983). While it is unclear how income and education influence outcomes, it is 
possible that they operate in a specific way among Wisconsin municipal voters. 

For that reason, this analysis included the percent of population in counties' various income brackets 
(less than $25,000, between $25,000-$50,000, between $50,000-$100,000, and greater than $100,000). 
The regression analysis considered how voting behavior varied by county mean household income. 
Counties with average household incomes below $60,000 annually were compared to those with mean 
incomes of between $60,000-$80,000 and those with average household incomes above $80,000. This 
analysis also accounts for the percent of the population where the highest level of education attained was 
a high school diploma, some college, or a bachelor’s degree or beyond.  

Willingness-to-pay is also influenced by whether public services support “people like them.” Hopkins 
(2009) finds that increased racial and ethnic diversity in communities decreases willingness-to-pay for 
public services. Anzia’s (2019) research supports this. She finds that cohesion and group engagement in 
civic activities other than voting increase policy influence. Thus, cohesion boosts support for services 
and the likelihood that group citizen desires are realized. This analysis included population, the 
proportion of white residents, and a civic engagement index to capture these factors.  

Citizens are less willing-to-pay for public services when they must bear the tax burden. Wilson and 
Banefield (1965) find that middle income homeowners are the most sensitive to proposed tax increases. 
Kogan et al. find that in some states school property taxes are capped or lowered for those over 65. 
While this is not the case in Wisconsin, it is in Texas and they find that because older Texas voters do 
not bear the cost, they pass more levies in off-cycle elections than they would otherwise. This evidence 
supported inclusion of the percent of homeowners in a county. These are the voters who would bear the 
burden of increased property taxes and might have refused to support increases for that reason.  

Table 5: Citizen Willingness-to-Pay  
  Total Pass Fail 
Population  131,789 144,657 124,804 
Mean Income ($) 65,566 65,110 65,813 
Social Capital Index Score  .50 .57 .47 
Pct. Homeowner (%) 77 71 80 
Pct. White (%) 94 94 95 
Pct. Less HS (%) 3.5 3.4 3.6 
Pct. HS Grad (%) 1.7 1.6 1.7 
Pct. Some College (%) 16 15 17 
Pct. Bach. + (%) 13 11 14 
Avg. Pct. Less than 25K (%) 21 21 21 
25-50K (%) 26 27 25 
50-100K (%) 36 35 36 
100K and up (%) 17 17 18 
Total  108 38 70 

Sources: Wisconsin Elections Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue, 2010 American Community Survey, Northeast 
Regional Center for Rural Development 
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Table 5 shows small differences in population and education levels between passed and failed referenda. 
The greater the percentage of homeowners in a given county, the more likely a levy was to fail. Social 
capital scores indicate that social cohesiveness matters for referenda passage.   

Figure 6 shows the regression results (see also Appendix Table 2C). These estimates suggest that 
differences in population and income mattered little. The greater the percent of white residents in a 
county, the more likely a levy was to pass. However, this may be because less racial diversity conveys 
other characteristics in terms of property values, labor markets, age, and other factors.  The coefficient 
estimate is surprisingly large and could represent other, unexplained differences in successful referenda 
questions in counties with greater shares of highly educated residents. Thus, this estimate should be 
interpreted with caution. Finally, pre-2011 levy-increase referenda were much more likely to fail.  

Figure 6: Willingness-to-Pay Predictors of Levy Passage 

 
Source: Appendix Table 2C 
Notes: The estimate (dot) and the confidence interval (line) are shown at the 0.05 statistical significance level. An 
estimate to the right of zero indicates that factor improved the likelihood of levy passage. An estimate to the left of 
zero indicates that factor reduced likelihood of passage. A line crossing over zero indicates that the result is not 
statistically significant. 

