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Introduction


In 1998 nearly two-thirds of Michigan’s State House Representatives were banished forever from their positions.  They had served too long according to nearly 59% of the state’s voters, who in 1992 constitutionally limited the maximum years of service for several state elected offices.
  The 1998 exodus from the Michigan House of Representatives included most of the chairs of standing committees and most of the caucus and chamber leaders.  Michigan’s actions were not unique.  Term limits spread to nineteen states during the 1990s.  Despite their popularity, there was little systematic information about their effects on government and governing.  In 2001 the CATO Institute pronounced term limits a rousing success, but some citizens and politicians, even those who admit that they were elected because of term limits and who supported them in the past, are not so certain.  In states in which term limits have been implemented, it is now possible to assess their effects, but these effects are likely to vary depending on the form of term limits adopted and the characteristics of the state’s legislature.  In this paper, we summarize a six-year study of the effects of term limits on the Michigan House of Representatives.  The findings we present briefly here are described in much greater detail in a forthcoming book on The Political and Institutional Effects of Term Limits, which will be available in August 2004. 

Variation Across the States 

Across the states the length of service permitted varies dramatically from a low of 8 years total combined service in both chambers in Nebraska to a maximum of 24 years (twelve in each chamber) for Louisiana, Wyoming and Nevada.  Many states with term limits restrict consecutive years of service, and often the years “off” can include service in the other chamber of the legislature.  Only five states impose lifetime limits.

In states that restrict only consecutive years of service and permit more than two decades of service, term limits are less likely, perhaps even unlikely, to have noticeable effects.  Term limits are more likely to have noticeable impacts in states with more stringent limits on service.  Michigan is among the states with the most severe limits on the length of service.  Members of the Michigan House of Representatives can serve for six years and State Senators can serve for eight years, and these are lifetime limits.

The type of legislature a state has is also likely to interact with the impacts of term limits.  Some states have part-time legislatures that meet less than once a year, and then for only a few months.  Other states have highly professionalized, full-time legislatures that meet year round.  A third group of states have what are called “moderately professionalized” legislatures (Squire 1992), which share some characteristics with full-time legislatures and some with part-time legislatures.  If the states with more lenient term limits laws are also those with part-time legislatures, we would expect term limits to have few, if any, noticeable impacts.  In other states, especially those with lifetime bans on service and stringent limits on the years of service permitted, term limits are likely to have much more dramatic impact. This is especially true when restrictive term limits are put in place in states with highly professionalized legislatures.  This is the case in Michigan, and it is the reason that a thorough investigation of term limits effects there provides a foundation upon which further research can build.

Methodology: 


Voters adopted term limits in Michigan in 1992.  Legislators were first “termed out” of office in 1998.  Therefore we knew when term limits would take effect and had a unique opportunity to use quasi-experimental designs to study rapid, dramatic change in a state legislature.  To seize this opportunity, a group of Wayne State University researchers began in 1998 to gather baseline data on Michigan’s pre-term limits House of Representatives.  They followed changes in the House through 2000, gathering comparable data about the first cohort of post-term-limited representatives.   Whenever possible we compared Michigan’s and California’s experiences with term limits because they are the two most highly professionalized legislatures with term limits and both have six-year limits for service in the lower chamber.  Both had expelled legislators from the lower chamber, so they were beyond the anticipatory phase between passing the law and implementing it.  Additionally, we used the Michigan State Senate as a control group in some of our analyses because implementation of term limits in Michigan was staggered, taking effect in the House in 1998 and in the Senate in 2002.  Therefore, in some instances non-term-limited Michigan state senators serve as a control group to which we compare term-limited Michigan state representatives. 


Throughout our investigation, we integrate three sources of data.  First we interviewed 95 members of the last pre-term-limits cohort of representatives (serving in 1997-98) and 93 of first post-term-limits cohort of representatives (serving in 1999-2000). We also interviewed 93 members of the second post-term-limits cohort (serving in 2001-02).  Secondly, we analyzed election results and characteristics of office holders for both Michigan and California from 1988 through 2000.  Third, we analyzed campaign contributions made by different types of contributors to all candidates for the Michigan House and Senate in 1990 and 1998 and for the 110 members of the Michigan House in the post-election years of 1997 and 1999.  Finally, we examined aggregate campaign contributions made to Michigan House candidates in 2000 and 2002.


Interviews with legislators were semi-structured and combine open and closed-ended questions.  These were usually face-to-face interviews that lasted approximately one hour.  Although face-to-face interviews, especially those incorporating multiple open-ended questions, are time consuming to conduct and code, we view them as vital given the probability that term limits may have subtle or unanticipated consequences.  Open-ended questions allow legislators to respond in their own words, to volunteer their own insights, and to convey the strength of their opinions and feelings.  Further, in a face-to-face interview, legislators can clarify their answers to closed-ended questions, thus preserving the complexity capturing ability of qualitative data (McCracken, 1988) while providing the precision and coding efficiency of quantitative data.  Finally, face-to-face interviews provide an opportunity for the researchers to probe for more information and clarify ambiguous responses.  Given the newness of term limits and the necessarily exploratory nature of initial research on their effects, we believe the advantages of face-to-face interviews justified the extra work. We provide our interview questions upon request.  We encourage other scholars to use them to replicate our work and would welcome collaborators who would like to extend the investigation of term limits effects to other states.   

Data sets we use in our analyses include interview responses, characteristics of the legislator (e.g., age, ethnicity, gender), campaign contributions, district-level election data, and district demographic data.  These data sets are linked by codes that identify the legislator, the district, the chamber, and the legislative term.  Linking these data sets facilitates analysis by individual legislator, by district, by groups of legislators sharing specific characteristics (e.g., political party, gender, ethnicity, years in office, margin of electoral victory) or by groups of legislative districts sharing specific characteristics (e.g., competitive versus safe districts).  This permits us to address the far-reaching claims of term limits advocates and detractors. 

