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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation seeks to answer two questions.  First, how do national-level conditions 

associated with the president’s party, the presidential election cycle, and presidential 

approval influence state legislative and gubernatorial elections?  Second, how does 

variation in state government power mediate how state elections are influenced by those 

national factors?   I approach the first question by testing existing theories that help to 

explain how party voting is affected by the presidential election cycle.  Specifically, I 

examine the effect of presidential coattails, surge and decline theory, national referendum 

voting theory and vertical policy balancing theory.  Surge and decline and referendum 

theories have been applied to state elections; however, vertical policy balancing has not.   

In order to assess the independent effects of each of these theories, I include 

variables for all theories in comprehensive statistical models.  These models cover 

gubernatorial elections from 1948-2010 and state legislative elections from 1968-2010.  

Using these models, I deconstruct how each of these three theories contributes to the 

phenomenon of midterm loss in state elections.  I find evidence for surge and decline, 

referendum voting, and electoral balancing in both gubernatorial and state legislative 

elections.   

Having established the effects of theories of midterm loss in state elections, I then 

turn to the question of whether variation in state government power mediates midterm 

loss.  I find that formal institutional power and the size of state government do not 

systematically affect midterm loss.  However, I show that there are important differences 

between states with and without the direct initiative.  I show that coattail effects and 
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referendum voting are lessened in states with the direct initiative and that presidential 

punishment is increased.  These results, along with the findings associated with theories 

of midterm decline, add to our understanding of elections in the American states as well 

as the American electoral process in general.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 INTRODUCTION 

State election outcomes are arguably more important to the day to day lives of Americans 

than elections at the national level.  State governments structure and manage healthcare 

policy, education, and much of the social safety net.  State governments are also saddled 

with the responsibility of implementing federal policy as well as managing localities, 

including cities.  As a result, the outcome of state elections affects the lives of all people 

living in the United States in direct and consequential ways.  Yet, past research on state 

elections lacks the breadth of national election studies.  This dissertation broadens the 

scope of state elections studies with a comprehensive look at state election outcomes. 

Specifically, this research examines the national-level forces that affect state-level 

election outcomes.   I seek to answer two main questions.   First, how do national-level 

conditions associated with the president’s party, the presidential election cycle, and 

presidential approval influence state legislative and gubernatorial elections?  Second, 

how does the state-level context mediate the degree to which state elections are affected 

by those national factors? 

This research is based on the observation that state elections tends to fluctuate 

predictably with the presidential election cycle.  That is, the party that wins the 

presidency typically does better on average during presidential election years and tends to 

lose support during midterm and odd-year elections.  Several theories are thought to 

contribute to this pattern, which is commonly referred to as midterm loss or midterm 

decline.   
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   The 2010 elections are a good example of this pattern.  According to James 

Campbell, 2010 was a “triple wave” election year in which several factors gave the 

Republican Party an advantage.  In these elections Republicans took control of the US 

House, won six governorships and just under 700 state legislative races (Campbell 2011).  

The case of the 2010 elections exemplifies how the patterns we see in Congressional 

elections extend to the states.  However, recent studies of state elections do not fully 

consider theories that help explain these patterns at the Congressional level.   Using 

theories that have been applied to Congress, and building on past research on state 

elections, I develop models of state elections that help to explain patterns associated with 

the presidential election cycle.     

  I look at the effect of presidential coattails, and surge and decline – a theory that 

accounts for the effect of presidential coattails during presidential election years and the 

subsequent midterm election. I also examine referendum voting theory.   Finally, I look at 

vertical balancing, a theory that has not yet been applied to elections in the US states, but 

has been found to affect subnational elections in other federal democracies.  These 

theories are combined into broad models of state elections.  This research thus is the most 

rigorous and comprehensive test of how national factors affect state elections to date.    

