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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper will analyze the effect of electoral institutions on state government 

performance. I hypothesize that states with popular initiatives and referenda, term 

limits, and legislatively drawn electoral districts will have poorer levels of 

government management than states without them.  I expect the reverse to be true of 

states with open primaries, namely that they will have better managed government. 

Government performance is operationalized through the Pew Center’s extensive 

survey grading each state government.  Using both ordered probit and ordinary least 

squared regression I test the effect of electoral institutions and demographic control 

variables on state government performance. The model suggests that open primaries 

and term limits improve government management while popular initiatives and 

legislative re-districting reduce government performance. 
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Introduction 
I test the effects of different electoral institutions on state government performance. I 

use ordered probit and ordinary least squared regression to model the hypothesis that 

popular initiatives, term limits, and legislatively drawn electoral districts lead to poorer 

state management. Conversely, I expect that open primaries improve government 

performance.  

The results pertain directly to current events. On July 29, 2009 Governor 

Schwarzenegger of California signed into law $26 billion dollars in budget cuts to 

close the state’s staggering deficit.  Four days earlier, the state legislature passed the 

bill after a marathon 20-hour negotiation. The process concluded a several month long 

saga of program cuts, tax hikes, special elections, and dismal economic performance.  

Though the financial crisis certainly contributed to the state’s budget woes, a deeper 

problem lies elsewhere. 

California’s bizarre set of political institutions makes it nearly impossible for the state 

to address challenging policy problems. Though certain other states require super-

majorities to pass budgets bills or tax increases, California is the only one to require a 

two-thirds vote in the legislature for both types of laws. Democrats hold a solid 

majority in both chambers, but not enough to pass a budget on their own. They must 
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compromise with a Republican party that has lost nearly very vote throughout the year, 

and more importantly, has deep ideological differences with the majority.  

Demographics deserve some blame for this. Like many other areas of the country, 

Republicans and Democrats in California tend to live near like-minded folk, resulting 

in electoral districts with lopsided advantages for one party or the other. Still, many of 

California’s problems flow from the methods used to choose political leaders, or the 

frequent decision to bypass representative democracy in favor of direct democracy. 

Until recently, the state legislature had responsibility for drawing boundaries and 

shaped them to help incumbents.  As a consequence, California has few competitive 

general elections for state legislature – the party primaries decide the outcomes in most 

cases. Candidates must favor their respective party’s ideological bases to win, and 

therefore come to the legislature with wide gaps in their stances. This exacerbates the 

supermajority problem by making it less likely that leaders will find the necessary 

consensus to pass a budget.  

Worse still, years of referendums and constitutional amendments voted on by everyone 

in the state have tied the hands of the legislature. For instance, the super majority 

requirement to pass taxation bills originated at the ballot box. In other policy areas, 

even if representatives could compromise, they remain confined by spending formulas 

enacted by voters. Popular referenda control everything from K-12 education funding 
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to transportation infrastructure. This leaves state government inflexible in the face of 

crises that require legislative changes. Virtually everyone agrees that the structure of 

California’s government makes the state impossible to manage (See, e.g., Balz 2010). 

However, the above arguments lead to much broader conclusions about the 

consequences of certain political institutions.  If the initiative process creates unwieldy 

government in California it may well do so elsewhere. The partisanship encouraged by 

California’s electoral process might systematically affect states nationwide.  

Yet testing these claims poses a problem. Though we can tell which states use specific 

electoral institutions, it is much harder to measure the consequences of those systems. 

Americans hold a variety of views about the proper role of government and what 

makes a government “good.” And while virtually everyone agrees that California does 

a poor job, it may prove harder to find an acceptable standard to compare slight 

differences in outcomes.  Recent literature on popular initiatives has modeled their 

effect on economic performance (Bloomberg, Hess, and Weerapana 2006). Presumably 

better-governed states do better economically and everyone agrees a state should have 

a strong economy. Per capita income, however, has only an indirect relationship to 

government performance. We need a measure to assess electoral institutions that all 

sides of the political spectrum agree is fair. 
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One way to address the problem is to create an assessment. The Pew Center on the 

States had done exactly that: every three years the think tank produces a rigorously 

researched report card that grades each state on its management capabilities (Pew 

Center on the States 2008). The report analyzes each state’s ability to manage its 

budget, hire qualified employees, disseminate information within the government, and 

maintain its infrastructure.  All four categories emphasize generally non-partisan 

values. Though Republicans and Democrats surely differ over the proper size of 

government and it’s role in the private sector, most agree that states ought to build 

roads, manage money effectively, hire good people, and communicate information 

well.  Measuring state governments by their ability to do all of the above offers a 

useful way to compare the consequences of different electoral institutions.  
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Literature Review 
Scholars have spent a significant amount of time studying the types of leaders different 

election systems produce, and, to a lesser extent, changes in policies associated with 

different electoral rules. Perhaps because initiatives have a direct effect on policy, 

many analyses do focus on outcomes (See e.g. Matsusaka 2004). This, of course, raises 

issues about what makes policies “good” or “bad” and whether we can even say that 

having an institution like popular initiatives is better or worse for a state. The present 

study attempts to address these challenges. On the other hand, researchers have spent 

more time analyzing the candidates produced by other electoral institutions such as 

closed primaries, term limits, and the drawing of electoral districts. The following 

section will give a brief introduction to the literature on these topics. 

