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Abstract

Past research has found evidence that the institutionalization of state legislatures has made state legislative elections more insulated from broader political and economic trends. This study examines whether the introduction of term limits has the opposite effect of institutionalization, making elections less insulated from these trends so that they are more responsive to swings in public opinion, electoral conditions, economic trends, and other forces outside legislators’ control. The study examines Democratic Party seat gains in the 2000 elections. It is argued that the introduction of term limits helped improve the Democratic Party’s success in that election. Some evidence is presented that suggests that these gains reflect a greater sensitivity to broader political trends in states with term limits.


Since the introduction of legislative term limits in the early 1990s, state legislative scholars have been interested in understanding the effect of the limits on electoral politics. As a consequence, there is a growing body of literature that examines how term limits affect the prevalence of open-seat races, the number of candidates running for office, campaign finance, and the closeness of elections (Allebaugh and Pinney 2002; Farmer, Rausch, and Green 2002; Orr et al. 2001).


Despite this attention to elections, there has been little effort to understand, or even speculate on, how term limits may affect electoral outcomes. One exception to this is the work of Carey, Niemi, and Powell (2000), who argue that term limits may constrain partisan electoral tides. These authors argue that a political party that is particularly successful in one election is likely to lose seats at the end of the term limit period following that election. The result, they conclude, is that term limits may produce more frequent shifts in partisan control because the limits will take “away the advantages of incumbency” and give “the minority party a greater opportunity to regain seats” (35-36).


An alternative consequence, but one that is similar to Carey, Niemi, and Powell’s argument, is that term limits may make election outcomes more sensitive to broader political trends. This alternative perspective is based on Chubb’s (1988) research on the institutionalization of state legislatures and its effect on legislative elections. Chubb argues that the institutionalization of state legislatures over the past forty years has “insulated” legislators from electoral tides. This institutionalization is important, he argues, because it has caused state legislators to make a career of legislative service, and in so doing, it has led them to pursue strategies that protect their positions in office. The result is that the institutionalization has made elections less responsive to swings in public opinion, electoral conditions, economic trends, and other forces outside the legislators’ control. Term limits are important because they restrict the ability of members to make a career of legislative politics. With incumbents forced out of the picture, term limits thus have the potential to have the opposite effect of the institutionalization, and make elections more responsive to these broader trends.

The purpose of this paper is to examine how term limits affected electoral outcomes in the 2000 election to determine whether term limits reduce the insulation of elections and make election results more representative of the concerns, attitudes, and partisan positions of the broader public.

Forces Shaping State Legislative Election Outcomes

There has been considerable research over the past few decades on the effect of economic and political forces on congressional election results (Ragsdale 1994). There have been far fewer studies of this type on state legislative elections, yet the research that has been conducted suggests that many of the same trends that shape congressional election also affect the states. Four different factors have been given particular consideration in state legislative studies: presidential coattails, changes in turnout, the state of the economy, and a party’s prior strength within the legislature.

Presidential Coattails


Past trends in state legislative elections provide evidence that these elections are affected by voter preferences in the presidential race. In six of the nine presidential election years from 1964 to 1996, the party winning the presidency also gained seats in state legislatures (NCSL 2002). Scholarly studies on these elections have found that the relationship between the presidential vote and state legislative results is not coincidental. Campbell’s (1986) study of state legislative elections from 1944 to 1984 found that “the party winning the presidency was nearly twice as likely to win seats in state legislatures as it is to lose seats” (47). Using a multivariate analysis, he found that presidential vote had a positive impact on state legislative campaigns throughout this period in all but two states. Similarly, Chubb (1988) found that if a Democratic presidential candidate received more than 50 percent of the vote, it would result in a 5.43 percent increase in the Democratic share of lower-house seats nationwide.

Changes in Turnout


A second factor that is thought to affect election results is changes in turnout, or what is referred to as the “surge and decline” theory. This theory, which was initially developed by Campbell (1966) to explain the losses by the president’s party in mid-term elections, argues that a surge in turnout during presidential election years helps benefit the party of the winning presidential candidate as more peripheral voters are brought to the polls. In mid-term election years, however, there is a decline in turnout as these more peripheral voters stay home. As a result of this decline, the legislative candidates from the president’s party lose their advantage, and the party experiences a decline in seats. Looking at state legislative elections, Chubb (1988) found that the president’s party was helped by the surge in turnout in presidential elections, and harmed by the decline in mid-term elections.

