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OVERVIEW

This project is a collaborative effort between the Center for Tech and Civic Life
(CTCL) and the Institute for Responsive Government (IRG). CTCL works to ensure
that all eligible voters, regardless of zipcode, can participate in the democratic
process. IRG aims to ensure that governments are more responsive and account-
able to their constituents.

Elected officials leaving office before the end of their term has significant impacts
on civic life. State legislators pass laws, determine state budgets, and set taxes.
When these offices sit empty, the interests of voters go unrepresented. Across the
country, state legislators face increasingly insurmountable challenges that force
many to reconsider their future in public office. As America approaches 250 years
since the signing of the Declaration of Independence, the status of the fifty state
legislatures is in flux as elected officials struggle to cope with rising consumer
costs, heightened levels of political violence, and caregiving demands. But these
struggles don't just impact state legislators; public servants throughout all levels
of government feel the effects. Local election officials, who run our elections and

ensure voters have the opportunity to exercise their civic rights, similarly report
threats against themselves or their staff.

These challenges acutely affect lawmakers who balance caring for their families
and an increasingly hostile work environment. According to a study of bipartisan
lawmakers commissioned by Future Caucus, roughly 80% of respondents report
receiving salaries less than the cost of living in their state. Moreover, officials feel
increasingly anxious about their personal safety and that of their families, with
threats of violence acting as a “serious deterrent to both candidate recruitment
and retention.” The response from state institutions to address the concerns of
their members has been slow and lackluster, forcing some legislators to internalize

threats as “part of the job.”

Through an analysis of state legislative vacancies occurring between 2020 and
2025, this project aims to identify trends of lawmakers who leave office before
completing their elected term. This study examines how often early departures
occurred, who those lawmakers were, and the reasons why they left early. With
this information, CTCL and IRG seek to improve the experiences of state legisla-
tors so that they can better serve their constituents by highlighting state policies
and relevant resources that support lawmakers while in office.



https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/CPIAUCSL
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/CPIAUCSL
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/23/americans-say-politically-motivated-violence-is-increasing-and-they-see-many-reasons-why/
https://www.route-fifty.com/workforce/2022/04/younger-lawmakers-leaving-statehouses-better-pay-work-life-balance/365039/
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/survey-finds-election-officials-want-more-support-amid-federal-cutbacks
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/survey-finds-election-officials-want-more-support-amid-federal-cutbacks
https://futurecaucus.org/young-people-in-politics/#Overview
https://futurecaucus.org/young-people-in-politics/#Overview
https://futurecaucus.org/young-people-in-politics/#Overview
https://futurecaucus.org/young-people-in-politics/#Overview
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/how-state-legislators-can-protect-election-integrity-and-security
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SCOPE &
METHODS

The foundation of the dataset of state legislative vacancies used in this study
comes from CTCL’s Governance Project dataset. Since 2015, CTCL has updated
the Governance Project dataset weekly to account for unexpected changes in
officeholders, for reasons such as death or resignation. From this readily available
data, we established a baseline understanding of the rate of and reasons behind
unplanned, early departures in state legislatures between January 1, 2020 and
June 30, 2025. For the purposes of this project, we define early departures as
vacancies that occurred over the course of an office’s term, but prior to the official
term end date determined by statute.

Prior to analysis, CTCL contacted state legislative clerks, librarians, and archivists
to verify that all vacancies within the project’s scope were included. The expanded
dataset underwent an additional quality assurance check to ensure its accuracy.

CTCL overlaid additional data attributes onto the state legislative vacancy dataset
in order to identify any patterns among state legislators or impacted jurisdictions.
These additional data attributes include demographic data of state legislators
(age, race, and gender) and the structures surrounding state legislatures, such as
required time commitment, whether virtual voting is permitted, pay, and regula-
tions on outside employment.

For an overview of data attributes for this project, please refer to Appendix 1.



https://www.techandciviclife.org/our-work/research-department/governance-project/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1i8o65h0_aUBXWhrGjT8Yed9i6ejrRzjPMWixS0oQuco/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.fsm4r87jusd2
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Where are state o Between 2020-2025, vacancies in state legislatures occurred across all
. 50 states.

legislators

IeaVing ofﬁce') e Between 2020 and 2025, Arizona and Oregon had the highest rates of

early departures for state legislative offices, with 33.3% and 30.0% of
state legislators leaving office before the end of their term, respectively.

o Conversely, Arkansas and Rhode Island had the lowest rates of state
legislators leaving office before the end of their term at 3.0% and 3.5%,
respectively.

i I o Legislators across genders left office at rates similar to their proportion-
Who is leaving colslators across i imi ir proporti
H al representation.
office early?

o Men accounted for 66-71% of officeholders and accounted for
71% of early departures.

o Women accounted for 29-34% of officeholders and accounted
for 29% of early departures.

« White legislators departed early at a slightly lower rate than their pro-
portional representation and Nonwhite legislators departed early at a
rate higher than their proportional representation.

o White legislators in 21 states left office more often than the state’s
overall vacancy rate.

o Nonwhite legislators in 27 states left office more often than the
state’s overall vacancy rate.

e The age groups with the highest rates of early departure from office
were 60-69 (23.6%), 50-59 (23.6%), and 40-49 (21.1%).

o Early departures for White men were highest near the average
retirement age in the US of 62; whereas vacancies for White
women, Nonwhite men, and Nonwhite women were highest earli-
er than retirement age.
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o Apart from death (12.3% of vacancies), state legislators most commonl
Why s they Ie?t office early fo(r anon eI:a/cted glovc)ernment s:)sition (15.4% of vacany
leaving '
office early?

cies) or left public service entirely for private sector or non-profit jobs
(9.9% of vacancies).

o Caretaking or family (5.0% of vacancies) and safety concerns (0.3% of
vacancies) were among the publicly cited reasons for legislators who
left office early.

o Reasons for early departure were generally consistent among state
legislators across age, race, and gender demographics; however, Non-
white women most commonly resigned for appointments to higher level
elected offices. Additionally, Nonwhite women were the only demo-
graphic subgroup in which death was not among the top three reasons
for early departure.

