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Governors, Legislatures, Partisanship, and State Budget Processes

Nelson C. Dometrius and Deil S. Wright


This essay continues an examination initiated earlier into the impact of state institutional changes on the relative influence of the governor versus the legislature over state budget processes.  Our prior analysis focused primarily on Abney and Lauth’s conclusion (1998) that the governor’s budgetary influence has been declining, due largely to increases in split party control of the executive and legislative branches.  In contrast, our evidence (Dometrius and Wright 2002) showed no such decline.  Given these different findings, we explore the issue further to assess the robustness of our results.  In particular, we delve far more deeply than before into the impact of unified versus divided government, and the party in control of each branch, on the governor’s budgetary influence over different fields of state activity.


In the late 1960s through the 1970s, numerous scholars commented on a growth spurt in the authority of the governorship and the quality of individuals holding the office (Sabato 1983, Beyle 1983, Williams 1972, Anton 1966).  With only a slight time lag, scholars also began to note the growing professionalism of state legislatures (Dilger et. al. 1995, Abney and Lauth 1993, Clarke 1998).  Through the 1960s and beyond state legislatures were lamented as “poorly organized and technically ill-equipped” (Heard 1966:151), with their most glaring failure being their inability “To exert any really constructive influence upon their state budgets” (Citizens Conference on State Legislatures 1971:116).  Yet legislative resources were increasing simultaneously with growing gubernatorial authority (Sabato 1983, Gross 1989).  


Combined with increased legislative potency was a marked increase in partisan divisions between the state executive and legislative branches (Abney and Lauth 1998, Fiorina 1994).  The picture was one of growing legislative opposition to gubernatorial initiatives, likely enhanced by the trend toward increased institutional strength of the legislature.  Earlier praise of the modernizing governorship as a major political office was muted by later concerns about whether the office was doing much more than holding its own or even losing ground (Abney and Lauth 1998) to opposition legislatures.

Institutional Influence and State Budget Processes


Wildavsky (1988) observed that governing and budgeting are now largely the same thing.  This point was confirmed by Gosling (1986) in his study of the Wisconsin budgetary process and concisely summarized by Kettl (2003, 1):  “All political issues, sooner or later, become budgetary issues.”  These observations guided much of the empirical work exploring the presumed shifting ground between executive and legislative institutions and their relative impacts on state budgets.  Empirical studies, however, have not provided a clear picture of either long-term change in gubernatorial budget influence or the relationship of divided government to that influence.


Two quasi-longitudinal research traditions inform us about the relative role played by governors and legislatures in the budgetary process.  Using informed observer responses, Abney and Lauth surveyed state legislative and executive budget officials, securing their views regarding the relative influence of the governor versus the legislature.  Their surveys took place in 1982 (Abney & Lauth 1987) and 1994 (Abney & Lauth 1998).  Between the two time periods they found the number of budget officials citing the governor as most influential dropping from 52 in 1982 to 36 in 1994.  This led them to conclude (1998) that executive dominance over state appropriations, a movement begun in the early part of the century, had ended in the late 1990s.  


This important evidence confirmed the suspicions of many observers yet Abney and Lauth’s conclusions remain suggestive and provisional.  Each of their surveys drew on only two respondents per state.  Though they selected those likely to be best informed, perceptual biases or errors on the part of either of only two respondents per state could significantly affect the estimated impact of the executive and legislative institutions.  Additionally, respondents were presented with the forced choice of selecting either the governor or legislature as more influential.  Although they recognized that influence need not be a zero-sum game, their question format mandated a zero-sum result.  The either-or response does not consider that gubernatorial influence might lag behind in relative terms while simultaneously rising on an absolute or self-standing scale.


A second temporal tradition began with Sharkansky (1968), who gathered data from 1965 to 1967 on state agency budget requests, gubernatorial recommendations, and final legislative appropriations.  Sharkansky concluded that legislatures normally deferred to the governor in budgetary matters.  Thompson (1987) replicated Sharkansky’s analysis with data from 1978 to 1980, and found a minor drop in gubernatorial influence over an agency’s short term budget success and a significant decline in influence over long term agency budget expansion.  However, when Clarke (1997) followed the same analytic strategy with 1985 to 1994 data, he found that legislative tendencies:  “to take budget cues from the governor has not diminished” (1997:314).  It thus remains questionable whether the governor’s influence over the state budget has actually changed across recent decades.