Initiatives and Referendums 
A vibrant debate exists over the pros and cons of popular initiatives and referendums 

resting mainly on the question of whether citizens have the necessary competence to 

make policy decisions (Matsasuka 2005). Initiatives and referendums are both types of 

ballot measures (see Matsusaka 2004 for further descriptions).  The former are 

propositions placed on the ballot by citizens usually by gathering a certain number of 

signatures. Referendums are popular votes on laws passed by a state government.  

Critics of these measures such as David Magleby argue that most voters simply do not 
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understand ballot proposals nor do they receive much information about propositions 

beyond television advertisements (Magleby 1984). David Broder furthers the general 

theme by arguing that the mechanics of the process allow wealthy interests to 

manipulate uninformed voters to support bad public policy (Broder 2000). 

However, the empirical literature presents a more sanguine perspective.  The leading 

scholar on the topic, John Matsusaka claims “the emerging view is that direct 

democracy works – allowing the general public to participate in lawmaking often 

seems to improve the performance of government” (Matsusaka 2005). His opinion 

relies on a growing body of literature linking initiatives with lower taxes, less 

government spending, and higher economic growth.  Matsusaka counts at least 10 

studies showing that states with initiatives spend less and have lower taxes than states 

without them (2004). The trend appeared during the 1970s and survives controls for 

political factors and demographics. The data suggests that governments with initiatives 

cut state spending by about 10% (Matsusaka 2004).  

Initiatives states also show a propensity for conservative social policy.  They tend to 

condone the death penalty and mandate minors to obtain parental consent before 

receiving an abortion more than states without initiatives (Gerber 2004). The latter 

appear to have less restrictive abortion and campaign finance laws (Bowler and 

Jonathan 2006). Matsusaka also found that initiative states tend to employ user fees 
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and charges rather than broad based taxes, potentially reducing government 

redistribution (Matsusaka 2004). 

However, none of the data necessarily supports the claim that initiatives correlate with 

“government performance.” Our conceptions about what makes government “good” 

vary widely depending upon our political preferences.  The lower taxes and spending 

associated with initiative states would satisfy the stereotypical conservative, but not a 

stereotypical liberal inclined to favor larger state programs. This poses an inherent 

problem with measuring the benefit of electoral institutions. 

One way to address the issue is to grade initiative states on a whether they do 

something that everyone agrees they should. For example, whatever the size of 

government, both Democrats and Republicans generally think that the economy should 

grow quickly. In this vein Bloomberg, Hess, and Weerapana examined U.S. states from 

1969-1986 and found those with initiatives grew faster and had greater GDP than those 

without (2006). An analysis of Swiss cantons even found that people living in cantons 

with initiatives were happier than those living in cantons without them (Frey and 

Stutzer 2000). Thus, some evidence suggests that initiatives make government work 

better. 
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Open Primaries 
In contrast with initiatives and referendums, academics have yet to study seriously the 

consequences of different primary election rules on government performance. The 

thrust of the literature about open primaries focuses on testing the claim that they elect 

more moderate candidates than closed primaries.  To do this, researchers generally rely 

on median voter theory. (See Gerber and Morton, 1998; see also Brady, Hahrie, 

and Pope, 2007). The hypothesis applies economic reasoning to elections, predicting 

that in a winner-take-all contest between two candidates, both sides will have an 

incentive to move to the ideological center (See Black 1948; see also Downs, 1957). 

However in the United States, states often allows parties to hold elections only among 

their registered membership to determine their candidates for the general election. In 

the case of these so called closed primaries, median voter theory predicts that 

candidates at the center of their party’s ideological spectrum will have better chances 

of advancing to the general election and eventually into office (See Gerber and Morton 

1998; see also Brady, Hahrie, and Pope, 2007). 

On the other hand, in an open primary system where voters have the ability to 

participate in any party’s primary, the ideological spectrum in any primary election 

would more closely resemble that of the general election. In this case the theory would 

foresee more moderate candidates overall. 
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 The data generally confirm these expectations. Gerber and Morton found that states 

with closed primaries sent representatives to the U.S. House with views farther from 

the median voter in their district than states with open primaries (Gerber and Morton, 

1998). Brady, Han and Pope confirmed those findings a decade later by drawing on a 

dataset of House primary and general election outcomes from 1956-1998 (2007).   

Though most studies of primary systems focus on candidates, Besley and Case 

performed a wide-ranging analysis of the policy consequences of various political 

institutions. They regressed several taxation and expenditure variables over a variety of 

institutional dummies from 50 U.S. States between the years of 1960 and 1996. Open 

primaries correlated with lower taxes per capita, higher total transfer payments per 

capita, and lower workers’ compensation payments per capita (Besley and Case 2003). 

Nevertheless, these relationships tend to measure outcomes supported by one 

ideological view or another rather than provide a more objective metric for government 

performance. 

Electoral Redistricting  
The institutions governing the formation of electoral districts also have the potential to 

affect government performance. The 50 states demonstrate a variety of procedures for 

setting these boundaries. Most commonly, the legislator themselves draw their own 

districts in a process known as gerrymandering. The practice often results in so called 
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“safe” districts where one party has a firm advantage and the incumbent faces little 

opposition from the other side.  Median voter theory would predict that candidates 

from these areas are more ideologically extreme than the population as a whole. Some 

fear the lack of electoral competition leads to poorer government. To avoid those 

consequences some states use independent commission to draw competitive districts 

(See McDonald 2004). 