Voter Rationality 
Residents with limited knowledge of referendum questions are likely to rely on cues or heuristics to 
make decisions when voting. One such cue is the stance taken by visible business and community 
groups. These endorsements provide information to voters who might not otherwise seek further 
information about referendum questions (Lau and Redlawsk 2001). Gerber (1999) finds that spending by 
business groups is ineffective in gaining approval for referenda but plays a significant role in defeating 
measures. In contrast, spending by citizen groups, unions, and public interest groups are more effective 
in passing referenda. 
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This analysis included the number of civic and business organizations per 1,000 people as a proxy for 
this influence. Another heuristic is a person’s partisan affiliation and the party’s position on government 
size and scope. Bafumi and Shapiro (2009) confirm that views on government size and activities are 
long-standing partisan issues. Republicans tend to favor limited government, with Democrats generally 
favoring the opposite. Thus, the literature suggests that support for levy increases will divide along 
partisan lines and be influenced by business and civic groups. To evaluate the impact of these voter 
rationality factors, our study examined voter turnout, the percent of voters who voted for Republican and 
Democratic candidates in a local government unit, and the number of organizations per 1,000 people. 

Table 6. Voter Rationality  
 County-Level Factors Total Pass Fail 
Avg. Voter Turnout (%) 60 59 61 
Avg. Pct. Republican  48 50 47 
Avg. Pct. Democrat  50 47 51 
Avg. Orgs Per 1,000 Pop  1.26 1.28 1.25 
Total  108 38 70 

Sources: Wisconsin Elections Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue, 2010 American Community Survey, Northeast 
Regional Center for Rural Development. 
 
The summary statistics above suggest small partisan differences in referenda passage. Further, the 
number of organizations per 1,000 people seems to make little difference. The regression results 
indicated that this relationship is not statistically significant.  Interestingly, important differences exist 
across local government units when controlling for party affiliation and civic activity. This suggests that 
residents in different types of municipalities vote with varying degrees of willingness to pass proposals. 
As the first estimate (Figure 4) shows, towns and villages are less likely to pass levy increases than 
cities. 

Figure 7. Voter Rationality Predictors of Levy Passage  

 
Source: Appendix Table 2D 
Notes: The estimate (dot) and the confidence interval (line) are shown at the 0.05 statistical significance level. An 
estimate to the right of zero indicates that factor improved the likelihood of levy passage. An estimate to the left of 
zero indicates that factor reduced likelihood of passage. A line crossing over zero indicates that the result is not 
statistically significant. 
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Considering All Drivers  
This final analysis simultaneously considered the important predictors of levy-increase passage in each 
respective category of financial need, election characteristics, citizen willingness-to-pay, and voter 
rationality. Jointly considering levy passage drivers that were within and outside of a local government’s 
authority controlled for many of the factors expected to inform passage. The model and estimates in 
Figure 8 (See also Appendix Table 2E) included the following independent variables: the intended 
purpose of levy funds, the amount of the tax increase, a municipality’s tax constraint, the duration of the 
increase, the ratio of homeowners and those with bachelor’s degrees of more as their highest level of 
education in a county, voter turnout, and whether the levy was proposed before 2011 (when levy limit 
increases were tied to net new construction).  

Figure 8. All Important Predictors of Levy Passage 

 
Source: Appendix Table 2E 
Notes: The estimate (dot) and the confidence interval (line) are shown at the 0.05 statistical significance level. An 
estimate to the right of zero indicates that factor improved the likelihood of levy passage. An estimate to the left of 
zero indicates that factor reduced likelihood of passage. A line crossing over zero indicates that the result is not 
statistically significant. 

 
The results indicated that the purpose, amount of increase, and duration related positively to referendum 
passage. Referenda for public safety services were 50 percentage points more likely to pass. Referenda 
for ongoing funding were 15 percentage points more likely to pass than referenda for one-time purposes. 
Public health and safety purposes and smaller levy-limit increases show the strongest relationship to 
passage, controlling for other factors.  

Limitations 
There are several limitations to this analysis. First, there was a small population of municipal referenda – 
108 over a 12-year period – related to levy-limit increases. Second, there was inconsistency in the data 
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and information provided by local governments and state agencies. Although the authors attempted to 
confirm all data with a secondary source, this was not always possible. This may mean there are errors 
or omissions in the data that reduce the external validity of these estimates. Third, many factors that 
influence an electorate were unobserved. This report attempted to capture a wide range of factors that 
influenced voters; however, this analysis cannot claim to comprehensively understand each person’s 
behavior during an election. Also, the factors that were only observable a county level lack precision of 
the local level. Fourth, inconsistencies in the referendum wording limited the ability to adequately 
classify the purpose of each referendum. Even with these caveats, these estimates are the best available 
and are still useful for municipalities in Wisconsin. 