Moreover, to the extent variations do exist, longitudinally or cross-sectionally, it is unclear to what degree divided government contributes to these differences.  Neither Sharkansky nor Thompson tested for partisanship.  At the national level Mayhew (1991) uncovered no difference between unified and divided governments in legislative output of major legislation, though others disagree (e.g., Edwards, et. al., 1997, Binder 1999).  Turning to states and their budgets, Moncrief and Thompson (1980) found that legislatures deferred to gubernatorial budget recommendations under unified government, but made more independent decisions under divided government.  Clarke (1998) found much the same.  Conflict over the budget, measured by the percent difference between legislative appropriations and the governor’s recommendation, was higher when the opposition party controlled both legislative houses.  However, one would expect higher levels of conflict to encourage governors to use more extensively their formal authority, particularly the item veto.  Abney and Lauth (1985) found this when reviewing their 1982 data but their 1994 survey produced more muted results.  Divided government was unrelated to a governor’s use of the item veto except in those 12 states where governors may reduce, not just veto, legislative appropriations (Abney and Lauth 1997).  Meanwhile, Nice (1988) found no association between divided government -- either by itself or in interaction with the governor’s item veto power -- and a variety of state expenditure measures.  


These ambiguous and sometimes contradictory findings prompt us to explore empirically and systematically the unfolding picture of legislative and executive influence over state budget processes.  Longitudinally, we examine Abney and Lauth’s finding that the governor’s influence has recently declined while that of the legislature has grown.  We then add cross-sectional elements to explore the impact of divided government on the governor’s role in shaping the budgets of numerous state agencies.  

Empirical Base:  The American State Administrators Project


Our analysis draws on surveys of state agency leaders conducted in 1978, 1988, and 1998 by the American State Administrator’s Project (ASAP).  These are respondent perceptual data similar to those of Abney and Lauth.  The surveys incorporate, however, a wider variety of state respondents who report on their individual agencies instead of the state budget as a totality (Brudney and Wright 2002; Bowling and Wright 1998; Wright and Cho 2001; Wright, Cho, and Davis 2001).  The ASAP data provide regular as well as identical sets of questions posed to respondents across decades.  While some of the questions present forced choice alternatives, like Abney and Lauth, others ask for separate self-standing or singular levels of legislative and executive influence without imposing a zero-sum choice on the respondents.


We rely on six questions from the ASAP surveys.  The first two ask respondents whether the governor or legislature:  (a) exerts greater control over the affairs of their agency; and (b) performs a more detailed review of agency budget requests.  An “each the same” option was also presented.  We scored these variables –1 for the response “legislature”, +1 if the response is “governor”, and zero if the respondent selects “each the same.”  The frequencies per state (by decade) ranged from 15 to 45.  The state-by-state responses were averaged to produce a single score for each state.  Hence, negative averages for a state reflect greater legislative control and review of budget requests.  Positive state averages reflect greater executive influence across these oversight and budget queries.  


Two other questions asked respondents to evaluate the singular (self-standing or independent) influence of actors on (a) the overall budget of the agency, and (b) the budget for specific programs carried out by the agency.  The governor and legislature were evaluated separately on these two items based on a four-point scale where the degree of influence is measured as: 


1 = none


2 = slight


3 = moderate


4 = high

Again, individual responses were averaged to produce a single score for each state with a similar number (15-45) of respondents per state.


These same variables were used in our earlier study (Dometrius and Wright, 2002) where results differed from Abney and Lauth, since we found no decline in the governors’ budgetary influence across time, but we have modified the data here.  Our earlier analysis treated all respondents and their agencies to be of equal importance when clearly they are not.  Given this, it is possible that Abney and Lauth’s respondents – each state’s executive and legislative budget official – may have provided more relevant information on the substance of each state’s entire budget than would the mixture of administrators heading both small and large state agencies.  Hence we here weight the ASAP respondents based upon their agency size (personnel and budget) in each state prior to determining state averages.
  If agency importance (size) happened to be a confounding factor in our earlier analysis, the results from the weighted data should draw us closer to Abney and Lauth’s findings.