Areas of Impact  

Term limits are likely to have both intended and unintended impacts.  Hence our discussion ranges over many facets of state politics including 1) changes in the political environment of state politics, 2) changes in personal characteristics of elected officials, and 3) institutional changes in the way state government works.  Using highly detailed longitudinal data about the Michigan House of Representatives and comparative data from other states where appropriate and feasible, we provide a comprehensive assessment of the impacts of limits on legislative terms of service.

Effects On the Political Environment


There were two primary effects on the political environment that term limits proponents hoped to achieve: more competitive elections and less interest group influence on elected officials.  Open seat elections tend to be more competitive (Gaddie & Bullock, 2000).  Therefore term limits proponents reasoned that the increased number of open seat races produced by “terming” officials out of office would increase electoral competition.  We found that term limits increased the number of open seat elections for the Michigan House of Representatives and the California General Assembly, a completely predictable outcome.   This increase in the number of open seat elections is documented in the left-hand columns of Table 1.

Surprisingly, however, we found that this increase in open seats did not increase voter turnout, as usually happens in open seat elections.  Additionally, looking again at Table 1, we found that having more open seat elections did not reduce the tendency for victors to win the general election by a landslide
—that is to produce more competitive elections.  Both these potentially positive impacts (in our opinion) of term limits did not materialize in large part because most of Michigan’s State House districts are drawn to insure that one or the other political party has a clear advantage.  We found that competition in primary elections sometimes increased for open seats, but not necessarily.  Particularly if the district is a competitive one, political parties have an incentive to suppress primary competition to save scarce financial resources for the general election.  In California competition declined even more than it did in Michigan after term limits.  Again looking at Table 1, even more surprisingly, we found that the power of incumbency increased after term limits because challengers appear to wait for an open seat race.  Indeed, we speculate that the shorter the term limits, the more candidates will wait to run in an open seat race.  Thus, the promise of electoral competition in the State House has not been realized, and precisely because term limits in California and Michigan are so short, there are at best punctuated bouts of competition for open seats in primaries in districts that are not competitive.


Open seat elections tend to be more expensive, so experts in campaign finance warned that term limits would increase the importance of money in politics (Gierzynski, 1998).  Looking at Table 2, we see that, despite an overall increase in the total cost of all House races, the average amount raised by individual candidates decreased.  We found further evidence that “economic” attention has shifted away from open seats, now that they are so numerous, and focused instead on the handful of competitive House districts
 that will determine the partisan control of the chamber.  Whether these districts are open seat races or not, they attracted hundreds of thousands of dollars in campaign contributions.


In Figure 1 we compare the amounts of money given to Michigan House candidates in 1990 and 1998 to the amounts given to State Senate candidates in those same years. Interestingly, we found a dramatic increase in money channeled through political parties and legislative caucus political action committees (PACs) and also more reliance on personal resources to fund campaigns.   The higher costs of elections may disadvantage some groups of candidates, especially those who lack family or personal wealth.  Additionally, referring to Table 2, as the costs of competitive elections have increased, the fundraising disparity between the two political parties has widened.  Democratic House candidates raised only about half as much as the Republican candidates in the 2002 election.  This probably reflects national trends and the advantages that partisan control of chamber offer instead of term limits.  But given the increased importance of money in winning House seats in the handful of competitive districts—an effect of term limits--may be harbinger of single-party domination of Michigan’s legislature.  This would be a dramatic reduction in electoral competition, especially given Michigan’s long history as a two-party political system.


Incumbents generally receive more money than challengers do, with much of it coming from special interests.  By reducing the number of incumbents, proponents hoped that term limits would sever the ties between organized interest groups and elected officials.  Thus, term limits offer an alternative way to reform campaign funding.  We explore post-election contributions from special interests and the effect of committee service and leadership positions on these contributions.  Many organized interests do not have deep enough pockets to participate at the level of the wealthiest—a factor likely to influence the electoral outcome in these competitive districts.  Looking at Table 3, we found that only five groups of donors were able to maintain their proportion of the money given to House candidates and still maintain their previous level of giving to State Senate candidates.  These five groups were:  individual donors, the candidate and his or her family, political parties, lawyers and lobbyists (the multi-client firms), and the government sector (such as the Township Association and other similar entities).   This suggests to us that even though special interests have deep pockets, only the most affluent of these interests have the resources to increase their giving at the levels we see in the Michigan House without cutting their giving somewhere else.

Additionally we found that after term limits PACs seemed more, not less, likely to target their giving toward members serving on committees handling issues of interest to them, possibly because the increased costs of House races after term limits motivates more strategic use of limited contribution dollars.  In Figure 2 we compare the amounts given by business, labor, government sector and medical professionals PACs to members of committees with jurisdiction over issues these groups care deeply about.   We discovered that after term limits business PACs especially was targeted their giving toward majority party members (Republicans) much more than they did before term limits, when Democrats were in control of the chamber.   If money is an indication of interest group influence, this strongly suggests to us that term limits have not severed the ties between elected officials and special interests.

Effects on Individual Legislators 


Term limits change the opportunities elected officials have to hold office and so were expected to change the types of people seeking these positions. Proponents speculated that because many incumbents termed out of office were white males, more women and more candidates from other ethnic groups would be elected. In Michigan we found that more representatives are winning their first House election as senior citizens.  We also found that more candidates in their twenties are winning election to the State House.  This is consistent with predictions that many prospective candidates in their 30s and 40s and even in their 50s will not want to leave their careers for a short tenure in the legislature. 

In Michigan, with a House membership that already nearly matched the ethnic diversity of the state, term limits initially increased ethnic representativeness.  But the impact does not appear to have been permanent.  In California, ethnic minority group members made substantial gains in the General Assembly, giving some support to the hypothesis that term limits releases “pent up” ethnic voting strength.  Most of the gains made by ethnic minority group members were within the Democratic caucus, therefore, the fortunes of the Democratic Party interact with the effects of term limits on ethnic group representation.

Similarly, we found that term limits provide opportunities for Democratic women, but not for Republican women.  Given the increased number of Democrats elected to the California General Assembly, women in California are represented at nearly two-thirds of their proportion in the population.  In Michigan, with Democrats losing seats in the House, women’s representation dropped to 43% of their proportion of the population—a level not seen since 1992.   Indeed, term limits turned back the clock for Republican women to 1990 in California, too.