Like the open primary literature, though, evaluations of various redistricting 

institutions tend to focus on the ideologies of the legislators they produce rather than 

specific policies. For instance, Shotts found that, contrary to conventional wisdom, 

racial redistricting in the South resulted in a more liberal Congressional delegation 

(Schotts 2003). On the other hand McKee, Teigen and Turgeon (2006) unsurprisingly 

report that partisan districts designed by Republicans in Texas benefited Republican 

candidates. Presumably, electing more liberal or conservative legislators affects policy 

outcomes, but that does not tell us whether the government works well or poorly.  

Term Limits 
Finally, the recent widespread institution of term limits in many states has generated 

significant controversy.  Some argue that term limits will lead legislators to focus less 

on getting themselves elected and more on drafting needed legislation (Glazer and 

Wattenburg, 1996). If that is true, they could improve government performance.  



 

11 

Nevertheless, many researchers have argued to the contrary for a variety of reasons. 

Meinke and Hasecke contend that the recent move toward term limits simply helped 

the Republican party take control of state legislatures by disqualifying Democratic 

incumbents (2003). Erler finds evidence undermining assertions by proponents that 

term limits will reduce state spending on pet projects. She concludes that, if anything, 

states with term limits spend more that than states without them, even when controlling 

for numerous other factors (Erler, 2007). A survey performed on party chairs and 

lobbyists in Florida found them much less likely to support term limits than the general 

public, even though the institution sometimes favored the self-interest of those elites 

(Weissert and Halperin, 2007) 

On the other hand, Carey, Niemi, and Powell have performed two wide-ranging 

surveys that tend to support many of the proponents arguments for term limits (1998, 

2006).  They question representatives from all 50 states and compare answers from 

states with and without term limits in three areas:  “legislative composition, behavior, 

and legislatures as institutions” (1998).  Their findings suggest that although term 

limits do not appear to affect who gets elected to the legislature, term limited 

legislators spend less time focusing on reelection and more on their legislative 

priorities.  Furthermore, representatives in term limited states also appear to spend less 

time focusing on the parochial interests of their districts and more on doing the best 
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thing for the state as a whole.  That could conceivably improve government 

performance. Yet term limits also appear to concentrate power with governors and 

legislative staff at the expense of party leadership (Carey, Niemi, and Powell 1998 & 

2006). This suggests individual legislators do lose some institutional knowledge in a 

way that could limit their ability to govern well.  

Conclusion 
In sum, though at least some of the literature on electoral institutions focuses on policy 

consequences, there is dearth of research evaluating their affect on government 

performance. The following study aims to fill that gap. 
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Proposed Model   
I model government performance as a function of electoral institutions, government 

structure, political choices, and demographic factors. Electoral institutions include the 

four described above: initiatives, primary structure, re-districting institutions, and term 

limits.  I also expect that the size of the legislature will have some effect on 

management. Political parties and demographic variables such as land area and 

population may also have an effect on how well a government is run. Below is the 

proposed equation predicting government performance where subscript k represents 

the value for each state in the sample, and ε is stochastic error: 

Govperformance = Bo + B1Initiative + B2OpenPrimary + B3LegislativeDistricts + 

B4TermLimits + BmLegislativeSizek + BnPoliticalVariablesk  + BlDemographicVariablek 

+ε 
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Hypotheses 
The prior literature provides sometimes conflicting intuitions about the link between 

government performance and electoral institutions. Magleby (1984) and Broder (2000) 

provide strong reasons to think states with initiatives and referendums may have worse 

management than states without them. On the other hand, there appears to be some 

empirical evidence to the contrary. Despite this, I hypothesize that states with the 

initiative process will, all else equal, have poorer management.  Similarly, despite the 

conflicting evidence, I also expect states without term limits to have better-run 

government than states with them. Legislators that draw their own electoral boundaries 

should also lead to poor performance. However, I hypothesize that the evidence 

suggesting open primaries lead to more moderate candidates justifies the expectation 

that states with open primaries perform well. The following sections explain these 

theories in further detail. 

Hypothesis # 1: States with Popular Initiatives and Referendums will have 
lower Government Performance than states without them.  
The theory that initiatives lead to bad outcomes rests on the assumption that the 

average citizen cannot possibly have enough time and information to vote intelligently 

on a piece of legislation. Modern societies deal with so many complex policy problems 

that it takes a great deal of effort to comprehend even one particular issue. For 

example, the American health care system is so convoluted that it takes experts months 
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or even years of research to achieve a grasp on the subject matter. Few citizens have 

the time, energy, or interest to do this for one issue, much less the variety of proposed 

legislation that they must decide on in a state like California. 

The assumption underlies a key argument for representative democracy. Since 

everyone cannot take the time to understand all the policy challenges we face as a 

political community, we should rely on a division of labor. Elected representatives can 

focus on running government. Everyone else can go about their busy daily lives, only 

taking time to evaluate elected officials on their general performance. 

The initiative process breaks down the advantages of representative democracy by 

thrusting responsibility for policy-making decisions back onto the public.  The theory 

goes that citizens will vote based on extremely limited information leading to poor 

legislative choices. California’s infamous Proposition 13 played well on TV 

commercials because it capped local property taxes at extremely low levels. Few who 

voted for it probably understood that they effectively handed control of their school 

districts over to the state. Most school boards rely on property taxes as their primary 

source of funding, so without them localities had to look to Sacramento for funds.  