HOW are these o Offices filled through appointments were filled in an average of 29.2
vacancies filled? dave

o Offices filled by interim appointment, followed by a special election
were filled in an average of 23.7 days. Offices filled by a special election
(with no interim appointment) were filled in an average of 123.9 days.

+ When a seat was left empty until the next regularly scheduled election,
the median number of days it stayed vacant was 173.0. These seats
stayed vacant for an average of 181.4 days; however, four outlier offic-
es that appear to have been vacant for 2-3 years skew the average to
205.4 days.
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Between 2020-2025, vacancies in state legislatures occurred across all 50 states.
Figure 1 shows that State Representatives made up the vast majority of vacating
officeholders at 71.5%, with State Senators making up just 28.9% of vacancies in
the dataset. This generally aligns with seat breakdown within bicameral legisla-
tures in the United States, where State Houses are typically much larger than the
corresponding State Senates.

Interestingly, legislative vacancies in Rhode Island were only from the State Sen-
ate. Similarly, legislative vacancies from Nebraska were only from the State Sen-
ate; however, that aligns with Nebraska’s unicameral legislature. In contrast, leg-
islative vacancies in Alaska and New Hampshire were only from the State House.

Figurel
Legislative Vacancies by State Chamber (2020-2025) @ State Representative State Senator
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Figure 2 shows how vacancies were distributed proportionally in comparison to
the total number of seats in each state’s legislative body. For example, despite
having the highest number of vacancies (54) over the five year period, New Hamp-
shire had a vacancy rate of only 12.7%. In contrast, Arizona had a lower number of
vacancies (30), but the highest vacancy rate at 33.3%. The states with vacancy
rates above 25% were Arizona (33.3%), Oregon (30.0%), lllinois (26.6%), and
Colorado (26.0%). Conversely, the states with the lowest vacancy rates (s5%)
were Arkansas (3.0%), Rhode Island (3.5%), Wyoming (4.3%), Alaska (5.0%),
and New Jersey (5.0%).

Flglll‘ez @® Sum of Vacancies
Percentage of State Legislature Seats Vacant (2020-2025) Legislature
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Whois leavin
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Early Departures and Race

We looked at the demographics of legislators who left office early. In our study, the
majority of unexpected vacancies, 72.7%, came from White legislators, with Non-
white legislators accounting for the remaining 26.9% of vacancies. These rates of
vacancy diverge from the proportion of White to Nonwhite state legislators in our
dataset. Data from 2020-2025 shows that across all fifty state legislative bodies,
the proportion of White state legislators ranged between 78-83%, whereas the
proportion of Nonwhite state legislators ranged from 17-22%. Based on these data
points, we found that White legislators departed office early at a slightly lower
rate than their proportional representation and Nonwhite legislators departed
early at a rate higher than their proportional representation.’

To account for a legislature’s changing demographic composition over time, we
calculated an average yearly vacancy rate for each state using the vacancy rates
from each year between 2020-2025. We then compared that to the average va-
cancy rates for each demographic subgroup across each year. Figure 3 shows
how each state’s average yearly vacancy rate compares to the average vacancy
rates for White and Nonwhite legislators. In 27 states, Nonwhite legislators left of-
fice at a higher rate than the average rate for the state. Oklahoma had the largest
variance, where the vacancy rate of Nonwhite legislators was 4.7 points greater
than the state’s average vacancy rate. The smallest difference was 0.3 points,
which occurred in Alaska.

We found that in 21 states, the vacancy rate for White legislators was higher than
the state’s average yearly vacancy rate in 21 states; however, the differences
tended to be lower. The largest difference was in lllinois, where the rate of White
legislators leaving office was 0.4 points greater than the average rate of vacan-
cies. The smallest difference was 0.02 points in Minnesota.

'See Appendix 2 for the demographic breakdown of state legislators as a whole from 2020-2025.



https://docs.google.com/document/d/1i8o65h0_aUBXWhrGjT8Yed9i6ejrRzjPMWixS0oQuco/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.ljoeoojaohf
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White Vacancies

STATE
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Early Departures and Gender

We additionally analyzed the gender breakdowns of legislators who left office ear-
ly, focusing on men and women legislators? vacancy rates to better understand
where there were notable differences between these subgroups. In our analysis,
we found a few noteworthy differences between early departures for men and
women. Looking at the dataset as a whole, we found that the vast majority (71%)
of unexpected vacancies were of men, with women making up the remaining 29%
of early vacancies. This generally aligns with the gender breakdown of state legis-
latures averaged across states, where women make up a median average of 31.6%
across all states.

To better understand vacancies as the legislatures’ compositions evolved, we
again examined the average yearly vacancy rates for gender for each year be-
tween 2020-2025. Looking at each state’s average yearly vacancy rate to the
average yearly vacancy rates for men and women revealed some state-by-state
gaps where women outpaced the average rate, as illustrated in Figure 4. One ex-
ample of this is in Mississippi, where the average yearly vacancy rate between
2020 and 2025 was 2.0%. The average vacancy rate for men was 1.7% but the
average rate for women was 3.7%. In Mississippi, men left office at a rate margin-
ally under the average while women left office 1.5 points above the average and 2
points higher than men.

2 Other gender identities in our demographic dataset comprise less than 1% of our dataset and thus were not included in our analysis.