Trends Through Time:  1978-1998


The first question posed is whether and to what extent the governor’s influence has declined across time, particularly vis-à-vis the legislature.  The picture provided by the literature is of a curvilinear pattern of gubernatorial budget influence, growing through the 1960s and 1970s, and declining somewhat thereafter.  Further, the decline seen as accompanied by an increase in legislative aggressiveness due to increasingly divided government.  Table 1 presents for both simultaneous and singular measures the state averages of executive-legislative influence across three time periods: 1978, 1988, and 1998.  The table reports both unweighted estimates and the revised weighted estimates.


On the simultaneous or forced-choice queries the weighted results confirm, even strengthen our earlier findings.  The governor’s overall influence vis-à-vis the legislature starts off positive (greater gubernatorial influence) in 1978 and increases steadily through 1988 and 1998.  Compared to the unweighted analysis, the weighted results present a stronger picture of increases in gubernatorial influence, with the governor’s influence somewhat less than the unweighted results in 1978, but increasing consistently, and more rapidly than the unweighted results over the next two decades.  


More telling is the information on which entity provides a more detailed review of agency budget requests.  Many of the arguments for increased legislative influence are based on the tools professional legislatures have adopted to provide them independent 

Table 1.  Simultaneous and Singular Measures of Governor and Legislative Influence Over State Administrative Agencies, 1978, 1988, 1998.



1978
1988
1998

Simultaneous (Forced-Choice) Influence Measures 

   Governor (+) versus Legislature (-)


Overall Influence


    Unweighted

.14
.12
.20


    Weighted

.07
.17
.25


More Detailed Budget Review



    Unweighted

.04
.05
.08


    Weighted

.04
.08
.12

Singular (Self-Standing) Influence Measures


Influence Over Total Agency Budget



Governor



    Unweighted

3.54
3.54
3.59



    Weighted

3.57
3.57
3.64



Legislature




    Unweighted

3.66
3.55
3.57



    Weighted

3.68
3.58
3.57


Influence Over Specific Program Budgets



Governor



    Unweighted

3.44
3.46
3.50



    Weighted

3.48
3.50
3.53



Legislature




    Unweighted

3.55
3.55
3.58



    Weighted

 3.57
3.60
3.54

_______________

    Source:  D. S. Wright, American State Administrators Project, Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University or North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

budgetary information.  These tools should presumably allow legislatures to dig deeper into and make more changes in the governor’s budget proposals.  Our results show no such impact.  We originally found governors to be slightly ahead of legislatures in the thoroughness with which they reviewed agency budget requests changing only marginally across time.  The weighted analysis has governors starting with the same very slight edge in 1978, but consistently increasing their advantage over the legislature across time.


Turning to the singular measures of budgetary influence we find virtually no difference between the weighted and unweighted analyses.  Whether the question deals with the total agency budget or budgets for specific agency programs, differences between the governor’s overall influence and that of the legislature are modest and essentially unchanged across time.  From the perspective of state agency heads each institution possesses substantial influence over their budgets, around 3.5 on a 4-point scale, with neither one having a marked advantage.  In this sense we agree with Abney and Lauth that governors and legislatures in the 1990s are balanced in their budgetary influence.  Where our results diverge is in not finding any prior executive dominance which has declined across time.  On self-standing scales, each institution has been highly influential across the three time periods.  When presented with forced choices the governor has been increasing her edge over the legislature from 1978 to 1998.

Partisanship, Gubernatorial Influence, and Policy Specializations


Despite no observable across-time declines in the budgetary influence of governors, we identified significant cross-sectional variations.  State averages for simultaneous overall influence and budget review measures range from -.70 (Texas) to +.86 (Michigan) and -.83 (Mississippi) to +.89 (New York), respectively.  Individual state scores on the governor’s singular influence over the agency’s total budget ranged from 2.71 (Mississippi) to 4.0 (New Jersey and New York) in 1998.  Scores on these measures by state are presented in Table 2.

Table 2.  Simultaneous and Singular Gubernatorial Influence Scores by State, 1998.