The trend that seems to be taking shape after term limits in Michigan and California is one of an increasingly homogeneous Republican Party and an increasingly diverse Democratic Party.  With respect to gender diversity, the Republican Party recruits women to run for office in districts where they have no reasonable chance of winning.  The Democratic Party on the other hand almost never engages in this practice of running women candidates as “sacrificial lambs.”
  This practice predates term limits, and term limits are only responsible for changing the gender composition of the lower chamber of these two states legislature to the extent that they may have given the two major political parties differential opportunities to win elections.

Highly professional legislatures, such as Michigan’s, provide reasonable salaries and benefits, as well as opportunities to achieve specific policy goals.  Absent term limits, representatives could view service in the state legislature as a career.  Limiting the length of service in an elected office changes its payoff and consequently could appeal to candidates with different motives and aspirations (Schlesinger, 1966;  Ehrenhalt, 1991).  Instead of luring citizens with discrete or limited political aspirations into legislative service, term limits may attract candidates with what Schlesinger (1966) calls progressive ambition, who view the Michigan State House as a stepping-stone to higher office.  Term limits mean that there will be numerous vacancies in the State Senate and in statewide offices for state representatives who want to seek higher office.  

We found that post-term limits, legislators are more likely than their pre-term-limits counterparts to have held a prior political office and that termed out legislators often run for other statewide, county or municipal offices.  Looking at Table 4, we see that far from attracting citizen legislators, Michigan House members after term limits are more politically ambitious and more likely to have had prior political jobs than their predecessors were.  This bodes well for electoral competition in the State Senate, but also poses problems for the work of the House as jockeying for political advantage in future campaigns interferes with getting the work of the chamber done.  Even some legislators who initially planned to eschew a political career catch the “bug” and by the end of their second term in office are more likely to say they’re considering running for some other elected office.  Given the limited overlap between Michigan’s State House and State Senate districts, particularly apparently in the districts drawn after the 2000 census, the future electoral plans of representatives may compromise their desire to represent some of their current constituents, particularly those whose views differ dramatically from those of the majority in the Senate district in which the House member plans to run next.


In electoral politics one’s lame duck status is often not known publicly until the term in office is nearly over.  Not so with term limits.  One’s lame duck status is known for the entire two years of the final term in office.  Will this make them less accountable to their constituents?  Or will limiting the time that a representative can serve keep them more closely tied to their constituents and their district?  We found in general, however, that representatives spend a lot of their time on the constituent-related parts of their job—a finding that should reassure voters of the generally high level of responsiveness of their state representatives both before and after term limits.
  

Our evidence does suggest that lame ducks do have different priorities and that their imminent departure leads other actors in the political system to treat them differently.   We initially assumed that representatives’ plans to run for another elected office would lead them to attend to the needs and wishes of their constituents even if they might become less engaged with other parts of their jobs.  We did find that representatives who planned to run for another elected office allocated their time and attention based on the potential for future electoral payoff, but sometimes their future constituents are only a small subset of their current constituents leading them to focus their energy and attention outside their current legislative district.  In fact, some candidates not running again were more attentive to local groups, possibly because they hope to find a job in their community after they are termed out of office.  Overall it appears that lame ducks feather their nests by focusing on activities that are likely to help them get a future job and their future employment opportunities may or may not depend on current their districts and constituents.

Institutional Effects


Although Carey et al. (1998) found relatively few effects of term limits, they predicted that institutional effects would be among the more profound changes.  To explore potential institutional effects, we investigated the informal structure of the legislature, such as vote cuing and friendships, as well as the formal roles, such as committee chair, and the constitutionally prescribed relationships, such as oversight of the bureaucracy.


Among the institutional effects of term limits, Carson (1998) predicted that term limits would make it harder for legislators to build coalitions to pass legislation because long-term relationships, especially those that cross party lines, will be less common with higher turnover in the chamber.  Francis (1962) found that friendship and influence are correlated in non-term-limited legislatures.  Using network analysis techniques, we examined the structure of friendships before and after term limits and compared patterns of friendship and influence attributed to legislators by their colleagues.  These analyses are summarized in Table 5.  After term limits, we found that fewer representatives were seen as influential by their colleagues and that those in top leadership positions are more frequently named as influential.  This suggests that influence is more concentrated or centralized in the post-term limits House.  Additionally it suggests that it is primarily informal influence that declined after term limits.  

On the other hand, friendships seem to flourish in the post-term-limits House, especially those based on prior political associations and regional ties established before service in the legislature.  Friendships that cross party lines and friendships among people with “different views” became less common, however.  This raises questions about the ability of friendships to help legislators understand the needs and interests of constituents of their colleagues.  In a state with as much variety in regional and economic interests as Michigan has, it is difficult to bridge these differences.  This was one of the functions friendships performed prior to term limits.  Additionally, our respondents told us that prior to term limits, friendships among those who held different views helped keep conflict issue-based instead of personalized.


Committee chairs often control the work of their committees, typically through a combination of their formal position and their expertise in both the substance of the issues before the committees and their knowledge of the legislative process.  Under term limits freshman have sometimes replaced veterans in the role of committee chair.  During our interviews with legislators, we asked them about the work of specific committees and the role the chair played.  We summarize these sources of committee influence in Table 6.  We found that after term limits, the minimal experience committee chairs bring to their role seems to reduce the amount of control they have over the work of their committees.  Evidence we present in Table 6 is consistent with comments by our respondents that at least some of the time the Governor and the House Leadership tell some committee chairs what bills to take up.  We were also told of instances in which legislation was taken from one committee and given to another if the chair didn’t comply with the wishes of the Governor or the House Leadership.  Additionally, we found that civility and courtesy in committee meetings seem to have declined and some post-term-limits committee chairs seem to suppress conflict instead of managing it.  The chairs’ conflict management strategies before and after term limits are summarized in Table 7.