/I 10
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Figure 4

State Average Yearly Vacancy Rate for Gender
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Table 1

Table 2

WHEN LAWMAKERS LEAVE OFFICE

When exploring state vacancy rates year by year, some notable patterns emerge
for states with some of the highest proportions of women and states with the
lowest proportions of women. Year over year, women in Nevada (where the state
legislature is majority women) had a slightly lower average vacancy rate compared
to the average yearly vacancy rate for the state.

Proportion

State Women's

of Women in Vacancy Rate Vacancy Rate

Legislature®

2021 NV 60.0% 6.4% 5.3%
2022 NV 60.6% 4.8% 2.7%
2023 NV 61.9% 4.8% 2.6%
2024 NV 63.3% 0.0% 0.0%
2025 NV 62.9% 0.0% 0.0%

For states with lower proportions of women legislators, we identified several dis-
crepancies in vacancy rates. Women made up 15.1% of the legislature in Missis-
sippi in 2022, when the difference in average vacancy rates between men and
women was 5.4 points.

We found that West Virginia had the lowest proportion of women legislators for
five years straight. Additionally, in 2023, we also observed West Virginia having a
significant difference in average vacancy rates for men and women of 8.3 points.
The vacancy rate for women in West Virginia (12.5%) also exceeded their repre-
sentation within the legislature (11.9%).

But perhaps most notable is Tennessee. Women made up 15.3% of the legisla-
ture in 2022, when the difference between men and women’s vacancy rates was
18.2 points. Additionally, looking at the racial breakdown of women departing of-
fice early that year, we see that 6% of Tennessee White women departed early,
whereas 60% of Tennessee Black women departed early. This includes former
legislators such as Katrina Robinson, who was the first-ever expulsion from the
Tennessee Senate, as well as Barbara Cooper, who passed away in office and
secured re-election posthumously at age 93.

Proportion

State Women's

of Women in Vacancy Rate Vacancy Rate

Legislature*

2022 MS 15.1% 2.3% 7.7%
2022 TN 15.3% 4.6% 20.0%
2023 WV 11.9% 5.2% 12.5%

3Sourced from CTCL’s Governance Project dataset snapshots.

4Sourced from CTCL’s Governance Project dataset snapshots.
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Early Departures and Age

We identified the ages for 72% of legislators who left office early.

Figure5
Vacancies by Age Groups in Years (2020-2025)
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Figure 6 shows how early departures for each demographic subgroup were dis-
persed across each age group. Early departures for White men were highest
near the average retirement age in the US of 62; whereas vacancies for White
women, Nonwhite men, and Nonwhite women were highest earlier than retire-
ment age. Specifically, we found that for Nonwhite men and women, vacancies
most commonly occurred in the 40-49 age group. For White women, vacancies
were most common in the 50-59 age group, while vacancies for White men were
most common in the 60-69 age group.

Ages for Vacancies by Demographic Subgroup (2020-2025)

|IP||H “M

20-29

39-39

40-49 59-59 60-69 70-79 80-89 90-99
AGE GROUPS (IN YEARS)

Nonwhite Men @® White Men Nonwhite Women ® White Women @® Grand Total
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https://money.usnews.com/money/retirement/aging/articles/what-is-the-average-retirement-age
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Early Departures and Political Parties

In addition to race and gender demographic data, we considered political party af-
filiations for state legislators who left office early. We compared the state’s average
yearly vacancy rate with the average vacancy rates for political parties for each
year between 2020-2025. Figure 7 shows the average yearly vacancy rate for leg-
islators by political party compared to the state’s average yearly vacancy rate. We
found that in 31 states, Democratic legislators left office at a higher rate than
the average yearly rate for the legislature. Arizona had the largest difference,
where the rate of Democratic legislators leaving office was 3.9 points greater
than the average rate of vacancies. The smallest difference was 0.01 points in
Arkansas.

Republican legislators in 20 states left office at a higher rate than their state’s
average yearly vacancy rate. The largest difference was in Virginia, where the
average rate of Republican legislators leaving office was 0.5 points greater than
the average yearly rate of vacancies. The smallest difference was 0.01 points in
Florida.



STATE

Figure7
State Average Yearly Vacancy Rate for Political Party
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To understand why state legislators leave office before the end of their term, we
collected and analyzed self-reported and publicly available reasons behind their
early departures. For a full overview of the categories and subcategories of rea-
sons for early departures, as well as their definitions, please refer to Appendix 1.

We found that when legislators departed early, the reasons they cited fell into
twelve main categories. The top three categories were:

1 Taking on or Seeking Another Public Service Role (45.1%)

2 Death or lliness (16.5%)

3 Resignation for Another Job Outside of Public Service (11.3%)

Figure 8
Reasons for All Vacancies
(2020-2025)
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Delving deeper into these reports, our research looked at the more specific rea-
sons legislators stated when leaving office. The precise reasons for early depar-
tures fell into twenty-one subcategories. Within these subcategories, we uncov-
ered the top three reasons for legislative vacancies were as follows:

1 Resignation for Administrative Government Position (15.4%)°
2 Death (12.3%)
3 Resignation for Job in Private Sector or Non-Profit (9.9%)

Resigning to pursue an administrative government position and death were con-
sistently among the top reasons for legislators leaving office early across legisla-
tive chambers, geographic region, and gender.

We found that 10% of vacancies in each legislative chamber, and 10% of vacan-
cies across both chambers combined, were due to lawmakers resigning for jobs
in the private or non-profit sectors. Additionally, vacancies due to retirement were
higher among State Senators (7.6%) than State Representatives (1.4%); however,
vacancies due to death were slightly higher among State Representatives (12.7%)
than State Senators (11.3%).