 Coattails, surge and decline, referendum voting, and electoral balancing all 

provide explanations for the patterns we observe in state elections.  These patterns are 

accounted for in coattails theory and surge and decline theory through variation in turnout 

due to the presidential election cycle.  Presidential coattails are defined as a boost in vote 

share that candidates from the party that wins the presidency receive during presidential 

elections.   Coattails are caused by increased party support for the winner of the 
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presidential election, which leads to increased party support in down-ticket elections.  

Surge and decline theory posits that the “surge,” or coattails, from the presidential 

election disappear at the midterm causing a subsequent decline in vote share for the party 

of the president.   

The referendum theory posits that these patterns can be explained by shifts in 

evaluations of the incumbent president (Tufte 1975; Lewis-Beck and Rice 1984; Born 

1986).   Essentially, the president’s party’s vote share is predicted to increase or decrease 

with increases or decreases in presidential approval.   Part of this evaluation of the 

incumbent president may be due to economic conditions, which is referred to as 

economic voting (Tufte 1975; Lewis-Beck and Rice 1984; Born 1986).  National 

economic voting is therefore an off-shoot of referendum theory, which claims that 

evaluations of the president are due to evaluations of national economic conditions.  

Another type of referendum voting is negative voting, which asserts that there are 

differences in turnout based on evaluations of the president.  In this theory, voters with 

negative evaluations of the president are more likely to turn out than those with high 

opinions of the president (Kernell 1977; Cover 1986; Lau 1985). 

 Balancing theory asserts that voters use the separation of powers to elect 

candidates from different parties as a way to ensure policy moderation.  Because the 

president is the central figure in the US, it is most likely that voters will try to “balance” 

the president.  Balancing is observed as presidential punishment.  Presidential 

punishment is the loss of vote share for the president’s party that cannot be explained by 

withdrawn coattails or referendum effects.  In this study, I focus specifically on vertical 
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balancing, which is balancing that occurs between the national level and the state level 

(Erikson and Filippov 2001; Kedar 2006). 

Scholars who examine patterns of party voting in Congressional elections argue 

that these theories (surge and decline, referendum and balancing) work together to 

explain why we observe above-average support for the party that wins the presidential 

election during presidential election years, and then below-average support for the party 

of the president during midterm elections (Bafumi et al 2010; J. E. Campbell 2011).  For 

state-level elections, I find this to be true as well.  I find evidence for presidential 

coattails, national referendum voting and vertical balancing in gubernatorial and state 

legislative elections.   This dissertation adds an important new dimension to the study of 

state elections by showing that there is a strong and robust effect of presidential 

punishment.  I show that, even after controlling for the effect of coattails during 

presidential and midterm elections, as well as for referendum voting, there is a persistent 

effect of presidential punishment in both state legislative and gubernatorial elections.  

These results provide strong aggregate-level evidence for vertical balancing in state 

elections.    

Previous research has been dedicated to the important question of how national-

level variables affect state elections (Bibby 1987; J. E. Campbell 1986; Carsey & Wright 

1998; Chubb 1988; Holbrook-Provow 1987; Simon, Ostrom, & Marra 1991; Stein 1990).  

I build on this body of research in the first part of the study.  While both surge and 

decline and referendum theories have been applied to state-level elections with varying 

results, federal or vertical balancing has not.  I make an important contribution to the 

literature not only by adding to studies that have already been conducted, but also by 
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increasing the span of research to cover more years and more states.  Further, though 

there have been applications of theories of midterm loss in state elections, a full 

consideration of all of the dominant theories of midterm loss has not been undertaken in 

one single study.     

The second part of this study examines the degree to which state-level variation 

mediates the effect of midterm decline in the states.  I focus on variation in the 

institutional power of state governments as well as the extent to which state governments 

use that power.  I hypothesize that this variation structures the degree to which states are 

influenced by national factors associated with the presidency and the national 

government.  I argue that some states, depending on their institutional makeup, will be 

more strongly affected by presidential coattails and referendum effects, and others by 

balancing.  Increases in state government power may serve to insulate states from 

presidential coattails, but perhaps amplify the effect of vertical balancing.  Ultimately, 

both parts of the study address the larger question of how and under what circumstances 

state-level elections are insulated from national conditions. 