- - - - - - - Simultaneous - - - - - - - - -
Singular

Overall
More Detailed
Overall


Agency
Budget
Agency

State
Influence
Review
Budget

Alabama       
0.03
-0.31
3.31

Alaska        
0.49
-0.16
3.93

Arizona       
0.24
-0.05
3.51

Arkansas      
0.32
0.08
3.72

California      
0.61
0.35
3.69

Colorado      
-0.42
-0.55
3.00

Connecticut         
0.13
0.22
3.62

Delaware      
0.61
0.20
3.78

Florida       
0.01
0.00
3.39

Georgia       
0.45
0.40
3.78

Hawaii        
0.46
0.43
3.77

Idaho         
0.27
0.09
3.77

Illinois      
0.34
0.32
3.59

Indiana       
0.56
0.26
3.94

Iowa          
0.26
0.35
3.84

Kansas        
0.41
0.38
3.91

Kentucky      
0.60
0.42
3.82

Louisiana     
0.25
-0.23
3.52

Maine         
0.39
0.28
3.71

Maryland      
0.13
0.08
3.85

Massachusetts 
0.25
-0.33
3.73

Michigan      
0.86
0.42
3.92

Minnesota     
-0.26
-0.14
3.85

Mississippi   
-0.66
-0.83
2.71

Missouri      
0.69
0.30
3.71

Montana       
0.31
0.05
3.52

Nebraska      
0.33
0.08
3.50

Nevada        
-0.07
-0.24
3.27

New Hampshire 
-0.32
-0.51
3.69

New Jersey    
0.52
0.44
4.00

New Mexico    
0.46
-0.02
3.66

New York      
0.76
0.89
4.00

North Carolina
-0.11
-0.08
3.74

North Dakota  
0.55
0.40
3.97

Ohio          
0.31
0.12
3.63

Oklahoma      
-0.47
-0.15
3.22

Oregon        
0.36
0.37
3.62

Pennsylvania  
0.83
0.88
3.88

Rhode Island  
0.27
-0.02
3.63

South Carolina
-0.09
-0.24
3.28

South Dakota  
0.84
0.58
3.48

Tennessee     
0.41
0.65
3.64

Texas         
-0.70
-0.61
3.07

Utah          
0.27
0.12
3.73

Vermont       
0.17
0.51
3.88

Virginia      
0.35
0.49
3.33

Washington    
-0.34
0.27
3.74

West Virginia 
-0.06
-0.60
3.43

Wisconsin     
0.64
0.31
3.89

Wyoming       
0.39
0.38
3.70

_______________

    Source:  D. S. Wright, American State Administrators Project, Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University or North Carolina at Chapel Hill.


Partisan battles over the budget and state policy could well account for many of these differences.  To explore this possibility we examine the budget variables under conditions of fully unified (governorship and both legislative houses controlled by a single party) and fully divided (both legislative houses controlled by one party, the governorship by another) government.
  


However we also take this a step further.  Executives and legislatures, regardless of party, have distinctive constituencies and diverse as well as discrete interests.  Legislatures are well known for their strong focus on distributive programs that will allow them to bring home the bacon to their constituencies.  While distributing largesse is not uninteresting to governors, there are also policy areas, such as crime control and economic development, that are not neatly divisible by legislative district and for which governors are often held more accountable by the electorate than are legislators.  It is possible that a hostile legislature may take a targeted rather than shotgun strategy, concentrating its resources on selected policy areas of greatest interest to its members leaving the governor a somewhat freer reign in other areas where electoral rewards to legislators are likely to be slight.


The ASAP surveys permit a classification of respondent agencies into five broad categories:  economic development; criminal justice; human resources, including income security, education, and health; transportation and natural resources, including environmental and energy functions; and regulatory agencies.  We explore the role of partisanship not only over all agency heads within a state but also look for differences in the impact of partisanship across aggregated state policy areas.


Governors, regardless of their level of formal influence, tend to be held responsible by the electorate for the health of the state budget.  Consequently governors are expected to review agency budget requests in some level of detail before they go to the legislature.  Under unified government, legislatures seem more likely to accept many of the governors budget recommendations as coming from a kindred spirit.  Legislative review and changes will still occur as individual legislators look out for their own interests but they are unlikely to engage in open warfare over major segments of the budget with a governor of their own party.  Under divided government, we would expect the opposite:  the governor’s budget should be viewed with suspicion and reviewed with a fine-toothed comb by the legislature.  Table 3 reports scores examining this prospect, whether the governor or legislature engages in a more detailed review of agency budget requests under unified versus divided government.  