Decades later, Californians grew skeptical that the less accountable state government 

would continue sending sufficient funding to the education system. Voters responded 

by passing Proposition 98, which tied state education spending to a statutory formula. 
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However, since the formula relied on prior years to calculate minimum spending 

levels, legislators grew reluctant to appropriate money to education in abundant budget 

years for fear they would have to keep up the spending in lean years. Arguably 

Proposition 98 led to less education spending in the long run. 

It is examples like these that inspire skepticism about direct democracy. Laws that 

seem like good ideas at first can often look a lot worse after closer examination. 

Citizens, though, do not have the time to investigate.  We would thus expect states with 

the initiative available to have more laws on the books that have poorly thought 

through outcomes. These states would have a harder time managing money, or keeping 

up their infrastructure. With a myriad of public referendums to contend with, state 

political leaders would have a more difficult time running the state government. 

Initiatives would lead to poorer government performance. 

However, this story does not fully explain the results of popular democracy. While 

initiatives have surely led to some poor outcomes, so have plenty of laws drafted by 

legislators. Moreover, popular initiatives allow citizens to change political institutions 

in ways that might otherwise be impossible. For example, implementing changes 

through a legislature to the three other electoral institutions studied here would often 

require representatives to vote against their own interests. We would expect politicians 

to avoid limiting their terms in office, ceding control over the shape of their electoral 
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district, or altering the primary system that originally resulted in their election. 

Predictably, only 2 of the 26 states without popular initiatives have term limits 

compared to 22 of the 24 with the initiative (Matsusaka, 2005).  Initiatives and 

referendums may therefore provide a popular check on the ability of elected elites to 

use the government for their own interests. 

Furthermore, citizens may more ability to make decisions than critics assert. When 

given the option, they do seem to prefer lower taxes and a modestly smaller 

government. They also seem to like more conservative social policy than elected elites 

(Matsusaka 2005). Especially in the latter case, where a vote requires a value judgment 

rather than a thorough policy analysis, having direct democracy decide the outcome 

may make more sense. At a minimum, initiatives and referendums do not necessarily 

result in the randomized mess their critics allege.  

Nevertheless, I expect states with the ability to pass referendums and initiatives to 

perform less well than states without these options. I do think that the information 

critique caries some weight. Even as an aspiring policy analyst and lawyer I admittedly 

do not have a full understanding of all of the ballot measures I have voted for or 

against. The more powerful point, however, comes from the perspective of collective 

action. Running a government well requires coordination, and achieving it becomes 

harder the larger the number of people involved.  
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America’s structure of government is premised on this fact. Out of fear of a tyrannical 

national government, the framers designed a system of checks and balances on the 

federal level, and shared power between national and local government that made 

doing anything difficult. In an effort to protect minority voices, the founders made 

coordinated action extremely difficult. 

We can extend this theory to apply to initiatives and referendums. It is hard enough for 

a state legislature with two houses and (often) hundreds of members to organize state 

government even with an executive carrying out the laws. Adding in the opinions of 

millions of voters can make this even more difficult. Processes like budgeting require 

making tradeoffs between taxes and revenues and the funding of various programs.  It 

is simply too much to expect millions of people to negotiate some kind of organized 

response to these issue. The transactions costs are too high.   Consequently I 

hypothesize that having voters weigh in on government decision will also make it far 

more difficult to manage a state effectively.  

Hypothesis #2: States with Open Primaries have better managed 
governments than those with closed Primaries. 
Similar reasoning councils the opposite prediction for states with open primaries. State 

government, like our federal one, is designed to make coordination difficult with many 

opportunities for people with opposing views to clash.  One way to counteract this 

problem is to have many people with similar views in power.  
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The median voter theory predicts that a closed primary system works against this goal.  

Candidates in closed primaries must win support from their party’s base, meaning they 

must exhibit more extreme views than a person running in front of the entire electorate. 

Once such representatives from both parties get into power, they may find it very 

difficult to compromise with individuals from the other party with whom they, and 

moderate voters, disagree profoundly. This would matter little in a parliamentary 

government predicated on strict majority rule. The same would not hold true in United 

States, where different parties can control separate branches of government. People 

with opposing viewpoints must come to a consensus to address public policy 

challenges. Consequently we would expect states with closed primaries to have poorer 

government performance than states with open primaries.  

On the contrary, the moderates produced by states with open primaries should lead to 

improved government performance. The moderates elected in open primary systems 

should have an easier time working together to coordinate state action. 

  Hypothesis #3: States where legislators draw their own electoral districts 
will perform less well than states with more independent forms of re-
districting.  
Two arguments support this hypothesis. First, median voter theory again predicts that 

the more partisan districts drawn by legislators to assure their victory will cause more 

extreme candidates elected to office. This should again make compromise and 
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coordination difficult resulting in less effective government. Second, more partisan 

districts should also reduce competition for votes. The more people in a district of one 

party, the more likely the incumbent from that party will win reelection even if his or 

her job performance is poor. Legislative-drawn district elections will make it more 

difficult to kick out bad representatives leading to poor management.  

Hypothesis #4: States with term limits will have poorer government 
performance than states without term limits.  
The evidence about term limits, similar to that concerning initiatives and referendums, 

presents a murky picture. It seems that proponents are at least partially right in that 

term limited legislators spend more time working on policy than in other states. 