 

1.1 The Effect of National Forces on State Elections 

This study focuses primarily on a few theories that help explain how national political 

factors influence state elections.  I focus on the effects of presidential coattails, surge and 

decline, referendum voting, and vertical balancing.  Two extensions of referendum theory 

– economic voting and negative voting – are also considered.   

 Presidential coattails are votes received by candidates in down-ticket elections 

from the party that wins the presidency.  The presidential election is thought to mobilize 
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voters who would not normally vote in state elections.  These voters then vote in state 

elections because they are already in the voting booth.  Because these voters are less 

informed about that election, they choose candidates in down-ticket elections based on 

how they voted for the president.  The party that wins the presidency will therefore have 

received a higher number of these votes, and thus there is a “surge” in support for the 

party that wins the presidency in other elections as well.    Coattails or the presidential 

surge can be an important determinant of lower office elections if one party is better able 

to mobilize voters for a presidential election.   

 Surge and decline theory is applied specifically to elections for offices that are on 

a two-year cycle, which includes all US House elections, many state legislative elections, 

and some gubernatorial elections.  There are also a number of states where gubernatorial 

elections and state legislative elections are held on a presidential election year cycle.  

These elections may also be subject to presidential coattails, but do not apply to surge and 

decline theory.   Similarly, there are a number of states that hold gubernatorial elections 

every four years, but during presidential midterms.  There are a few states that do this 

with their state senate elections, and also some states that do this for their lower house 

elections.  In these states, coattails theory and surge and decline are not applicable.  

 The surge and decline theory accounts for the effect of coattails during 

presidential election years and also during the subsequent midterm election.  The surge 

and decline hypothesis is that the composition of the electorate is systematically different 

in presidential and midterm election years (A. Campbell, 1960, 1964).   A surge in 

support for the party that wins the presidency occurs during presidential elections.  

Because presidential voters are already at the polls, they may also cast ballots for non-
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presidential races, including congressional and state-level races.  As a result, the party 

winning the presidency will benefit from the surge in voters who participate in down-

ticket elections. Many voters who show up to vote in the presidential election may stay at 

home during midterms.  The people who do vote in these midterm elections are the most 

committed partisan voters. As a result, midterm elections usually reflect the predictable 

positions of those voters.  In essence, then, midterm elections are reduced to long-term 

partisan forces otherwise known as the “normal vote” (Converse 1966; Miller 1979; 

Petrocik 1989).  

Surge and decline contributes significantly to House elections (Campbell 1991, 

1997a, 1997b; Mattei and Glasgow 2005), Senate elections (Campbell and Sumners 

1990), and state legislative elections (Campbell 1986; Chubb 1988).  Past research on 

gubernatorial elections does not find consistent evidence of presidential coattails or surge 

and decline.   Tompkins (1988) argues that the effect of presidential coattails has declined 

as gubernatorial elections became more candidate-centered and “independent.” Chubb 

(1988) finds evidence for midterm decline in gubernatorial elections but argues that when 

gubernatorial elections occur in presidential election years, presidential coattails have 

only a “negligible impact” (p. 149).  I examine these findings further, and provide a new, 

broader test of presidential coattails and surge and decline in both gubernatorial and state 

legislative elections.  