Confronted by myriad complex, technical issues, legislators learn quickly that they cannot be experts on every issue.  Thus they rely on fellow legislators and other actors to help them decide how to vote (Kingdon, 1989).  Becoming an expert on even a few issues requires time, perhaps more time than term limited representatives have.  Therefore, the sources of information upon which representatives rely are likely to change under term limits.  After term limits, committee chairs are not consulted as extensively by members of their committees about difficult issues.  To compensate for the more limited reliance on the chair for information and guidance on difficult issues, term-limited legislators turn to their colleagues on the committee and to lobbyists and organized groups.

To investigate vote cuing and information gathering by the chamber as a whole, we looked at two very different types of issues, school choice bills and bills licensing or regulating health care professionals.  We summarize their responses in Table 8.  We found that sources that legislators relied on most for information about the more politically salient school choice bills changed markedly after term limits.   After term limits, the most frequently mentioned “most important source” of information on school choice bills after term limits was “no one but myself,” a phenomenon we dubbed self-referential consulting.  Prior to term limits, the most important source of information on this issue was other colleagues in the chamber.  Additionally, almost twice as many representatives after term limits said that lobbyists or organized groups were their “most important source” of information on a school choice bill.  On the more technical issue of licensing or regulating health care professionals, the most important sources of information were nearly identical before and after term limits.  This suggests to us that some of the changes in information gathering in the House occur for more politicized issues instead of more than more mundane ones.

We used network analysis techniques to explore the structure of vote cuing.  These are summarized in Table 9.  Although these networks are relatively similar before and after term limits in most respects, we found that information and consulting networks after term limits had more prominent hubs or choke points.  This could make these consulting networks more vulnerable to biased information, but could also make it more efficient to disseminate information throughout the House.  The more dispersed, distributed networks of the pre-term-limits House would be better able to provide a range of competing views and information, but it would have been more difficult to disseminate a particular idea or viewpoint quickly. Disseminating information efficiently is more consistent with a house that is more hierarchically constructed with more power concentrated in the leadership.


Although term limits proponents promised that citizen legislators would be more independent and have fewer ties to special interests, their lack of experience in state government could cede substantial power to the bureaucracy, to their staff, to the governor, and to lobbyists, just as term limits opponents warned.  To explore possible shifts in the balance of power, we asked members of the leadership in both parties to tell us where the most important decisions were made.  We explore two specific issues:  school choice and licensing health care professionals.  Also we asked more generally about who determines when and if a bill reaches the floor of the chamber.   These responses, summarized in Table 10, lead us to conclude that after term limits the House lost power in its relationship with the executive branch and with lobbyists.  Prior to term limits committee chairs were the most important actors in determining whether a bill on the two specific issues we asked about would reach the House floor.  After term limits the Governor’s Office was the most important for a school choice bill and the House Leadership was the most important for a bill licensing or regulating health care professionals.  The House Leaders also claimed that they were the most important actors in determining whether any bill reached the House Floor, both before and after term limits.  Before term limits the committee chairs and the majority party caucus were the second and third most influential groups in deciding whether any bill would reach the chamber for a vote.  After term limits, the Governor’s Office and Lobbyists were designated as the second and third most important actors in determining whether a bill would reach the chamber floor.  Now that the veteran Governor have been expelled by term limits, the House may be able to recoup part of its power with respect to these other actors.  The loss of power to lobbyists is likely to persist, however.

Many citizens
 say that if the House lost power to these other branches of government that it would be a “bad thing.”  We concur with their assessment, and unfortunately the evidence we found overwhelming supports the conclusion that the House is a weakened chamber after term limits.  Given the important role that the lower chamber plays as the “people’s chamber,” we are concerned about the impact this may have on state government.  One of the difficulties in governing Michigan effectively is representing divergent interests inherent in Michigan’s diverse regions and competing economic bases.  This regional and economic diversity has produced a two-party political system that traditionally has balanced these interests by accommodating multiple factions.  Increased single-party control, reduced competition among interest groups, or executive branch dominance could undermine this equilibrium.

Summary:

In Table 11 we summarize claims about term limits from the “Yes on B” campaign available through the Michigan State Archives, claims reported in the Detroit Free Press and claims compiled by Niven (2000) from national newspapers.  Given the current penchant for accountability, we have given term limits a “report card.”  We awarded grades as follows.  If term limits achieved its promised outcomes, we gave it an “A.”  If it did not achieve its promised outcome, but did nothing to make matters worse or to undermine democratic governance in the state, we gave it a “C.”  If it made matters worse, we gave it an “F.”  Obviously such grades require us to make judgments. We do not shy from doing so because we have more than five years of research effort standing behind each of these judgments.


Looking at the first section of factors, those affecting who is elected and how they are chosen, we find that term limits have not increased electoral competition.  Indeed, we find that they may have decreased competition.  Clearly after term limits overwhelming economic resources are focused on a few highly competitive districts, to the detriment of electoral competition throughout the state as a whole.  Most citizens have less choice among viable candidates than they did prior to term limits, and there is less likelihood that an incumbent who deserves to be replaced will confront a viable challenger during the six-year term that he or she can serve.  We give term limits a grade of F for its impact on electoral competition.

Term limits proponents promised that they would attract a new breed of citizen legislators.  We found unequivocally that citizen legislators have become even more rare after term limits.  We give term limits another F.

Term limits advocates claimed that by removing the “drag of incumbency” they would provide more opportunities for women and ethnic minority group members to win legislative seats.  Term limits seem to help ethnic minority group members and women win elections in California.  In Michigan, they had a limited, ephemeral effect on ethnic minority group members’ electoral prospects, but they undermined a decade of gains for women, especially in the Republican Party.  Term limits appear to increase electoral opportunities for ethnic minority groups members in states where the group was substantially under represented.  Term limits effects on women’s electoral prospects seem to rest on the fortunes of the Democratic Party.  If Democrats gain seats, more women are elected.  If Republican’s gain seats, the representativeness ratio for women declines.  These mixed result lead us to give a C.  

Finally term limits gets a clear A for bringing “new faces” to the legislature.  As open seats increased, it would have been possible to flood the House with former legislators taken out of mothballs.  That has not happened.  As opportunities for newcomers to run for office increased, local political actors and others have been recruited for service in the state’s capital.  This is one promise that term limits clearly achieves, and we award them an A.