However, it also appears that term limits cause legislators to lose institutional 

knowledge relative to other states, and thereby empower Governors and legislative 

staffers (Carey, Niemi, and Powell 1998 & 2006). A greater number of less 

experienced legislators could lead to poorer government performance. On the other 

hand, a stronger executive might have an easier time organizing a state without 

numerous powerful representatives to counter her proposals.  My own intuition 

suspects that the frequent turnover caused by term limits will lead to worse outcomes.  
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Data and Methods 
I test the effects of state electoral institutions on state government performance. In 

addition to variables for different electoral systems, I include institutional, political, 

and demographic data to explain the effectiveness of state management. I use Ordinary 

Least Square and Ordered Probit regressions to estimate the effects of these 

explanatory variables on state government performance. The following sections 

describe the sources of data and the form of the specifications in further detail. 

Dependent Variable: State Government Management 
I measure government performance through a grading system developed by the Pew 

Center on the States to rate state government management. The Government 

Performance Project launches the elaborate 50 state analysis every three years. It 

begins with a survey sent to all 50 states requesting basic data about the government. 

Most states answer the questions on their own while Pew researchers find the relevant 

information for those who ignore the survey. A team of academics also collects state 

government documents such as “budgets, capital plans, workforce plans, auditor’s 

reports, and state websites” (The Pew Center on the States 2008). The next step 

involves over 1,400 interviews with state employees including “legislators, their 

staffers, and fiscal analysts; controllers, treasurers, budget officers and auditors, human 

resource and transportation officials; chief information officers; mangers in charge of 
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non-transportation infrastructure and representatives of agencies and departments” 

(The Pew Center on the States 2008). 

With all of the above information in hand, teams of researchers and journalists engage 

in detailed discussion to determine grades for each state. Each government gets an 

overall grade as well as a specific grade in four categories: information, money, 

people, and infrastructure. The criteria for each category are reprinted in Table 1.   
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Table 1: Pew Center Data Description 
(Reprinted from Pew Center on the States 2008) 

Information  

• The state actively focuses on making future policy and collecting information to support  that policy 
direction.  

• Elected officials, the state budget office and agency personnel have appropriate data on the 
relationship between costs and performance and use these data when making resource-allocation 
decisions.  

• Agency managers have the appropriate information required to make program  management 
decisions.  

• The governor and agency managers have appropriate data that enable them to assess the actual 
performance of policies and programs.  

• The public has appropriate access to information about the state, the performance  of state programs 
and state services and is able to provide input to state policy makers.  

 
People  

• The state regularly conducts and updates a thorough analysis of its human-capital needs.  
• The state acquires the employees it needs.  
• The state retains a skilled workforce.  
• The state develops its workforce.  
• The state manages its workforce-performance programs effectively.  
 
Money  

• The state uses a long-term perspective to make budget decisions.  
• The state’s budget process is transparent, easy to follow and inclusive.  
• The state’s financial management activities support structural balance between ongoing revenues 

and expenditures.  
• The state’s procurement activities are conducted efficiently and supported with effective internal 

controls.  
• The state systematically assesses the effectiveness of its financial operations and management.  
 
Infrastructure  

• The state regularly conducts a thorough analysis of its infrastructure needs and has a transparent 
process for selecting infrastructure projects.  

• The state has an effective process for monitoring infrastructure projects  throughout their design and 
construction.  

• The state maintains its infrastructure according to generally recognized engineering practices.  
• The state comprehensively manages its infrastructure.  
• The state creates effective intergovernmental and interstate infrastructure  coordination networks.  
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Based on the above categories the researchers at Pew gave each state an overall letter 

grade between D- and A along with grades for each of the subset categories. I 

transformed each grade into a numerical score corresponding to the letter grade. For 

example: A=9, A- = 8, B+ = 7, B = 6, and so forth.  

Electoral Institution Data 
Initiatives: Data on state initiatives comes from the Initiative & Referendum 

Institute’s data set. I have created a dummy variable equal to 1 for all states the 

Institute defines as having popular initiatives available to the electorate (The Initiative 

and Referendum Institute, 2010).  

Open Primaries: I rely on Fair Vote’s analysis of state primary electoral systems to 

determine which states have open primaries (Fair Vote, 2008). The organization 

categorizes each state as having closed primaries (or caucuses), open primaries, or 

some other type – usually a hybrid of the two. States with closed primaries only allow 

registered members of a party to vote in the primary while those with open primaries 

allow individuals from any party to vote in any party’s primary. States often have 

hybrid systems where at least some parties have open primaries, or open them to 

independents. I use a dummy variable in this case – giving a value of 1 only to states 

that Fair Vote categorizes as “open.” I give a 0 to all other states. 
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Term Limits: The Pew Center’s report included whether or not each state had term 

limits on their state legislatures, what the cap was, and whether it was a consecutive 

limit or a lifetime maximum (The Pew Center on the States, 2008). I transformed these 

into a dummy variable so that any state with any kind of legislative term limit received 

a 1 and states with no legislative term limits received a 0.  

Legislative Re-districting: I rely on McDonald’s classifications of redistricting 

institutions to create a variable for legislative redistricting (2004).  He creates 4 

categories of re-districting processes for state legislatures among the 50 states: 1) 

legislative process; 2) Hybrid commission and legislature; 3) Commission; and 4) 

Other. I create a dummy variable with a value of 1 only for those states fitting into the 

first category and a 0 for all other states.  

State Legislature 
I create two variables based on the size of state legislatures. The first is the total 

number of state representatives in each state’s lower and upper houses. I expect that, 

all else equal, larger legislatures would prove harder to manage and thus lead to poorer 

government performance. Second, I include the number of people per legislator in a 

given state. Presumably the fewer people per legislator, the more accountable the 

representative would be. I expect a positive coefficient.  
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Political and Policy Variables 
The Pew Center’s 2008 Grading the States report provides information about the party 

affiliation of members of both houses of the legislatures of each state as well as the 

governor.  