The State of the Economy


The impact of the economy on election results has been the focus of considerable debate among congressional scholars for many years, both over the extent to which the economy matters and how best to measure economic performance (Erikson 1990; Lynch 2002; Tufte 1975). In state legislative studies, most scholars have focused on how changes in real per capita income affect election results (Brace and Langer 1995; Little 1988). In the most comprehensive effort to study the economy’s impact, Chubb (1988) found that changes in national real per capita income have a positive and significant effect on state legislative elections.

Prior Party Strength


The final factor that is often considered to influence election outcomes is a party’s share of seats preceding the election. In part, this factor is included in analyses because where one party already controls a large share of seats, it reduces the party’s ability to gain additional seats in a forthcoming election (Campbell 1986). The variable also gives an indication of how well a party is able to retain seats after all other factors that may affect election results are taken into consideration (Chubb 1988).

Other Factors

Finally, state scholars have also examined the effect of several other factors on aggregate election results. These include the involvement of party organizations in campaigns (Little 1998), the public’s opinion of the sitting president (Brace and Langer 1995), and partisan control of other electoral offices besides the presidency (Brace and Langer 1995; Little 1998). Research on the first of these three has been concerned with determining whether strong party activities affect election results. Studies on the latter two have been concerned with whether voters hold state legislators accountable for the actions of the president, the governor, or the state legislature. I included measures for all three of these, with the exception of public opinion, in the data analysis that follows. Since they did not have any affect on the results, I have left them out of the findings.

Institutionalization


Overall, these studies indicate that presidential coattails, surge and decline, the state of the economy, and the partisan distribution of seats all affect state legislative election outcomes, as they do congressional elections. Yet these studies also make it clear that the impact of these forces vary by state, and that their relative importance depends on such factors as the strength of the party system and the number of safe districts in the state.


Of particular importance to this study is that there is also evidence that the impact of these forces vary by the extent to which a legislature has become institutionalized. In his study of lower state houses over a forty-two years period, Chubb (1988) not only examined the effect of these forces in general, but also how elections are affected by the institutionalization of state legislatures. Comparing more recent legislative elections with earlier ones, he found that the more recent ones were more insulated from these trends, which he argues is an indication of the institutionalization of these legislatures. In particular, he found that legislative elections have become less influenced by presidential coattails, and more affected by the partisan distribution of seats prior to the election. He did find, however, that the surge and decline of turnout had a greater impact in more recent elections, as did changes in the nation’s economy. When comparing high and low salary states, he found similar results, with the higher paying states showing more insulation from the broader political trends.


The introduction of term limits provides an important new influence on election outcomes because it has the potential to reduce the legislatures’ insulation from these broader trends. In his study, Chubb describes how state legislatures have become more professional over the past forty years and how they play a much more influential role over a larger bureaucracy than was true in the past. These trends, he argues, has given legislators the resources to protect their positions and a motivation to pursue more protective electoral strategies. Because of these changes, state legislative elections have become more insulated from these broader trends. Under term limits, there is the potential that a far greater number of incumbent legislators will be forced out of office in each election. As a consequence, the electoral environment will more closely resemble the pre-institutionalized legislature. Term limited members may continue to have the resources to protect their positions, but they will be denied the opportunity to seek reelection. Thus one would expect that election outcome would become more influenced by broader political trends under term limits because the force that is thought to have encouraged insulation – the presence of strong and motivated incumbents – will no longer be as prominent.

Data and Analysis


In order to test this theoretical argument, I examined the election results for the forty-three lower state houses holding elections during the November 2000 presidential election. The 2000 election provides a good place to begin studying the effects of term limits on elections because it offered the first time in which a sizeable number of legislative elections were being held in which all long-serving incumbents were forced from office. In total, there were eleven states in that election in which term limits had gone into complete effect. There were seven other states with term limits that also held elections in 2000. Since the laws in these states had not yet forced out long-term incumbents, however, I categorized them with the non-term-limited states, though I do discuss them in some of my analysis below.