The next section on the report card deals with the promised changes in the system of democratic governance.  First we assess term limits’ ability to increase legislators’ accountability to their constituents—another promise made by some term limits advocates.  We found that sometimes term limits decoupled legislators from their constituents, especially when they plan to run for another political office in which responding to their current constituents would be a liability.  At other times, term limits focused legislators’ attention on the district and the local jobs to which they might return.  We found that legislators, especially lame ducks, are differentially responsive to constituents in their district depending on what their future career plans are.  Therefore, we give term limits a C to indicate that sometimes electoral accountability is strengthened and sometimes weakened by term limits.  

Term limits proponents promised that newcomers would exude energy and enthusiasm.  They do according to comments made by many of our respondents.  We give term limits an A here.

Term limits advocates promised to make legislatures more independent from bureaucratic agencies.  Instead they have made state agencies more powerful and less accountable to the legislature as the ability of novice legislators proves no match for career bureaucrats.  The effect has been the opposite of the one promised by term limits advocates, and the consequences we believe seriously undermine an important set of checks and balances fundamentally important to our political system.  We give them an F.

Term limits proponents were especially confident that they would sever the ties between legislators and special interests.  Throughout this book we have described the vast increase in the amount of money needed to run for office, the increasing importance of money in elections for state legislature and the increased reliance by legislators on interest groups for information while making them less able to assess the credibility of that information.  All these effects of term limits lead us to conclude that term limits seem to have done the opposite of what they promised.  Again we give them an F.

We turn to the section on the internal operations of legislatures.  Term limits proponents promised a merit-based system for selecting legislative leaders within the chamber.  The system that has developed appears to stress money and help to candidates on the campaign trail.  Legislators express frustration with voting for caucus leaders just days after winning election before they were sworn in to office and before they really knew the candidates for whom they were voting.  A shot in the dark is a far cry from merit-based selection.  Given the number of times we were told by representatives that they would not vote for the same person if they had it to do over again, we give this an F.

Finally, term limits supporters asserted that they would reduce legislative gridlock.  With a veteran governor who was described repeatedly as the “most influential member of the House,” it would appear that gridlock decreased.  It is not clear that this would have been true if the Governor had not been a member of the party controlling the legislature, however.  It is also unclear whether this would have happened had the Governor not been a highly adept career politician.  Additionally, it is not clear that having the governor dictate to a theoretically co-equal branch of government is what ending gridlock means.   If that is what it means, perhaps the goal should be questioned.  Further, to some of us who sat in the gallery watching, there appears to have been a lot of time in which the majority party caucused to try to persuade a few members to change their votes.  Thus the gridlock that occurred was intraparty “gridlock.”  Given the difficulty in assessing what does and does not qualify as gridlock, it is difficult to assess term limits ability to promote or inhibit this.  Based on these mixed indications, we give term limits a grade of C here.  This may be a case of overly generous grade inflation given that empowering the governor to the detriment of the House undermines our system of checks and balances.

Conclusions:


Overall, term limits gets 3 As, 3 Cs, and 5 Fs.  The grade point average is an unimpressive D to D minus.  This should cause voters and term limits advocates themselves to reconsider whether this is an experiment worth keeping, at least in Michigan in its current form.

Term limits achieved only a few of the goals its advocates hoped it would.  Like many social and political experiments that seem simple on the surface, it had many unanticipated as well as unintended consequences-some positive, but unfortunately more negative.  Making a small change in a social or political system sends ripples through other parts of the system that may magnify instead of ameliorating the problems the motivated the reform effort.  Thus, term limits produced results that are in several instances exactly the opposite from the effects voters were promised.  This is a common problem with social and political experiments.  Consequently many public policy scholars advise that change needs to be made incrementally.  That means that small steps are initiated and then expanded gradually if the trajectory of the change seems to be moving in the desired direction.

Further, most public programs or policy innovations include some mechanism to assess their effects or evaluate their impacts.  This is true of welfare reform, charter schools, prisoner education programs and a host of other policy initiatives.  Therefore, we believe it is important to study the impacts of social experiments such as term limits and, further, we believe that laws passed by citizen initiative should be subject to monitoring, oversight, and evaluation in the same way that other public programs would (Barber 1984).  If public programs are found wanting, they often are revised or discontinued-as they should be. Unfortunately, citizen initiatives tend not to include evaluative components.  We have advocated elsewhere (Trpovski et al 2001b) that citizen initiatives should include sunset clauses.  We reiterate that advice here, but also encourage voters, absent such clauses, to inform themselves and revisit term limits at the ballot box. 

	Table 1

	Impact of Term Limits on Electoral Competition

	Election Year
	Number of Incumbents Who Did Not Run for Reelection
	Number of Incumbents Losing Either a Primary or General Election
	Number of Competitive General Elections
	Number of Competitive Primary Elections

	
	California     80 seats
	Michigan     110 seats
	California     80 seats
	Michigan     110 seats
	California     80 seats
	Michigan     110 seats
	California    160    primaries
	Michigan    220   primaries

	1988
	3
	5
	4
	3
	15
	16
	10
	16

	1990
	7
	16
	5
	4
	34
	19
	19
	24

	1992
	24
	19
	4
	6
	44
	35
	50
	49

	1994
	23
	16
	6
	3
	29
	29
	36
	39

	1996
	31*
	16
	2*
	7
	37
	22
	36
	31

	1998
	25
	64*
	2
	0*
	25
	27
	33
	62

	2000
	30
	21
	1
	0
	21
	24
	29
	22

	2002
	34
	52
	0
	2
	11
	29
	33
	50

	* First-year term limits implemented.  Boldface type indicates term limits implemented.

	Shading indicates first elections following redistricting, which are typically much more competitive than other elections.
	