Table 3.  More Detailed Review of Budget Requests for State Administrative Agencies by Functional Category under Unified and Divided Government, Weighted Mean Scores for 1998 


All
Unified
Divided


States
Government
Government
Prob.
(Positive means indicate governor conducts more detailed review; negative indicate legislatures.)

All Agencies*
.121
.310
-.159
.000
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Criminal Justice
.220
.509
-.179
.000
Economic Development
.134
.317
-.212
.000

Human Resources
.108
.226
-.037
.000
Natural Resources and Transportation
.049
.308
-.307
.000
Regulatory
-.026
.046
-.122
.110

    N
50
18
20

    *Total individual respondent N (all agencies) is 1,178.  The individual N’s for the functional categories vary from 91 (economic development and criminal justice) to 312 (natural resources and transportation).

_______________

    Source:  D. S. Wright, American State Administrators Project, Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University or North Carolina at Chapel Hill.


The results in Table 3 support our expectations.  When all states are included, the governor reviews agency budgets more thoroughly than the legislature in all functional categories except for regulatory agencies.  When we separate states by unified versus divided government
 the differences are striking.  The intensity of the governor’s review of agency budgets, at least compared to the legislature, is very high under unified government.  The only exceptions are again regulatory agencies, where the review measure at least turns in the governor’s favor (positive), though not by much.  When government is divided the review measures turn uniformly negative, showing a considerably heightened level of legislative scrutiny.  When the executive branch is headed by a governor of the other party agency budget requests are examined in detail for policy shifts unpalatable to the legislature.  A t-test of differences between means is used to compare levels of budget review under unified and divided government.  All the differences are statistically significant at the .05 level or below (the final column of the table) except for the difference relating to regulatory agencies.  


The results in Table 3 support the concerns expressed by Abney and Lauth and others that the rise in divided government over recent decades may have served to moderate or eliminate earlier gains made by governors in their ability to bring coherence to state budgets.  But how does this finding square with our earlier ones in Table 1 that gubernatorial influence has continued its upward movement despite increases in the prevalence of divided government over recent decades?  


We cannot resolve this anomaly completely but Table 3 provides hints toward possible answers.  In most of the cases governors gain more under unified government than they lose under divided government.  Recall that budgetary review is a zero-sum balance measure with a score of zero meaning that the governor and legislature exert the same amount of review over agency budgets.  The top line of Table 3, all agencies combined, indicates that governors gain nearly twice as much under unified government (.310) as they lose (-.159) under divided government.  This same pattern carries through the top three functional categories, is evenly divided for natural resources, and  reversed only in the regulatory category, a non-significant difference.  


Table 3 also shows the suspected targeting pattern which we assume to be a product of the different constituencies for legislators and executives.  Criminal justice, for example is an area where the governor gains mightily under unified government.  In contrast, natural resources, which includes the transportation pork barrel, shows considerably more partisan wrangling.  Legislatures defer budget review to the governor under unified government, but review the budget in much more detail when government is divided.  


Of particular note is the human resources category, a broad group including such sizable state activities as education, health, and income security.  Here the governor gains substantially under unified government, but only barely loses under divided government.  This category also includes some of the areas of greatest state growth over recent decades with health and education perennial campaign themes and income security a primary area where the federal government has devolved responsibilities to the states.  As state governments expand some of their activities vis-à-vis others that also affects the relative impact of the governor and legislature over state agencies and their budgets.  Divided government clearly disadvantages the governor (from policy, administrative, and budgetary standpoints) but losses are partially offset by a larger portion of state budgets falling into areas where the governor has a greater impact.


It is also the case that budgetary review is one source of but not the same as budgetary influence.  Legislatures may examine budgets with greater scrutiny under divided government, but that does not necessarily mean the increased scrutiny automatically leads to changes.  If a governor is quite popular legislatures may hold public hearings on budget requests in search of a winning issue, but still defer to the governor if they do not find a politically popular toehold to use.  