The referendum theory posits that voters take into account their evaluations of the 

president in down-ticket elections (Tufte 1975; Bibby 1987; Carsey 2001; Chubb 1988; 

Piereson 1975; Simon 1989; Simon et al 1991; Abramowitz and Segal 1986; 

Abramowitz, Cover, and Norpoth 1986; Campbell 1997; Kernell 1977; Lewis-Beck and 
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Rice 1984; Leyden and Borrelli 1995).  In other words, down-ticket elections are, in part, 

a referendum on the president.  Economic voting, a specific type of referendum model, 

posits that voters evaluate candidates based on the incumbent party’s handling of the 

economy.  Some researchers have found that national economic voting affects state 

elections (Chubb 1988; Stein 1990); however, others argue that it is the state’s economy 

that matters in state elections (Atkeson and Partin 1995; Partin 1995; Howell and 

Vanderleeuw 1990).  Negative voting is a variant of referendum voting which asserts that 

voters who are dissatisfied with the president are more likely to turn out.  Therefore 

midterm decline occurs because the balance of voters is tipped toward people who are 

voting for the out-party (Kernell 1977; Cover 1986; Lau 1982, 1985).  I revisit 

referendum voting theories in this research and show that there is indeed referendum 

voting in state elections, which is mostly due to changes in presidential approval.   

Policy balancing has become a standard theory to help explain trends in 

congressional and state legislative elections.  Balancing has been employed to account for 

both the pattern of midterm decline and the frequency of divided government at the 

national and the state levels in the US (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995, 1996, 2000; Bailey 

and Fullmer 2011; Fiorina 1995; Bafumi et al 2010; Campbell 2011).  Balancing theorists 

argue that voters base decisions in part on policy preferences.   As such, voters with a 

preference for moderate policy can use the separation of powers, in effect, to balance the 

president by voting for the out-party (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995; Kedar 2006, 2009).  

The effect of balancing is to “punish” the executive or the majority party in down 

ticket elections by voting for the out-party.  This is referred to as presidential punishment 

and it is defined as the pattern by which the president’s party does worse than it would on 



   

9 
 

average (Erikson 1988; Bafumi et al 2010).  In other words, the president’s party vote 

share dips lower than would be expected based on long-term partisanship (Erikson 1988). 

Horizontal balancing theory has been applied to the US at both the national and 

state levels.  At the national level, scholars have found that voters use congressional 

elections to balance the president (Erikson 1988; Bafumi et al 2010; Campbell 2011).  At 

the state level voters balance the governor using state legislative elections (Fiorina 1995; 

Bailey and Fullmer 2011).   Vertical or federal balancing occurs when voters use state 

elections to balance the president (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995; Anderson and Ward 

1996).  Vertical balancing has been observed in subnational elections in other countries 

including Canada (Erikson and Filippov 2001) and Germany (Anderson and Ward 1996; 

Kedar 2006; more generally, see Alesina and Rosenthal 1996.)  

Though vertical balancing theory has not been applied to the US, it can plausibly 

be applied to state elections.  That is, just as voters balance one branch of government 

against another in Congressional elections, voters are in a position to balance the 

president in state elections.   Though state governments have less direct influence on the 

president than Congress, they can influence how national policy is implemented and can 

publicly challenge the president.  While some policy areas are solely determined by the 

national government, many policy outcomes are, in fact, the sum of state and national 

policies.  Therefore, under many circumstances, voters can use elections at all levels of 

government for broad policy representation.   By electing members of different parties at 

different levels of government, there is an automatic check on each level with respect to 

policy outcomes.  This dissertation provides the first test of vertical balancing in the US.  
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I find that there is strong evidence for this theory and show that vertical balancing should 

be considered in models of state election outcomes.  

 These theories are the basis for which I examine the national-level predictors of 

elections in the states.  Research on the outcomes of Congressional elections shows that 

these theories contribute to patterns in party voting.  As I will show, there are similar 

patterns in state elections.  The effect of each of these theories is important for our 

understanding of how voters are influenced by national factors even when they vote in 

state elections.   

 Because the states are very different from one another, there should not be an 

expectation that these theories apply equally in every state.  State-level institutions can 

help to explain some of the differences between how these theories manifest themselves 

in state-level elections.   Below is a brief description of how institutional variation may 

matter for theories of midterm decline in the federal context.   