The 2000 election had some important drawback, however, for use in this study. The 2000 presidential election was one of the closest in the nation’s history, which meant that there was not a strong unidirectional preference within the public for either party’s candidate. In addition, the turnout in the election was one of the lowest in seventy-five years.  With a close presidential vote and low turnout, we would not expect presidential coattails or a surge in voters to have as large of an effect on legislative election outcomes as would be the case if the results were a landslide victory with heavy turnout. In other words, the importance of term limits in shaping election results may not be as visible in the 2000 election as it may be in future elections.


Even though he lost the presidency, Democrat Al Gore was the popular vote winner, surpassing Republican George W. Bush by a little more than 540,000 votes. Thus, in the analysis that follows, I have focused on the factors influencing the vote for Democratic legislative party candidates, since that is consistent with previous work on election outcomes. In essence then, I consider the support for Gore to be the dominant political trend, even though he only barely nudged Bush in the race.


I used several different approaches to analyze the effect of term limits on state legislative elections. First, I simply examined the success of Democratic candidates in all forty-three states to see if the Democratic Party fared better in states with term limits than without, which would suggest that the term limited states were more sensitive to the nationwide trend in support of Gore. Following the works of Little (1998) and Brace and Langer (1995), I examined the relative gains of the Democratic Party candidates in each state after the 2000 election. By relative gains, I mean the percent change in seats held by the Democrats after the election in relation to the number held prior to the election [(Democratic seats post-election – Democratic seats pre-election)/Democratic seats pre-election.] The results of this initial comparison are showed in table 1, with the term-limited states in boldface. 

[table 1 about here]


The most striking aspect of Table 1 is simply how well Democratic Party candidates did in the states with term limits. Of the seven states with the greatest increase in Democratic seats, six of them have term limits. In fact, of all eleven term-limited states, only two saw a decline in Democratic Party seats. These numbers suggest that the introduction of term limits do make state legislative elections more sensitive to national trends. In other words, term limits have provided a larger coattail for the winning presidential candidate. While these numbers suggest that interpretation, it is also important to note that several of the states in which term limits had not yet gone into full effect also showed particularly distinctive behavior. At one extreme is Utah, which had the second largest Democratic Party gain in the nation. At the other extreme are Idaho, Wyoming, and Oklahoma, which had among the highest Democratic Party losses. Given the large drop in Democratic seats in these latter three states, it raises questions as to whether term limits makes states more sensitive to the national trends. What these numbers do clearly say, though, is that states with term limits, whether full or only partially enforced, displayed far greater instability and partisan change than those states without term limit limits, regardless of the underlying cause.

Multivariate Analyses


In order to determine whether the Democratic Party gains in 2000 reflected a greater sensitivity of term limit states to broader political trends, I tried to use a statistical approach that was parallel to the approach used by Chubb (1988). In his work, Chubb ran separate regression models for institutionalized and non-institutionalized legislatures to determine whether the more institutionalized legislature were more insulated from broader trends. In a similar fashion, I ran separate regression models for states with and without term limits. These separate models included independent variables for each of the four major forces thought to influence state legislative elections, which I describe above. These are the percent of the two-party vote received by Gore, the percent change in per capita income from 1999 to 2000, the percent change in turnout from 1998 to 2000, and the percentage of seats held by Democrats prior to the 2000 election. The results of these regressions are shown in table 2.

[table 2 about here]

The pattern between the coefficients in my two models closely parallels the pattern in Chubb’s comparison between institutionalized and non-institutionalized legislatures. In his findings, Chubb pointed particularly at the coefficients for the prior percent of Democratic seats to make his case that institutionalization had insulated legislative elections from broader trends. In the institutionalized states, the coefficient was three times larger than that of the non-institutionalized states, which he argued meant that institutionalized legislatures had become more stable. The coefficients in table 2 shows that percentage of seats held by the Democratic Party prior to the election was a strong indicator of how the party would fare in the election, at least for the states without term limits. In the states with term limits, however, there was strong inverse relationship between past Democratic Party and the party’s success in 2000. As was similar in Chubb’s work, the coefficient for the presidential vote was far higher in states with term limits than those without, while the coefficients for turnout was much lower. In states with term limits, the results show that every 1 percent increase in the Gore vote was associated with a .238 increase in Democratic seats. In states without term limits, the Gore vote had no effect.  The coefficient for turnout surge was positive in both models, as it theoretically should be, and it was particularly large in states without limits. The change in per capita income had no substantive effect in the model with term limits. In states with term limits, there is negative relation between the rate of PCI growth and seat gains. Considering that the census data shows that most states saw a decline in real PCI from 1999 to 2000, the coefficient indicates that Democratic Party candidates actually gained seats from the change in the economy.