Governor: I included a dummy variable equal to one for states with Democratic 

governors. Political ideology could correlate with better or worse government, though I 

(wrongly) did not expect this to be the case. I also include the year a governor is 

elected under the theory that longer serving governors get reelected because they run 

government well.  

Legislature Party Affiliation: I create a variable giving the proportion of total 

legislators (lower and upper houses) that affiliate with the Democratic Party. Because 

Nebraska technically has a non-partisan legislature, I remove it from the analysis. 

Again these are included to test any connection between political ideology and 

government performance. 

Demographic Variables 
I include several demographic variables in my analysis. I use the population and per-

capita income of each state as reported by the Pew Center (2008).  My guess is that 

states with larger populations would be harder to manage, while those with more 

money would correlate with better government performance. I also include data from 
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the 2000 U.S. Census giving the proportion of a state’s median age. Older states might 

have a harder time finding good employees to run them, and have a more difficult time 

managing more extensive services for an aging population. Lastly, I create a variable 

giving the average per capita campaign donation from the previous three presidential 

election cycles calculated from data gathered by the Center on Money in State Politics 

(2010). I expected here that state with more private money involved in politics would 

perform poorly. 
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Regression Description 
I use linear estimation and Ordered Probit analysis to test the effect of electoral 

institutions on state government performance. OLS coefficients provide an intuitive 

way to interpret the consequences of changes in a states’ management grade based on 

changes in the explanatory variables. However, because the dependent variable takes 

the form of an ordinal ranking, I also use maximum likelihood estimation in the form 

of an ordered probit regression. Not surprisingly, the ordered probit coefficients are 

often more significant than their OLS counterparts, and arguably produce a more 

reliable model.1 However, both models produce consistent results with coefficients of 

the same sign and magnitude. I thus report the OLS results due to the ease of 

understanding.  

I run both types of regressions on two different models. Model A includes all of the 

above independent variables except for per-capita campaign expenditures. Because 4 

states do not track their political donation data, adding this variable reduces the sample 

size. Model B includes all of the variables and has a sample size of 45. Neither model 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

 

1 This is so because order probit regression is designed to estimate models where the dependant variable 
is an ordinal ranking.  Rather than predict the value of the dependent variable, ordered probit models 
estimate the likelihood that a given observation will equal an ordinal value. Where OLS regressions on 
ordinal variables will sometimes estimate values outside the range of ordinal variables, ordered probit 
regressions do not suffer from this problem.  
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includes the state of Nebraska, which has a non-partisan legislature. Tables 2 and 3 

report the summary statistics for each model. 
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Table 2: Model A Summary Statistics 
 

Variable | Obs Mean/Count2 Std. Dev. 
Overall Grade 49 5.816327 1.563563 
Open Primaries* 49 15 N/A 
Initiatives* 49 24 N/A 
Term Limits* 49 15 N/A 
Legislative Districts 
drawn by Legislature* 49 25 N/A 

Number of 
Legislators Per Capita 49 41153.73 47659.52 

Total Size of State 
Legislature 49 149.551 59.16188 

Spending on Political 
Campaigns Per Capita  45 22.61305 11.21236 

Governor Democrat 49 0.5714286 0.5 
Year Governor was 
Elected 49 2003.347 1.984849 

Legislature 
Proportion Democrat 49 0.5376831 0.1438 

Population 49 6062217 6703333 
Per Capita 
Government 
Spending 

49 0.2250761 0.0591192 

Median Age 49 37.22041 2.246199 
Land Area 49 75850.31 98073.71 
Per Capita Income 49 24570.41 3509.967 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

 

2 For dummy variables, I include a count of observations with a value of one and place a “*” next to the 
variable name. 
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Table 3: Model B Summary Statistics 
 

Variable Observations Mean/Count Std. Dev. 
Overall Grade* 45 5.777778 1.520898 
Open Primaries* 45 13 N/A 
Initiatives* 45 22 N/A 
Term Limits* 45 13 N/A 
Legislative Districts drawn by 
Legislature 45 23 N/A 
Number of Legislators Per Capita 45 40949.62 49342.17 
Total Size of State Legislature 45 150 61.49723 
Spending on Political Campaigns Per 
Capita 45 22.61305 11.21236 
Governor Democrat 45 0.5777778 0.4994947 
Year Governor was Elected 45 2003.2 1.960983 
Legislature Proportion Democrat 45 0.5372563 0.1493777 
Population 45 6077397 6964497 
Per Capita Government Spending 45 0.2243684 0.0587462 
Median Age 45 37.26889 2.303932 
Land Area 45 79220 101606 
Per Capita Income 45 24525.38 3200.797 
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Results 
 Tables 4 displays the regression results of the two models. The OLS on Model A uses 

robust standard errors and has an F value of 11.67 meaning that it is statistically 

significant at all conventional levels. Model A’s OLS also reports a very high R2 of 

0.64 indicating that the variables explain roughly 64% of the variation in government 

performance. The addition of campaign contribution data in Model B increases the F 

value to 19.33, though the sample population is reduced to 45. The model is again 

highly significant and the OLS reports an R2 of 0.72 meaning that the model explains 

roughly 72% of the variation in government performance. I will discuss the results for 

the dummy variables for electoral institutions followed by a treatment of the other 

explanatory variables.   