These findings indicate that, apart from death, state legislators most commonly
left office early for a non-elected government position, or left public service
entirely.

Table 3 shows the top three reasons for early departures among all demographic
subgroups. Resigning to pursue an administrative government position was the
most common reason for early departures among Nonwhite men, White men, and
White women. Nonwhite women, however, deviated from this trend. Nonwhite
women most commonly left office early due to appointments to higher level offic-
es. This often looks like an appointment for a State Representative to fill a State
Senate vacancy. In another example, Shirley Weber served in the California State
Assembly before being appointed as California’s first African-American Secretary
of State in 2020.

5 Administrative Government Positions are non-elected and non-legislative roles. Examples of these positions include roles in the
Governor’s office, a state department, or a federal agency.


https://www.sos.ca.gov/administration/news-releases-and-advisories/2021-news-releases-and-advisories/sw21001
https://www.sos.ca.gov/administration/news-releases-and-advisories/2021-news-releases-and-advisories/sw21001
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Table 3
Top Reasons for Early Departures for Demographic Subgroups*

White White Nonwhite
Men Women Women

Most common reasons for early departure

Resignation for Administrative

. 15.4%* 16.4%* 16.7%* 11.9%
Government Position

Resignation for Job in Private Sector or

) 12.9% 5.5% 5.9% 10.7%
Non-profit
Resignation (Other) 9.4% 9.7% 9.7% 6.0%
Appointment to Fill Higher Level Elected
pp e 3.3% 9.7% 8.6% 17.9%*
Office
Death 15.2% 9.7% 8.6% 8.3%

* Indicates the primary reason for each demographic subgroup

Even when state legislators serve in the same roles across states, their experi-
ences can vary greatly. Lawmakers face divergent realities based on their unique
circumstances, including age, family obligations, which state in which they serve,
and the level of institutional support they receive. To better understand the con-
text behind Oregon’s high vacancy rate, we spoke to Barbara Smith Warner, Senior
Advisor at IRG. Smith Warner previously served as an Oregon State Representa-
tive from 2014-2022, including three years in which she served as the Majority
House Leader. Although Smith Warner completed her term, she cited a number
of personal reasons behind leaving the legislature that mirrored many of our find-
ings. From her experience as a former state legislator, she highlighted additional
state policies that may support officeholder retention. First, promoting information
about legal and other support structures protecting outside employment. Addi-
tionally, the widespread ability to hire full-time staff to support legislators with
juggling their legislative and personal responsibilities. Finally, encouraging strong
legislative caucus structures, including but not limited to identity-based, seniori-
ty-based, and party-based caucuses. Caucus structures, in Smith Warner’s view,
were instrumental in providing mentorship, onboarding, and peer support during
her tenure.

Smith Warner explained that she left the legislature feeling as if it was time to
move on, never desiring to be a long-serving legislator. She ended our conversa-
tion saying, “I loved that job. We did so much great policy. What makes a citizen
legislature work is a mixture of people with experience and people with new ideas
and fresh perspectives. You need both — you need experience and you need fresh
ideas.”

To understand more, we looked deeper into the structural and environmental fac-
tors that may influence a legislator’s decision to leave office early.
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First, we analyzed salary information from the National Conference of State Leg-
islatures to look for departure trends among the highest and lowest paid legisla-
tures. Table 4 displays the states with the five highest and the five lowest annual

state legislative salaries.

Table 4
Highest Annual Salaries for State Legislators

New York $142,000.00 Full-time position
California $132,703.00 Full-time position
Pennsylvania $110,015.54 Full-time position

Lowest Annual Salaries for State Legislators

New Mexico $0 (unpaid) Part-time position
New Hampshire $100.00 Part-time position
Texas $7,200.00 Part-time position

As illustrated in Figure 9, we found no strong correlation between early depar-
tures and salaries. Despite this, legislators most commonly leaving office for jobs
in administrative government positions or in the private and non-profit sectors
indicates that salary may have some impact. Further research into which fields and
paygrades legislators entered after leaving office is needed to better understand
this potential relationship. Research that includes year-by-year or demographic
breakdowns may also uncover stronger correlations between the variables.

Figure 9

Salaries
Comparedto ; =
Vacancies 3o
(2020-2025)
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https://www.ncsl.org/about-state-legislatures/2025-legislator-compensation
https://www.ncsl.org/about-state-legislatures/2025-legislator-compensation
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Policies on Employment Outside
the Legislature

In addition to state legislator salaries, we considered state restrictions on out-
side employment during state legislators’ time in office. We found that all states
allow legislators to have outside employment during their time in office, but all
states also had restrictions. These restrictions generally prohibit conflicts-of-in-
terest and specify what types of positions (typically civil or legal) legislators can
have during their term. New York, with the country’s highest salary for state leg-
islators, has a restriction directly limiting how much income a legislator can earn
outside of the legislature. Minnesota paysits state legislators a salary of $51,750 and
requires that they take leaves of absence from outside employment during leg-
islative sessions. Legislators in Minnesota can only have outside employment
when the legislature is not in session; however, employers are required to re-hire
legislators who re-apply for their positions within a month of the legislative session
ending. Other restrictions are indirectly applied, instead granting powers to the
legislator’'s outside employer. North Dakota, which pays its part-time legislators a
monthly rate of $592, allows legislators to maintain outside employment while in
office, but their employers decide whether to grant leaves of absence. The em-
ployer also decides whether the leave of absence will be paid or unpaid.