The consistency with which these coefficients parallel the findings in Chubb’s work suggests that the introduction of term limits has removed some of the insulation from state legislative elections, making them closer to the non-institutionalized legislatures of the past. However, there are two reasons to be very cautious in making such an interpretation. First, none of the coefficients are statistically significant, except the one for turnout in states without limits. Even though we are looking at the entire population of states that voted in 2000, we would be more comfortable with this conclusion if the coefficients were significant. Second, the low explanatory power of both equations, but especially that of the one for term-limited states, indicates that the models do not provide a good fit for explaining the events in these states. The negative Adjusted R-squared produced by SPSS for the term-limited states means that the model’s fit is essentially zero. The adjusted R-squared for the states without term limits is comparable to that found by Brace and Langer (1995) and Little (1998). 

The probable source of both of these problems is, at least in part, the low N in the two models, especially in the one for the term-limited states. In order to try to develop a better fitting model, I ran a series of regressions combining both the term-limited and non-term-limited states into one equation. I used interactive variables to determine if the variables used in table 2 had a greater effect in states with term limits than those without term limits. Using more than one of the interactive variables in an equation led to considerable multicollinearity, so I ran separate regressions for each of the independent variables used in table 2. In each of the models (not shown), the interactive variable had a positive and statistically significant relationship with seat gains. The one exception to this was the interactive variable for changes in per capita income for states with term limits, which was negative. Thus, for instance, in the model for the presidential vote, the coefficient for the Gore vote in all states was .181. For states with term limits, the coefficient was .165. Combined, these two coefficients indicate that a higher Gore vote helped Democratic Party candidates in all states, but even more so in those with term limits (.181 + .165). The interactive variable for the Gore vote in states with term limits was significant at .01. The Adjusted R-Squared was .16.

Because the interactive variables were consistently significant in all the models, I decided also to look at the effects of term limits alone on the election outcomes, without it being part of an interactive variable. In table 3, I present the results for the model using a dummy variable for the term-limited states, as well as separate variables for each of the four other main factors of interest. Instead of creating an interactive variable between term limits and these other four variables, the model treats each variable, including the term limits one, as entirely independent factors in shaping seat changes. Even though we are not creating interactive variables, I would still expect the term limits coefficient to be positive, since this would indicate that the term-limited states are more sensitive to the broader political trend, which was a Democratic vote.

[table 3 about here]

The model shows that of all the different factors, the most important one in explaining Democratic seat gains was term limits. In these states, Democratic Party gains were almost 9 percent more than in non-term-limited states. Moreover, the coefficient was significant at .01. The other variables tended to be consistent with past studies. Considering the turnout across the states increased on average by about 15 percent between 1998 and 2000, the surge in turnout provided some benefit to Democratic Party candidates. The Gore Vote and the change in the PCI also had some affect on the distribution of seats, though neither was statistically significant. The Democratic Party’s position prior to the election had no substantive effect on the dependent variable. Of all the different types of models tested in this study, this one had the best fit (Adjusted R-Squared = .17).


Finally, the last question I examined was whether the changes in seats was at all related to the success of Democratic Party at the beginning of the term limit cycle that ended in 2000. In other words, I tried to test Carey, Niemi, and Powell’s (2000) argument that a political party that is particularly successful in one election is likely to lose seats at the end of the term limit period following that election. In order to test that argument, I ran a correlation between the Democratic Party gains in 2000 with the party’s gains in each state at the start of its term limit cycle. For the four states with six-year limits on terms, this meant I used their gains in 1994, which was a particularly successful year for Republican candidates nationwide. For the seven states with eight-year limits, I used their gains from 1992. The results did not support Carey, Niemi, and Powell’s argument. There was no correlation between the Democratic Party’s success in the earlier elections and its success in 2000 (r=.013).