	
	Table 2
	
	

	Campaign Contributions to the Michigan House and Senate Before and After Term Limits

	
	House 1990
	House 1998
	House 2000
	House 2002
	Senate 1990
	Senate 1998

	Contributions in 1990 Dollars
	
	
	

	Factor used to divide current dollars to convert to 1990 Dollars
	1.00
	1.23
	1.33
	1.36
	1.00
	1.23

	Mean For All Candidates Reporting
	$36,446.00
	$18,829.69
	$27,292.70
	$22,518.38
	$87,104.00
	$76,038.04

	Mean In Open Seat Races
	$41,201.00
	$22,695.09
	$24,061.37
	$28,752.21
	$64,421.00
	$100,328.06

	Mean In Closed Seat Races
	$34,584.00
	$25,134.06
	$39,043.04
	$32,618.38
	$47,472.50
	$75,296.24

	Mean In Competitive Races
	$44,020.00
	$31,057.72
	$73,579.43
	$40,013.24
	$62,844.85
	$107,902.21

	Mean In Non-competitive Races
	$33,116.00
	$19,166.65
	$32,443.05
	$29,022.06
	$40,745.00
	$73,284.37

	Total Amount Spent on All Seats
	$6,086,562.00
	$8,379,483.86
	$6,479,537.83
	$11,995,755.88
	$6,184,394.00
	$5,296,957.57

	Raised by Democratic Candidates
	$3,484,827.00
	$4,004,506.13
	$2,538,385.38
	$4,218,801.47
	$2,269,352.00
	$1,743,090.00

	Raised by Republican  Candidates
	$2,601,735.00
	$6,261,313.53
	$3,957,573.20
	$7,772,890.44
	$3,915,042.00
	$4,796,050.00

	Ratio in 1990 Dollars
	$1.34
	$0.64
	$0.64
	$0.54
	$0.58
	$0.36

	Contributions Not Adjusted to Constant 1990  Dollars
	
	
	
	

	Mean For All Candidates Reporting
	$36,446.00
	$23,246.00
	$36,167.00
	$30,625.00
	$87,104.00
	$93,872.00

	Mean In Open Seat Races
	$41,201.00
	$28,018.00
	$31,885.00
	$39,103.00
	$64,421.00
	$123,859.00

	Mean In Closed Seat Races
	$34,584.00
	$31,029.00
	$51,738.00
	$44,361.00
	$47,472.50
	$92,956.22

	Mean In Competitive Races
	$44,020.00
	$38,342.00
	$97,504.00
	$54,418.00
	$62,844.85
	$133,209.60

	Mean In Non-competitive Races
	$33,116.00
	$23,662.00
	$42,992.00
	$39,470.00
	$40,745.00
	$90,472.48

	Total Amount Spent on All Seats
	$6,086,562.00
	$10,344,808.00
	$8,586,379.00
	$16,314,228.00
	$6,184,394.00
	$6,539,306.00

	Raised by Democratic Candidates
	$3,484,827.00
	$4,943,723.00
	$3,363,749.00
	$5,737,570.00
	$2,269,352.00
	$2,151,914.33

	Raised by Republican  Candidates
	$2,601,735.00
	$7,729,842.00
	$5,244,390.00
	$10,571,131.00
	$3,915,042.00
	$5,920,915.57


	
	
	Table 3
	
	
	

	
	Money Contributed by Different Types of Donors*
	*deflated to 1990 dollars*

	 
	House 1990
	House 1998*
	difference
	Senate 1990
	Senate 1998*
	difference

	Individual
	$1,973,278.00
	$3,010,685.00
	$1,037,407.00
	$1,990,502.00
	$2,468,028.00
	$477,526.00

	Personal or Family 
	$329,605.00
	$1,935,383.00
	$1,605,778.00
	$174,954.00
	$254,259.00
	$79,305.00

	Corporate
	$519,921.00
	$608,840.00
	$88,919.00
	$612,212.00
	$568,425.00
	-$43,787.00

	Peak Trade Groups
	$1,067,363.00
	$1,272,201.00
	$204,838.00
	$965,867.00
	$866,386.00
	-$99,481.00

	Sum Business
	$1,587,284.00
	$1,881,041.00
	$293,757.00
	$1,578,079.00
	$1,434,811.00
	-$143,268.00

	Education Assoc.
	$148,357.00
	$254,812.00
	$106,455.00
	$134,170.00
	$111,742.00
	-$22,428.00

	Public Sector Unions
	$98,169.00
	$87,843.00
	-$10,326.00
	$57,125.00
	$44,315.00
	-$12,810.00

	Private Unions
	$460,050.00
	$418,500.00
	-$41,550.00
	$439,451.00
	$192,142.00
	-$247,309.00

	Sum Labor
	$706,576.00
	$761,155.00
	$54,579.00
	$630,746.00
	$348,199.00
	-$282,547.00

	Political Candidates
	$18,059.00
	$99,108.00
	$81,049.00
	$59,073.00
	$39,555.00
	-$19,518.00

	Leaders & Caucus
	$537,187.00
	$1,450,135.00
	$912,948.00
	$541,109.00
	$306,829.00
	-$234,280.00

	Political Parties
	$162,735.00
	$229,288.00
	$66,553.00
	$437,196.00
	$1,049,718.00
	$612,522.00

	Sum Political
	$717,981.00
	$1,778,531.00
	$1,060,550.00
	$1,037,378.00
	$1,396,102.00
	$358,724.00

	Medical Professionals
	$240,470.00
	$205,899.00
	-$34,571.00
	$169,771.00
	$203,918.00
	$34,147.00

	Ideological Groups
	$131,155.00
	$110,208.00
	-$20,947.00
	$112,628.00
	$74,102.00
	-$38,526.00

	Lawyers & Lobbyists
	$128,605.00
	$301,848.00
	$173,243.00
	$120,550.00
	$154,181.00
	$33,631.00

	Agriculture
	$24,716.00
	$63,137.00
	$38,421.00
	$35,923.00
	$20,212.00
	-$15,711.00

	Government Sector
	$100,049.00
	$164,391.00
	$64,342.00
	$55,949.00
	$107,539.00
	$51,590.00

	Total Reported
	$6,086,562.00
	$10,344,808.00
	$4,258,246.00
	$6,184,394.00
	$6,539,306.00
	$354,912.00