The three highest-paying states — New York, California, and Pennsylvania — have
full-time legislative positions. Conversely, the states with the lowest salaries —
New Mexico, New Hampshire, and Texas — have part-time positions. Despite this
variation in structure across states, we found no strong correlation between early
departure and states with full-time versus part-time structured state legislative
terms.


https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/LEG/5-B
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/LEG/5-B
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/43a.32
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/3.082
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/3.082
https://ndlegis.gov/cencode/t54c03.pdf#nameddest=54-03-27
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Early Departures for Caretaking and Family

Finally, we looked deeper into vacancies where the legislator left due to caretak-
ing or other family reasons. These vacancies were found in 27 states, and made
up 5.0% of early departures. We suspect that caretaking and family reasons are
cited less often as reasons for leaving office given the more personal and sensitive
nature of this information, possibly making it an underreported reason. It’s all the
more important that we listen when legislators share these experiences so that we
can better support them during their time in office.

In Figure 10, we see that White men reported caretaking or family reasons when
resigning at rates higher than their proportional representation across all fifty leg-
islative bodies. White men made up 52.6% of all vacancies, but they constituted
60.9% of early departures due to caretaking or family reasons. White women re-
ported these reasons at nearly the same rate as their proportional representation
(19.6% and 20.1%, respectively). However, Nonwhite legislators reported these
reasons at lower rates than White legislators. Nonwhite women made up 9.1% of all
vacancies, but reported caretaking or family reasons when resigning for only 4.3%
of their respective vacancies. This suggests that Nonwhite women are much less
likely to claim these personal needs when resigning.

Figure 10
Percentage of Caretaking/Family Vacancies Compared @ Caretaking/Family
to Percentage of Total Vacancies Total Vacancies

N . .
0% |
Nonwhite Men White Men Nonwhite Women White Women

DEMOGRAPHIC SUBGROUP

Further examination into caretaking-related vacancies showed that caretaking for
a child accounted for the majority of these early legislative departures at 61.1%.
Caretaking for multiple family members was the least common subgroup of care-
taking vacancies, representing 5.6% of these early departures.
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Figurell
Types of Caretaking-Related Vacancies (2020-2025)

Caretaking for Multiple Family Members
5.6%

Caretaking for an
Unspecified Family Member

11.1%

Caretaking for an

Older Parent or Relative Caretaking for a Child

11.1% 61.1%

Caretaking for a Partner
11.1%

Due to caretaking and family reasons being cited less commonly as reasons for
early departures among state legislators, we don’t have enough data to ascertain
whether these reasons for early departure are more prominent among certain age
groups.

The challenge of balancing caretaking and family needs on top of legislative du-
ties without support can weigh heavily on legislators throughout the country. For
example, Idaho State Senator Steve Bair resigned to provide care for his wife and
their older son, who was diagnosed with a terminal illness. In his 2021 resignation
letter, Senator Bair wrote, “Simply stated, we cannot find a way to balance our
family’s needs with continued service in the Legislature for the upcoming legisla-
tive session.”

More recently in 2025, Colorado General Assembly Minority Leader Rose Pugliese
resigned before the end of her elected term. Pugliese, a single mom from Colo-
rado Springs, addressed her constituents in her resignation letter and stated that
her kids “have made so many sacrifices for me to be able to represent you. But
they also need their mom right now, and | need to keep them safe.” She cited the
contentious end to the legislative session and recent acts of political violence as
additional reasons for her departure.

I
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1J07LxTfNYPTAa_A92pbkPZgBJu2RTxPg/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1J07LxTfNYPTAa_A92pbkPZgBJu2RTxPg/view
https://www.coloradopolitics.com/2025/09/14/breaking-colorado-house-minority-leader-rose-pugliese-announces-resignation/
https://www.coloradopolitics.com/2025/09/14/breaking-colorado-house-minority-leader-rose-pugliese-announces-resignation/
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State Delegate Rachel P. Mufioz accounts for one of the vacancies from the
Maryland legislature. Muioz resigned in January 2025, stating that she wanted
to spend more time with her young family. When questioned about whether her
absences contributed to her decision to leave the legislature, Mufioz revealed that
she was pregnant with her sixth child and had been facing a series of health chal-
lenges. One of Mufioz’s Republican colleagues later categorized her decision to
resign as strategic, saying, “If she missed that much time again for another year,

she wouldn’t win reelection.”

The anonymous quote given by one of Mufioz’s colleagues regarding her absence
in the 2024 legislative session encapsulates the challenges faced by young law-
makers. There are no onsite childcare programs or any specific childcare benefits
provided for lawmakers in Maryland. According to the Vote Mama Foundation,
Maryland allows for the use of campaign funds to cover childcare expenses; how-
ever, lawmakers cannot use campaign funds to cover childcare expenses incurred

while performing official duties.

Early Departures for Safety Concerns

Legislators like Pugliese face a heightened threat environment that leads many
to question whether public service outweighs the risk to themselves and their
families. Elevated levels of political violence, including threats, targeted harass-
ment, and physical attacks, have shaken the psyche of legislators at every level
of government. According to a survey conducted in 2024 by the Brennan Center
for Justice, 43% of state legislators reported receiving threats, with a further 29%
indicating that the gravity or “seriousness” of the threats against them had in-
creased in recent years. The heightened threat environment puts a unique toll on
those balancing family life with high-profile legislative roles, with some opting to
leave government work altogether. Moreover, a recent string of politically-moti-
vated assassinations heightens fears of lawmakers with young families who must
weigh their career prospects against threats of real harm. Despite these reports,
we found that safety concerns were cited as the reason for 0.3% of early depar-
tures. Similarly to caretaking and family-related reasons, legislators may not cite
this reason as often due to its sensitive and personal nature.



https://foxbaltimore.com/news/local/anne-arundel-legislator-steps-down-amid-health-struggles-pregnancy-in-a-letter-obtained-by-fox45-news-del-rachel-munoz-r-anne-arundel-county-told-gov-wes-moore-she-will-vacate-her-office-at-the-beginning-of-next-year
https://www.votemamafoundation.org/cfccstates
https://www.votemamafoundation.org/cfccstates
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/intimidation-state-and-local-officeholders
https://wjla.com/news/nation-world/rep-mike-gallagher-hints-young-family-death-threats-may-be-behind-his-early-resignation-house-select-committee-on-the-chinese-communist-party-alejandro-mayorkas-fbi-capitol-police-swatting-family-secret-service-law-enforcement-reporters-fentanyl-china
https://wjla.com/news/nation-world/rep-mike-gallagher-hints-young-family-death-threats-may-be-behind-his-early-resignation-house-select-committee-on-the-chinese-communist-party-alejandro-mayorkas-fbi-capitol-police-swatting-family-secret-service-law-enforcement-reporters-fentanyl-china
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How are these
VACANCIESFILLED?