Recommendations 
This report provides three categories of recommendations geared to the interests of specific parties: 1) 
municipalities considering a referendum, 2) The League in its advocacy efforts, and 3) the State of 
Wisconsin. This report operated under the assumption that existing levy limits would continue in their 
current form. However, throughout the drafting of this report, interviews and a review of literature 
identified significant concerns and issues related to the state-imposed levy limits.  

I. Municipalities 
a. Although not statistically significant, regression estimates and interviews suggested high 

voter turnout contributed to passage of a levy-limit referendum. The relatively low success of 
referenda during presidential general elections is likely due to an uninformed electorate. The 
change in Wis. § 66.0602 in March 2020, allowing municipalities to use estimated valuation 
in determining the following year’s levy, will allow municipalities greater flexibility to hold 
a referendum throughout the year. However, given a robust communication and education 
campaign, municipalities should hold levy-limit referenda during a general election in 
even-numbered years to take advantage of higher voter turnout and reduce election-
related costs. This approach is a trade-off, though, because municipalities will not know the 
referendum results when preparing their budgets in the fourth quarter.  
 

b. Municipal leaders emphasized the importance of robust and informative educational 
outreach. Well-informed voters were more likely to support a referendum. Even in 
municipalities with disagreement among elected officials, municipal staff could promote the 
referendum by providing facts early and often. Municipal staff should create educational 
outreach that emphasizes the policy purpose of the referendum, defines the current 
financial situation, and lays out the alternative outcomes that will follow passage or 
failure. Municipalities that lack resources for paid outreach can utilize free options such as 
social media, blogs, local newspapers, and local TV news.  

II. League of Wisconsin Municipalities 
a. Current state law that mandates specific referendum question wording does not contribute to 

the educational component that this report identifies as aiding in successful passage. Current 
question wording focuses on levy limits and the municipal budget; whereas, voters may be 
more likely to support a referendum if they understand the impacts to themselves as 
individuals. It is also unclear whether a municipality can provide additional information 
about the referendum on the ballot. The League should pursue a modification of Wis. § 
66.0602 to require the referendum ballot question to include the estimated impact on 
property tax payment per $100,000 in assessed property value. In the interim, The 
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League can seek clarification on the ability for municipalities to include additional 
information on the ballot question and advise municipalities holding a referendum to include 
the estimated individual property tax increase. 
 

b. Referenda for road maintenance had the lowest likelihood of success, attributed to voter 
apathy related to roads and a misunderstanding from the public regarding the respective state 
and local responsibility for road funding. The League should provide content to its 
members on the respective state and local responsibilities regarding funding services 
that are likely to be proposed on a referendum.  

 

c. Municipalities with a robust communications and education plan were more successful in 
successful referendum passage due to a more informed electorate. However, municipalities 
facing budget constraints likely do not have the fiscal or administrative capacity for such a 
plan. The League should develop templates for content that its members can use during 
the period before a referendum. This could include drafts of newsletters, social media 
posts, and op-eds, with municipalities adding content and conditions specific to their 
respective situation.  

III. State of Wisconsin 
a. There were significant and alarming discrepancies and gaps in the data on municipal levy-

limit referenda in Wisconsin, including incorrect, inconsistent, and missing data. The State 
of Wisconsin should ensure that at least one agency is recording municipal levy-limit 
referenda. Currently, an understanding of both successful and unsuccessful levy-limit 
referenda requires synthesis of data from the Wisconsin Elections Commission and the 
Department of Revenue. The data from these two agencies did not align. Therefore, a single 
department or agency should be responsible for archiving all attempted municipal levy-limit 
referenda and their results regardless of outcome. 
 

b. This report identified significant concerns and issues related to the state-imposed levy limits 
on the property tax. The strict cap on annual levy-limit increases, particularly recognizing the 
disparity created by tying it to net new construction, hindered the ability of municipalities to 
provide services to residents. The State of Wisconsin should review the implications of 
levy limits on municipal finance and operations. 