Coefficients on Electoral Institutions 
The coefficients on open primary are positive and significant at all conventional levels 

across every specification. We can reject the null hypothesis that open primaries have 

no effect on government performance. The OLS regression in Model A and B both 

report coefficients near 2. Model B predicts that a state with open primaries will score 

2.23 grade steps higher than a state without open primaries. That amounts to moving 

from a “B” grade to an “A-”.  
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The estimated effect of having popular initiatives is negative in every regression, 

though the levels of significance vary. The OLS on Model A computes a P-value of 

.061 on the coefficient for initiatives, implying that the estimate is significant at the p < 

0.1 level. However, the estimate on Model B is significant at the p < .05 level and 

predicts that a state with popular initiatives will have a grade level 1.29 points lower 

than a similar state with initiatives – akin to falling from a “B” to a “B-”.  Both 

coefficients on initiatives in the ordered probit regressions are significant at p < .01 

level. 

The data for term limits and the formation of legislative districts demonstrate a 

somewhat weaker relationship between these variables and government performance. 

The effects of politically drawn legislative districts are not significant in Model A, 

though they become so with the addition of the variable for campaign contributions in 

Model B. The OLS version estimates states who have legislatures draw their own 

districts will score slightly less than a grade step lower, all else equal. The coefficients 

for term limits were significant in Model A, but only barely significant in the ordered 

probit on Model B. Interestingly, all have positive signs.   

State Legislatures 
The size of state legislatures variables show a clear significant relationship with state 

management. All else equal, the larger the legislature the worse a state is managed. 
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OLS regressions in both models estimate that an increase of the legislature by 100 

representatives will reduce a state’s management score by a grade step. However, the 

models also show that an increase in the number of people per legislator by 100,000 

will reduce a state’s grade by 3.5 grade steps, the equivalent of falling from a “B” 

grade to a  “C/C-”. Between the two, legislators per-capita has the greater affect. The 

OLS model predicts a standard deviation increase in the number of people per 

legislator will reduce a state’s score by 1.14 grade points compared to a 0.45 decrease 

cause by a standard deviation increase in the number of legislators. 

Political and Policy Variables 
Another notable trend concerns the party identification of elected officials. All the 

regressions show a negative and statistically significant relationship between the 

proportion of Democrats in the legislature and the level of government management. A 

10% increase in the proportion of Democrats in the state legislature appears to lower a 

state’s grade by slightly less than a half step. Conversely, the dummy variable for a 

democratic governor shows a positive sign and weaker but still significant relationship 

to government performance. States with Democratic governors appear to have slightly 

higher than half a grade step higher scores than states with Republican governors.  

Three of the four regressions also show a significant relationship between when a 

governor is elected and the state’s performance. Those with recently elected governors 
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tend to have higher scores than those with longer serving governors. There also is a 

positive and significant correlation between per capita campaign contributions and 

government performance. A $10 increase in campaign expenditures per person is 

associated with a approximately a third step increase in grade.  

The models also present some evidence that more resources lead to better government. 

Model A shows no correlation, though both regressions in Model B show positive and 

significant coefficients on government per capita spending. The ordered probit 

regression is significant at the p < .05 level.  

Demographics 
Several demographic variables also show statistically significant relationships to 

government performance. A larger population is associated with better management 

while larger land area seems to lead to poorer management. Older populations appear 

to have lower scores.   
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Table 2 
Government Performance and Electoral Institutions 

Dependent Variable: Management Numerical Grade 

   
Variable Model A Model B 

 OLS Ordered Probit OLS Ordered Probit 

Open Primaries 1.955576***  
(0.001) 

2.299243*** 
0.000 

2.227723*** 
0.000 

3.445111*** 
0.000 

Initiatives -1.023649* 
(0.061) 

-1.336918*** 
0.005 

-1.285006** 
0.038 

-2.113191*** 
0.001 

Term Limits .9696398* 
(0.074) 

1.08604** 
0.044 

.8616661 
0.212 

1.192974* 
0.071 

Legislative Districts drawn by Legislature - .333008 
(0.419) 

-.4310499 
0.264 

-.7814876** 
0.019 

-1.277308*** 
0.009 

Number of Legislators Per Capita -.0000373*** 
(0.005) 

-.0000444*** 
0.005 

-.0000339*** 
0.007 

-.0000464*** 
0.008 

Total Size of State Legislature -.0109344*** 
(0.000) 

-.0144057*** 
0.003 

-.0107937*** 
0.000 

-.0169108*** 
0.002 

Spending on Political Campaigns Per Capita    .033797** 
0.014 

.0355634* 
0.066 

Governor Democrat .6539985* 
(0.066) 

.7929035** 
0.036 

.6659172* 
0.081 

1.129265** 
0.012 

Year Governor was Elected .1339545 
0.115 

.1875034** 
0.039 

.1742656** 
0.049 

 