While a similar number of Democrats and Republicans left office early between
2020 and 2025, there were more Democratic replacement officeholders (54%)
than Republican (44%). Additionally, women made up 29% of the legislative va-
cancies but 39% of the replacement officeholders. We also found that Nonwhite
legislators made up 27% of the vacancies but 31% of the replacement officehold-
ers; however, this should take into account that the number of Nonwhite office-
holders (249) and replacements (258) were roughly similar.

Through our research, we found that filling mechanisms for vacancies broadly fell
within four categories: ©

1 Appointment (e.g. by Governor, or by State or County Political Party)
(46.4%)

2 Special Election (30.0%)
3 Seat to Remain Vacant Until Next Regular Election (20.6%)

4 Interim Appointment, followed by a Special Election (2.5%)

The least common method of filling a vacancy was an interim appointment fol-
lowed by a special election, whereas appointment was the most common. Figure
12 displays a state-by-state breakdown of which filling mechanisms were used.
The graph also shows where states used a single filling mechanism for all vacan-
cies. For example, we found that Hawaii only filled legislative vacancies through
appointments during this period.

5See Appendix 1 for definitions for each filling mechanism.



https://docs.google.com/document/d/1i8o65h0_aUBXWhrGjT8Yed9i6ejrRzjPMWixS0oQuco/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.fsm4r87jusd2

STATE

Figure 12
Filling Mechanisms for Vacancies by State (2020-2025)
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NUMBER OF VACANCIES

Figure 13
Filling Mechanisms Versus Length of Vacancy (2020-2025)
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Offices in New Hampshire, the state with the highest number of vacancies, most
often stayed vacant until the next regular election. In lllinois, the state with the
second highest number of vacancies, the most popular filling method was ap-
pointment. This may be due to the fact that lllinois does not have special elections,
instead filling seats via appointment for terms as short as one week. Appointment
was also the most common filling mechanism in Maryland, the state with the third
highest number of vacancies.

As illustrated in Figure 13, we studied whether the filling mechanism affected the
length of a vacancy.

0-7 days

Appointment

8-14 days 15-21 days 22-29 days 30-60 days 61-90 days 91-180 days 181-365 days 366-733 (hys 766-1,097 days
(1-2 months) (2-3 months) (3-6 months) (6-12 months) (6-12 years) (2-3 years)

LENGTH OF VACANCY

@ Interim Appointment + Special Election Remained Vacant Until Next Regular Election ® Special Election @ Grand Total
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On average, vacant offices were filled in 85.4 days. Many of the 0-7 day vacan-
cies were explained by appointments that occurred before the vacancy actually
took effect, so that the new officeholder took office immediately and the office
never sat vacant. On average, offices filled by appointment were filled in 29.2
days. Those filled by an interim appointment, followed by a special election were
filled in an average of 23.7 days. Vacancies filled by interim appointments were al-
most always filled within the first month of the vacancy, although the special elec-
tion occurred at a later point. When a seat was left empty until the next regularly
scheduled election, it stayed vacant for an average of 181.4 days; however, four
outliers that appear to have been vacant for 2-3 years skew the average to 205.4
days. Vacancies filled by a Special Election were filled in an average of 123.9 days.

How and when vacancies get filled can have large impacts on the experience of
constituents. Additionally, having a vacant seat in the legislature has large impli-
cations for state-level advocacy. For example, in states like lllinois, where appoint-
ments were the main filling mechanism, the officeholders serving these districts
were not chosen by the voters. In states like New Hampshire, where vacancies
were primarily kept open until the next regular election, constituents were often
unrepresented at any given time. Representation for constituents lessens the lon-
ger an office stays vacant.
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Resources to Support
STATELEGISLATORS

State legislators need to feel safe and supported during their public service to bet-
ter represent their constituents. Whether support comes from the state or through
a third party, having access to further support could be the difference between a
legislator completing their term and a voter not having representation.

An important starting point is physical safety, at government buildings and es-
pecially at home. States can directly support legislators by establishing security
and safety measures. Currently, just five states protect legislators’ safety by not
including home addresses when someone makes a public records request. States
like California, Colorado, Louisiana, Minnesota, and Wisconsin have laws explicitly
allowing the use of campaign funds on security expenses. Other states indirectly

allow the use by listing “security” as an approved expense. The increase in threats
pushed some legislative bodies to introduce new security measures, with states
like Michigan voting to beef up security for members and their families.