	Table 4

	              Future Career Plans of Michigan State Representatives     

	
	Level of Experience and Status of Term Limits When Respondent Was Interviewed And Year First Elected 

	
	Newcomers Before Term Limits

Elected

1996
	Newcomers   After Term   Limits

Elected

1998 & 2000
	Serving Second Term Before Term Limits

Elected

1994
	Serving Second Term After   Term Limits

Elected

1996 & 1998
	Lame Ducks Before Term Limits

Elected

1992 or earlier
	Lame Ducks  After Term   Limits

Elected

1994 & 1996

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Career Planned After House Service
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Run for Some Other Political Office
	60.0% (12)
	75.7% (53)
	29.4% (5)
	73.5% (50)
	47.1% (24)
	75.8% (25)

	Work in the Non-elected Public Sector
	20.0% (4)
	10.0% (7)
	23.5% (4)
	19.1% (13)
	9.8% (5)
	9.1% (3)

	Work as an Advocate or Lobbyist
	10.0% (2)
	2.9% (2)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	23.5% (12)
	3.0% (1)

	Return to the Private Sector
	45.0% (9)
	41.4% (29)
	47.1% (8)
	29.4% (20)
	29.4% (15)
	21.2% (7)

	Retire
	20.0% (4)
	15.7% (11)
	17.6% (3)
	7.4% (5)
	11.8% (6)
	9.1% (3)

	Don't Know
	25.0% (5)
	37.1% (26)
	47.1% (8)
	20.6% (14)
	33.3% (17)
	18.2% (6)

	Number of Respondents
	20
	70
	17
	68
	51
	33

	*Totals exceed 100% because many respondents listed several options for the future.
	
	
	


	Table 5
	

	Effect of Term Limits on Friendship and Influence Networks In the Michigan House of Representatives

	 
	Friendship Networks
	Influence Networks
	

	 
	1997
	1999
	2001
	1997
	1999
	2001
	

	Total Number of Colleagues Named (Multiple Mentions Were Accepted)
	478
	497
	498
	667
	428
	508
	

	Number of Different Representatives Named
	106
	105
	104
	90
	68
	91
	

	Number of Respondents Who Named Colleagues as Friends or Influential
	89
	86
	91
	92
	89
	91
	

	Number of Times Leaders Were Named As Friends or Influential
	48
	40
	47
	210
	170
	195
	

	Leader Mentions as % of Total
	10.04%
	8.04%
	9.44%
	31.50%
	39.70%
	38.40%
	

	Colleagues Named by Members of the Other Party As Friends or Influential
	97
	85
	85
	235
	139
	147
	

	Percentage of Friends or Influentials Named Across Party Lines
	20.29%
	17.10%
	17.06%
	35.20%
	32.50%
	28.90%
	

	Times Leaders Were Named  As Friends or Influential Across Party Lines
	42
	27
	36
	71
	62
	69
	

	Leader Mentions by Members of the Opposite Party as % of Total Mentions
	43.30%
	31.76%
	42.35%
	30.21%
	44.60%
	46.94%
	

	Average Connectedness within the Network (alters within two steps of ego)
	39.02
	42.45
	42.44
	77
	56.26
	70.59
	

	Maximum Connectedness within the Network (alters within two steps of ego)
	79.82
	76.15
	86.24
	96.33
	86.24
	97.25
	


	Table 6

	The Work of the Committees Before and After Term Limits

	Sources of Control Over Work of Committee
	Before Term Limits 
	After Term Limits

	
	percent (number)
	percent (number)

	Institutional Rules
	58.2% (32)
	55.9% (90)

	Party Leaders
	14.5% (8)
	34.2% (55)

	Governor Influences
	0.0% (0)
	21.7% (35)

	Number of Respondents
	55
	161

	Sources of Conflict on Committees
	Before Term Limits 
	After Term Limits

	
	percent (number)
	percent (number)

	Region and Geography
	7.8% (7)
	11.0% (19)

	Ideology
	6.7% (6)
	9.2% (16)

	Groups Divided on Issues
	1.1% (1)
	8.1% (14)

	Intra-party Conflict
	6.7% (6)
	9.2% (16)

	Budget Constraints
	4.4% (4)
	7.5% (13)

	Political Posturing
	9.7% (7)
	4.0% (6)

	Number of Respondents
	90
	173


                                Table 7

	Conflict Management by the Chair
	Before Term Limits 
	After Term Limits

	
	percent (number)
	percent (number)

	Bi-partisanship
	20.0% (18)
	11.0% (19)

	Routine Issues
	5.6% (5)
	4.0% (7)

	Deliberate & Negotiate
	45.6% (41)
	49.1% (85)

	Majority Voting
	28.9% (26)
	28.3% (49)

	Gather & Use Knowledge
	12.2% (11)
	11.6% (20)

	Autocratic Chair
	14.4% (13)
	16.8% (29)

	Silenced Opposition
	3.3% (3)
	15.0% (26)

	Rammed Through
	4.4% (4)
	14.5% (25)

	Comity, Courtesy
	24.4% (22)
	12.7% (22)

	Personality Clashes
	3.3% (3)
	6.9% (12)

	Good Management by Chair 
	40.0% (36)
	22.0% (38)

	Lack of Chair Control
	4.4%
	17.9%

	Number of Respondents
	90
	173


	
	
	Table 8
	
	

	 
	Most Important Source of Information and Guidance*
	 

	Rank
	School Choice
	
	Licensing or Regulating Health Professionals
	

	
	Before Term Limits
	After Term Limits
	Affect of Experience After Term Limits
	Before Term Limits
	After Term Limits
	Affect of Experience After Term Limits

	1
	House Colleagues (29.3%)
	 Myself  Alone      (24.1%)      
	1st Term (23%)

2nd Term (19%)

3rd Term (37%)
	House Colleagues (34.8%)
	House Colleagues (32.9%)
	1st Term (32%) 

2nd Term (41%) 

3rd Term (17%)

	2
	Individuals  in the         District  (22.7%)
	Organized Groups & Lobbyists (23.5%)
	1st Term (20%)

2nd Term (27%)