Conclusion 
Under existing levy limits, declining state aid, and limited revenue options, municipalities are 
increasingly turning to the referendum process to raise additional revenue. The League of Wisconsin 
Municipalities requested this analysis to help educate and provide tools for its members to use in future 
referendum attempts.  

In addition to interviews with municipal officials in Wisconsin, this analysis examined 108 levy-limit 
referenda in cities, villages, counties, and towns from 2006 through 2018. The results indicate that 
municipalities have some latitude in the methods of executing a referendum, and there are best practices 
that can improve the likelihood of passage. Municipalities must affirm that the purpose of the 
referendum is a service demanded by residents. Municipalities must also adopt a robust communication 
strategy to educate residents on the referendum’s purpose and impact.  

Municipalities provide many of the services that most residents enjoy every day. The fiscal soundness of 
municipalities is critical to their continued provision of services. Under existing levy limits, there are 
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best practices municipalities can employ when using the referendum process to achieve the fiscal 
capacity they need to serve their residents.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Interview Protocol 
This analysis included interviews with local officials and other people who worked in the municipal 
government where referendums succeeded from 2006 through 2018. The League of Wisconsin 
Municipalities sent an introductory email to explain the project’s purpose, and the authors then 
contacted and interviewed municipal officials based on availability. For the three case study 
municipalities, the authors asked additional questions.  

This analysis also included a sample of municipalities that unsuccessfully attempted to raise levy limits 
through a referendum. The authors contacted and interviewed municipal officials who were available. 
For the three case study municipalities, the authors asked additional questions. 

General Questions 
The following questions were asked of all municipalities. Question 6 is the only question altered, 
dependent upon successful passage. 
 

1. We understand that you passed X referendum in X year for X amount. Is that correct?  
 

2. What was the policy purpose of the referendum?  
 

3. Before deciding to call the referendum, did the city conduct a survey or any research about the 
viability of the referendum? 
 

4. What types of communications or outreach did you use in advertising the referendum?  
a. Did you use a marketing firm? 
b. Did you use any form of outreach, such as through the mail, to promote awareness of the 

vote? 
 

5. Were there any grassroots or community organizations that were advocating for or against the 
referendum? 

 
6. Are there any other circumstances that you think helped lead to the successful passing of the 

referendum? (Successful) OR In hindsight, what would you do differently? (Unsuccessful) 
 

7. Is there anyone else you think we should speak to? 
 

8. Can we contact you with follow-up questions if needed? 
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Interviews Conducted 
 
Municipality Representative Role Date 

Village of Monticello John Teasdale Village Trustee February 25, 2020 

Village of Fontana Theresa Loomer City Administrator/Clerk February 26, 2020 

City of Mondovi Bradley Hanson City Administrator  February 26, 2020 

City of South Milwaukee Erik Brooks Mayor February 27, 2020 

City of Kenosha Carol Stancato Finance Director  February 28, 2020 

City of De Pere Larry Delo City Administrator March 2, 2020 

City of Princeton Josh Schoemann City Administrator March 4, 2020 

Village of Richfield Jim Healy Administrator March 5, 2020 

City of South Milwaukee James Madlom  Chief Operating Officer - 
Mueller Communications  

March 6, 2020 

City of South Milwaukee Erik Brooks Mayor March 6, 2020 

Village of Hallie Kris Fitzsimmons Clerk/Treasurer March 12, 2020 

Village of Random Lake Bob McDermott Village President March 13, 2020 

City of De Pere Derek Beiderwieden Chief of Police March 27, 2020 

City of De Pere Betsy Hornseth Leader Save Our De Pere 
Pools 

March 27, 2020 

City of Janesville Jim Farrell Councilperson March 30, 2020 

City of Janesville Maxwell Gagin Finance Director April 2, 2020 
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Appendix 2. Regression Analysis Tables 
Table 2A.  Financial Need Regression Estimates 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Road Repair -0.0494 0.0247 0.0244 -0.00479 