Additionally, some states established protections for outside employment. While
we found no strong correlation between early departures and salaries, boosting
legislators’ income during their time in office is likely a welcome method of support
during their time in office. These protections mostly focused on a legislator’s abil-
ity to take a leave of absence while in office. These states include Kansas, Minne-
sota, Nevada, and Oregon. In North Dakota, a legislator granted leave cannot be
terminated solely because of their legislative service. Two states, Connecticut and
Nevada, have direct protections for legislators working during their time in office.
Connecticut prohibits employers from removing seniority status, limiting available
shifts, or discriminating against a legislator who misses work to perform their du-
ties. Employers who provide pension plans in Nevada cannot treat time acting as
a leqislator as a break in employment affecting the pension.



https://www.ncsl.org/state-legislatures-news/details/states-strengthen-safety-measures-for-legislators-and-staff
https://www.ncsl.org/state-legislatures-news/details/states-strengthen-safety-measures-for-legislators-and-staff
https://www.ncsl.org/state-legislatures-news/details/states-strengthen-safety-measures-for-legislators-and-staff
https://bridgemi.com/michigan-government/citing-threats-michigan-lawmakers-race-to-grow-police-power-hide-addresses/
https://ndlegis.gov/cencode/t54c03.pdf#nameddest=54-03-27
https://ndlegis.gov/cencode/t54c03.pdf#nameddest=54-03-27
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2023/pub/chap_016.htm#sec_2-3a
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/nrs/NRS-218A.html#NRS218ASec310
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/nrs/NRS-218A.html#NRS218ASec310
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CONCLUSION

Healthy turnover is what gives a legislature its ability to change with the times
while still retaining institutional knowledge. An effective government that builds
trust and engages with the public needs legislators that feel supported in perform-
ing their civic duties through the end of their terms. But we see state legislators
across the country leaving office before the end of their term, leaving voters un-
represented. They face increasingly insurmountable challenges that force many
to reconsider their future in public office. States with policies and resources that
support lawmakers in carrying out their civic duties are taking the first step toward
addressing this issue.
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Future
RESEARCH

Further investigation is needed to explore the following questions:

o What is the impact of vacancies on constituents residing in the vacated leg-
islative district? How do state legislative vacancies affect service delivery to
constituents?

o Are some districts more likely to be left unrepresented for longer periods,
and does that correlate with certain demographics (e.g. race, rural / urban
districts, income levels, etc.)?

e Are there mitigating structures or policies that may explain differences in re-
tention of officeholders, or affect the rate of early departures? For example,
we identified potentially interesting outliers in the following states that may
have mitigating patterns due to their unique policies.

o New Mexico having no pay for state legislators but permitting usage of
campaign funds for security

o [lllinois having no special elections for vacancies

« What legislative work (e.g. committees) is left behind by state legislators who
leave their term early? What bills did they introduce but couldn’t make prog-
ress on due to leaving early?

 What positions are state legislators departing early for (e.g. lobbying, other
elected office, private sector, etc.)? How does that industry or role’s compen-
sation compare to the state legislative compensation? What is the industry
breakdown of jobs held by state legislators (using financial disclosure forms)?

o What salary brackets are state legislators leaving their public service role for?




WHEN LAWMAKERS LEAVE OFFICE //

APPENDICES

Appendix 1 - Data Guide

Variable Name

Reason for Vacancy

Definition, Formatting, Examples, Notes

Definition
Broader reported reason the officeholder left office

Formatting

“Resignation for Administrative Government Position” = An elected official resigning
after receiving an appointment or offer to work in a non-elected, non-legislative gov-
ernment office

“Appointment to Fill Higher Level Elected Office” = An elected official resigning due
to their appointment (either by Governor or state or county party filling mechanisms)
to a higher level office. “Higher Level Office” refers to a federal or statewide office, as
well as officeholders in the lower body of the state legislature appointed to the upper
body to fill the remainder of a term

“Appointment to Fill Lower Level Elected Office” = An elected official resigning due to
their appointment (either by Governor or state or county party filling mechanisms) for
a “Lower Level Office”, referring to a state house (for State Senators) or downballot
office (regional, county, city, etc.)

“Resignation for Judicial or Prosecutorial Office” = An elected official resigning in pur-
suit of a judicial or prosecutorial office, either through appointment or election

“Caretaking” = An elected official that resigns with the primary stated purpose of
providing physical or emotional care for a family member(s)
E.g. Gary Chism, MS State Representative, R-37: Resigned to provide care for
his wife experiencing health issues

“Criminal or Civil Proceedings” = An elected official resigning due to criminal or civil
proceedings; this may occur prior to a conviction or judgement. This may also be un-
der threat of expulsion or removal from the legislative body

“Death” = An elected official passing away leading to a vacancy. Deaths that occurred
shortly after a resignation due to iliness are not included in this category

“Disputed Election” = An elected official resigning, not taking office, or being removed
from their seat due to a later-determined ineligibility to serve
E.g. Curtis Johnson: Johnson won election for MN State Representative, D-40B,
but did not meet residency requirements and thus never took office — leading to
a vacancy in the seat
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https://magnoliatribune.com/2020/06/16/representative-gary-chism-retires-from-mississippi-legislature/
https://www.cbsnews.com/minnesota/news/minnesota-house-seat-dfl-curtis-johnson-residency-requirement-court-ruling/
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Reason for Vacancy

WHEN LAWMAKERS LEAVE OFFICE //

Definition, Formatting, Examples, Notes

“Family Reasons” = An elected official resigning due to family-related issues. Sepa-
rate from caretaking due to not explicitly providing care
E.g. Alex Kasser, CT State Senator, D-36: Resigned due to wanting to focus on
divorce proceedings

“lliness” = An elected official resigning due to illness, either a temporary illness or
long-term

“Moved Outside District” = An elected official resigning due to no longer residing in
their elected district. This differs from disputed election or removal from office as this
change in district is brought to light by the legislator themselves

“Removal from Office” = An elected official removed from office either the legislative
body holding an expulsion vote or removal by the Governor

“Resignation for Job at a University/College” = An elected official resigning to pursue
an opportunity at a university or college