Table 4 repeats the analysis above but this time using the governor’s singular or self-standing level of influence over an agency’s budget.  A pattern of differences similar to those seen in Table 3 appear.  The governor’s influence drops under divided government.  While most of the unified versus divided government differences are statistically significant they are also substantively modest with the governor retaining a high level of influence under all situations.  Under unified government, the governor’s over all level of influence is above 3.5 (high) for all agency categories.  Under divided government it continues above 3.5 for criminal justice and human resources, and remains in the moderate influence category (3.0 and above) for all other agencies.  The human resources category is again particularly interesting in that the governor’s overall level of budget influence barely changes between unified and divided government and the little change observed is not statistically significant.  In the “big budget” functions or policy arenas the governor retains substantial leverage in spite of the political gulf generated by divided government.

Table 4.  Weighted Mean Scores for Governor’s Singular Influence on Overall Agency Budgets by Unified and Divided Government for Functional Categories of Agencies, 1998.


All
Unified
Divided


States
Government
Government
Prob.



(4.0 is highest, 1.0 is lowest)

All Agencies
3.64
3.76
3.52
.000
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Criminal Justice
3.83
3.94
3.78
.020
Economic Development
3.46
3.70
3.13
.000

Human Resources
3.74
3.77
3.70
.150
Natural Resources and Transportation
3.58
3.69
3.41
.000
Regulatory
3.50
3.63
3.36
.020

    N
50
18
20

_______________

    Source:  D. S. Wright, American State Administrators Project, Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University or North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Legislatures, Executives, and Party-Based Priority Differences


The patterns uncovered in tables 3 and 4 deserve further examination.  Certain assumptions have been inherent in the analysis thus far, to wit that:  executives and legislatures have differing priorities, and that the party control of either branch is not particularly salient to those priorities.  Each is at least debatable, if not suspect.  


We first give attention to our earlier assumption that differing interests between the executive and legislative branches are a source of the differences uncovered in tables 3 and 4.  To accomplish this we turn to a different item of information from the ASAP surveys; the extent to which the agency leader has phone or face-to-face contact with members of the executive and legislative branches.  The detailed review of budget requests variable in Table 3 suffers from the fact that it is a relative measure.  Whether the governor comes out on top in this battle is not only a function of the governor’s interest and authority, but also how aggressive and professional the legislature of that state is.  And vice-versa for identifying when the legislature is more attentive to an agency’s budget.  


In contrast, respondents were also asked a self-standing question:  How frequently do you have phone or face-to-face contact with the governor, the governor’s staff, and individual legislators.  Response categories were:  daily, weekly, monthly, less than monthly, or never.  The level of contact legislators or the governor’s office has with an agency is an indicator of agency importance to each political branch.  State administration is vast.  Neither branch can closely oversee all state activities.  Instead, each may focus their attention on agencies whose programs are important to their political or policy needs.  The degree of contact between a branch and the agency is an indicator of that importance.  


Earlier we argued that the different constituencies of executives and legislatures could well drive each to focus on different elements of state activities.  The contact variables described above confirm this assumption.  Table 5 displays the mean level of contact between the agency leader and both the governor’s office and individual legislators.
  Level comparisons between the executive branch and the legislature are not the figure of interest, for that will be affected by the size of each entity.  For most states there are likely to be far more legislators than there are members of the governor’s immediate staff, virtually mandating a higher level of contact between agency heads and the former than would be true of the latter.  Instead the important comparison is within each branch -- the level of legislator contact with criminal justice agencies versus the level of legislator contact with economic development agencies.  This is reflected by the rank number in parentheses next to each level.

Table 5.  Average and Rank (Weighted) of Frequency of Phone or Face-to-Face contact between the Governor’s Office and Individual Legislators for Each Agency Functional Category, 1998.a

Governor


Or Staff
Legislators


Mean (Rank)
Mean (Rank)



(4.0 is highest, 0.0 is lowest)

All Agencies
1.92
2.71

Economic Development
2.26 (1)
2.71 (3)
Criminal Justice
2.20 (2)
2.62 (4)

Human Resources
1.84 (3)
2.76 (2)

Natural Resources and Transportation
1.77 (4)
2.49 (5)
Regulatory
1.48 (5)
2.85 (1)

_______________

    aGovernor’s office includes contact with either the governor or a member of the governor’s staff.  Legislators refers to legislators only, not including legislative staff.