.3099318*** 
0.006 

Legislature Proportion Democrat -4.174559*** 
0.003 

-5.427501*** 
0.000 

-4.441306*** 
0.000 

-7.84285*** 
0.000 

Population 2.62e-07*** 
0.006 

3.18e-07*** 
0.005 

2.46e-07** 
0.014 

3.49e-07*** 
0.006 

Per Capita Government Spending 4.272152 
0.321 

5.716236 
0.207 

7.802255* 
0.090 

13.66676** 
0.020 

Median Age -.3129097*** 
0.010 

-.3361299*** 
0.003 

-.4133726*** 
0.003 

-.5598906*** 
0.000 

Land Area -6.55e-06** 
0.017 

-8.16e-06*** 
0.004 

-.0000107*** 
0.001 

-.0000166*** 
0.000 

Per Capita Income .0001152 
0.135 

.0001298** 
0.046 

.00015** 
0.023 

.0002394*** 
0.003 

N 49 49 45 45 

R2 0.6419  0.7236  

F Value 11.67***  19.33***  
P values in parentheses     
*     Significant at 90% level             **   Significant at 95% level              *** Significant at 99% level 
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Discussion  
The results support three of my original hypotheses, but provide evidence to question 

the fourth. The robust data showing that states with open primaries have better 

government performance than states without them confirms my prediction that more 

moderate candidates would lead to improved governance.  States that suffer from poor 

management, partisan gridlock and that have closed primary systems should consider a 

switch to open primaries. This model predicts such a state could improve its overall 

grade according to the Pew Center by two steps – equivalent to going from a “B” to an 

“A-”.   

The data also confirm the hypothesis that states with initiatives perform worse than 

states without them.  This is consistent with the theory that state legislatures and 

executives have a harder time coordinating government policy when they must also 

deal with a variety of ballot measures. Rather than checking misbehaving state 

government, initiatives and referendums appear to hamper the ability of the state to do 

its job.  

The data also show some evidence that legislative re-districting correlates with weaker 

management. Though Model A shows no significant relationship between redistricting 

and performance, when adding in a variable for per-capita campaign donations, the 

coefficients on legislative redistricting became significant. This comports with the 
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expectation that legislators who draw their own boundaries will have less incentive to 

do well in office due to a lack of actual or potential competition during elections. State 

governments appear to do better with an independent check on drawing electoral 

districts. 

On the other hand, the data do not support my hypothesis that term limits will lead to 

worse government. In fact, the opposite appears to be true. Two coefficients reach the 

90% confidence level and the coefficient on Model A’s ordered probit model is 

significant at the 95% level. All signs point in the positive direction, tending to confirm 

theory’s put forward by proponents of term limits that the institution will allow 

legislators to focus less on reelection and more on policy. This councils in favor term 

limits on state legislators. 

Despite the apparent straightforward implications of these results, a serious 

contradiction arises in their application. Judging from the data, states ought to limit or 

rid themselves of popular initiatives while also enacting open primaries, independent 

redistricting commissions, and term limits. However, a state may need to use the first 

policy to enact the following three. Electoral institutions can be extremely difficult to 

change, especially in states without popular initiatives because elected representatives 

would have to change the system that resulted in their election. The fact that nearly all 

states with initiatives have term limits and virtually none without initiatives have term 
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limits drives this point home. This suggests that despite the downsides of popular 

initiatives it may be advantageous to use them in certain circumstances.  Although they 

may make government worse, popular initiatives may also provide more opportunities 

to change the status quo.  

In addition to the data on electoral institutions, the regression results provide further 

insight into the determinants of effective government. Not surprisingly, the larger a 

legislature is, the harder it is to manage. On the other hand, government performs 

better with fewer people per legislator. That makes sense since a smaller number of 

constituents should presumably lead to greater accountability. A greater proportion of 

people will actually know their representative and have an easier time communicating 

with him or her.  Political feasibility notwithstanding, this again creates countervailing 

policy recommendations. For a given population, more legislators increase 

accountability but reduce coordination.  

The best combination for each state will therefore depend on its population. Though, it 

is important to keep in mind that a standard deviation decrease in the number of people 

per legislator has more than twice the affect on performance than a standard deviation 

increase in the number of legislators. That suggests an ideal legislature will ere on the 

side of more representatives, except in the case of extremely large states.  
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 The political party data present some of the most intriguing though potentially 

least reliable outcomes. All regressions show a strong correlation between a higher 

proportion of Democrats in a legislature and poor government performance. On the 

other hand, Democrat governors appear to lead better-run states. Because parties 

frequently shift in power this data may reflect a seemingly contrary result: it could be 

that Democrats were recently elected to state legislatures where Republicans had 

controlled a poorly managed state. A richer data set and a more sophisticated analysis 

would provide more confidence in these numbers.  

 Holding political affiliation constant, it seems that states with recently elected 

governors perform better. This appears to go against the intuition that better governed 

states would keep their leaders around longer. Perhaps governors who have 

considerable political capital at the beginning of their terms are better able to enact the 

kind of reforms that the Pew data measure, while lame duck governors have less ability 

to change the direction of their states.  

Per-capita campaign contributions constitute another interesting indicator of 

government performance. In light of the often maligned role of money in politics, one 

might assume that the greater the level of political contributions, the worse government 

would perform. However, the opposite appears to be true. States with greater donations 

per capita tended to have better government. This may follow from the fact that 
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campaign donations may serve as an indicator of political involvement and greater per 

capita donations correlate with more active citizenry.  
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Conclusion 
The results of this study demonstrate a strong link between the way we choose policy 

and elect our representatives and the performance of our state governments. Though 

Americans have strong disagreements about which party should run their government 

and what that government should do, most can agree that our states should implement 

policy effectively. Open primaries and, to a lesser extent, term limits appear conducive 

to these ends. Popular initiatives and legislative redistricting processes tend to hinder 

state management.  The data give some compelling reason to alter state electoral 

institutions along these lines.    
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