“Resignation for Job in Private Sector or Non-Profit” = An elected official resigning to
pursue an opportunity either in the private sector or a non-profit

“Resignation After Winning Election in Higher Level Office” = An elected official re-
signing after winning election in a higher level office. This occurs in states where
officeholders do not have to resign to run for another office, allowing them to retain
their current position in the event of an election loss

“Resignation After Winning Election in Lower Level Office” = An elected official resign-
ing after winning election in a lower level office. This occurs in states where office-
holders do not have to resign to run for another office, allowing them to retain their
current position in the event of an election loss

“Resignation to Run for Election in Higher Level Office” = An elected official resigning
in order to run for election in a higher level office. This is typical in states with “resign
to run” laws, or if the campaign requires significant time dedication

“Resignation to Run for Election in Lower Level Office” = An elected official resigning
in order to run for election in a lower level office. This is typically in states with “resign
to run” laws, or if the campaign is requiring a significant devotion of the officeholder’s
time

“Resignation (Other)” = An elected official resigning due to any other reason not fall-
ing under the other listed reasons or lack of reasons stated publicly. In our report’s
first iteration, caretaking and family reasons were lumped in this category before
being disaggregated into new subcategories. There are potentially additional subcat-
egories that can be drawn from some of these datapoints. No reasons stated are the
vast majority of datapoints in this category

E.g. Tony Labranche, NH State Representative, I-Hillsborough 22: Resigned to

pursue education
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https://ctmirror.org/2021/06/22/citing-divorce-fight-alex-kasser-resigns-from-the-ct-senate/
https://gc.nh.gov/house/calendars_journals/viewer.aspx?fileName=Journals%5C2022%5CHJ%2015%20September%2015,%202022.PDF
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Definition, Formatting, Examples, Notes

“Retirement” = An elected official retiring before the end of their term. This does not
include those who announce plans to not seek re-election and retire at the end of the
term

“Safety Concerns” = An elected official resigning due to safety concerns, either for
themselves or their loved ones
E.g. Mari Cordes, VT State Representative, D-Addison 4: Resigned in 2025 fol-
lowing death threats and the political environment, planning to move to Canada

Note

For state legislators, “Higher Level Office” refers to a federal, statewide, or state sen-
ate office; “Lower Level Office” refers to a state house or downballot office (regional,
county, city, etc.)

If an officeholder didn’t release a statement with their reason, use the reason report-
ed by government or news sources. If there is no reason provided or the reason does
not align with any other category, use “Resignation (Other)
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Caretaking Type

Definition
For Caretaking vacancies, the type of relation(s) the officeholder is resigning to care
for

For Family Reasons vacancies, specifying whether the officeholder is resigning for
family alone or with additional factors (e.g. “focusing on family and personal busi-
ness”)

Formatting

For Caretaking vacancies:

“Caretaking for a Child”

“Caretaking for a Partner”

“Caretaking for an Older Parent or Relative”
“Caretaking for a Sibling”

“Caretaking for Multiple Family Members”
“Caretaking for an Unspecified Family Member”

For Family Reasons vacancies:
“Unspecified Family Reasons”
“Family + Other Reasons”



https://vtdigger.org/2025/06/16/vermont-lawmaker-is-relocating-to-canada-resigning-her-seat/?fbclid=IwY2xjawLGMJVleHRuA2FlbQIxMQBicmlkETFUT1hhdm15RUVQVUg1NG1iAR5x6mQUtVyFT4W8CgHUANNiC1qEI9XOeBnfL32Clhs0wq0PGrO0uMYfwyqbaw_aem_MQaspHcBTeR1gbZlzlPGTg
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Definition, Formatting, Examples, Notes

Definition
Broader category that the officeholder’s reason for vacancy falls under

Formatting

“Caretaking or Family Reasons” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Caretaking”
“Family Reasons”

“Criminal or Civil Proceedings” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Criminal or Civil Proceedings”

“Death or lliness” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Death”
“lliness”

“Disputed Election” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Disputed Election”

“Moved” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Moved Outside District”

“Other Type of Resignation” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Resignation (Other)”

“Removed from Office” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Removal from Office”

“Resignation for Another Job Outside of Public Service” = roll up for the following
reasons:

“Resignation for Job at a University/College”

“Resignation for Job in Private Sector or Non-Profit”

“Retirement” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Retirement”

“Safety Concerns” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Safety Concerns”

“Taking on or Seeking Another Public Service Role” = roll up for the following reasons:
“Appointment to Fill Higher Level Elected Office”
“Appointment to Fill Lower Level Elected Office”
“Resignation for Administrative Government Position”
“Resignation for Judicial or Prosecutorial Office”
“Resignation After Winning Election in Higher Level Office”
“Resignation After Winning Election in Lower Level Office”
“Resignation to Run for Election in Higher Level Office”
“Resignation to Run for Election in Lower Level Office”
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Appendix 1- Data Guide

Variable Name Definition, Formatting, Examples, Notes

Filling Mechanism Definition
Broader method used to fill the vacant office

Formatting
“Appointment” = The replacement was chosen by the government’s executive or a
board of people to finish the elected term

“Interim Appointment + Special Election” = A replacement was chosen by the govern-
ment’s executive or a board of people to temporarily fill the seat until an election was
scheduled for voters to fill the seat until the end of the elected term

“Remained Vacant Until Next Regular Election” = No one replaced the officeholder
and it stayed open until the end of the elected term

“Special Election” = An election that was not regularly scheduled to happen took place
for voters to fill the open seat until the end of the elected term. The seat remained
vacant until the special election

Appendix 2 - Viewable Data

Download viewable data from the state legislative vacancy dataset.


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vZ7TMdUTPjzzAuc3MmI7MLXUmEMrKoeL/view?usp=sharing