    Source:  D. S. Wright, American State Administrators Project, Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University or North Carolina at Chapel Hill.


The level of contact indicates, as we suspected, that economic development and criminal justice are priority concerns to governors, but less so to legislators.  The greatest difference is the regulatory category, of highest priority for legislators but lowest for governors.
  The legislative interest in regulation is consistent with a spate of recent literature (e.g., McCubbins, Noll, and Weingast 1987, 1989; Huber, Shipan, and Pfahler 2001) contending that legislators have a substantial interest in the high payoffs that can be obtained by addressing the regulatory concerns of interest groups.  The developing picture is one of governors able to bargain with legislators, allowing legislators free reign in regulation in exchange for their high priority areas of economic development and criminal justice.  On the other hand, human resources is likely to be a battle ground between the two, being the second most important concern to legislators and third among governors.


Table 5 also shows a not unexpected pattern of priority distances.  Executives can focus on a clearer priority agenda than is possible for the multi-headed hydra characteristic of most legislatures.  Hence there is a sizable gap (.78) between the level of contact with the highest priority for governors and the lowest.  For legislatures, on the other hand, the gap (.36) is less than half that amount between their highest and lowest priorities.


While Table 5 confirms the disparate interests between the executive and legislative branches, it remains open to what extent the different priorities are consistent -- due to the differing responsibilities and constituencies of the two branches – or are conditioned by the party control of each branch.  Given the greater policy coherence of the executive branch, it would not be surprising to find diverse priorities between Democratic and Republican governors.  Legislatures, on the other hand, are less likely to shift priorities dramatically as party control changes.  The governor’s mansion belongs to a single party only, but party control of the legislative branch is seldom absolute (at least by the late 1990s) with many out party members still pushing their agendas.  Tables 6 and 7 explore the extent to which party affects differing branch priorities. 

Table 6.  Average and Rank (Weighted) of Frequency of Phone or Face-to-Face contact between the Governor’s Office and Agency Leaders in Each Functional Category by Party of the Governor, 1998.


Democratic
Republican


Mean (Rank)
Mean (Rank)
Prob.



(4.0 is highest, 0.0 is lowest)

All Agencies
1.82
1.97

Economic Development
2.43 (1)
2.16 (2)
.03
Criminal Justice
1.72 (4)
2.44 (1)
.00

Human Resources
1.73 (3)
1.92 (3)
.00

Natural Resources and Transportation
1.74 (2)
1.79 (4)
.17
Regulatory
1.48 (5)
1.50 (5)
.77

_______________

    Source:  D. S. Wright, American State Administrators Project, Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University or North Carolina at Chapel Hill.


The expected party differences appear in Table 6.  Democratic governors overwhelmingly focus on economic development programs, with human resources, natural resources, and criminal justice all effectively tied in second place.  Conversely, Republican governors make criminal justice their highest priority, with economic development considerably lower in importance and human resources farther down yet.  Both Democratic and Republican governors have regulatory agencies as their lowest concern and differences between the two are not significant.


What about legislatures?  Do these party differences appear there as well, or are their priorities consistent regardless of party?  The answer in Table 7 is a bit of each.  

Table 7.  Average and Rank (Weighted) of Frequency of Phone or Face-to-Face contact between Legislators and Agency Leaders in Each Functional Category by Party Control of the Legislature, 1998.


Both Houses
Both Houses


Democratic
Republican


Mean (Rank)
Mean (Rank)



(4.0 is highest, 0.0 is lowest)

All Agencies
2.60
2.89

Economic Development
2.68 (3)
2.76 (5)
Criminal Justice
2.50 (5)
2.98 (2)

Human Resources
2.70 (2)
2.85 (3)

Natural Resources and Transportation
2.53 (4)
2.78 (4)
Regulatory
2.73 (1)
3.14 (1)

_______________

    Source:  D. S. Wright, American State Administrators Project, Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University or North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Democratic controlled legislatures have human resources and economic development virtually tied as important concerns (ranked 2 and 3 respectively),
 somewhat mirroring the importance Democratic governors give to these areas.  Republican controlled legislatures similarly parallel governors of their party with criminal justice being their second concern (compared to last for Democratic controlled legislatures).  So party does play a role in legislative priorities as well.  On the other hand, each branch shows consistency regardless of party when it comes to regulatory agencies.  They are the lowest priority for governors, Democratic and Republican alike, but the highest priority for legislatures, Democratic and Republican alike.