3rd Term (23%)
	Individuals in the        District  (29.0%)
	Individuals       in the       District   (27.7%)
	1st Term (30%)

 2nd Term (29%)

 3rd Term (21%)

	3
	Myself  Alone          (20.0%)
	Local  Officials  (22.2%)
	1st Term (23%)

2nd Term (24%)

3rd Term (17%)
	Organized Groups & Lobbyists (26.1%)
	Organized Groups & Lobbyists (27.1%)
	1st Term (21%) 

2nd Term (27%)

3rd Term (41%)

	4
	Organized Groups & Lobbyists (13.3%)
	Individuals in the       District  (21.6%)
	1st Term (29%)

2nd Term (13%)

3rd Term (23%)
	House Staff        (8.7%)
	House Staff        (9.7%)
	Too Few Cases to Subdivide

	5
	Local  Officials   (12.0%)
	House Colleagues (18.5%)
	1st Term (22%)

2nd Term (18%)

3rd Term (13%)
	 Myself Alone      (8.7%%) 
	State Government Officials & Agencies (7.7%)
	Too Few  Cases to Subdivide

	6
	House Staff        (5.3%)
	House  Staff        (6.8%)
	Too Few Cases to Subdivide
	State Government Officials & Agencies      (7.2%)
	 Myself  Alone      (6.5%%)      
	Too Few Cases to Subdivide

	N
	75
	162
	
	70
	156
	

	*Totals exceed 100% because a few respondents said two or three sources were tied for most important.


	Table 9
	

	Effect of Term Limits on Consulting Networks In the Michigan House of Representatives

	 
	Consulting About a Bill on School Choice
	Consulting About Licensing or Regulating Health Care Professionals

	
	1997
	1999
	2001
	1997
	1999
	2001
	

	Total Instances of Consulting
	175
	194
	181
	119
	160
	195
	

	Number of Representatives Consulted by the Colleagues
	40
	59
	48
	35
	35
	28
	

	Respondents Who Said They Would Consult Colleagues           
	70
	69
	65
	76
	72
	79
	

	Instances of Consulting with Committee Members 
	141
	136
	133
	94
	139
	144
	

	Percent of Consulting that was with Committee Members 
	80.60%
	70.10%
	73.50%
	79%
	86.90%
	73.80%
	

	Number of Colleagues Consulted Across Party Lines
	30
	18
	34
	11
	22
	30
	

	Percent of Consulting That was Across Party Lines 
	17.14%
	9.27%
	18.78%
	9%
	13.80%
	15.40%
	

	Committee Members Consulted by Member of Other Party 
	25
	17
	26
	9
	21
	23
	

	Number of Cliques  (each of member consults all the others)
	38
	46
	50
	13
	45
	59
	

	Four member Cliques
	5
	5
	10
	0
	0
	22
	

	Five member Cliques
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	3
	

	Choke Points or Information Dissemination Hubs (maximum betweenness)
	28.5
	155.5
	406.3
	49
	188.5
	104.5
	


	
	
	Table 10
	

	
	Loci of Most Important Decisions About An Issue*

	Rank
	School Choice
	Licensing or Regulating Health Care Professionals
	Who Determines When & If a Bill Reaches the Floor

	
	Before Term Limits
	After Term    Limits
	Before Term Limits
	After Term    Limits
	Before Term Limits
	After Term    Limits

	1
	Committee    Chair
	Governor's    Office
	Committee    Chair
	House Leadership
	House Leadership
	House Leadership

	2
	Committee Meeting
	House  Leadership
	Governor's    Office
	Governor's Office
	Committee Chairs
	Governor's    Office

	3
	House Leadership
	Majority Party Caucus
	Regular Committee Meetings
	Regular Committee Meetings
	Majority Party Caucus
	Lobbyists


	Table 11:  The Promises of Term Limits
	

	Changes in Who's Elected and How They're Chosen
	Yes on B
	Niven
	D.F.P.7
	Achieved in Michigan
	Grade 

	Increased Electoral Competition
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	No - decreased
	F

	Increase Electoral Opportunities for Women and Minorities
	
	
	
	Only in Democratic Party 
	C

	New Faces
	
	
	
	Yes
	A

	To Whom Elected Officials Respond
	Yes on B
	Niven
	D.F.P.
	Achieved in Michigan
	 

	Increase Elected Officials' Sensitivity/Accountability to Constituents
	
	 
	 
	Only when it helps them get a future job
	C

	Increased Energy and Enthusiasm
	
	 
	 
	Yes
	A

	Independence from Bureaucratic Influence
	
	 
	 
	No - gave bureaucrats more power
	F

	Independence from Special Interest and Lobbyists' Influence
	
	
	
	No - gave lobbyists more power
	F

	How Government Operates
	Yes on B
	Niven
	D.F.P.
	Achieved in Michigan
	 

	Merit-based System for Legislative Leadership Positions
	
	 
	 
	No - money matters more
	F

	More Opportunities for Officials to Move to Higher Offices
	
	 
	
	Yes
	A

	Less Gridlock
	
	 
	 
	Only when legislature was dominated by the Governor
	C

	7Articles on which these data were based on listed within the reference pages and include material available in the State Archives of Michigan 
	

	
	


*deflated to 1990 dollars 
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�This initiative also limited  service to eight years for State Senators, the Governor, the Lt. Governor, Attorney General and Secretary of State.


� We defined a landslide margin of victory as 60% or more of the votes cast.


� Competitive districts are those in which between 45 and 55 percent of voters identify with each of the two major political parties is.


�We defined sacrificial lambs as candidates who received less than 20% of the votes cast.


� The following activities were considered constituent-related:  helping constituents with problems, communicating with voters, attending meetings and functions in the district and getting their district its share of government money and projects.  Additionally we considered whether representatives reported that they consulted key local actors, advisors in the district, and other constituents about a difficult issue considered by one of the committees on which they served.


� We also found that term-limited legislators spend substantially less time overseeing the work the state agencies.


� Based on a survey conducted in 2003 by the Wayne State University Center for Urban Studies.
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