 (-0.71) -0.23 -0.23 (-0.05) 
Public Safety 0.435 0.531*** 0.533*** 0.508*** 

 -2.82 -4.24 -4.19 -4.04 
Public Health 0.524** 0.874*** 0.811*** 0.811*** 

 (6.43) (3.97) (3.53) (3.6) 
Construction -0.102 -0.0955 -0.135 -0.183 

 (-1.58) (-0.56) (-0.77) (-1.05) 
Waste 0.242 0.375 0.334 0.336 

 (3.03) (1.38) (1.21) (1.24) 
Before 2011 Indicator -0.180* -0.13 -0.0564 -0.0206 

 (-5.70) (-1.62) (-0.52) (-0.19) 
10-50 % Tax Increase  0.223* 0.220* 0.193 

  (2.22) (2.15) (1.91) 
50-100% Tax Increase  0.182 0.158 0.155 

  (1.28) (1.1) (1.1) 
Over 100% Tax Increase  0.203 0.222 0.11 

  (1.0) (1.08) (0.52) 
Constrained   -0.0187 -0.021 

   (-0.16) (-0.18) 
Less Constrained   -0.154 -0.142 

   (-1.11) (-1.03) 
Ongoing Referendum    0.175* 

    (0.092) 
County   -.363***  -.334*** -.300***  -.414*** 

 (.185 ) (.177) (.186) -0.192 
Town   -.295577  -.325  -.335 -0.35*** 

 (.134) (.137) (.139) -0.137 
Village  -.264 -.251 -.268 -.265*** 

 (.135) (.133) (.136) (.133) 
Constant 0.347** 0.312** 0.350** 0.272** 

 -3.92 -1.19 -1.02 -0.26 
N  108 89 88 88 

Note: * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.01. Data in this table from WEC and DOR. Cities are the reference category for 
administrative indicator variables. 
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Table 2B. Election Characteristic Regression Estimates 
  Passage Passage Passage Passage Passage 
Non-Presidential 
General Election  0.163 0.163 0.116 0.116 0.144 
 -1.44 -1.44 -1 -1 -1.24 
Non-General 
Election 0.156 0.157 0.117 0.117 0.158 
 -1.09 -1.08 -0.79 -0.79 -1.06 
Special Election 0.0773 0.0763 0.0463 0.0463 0.125 
 -0.49 -0.48 -0.29 -0.29 -0.75 
Before 2011  -0.201* -0.200* -0.212* -0.212* -0.234* 
 (-2.19) (-2.16) (-2.25) (-2.25) (-2.47) 
Voter Turnout  -0.0000948 0.0000603 0.0000603 -0.000376 
  (-0.07) -0.05 -0.05 (-0.29) 
YoungVoter1824   0.0394 0.0394 0.0386 
   -1.81 -1.81 -1.79 
MiddleVoter2564   0.0233 0.0233 0.0228 
   -1.15 -1.15 -1.13 
OldVoter65andup   0.0267 0.0267 0.0225 
   -1.79 -1.79 -1.49 
Social Capital Index     0.152 
     -1.51 
County - -0.0656 -0.0668 -0.0668 -0.0843 
 (-0.38) (-0.37) (-0.38) (-0.38) (-0.48) 
Town -0.307* -0.306* -0.223 -0.223 -0.217 
 (-2.21) (-2.17) (-1.27) (-1.27) (-1.24) 
Village -0.204 -0.203 -0.111 -0.111 -0.0997 
 (-1.43) (-1.42) (-0.70) (-0.70) (-0.63) 
Constant 0.458** 0.463** -1.508 -1.508 -1.491 
 -3 -2.8 (-1.17) (-1.17) (-1.16) 
N 95 95 95 95 95 
Note: * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.01. Data in this table from the Wisconsin Elections 
Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue, Census, and Social Capital databases. Cities 
are the reference category for administrative indicator variables.   
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Table 2C. Willingness-to-Pay Regression Estimates 