Concluding Observations


We started with the question of whether the governor’s influence over the state budgets had declined markedly across time due to the oft-observed increases in divided government at the state level.  Our basic answer is no.  Governors and legislatures may frequently be in balance regarding their budgetary influence, but this has been a long-standing condition.  If anything, governors across three decades have slightly increased their influence over agencies and the extent to which they review agency budgets more thoroughly than legislatures.


On the other hand, our cross-sectional examination confirms the suspicions of many that divided government clearly alters gubernatorial influence.  It would be surprising if this were not the case.  The cross-sectional analysis reveals the complex and contingent nature of gubernatorial versus legislative influence.  Governors appear to have a universal edge in the influence tug-of-war, gaining under unified government more than they lose under divided government.  Further, the gains and loses differ by program area, with divided government producing greater loses in gubernatorial influence in some areas than in others.  As state activities change in response to new citizen demands and federal devolution, governors may gain influence across these functional changes as much as they lose in other areas from hostile legislatures.  


Speaking broadly of budget reform(s) more than a decade ago Gormley (1989, p. 159) noted that, “Budgetmaking today is not entirely rational, but it is more rational than it used to be – no small achievement.”  Our findings, while not precisely confirming Gormley’s assertion, do reveal patterns of influence both generally and on agency budget processes that make political sense.  Institutional influence follows a larger political rationality within which budget and other decision processes are enfolded.


Changes in state budgets, policy priorities, and divided government that have occurred over recent decades appear to be counter-balancing one another in some areas, though not necessarily all.  These changes have left governors in the 1990s with approximately the same total budgetary influence as they possessed a few decades earlier.  Only time and further research will tell whether multiple challenges facing the states at the start of the 21st Century will affect governors adversely.
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� Divided government in the early years of this time period stemmed from Republican governors facing solidly entrenched Democratic legislatures.  Over time, Republicans have captured an increasing number of state legislatures, but Democrats have experienced a slight resurgence in gubernatorial victories lending persistence to divided government.  Hence only 23 governors faced opposition party control of one or both legislative houses in 1978, rising to 35 in 1988, and staying at about the same (32) in 1998.  (The Book of the States, various years).


� Details of the weighting methodology can be found in Dometrius and Wright, 2004.


� The correlations between the measures are:  overall agency influence .782 with more detailed budget review and .682 with singular influence over the agency’s budget; and .665 between more detailed budget review and the singular measure of influence over the agency’s budget.


� Bowling and Ferguson (2001) present evidence that compound divided government, a partisan split between the legislative houses, produces unique dynamics for state policy adoptions.  Though intriguing, exploring these dynamics is beyond the scope of this paper.


� Two states are deleted from the unified-divided government comparison:  Nebraska due to its non-partisan legislature and Maine because it had an independent governor.  Ten other states were dropped from the unified government – divided government comparison because of split partisan control of the two legislative bodies.


� Beginning with Table 5 the analysis is based upon the 1,178 individual responses rather than aggregating them by state.


� This is likely, in part, to be a function of regulatory agency “independence,” where intervention by the governor could be a problematic political issue whereas legislative oversight and budget review is acceptable.  Similarly, legislators probably tread lightly in criminal justice matters.  Yet regardless of their source – political interest or problem avoidance – these are real differences between the branches.


� The level of contact is necessarily affected by the size of the legislative branch in each state, and party differences are somewhat correlated with legislative size.  Consequently, t-tests for Table 7 would be confounded and not trustworthy.  The same is true for party control of the governorship (Table 6), but differences in the size of gubernatorial staffs are less likely to be extreme.  Hence the t-tests in Table 6 are more reliable, though still imperfect.
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