Conclusions


The findings from this study provide some evidence that the introduction of term limits is making state legislative elections less insulated from broader political trends. By simply comparing the gains in term-limited states versus non-term limited states, as I do in table 1, we see that the Democratic Party fared better in states with term limits. In the final regression equation in table 3, we see that the presence of term limits was the most important factor in explaining these seat changes. In other words, the party of the “winning” presidential candidate did better in term limited states than in non-term limited states. Even though there were problems with the separate regressions for term-limited and non-term-limited states (table 2), those results also suggest that term limits matter, causing elections to be more responsive to the broader events happening in the public.

Of course, there are several reasons to be cautious in making this interpretation. For one, there was a large decline in Democratic seats in several of the states in which term limits have taken only partial effect. Moreover, given the fact that Gore won by only a slight margin, we have to be somewhat suspicious that the strong pro-Democratic results in the term-limited states simply reflects greater sensitivity to the broader trend. It is hard to call Gore’s victory at the polls a broad political trend. Historically, it was an exceptionally close race. Thus even if the term-limited states are more sensitive to national trends, I would not have expected them to play such a large role in helping Democratic Party candidates.

Even if there are reasons to be cautious in making this interpretation, the findings clearly reveal that term limits played an important role in shaping the election results in 2000. Given how many of the term-limited states, including those in which the limits have only gone into partial effect, were at the extreme ends of table 1, it suggests that term limits are making a difference. If nothing else, these numbers tell us that term limits are causing greater instability for the parties and opening the door for more extreme partisan change in state legislatures.
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[image: image1.wmf]TABLE 1

Democratic Seat Gain

State

% Democratic

Seat Gain

Idaho

-25.00

Vermont

-19.48

Hawaii

-17.95

Wyoming

-17.65

Oklahoma

-14.75

North Dakota

-14.71

South Carolina

 -8.47

New Hampshire

 -7.89

Alaska

 -7.14

Arkansas

 -6.

67

North Carolina

 -6.06

Florida

 -4.44

Kansas

 -4.17

Rhode Island

 -2.33

Wisconsin

 -2.27

Tennessee

 -1.69

Pennsylvania

 -1.00

Delaware

  0.00

Illinois

  0.00

Indiana

  0.00

Iowa

  0.00

Michigan

  0.00

Nevada

  0.00

Ohio

  0.00

Texas

  0.00

Washington

  0.00

West Virginia

  0.00

New York

  1.02

Kentucky

  1.54

Missouri

  2.38

Montana

  2.44

Massachusetts

  3.05

Minnesota

  3.17

Georgia

  3.96

Connecticut

  4.17

New Mexico

  5.00

South Dakota

  5.26

California

  6.52

Colorado

  8.00

Oregon

  8.00

Maine

 12.66

Utah

 14.29

Arizona

 20.00

Note:

 States under the full

effect of term limits are in

bold face.


TABLE 2

Analysis of Democratic Seat Gain 

For Term Limited and Non-Term Limited States


                        Term Limits          No Limits

Variable                b       beta        b       beta


Gore Vote              .238     .186      -.002    -.003

                      (.853)              (.209)

PCI Growth             .123     .038     -1.084    -.210

                     (1.634)              (.990)

Turnout Surge          .222     .123       .580**   .407

                      (.935)              (.271)

Democratic Seats      -.269    -.467       .148     .279

                      (.267)              (.134)

Constant              2.843             -23.700***

                    (31.400)             (8.300)

R2                      .22                 .21

Adj. R2                -.31                 .10

N                     11                  32


Note: Standard errors in parentheses.

*** p<.01

 ** p<.05

  * p<.10

TABLE 3

Analysis of Democratic Seat Gain for All States


Variable                    b               beta


Gore Vote                 .138              .142

                         (.188)      

PCI Growth               -.509             -.104

                         (.718)      

Turnout Surge             .430*             .267

                         (.243)      

Democratic Seats          .030              .052

                         (.117)      

Term Limits              8.934***           .441

                        (3.000)      

Constant               -19.900**                 

                        (7.700)                  

R2                         .27

Adj. R2                    .17                 

N                        43                    


Note: Standard errors in parentheses.

*** p<.01

 ** p<.05

  * p<.10
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