 1 2 3 4 5 
County Pop 2010 0.0000001

20 0.000000185 0.000000122 0.000000123 0.000000147 
 -0.38 -0.55 -0.31 -0.3 -0.37 
95-97% White 0.0138 -0.023 -0.0173 0.11 
  -0.11 (-0.19) (-0.14) -0.85 
>97% White  0.108 0.085 0.087 0.247 
  -0.83 -0.66 -0.67 -1.81 
Pct. High School Grad  -0.371 -0.149 -0.336 
   (-0.18) (-0.07) (-0.15) 
Pct. Some College  -0.785 -0.992 0.342 
   (-0.27) (-0.32) -0.11 
Pct. Bachelor's +  -0.985 -0.963 -2.564 
   (-0.59) (-0.51) (-1.34) 
Before 2011    -0.220* -0.221* -0.214* 
   (-2.42) (-2.39) (-2.41) 
Avg. County Income $60-80K  0.0354 0.044 
    -0.29 -0.38 
Avg. County Income >$80K   0.0221 0.197 
    -0.09 -0.82 
Pct. Homeowners    -0.0161** 
     (-2.91) 
County  -0.124 -0.139 -0.0871 -0.0898 0.0309 
 (-0.72) (-0.80) (-0.51) (-0.52) -0.18 
Town -0.387** -0.416** -0.328* -0.331* -0.00712 
 (-2.89) (-2.87) (-2.15) (-2.13) (-0.04) 
Village -0.268 -0.27 -0.239 -0.245 -0.0667 
 (-1.93) (-1.93) (-1.67) (-1.66) (-0.43) 
Constant 0.586*** 0.551*** 0.959** 0.930** 1.866*** 
 -4.54 -3.8 -3.26 -2.93 -4.2 
N 108 108 108 108 108 

Note: * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.01. Data in this table from the Wisconsin Elections Commission, Wisconsin 
Department of Revenue, and Census. Cities are the reference category for administrative indicator variables. 
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Table 2D. Regression Estimates for Partisan and Organizational Influence 

  Passage Passage 
Pct. Republican 0.00245 0.00221 
 -0.52 -0.47 
Before 2011 Dummy  -0.209* -0.210* 
 (-2.23) (-2.23) 
County  -0.111 -0.136 
 (-0.70) (-0.83) 
Town -0.376** -0.385** 
 (-2.93) (-2.98) 
Village -0.279* -0.284* 
 (-2.09) (-2.13) 
Orgs Per Capita  0.111 
  -0.65 
Constant 0.587* 0.467 
 -2.22 -1.45 
N 108 108 

          Note: * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.01. Data in this table fromthe 2010 Census, 
          American Community Survey (2010, 5-year estimates), Wisconsin Elections 
          Commission, Wisconsin Department of Revenue, and Social Capital 
          database. Cities are the reference category for administrative indicator variables.  
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Table 2E. All Levy Passage Factor Estimates 

  Passage 
Road Repairs -0.013 
 (0.106) 
Public Safety 0.504*** 
 (0.128) 
Public Health 0.767** 
 (0.227) 
Construction -0.164 
 (0.175) 
Waste Collection 0.35 
 (0.27) 
10-50 % Tax Increase 0.195 
 (0.101) 
50-100% Tax Increase 0.161 
 (0.141) 
Over 100% Tax Increase 0.145 
 (0.212) 
Constrained -0.037 
 (0.117) 
Less Constrained -0.111 
 (0.14) 
Ongoing Referendum 0.148 
 (0.094) 
Home Own -0.005 
 (0.005) 
Voter Turnout 0.009 
 (0.007) 
Before 2011  0.036 
 (0.127) 
County -0.32 
 (0.206) 
Town -0.22 
 (0.192) 
Village -0.211 
 (0.147) 
Constant -0.05 
 (0.607) 
N 88 
R-sq 0.446 

       Note: * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.01. Data from 2010 Census, American  
       Community Survey (2010, 5-year estimates), Wisconsin Elections Commission, 
       Wisconsin Department of Revenue, and Social Capital database. 
       Cities are the reference category for administrative indicator variables.  
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