 

1.2 Institutional Variation 

While there are many forms of state-level variation, I choose to study variables that affect 

the power of state governments.  This is because these variables should have fairly direct 

effects for theories of midterm decline.  Both state legislative and gubernatorial power 

have increased across the board, although the extent to which this change has occurred 

varies from state to state (Bibby 1987; Chubb 1988; Berry, Berkman, and Schneiderman 

2000; Barrilleaux and Berkman 2003; Bowman, Woods and Stark 2010).  State 

governments have become increasingly professionalized as their responsibilities have 

become increasingly complicated.  Researchers have found that increased power leads 
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institutions to become “bounded” (Hibbing 1999; Berry et al 2000).  Bounded institutions 

are more autonomous and independent, and elections for these institutions are less likely 

to be influenced by external factors (Hibbing 1999; Berry et al 2000).  Theoretically, as 

state institutions become more powerful, incumbents become insulated from coattails 

(Chubb 1988; Campbell 1986; Berry et al 2000).   

I test the extent to which powerful state institutions are insulated from coattails, 

referendum voting, and balancing.  Because vertical balancing has not yet been applied to 

the states, political scientists have not considered the effect that variation in state power 

may have on balancing in the states.  I hypothesize that increased state power should 

lessen the effects of coattails, referendum effects and national economic voting.  

However, increased state power should strengthen the effects of balancing because these 

states have greater capacity to be a counterweight to the national government.   

I use several different types of variables to measure state power and capacity.  I 

look at classic measures of state power and institutionalization such as Squire’s index of 

state legislative professionalism (Squire 2007), and Beyle’s index of gubernatorial 

power.1

 One institution that may weaken a state government’s power is direct democracy.   

In states where direct democracy is used frequently, the state government is constrained.   

 I also consider the size of state government, which not only accounts for power, 

but also a state’s relative capacity to govern.   To measure the size of state government, I 

use the number of state public employees relative to the state’s population.  States with 

“big government” should demonstrate more balancing, because, in effect, the state 

government does more.  State elections in these big government states may also 

experience less coattail and referendum effects.  

                                                      
1 http://www.unc.edu/~beyle/gubnewpwr.html 
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I argue that the use of the citizen initiative, in particular, should decrease the effects of 

balancing because citizens can be their own counterweight against the federal 

government.  Further, elections in states with the citizen initiative may also experience 

greater effects from coattails and referendum voting.  

 

1.3 Gubernatorial v. State Legislative Elections 

This research also compares how national forces affect state legislative and gubernatorial 

elections. Because state legislative and gubernatorial elections are very different from one 

another, this comparison is not common in political science.  First, as we know, 

gubernatorial elections are very salient, while state legislative elections are not.  During 

non-presidential election years, gubernatorial elections may be the most salient election 

in a state.  On the other hand, state legislative elections are characterized by the fact that 

there is little knowledge about them.  State legislative elections rarely receive media 

coverage, which means that citizens do not learn about candidates the way they do in 

larger and more salient elections.     

Gubernatorial elections are more candidate-centered and also more competitive 

than state legislative elections (Tompkins 1988; Carsey 2001).  Though incumbency 

advantage has increased over time in both gubernatorial and state legislative elections 

(Ansolabehere and Snyder 2002), gubernatorial elections have become more competitive 

over time (Tompkins 1988) while state legislative elections have become less competitive 

(Weber et al. 1991; Jewell and Breaux 1988; Jewell 1994).  Even in open-seat state 

legislative elections, general elections may be uncompetitive due to gerrymandered 

districts.   
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Despite these differences, I find that national forces affect gubernatorial and state 

legislative elections in relatively similar ways.  Even though gubernatorial elections are 

highly salient affairs, they are subject to the same national forces that state legislative 

elections are subject to.  Because gubernatorial elections are also more competitive, these 

national forces may have a larger impact on the outcome of gubernatorial elections than 

on state legislative elections.  However, national factors are important in state legislative 

elections as well, especially in the relatively small number of competitive elections.  

When there are changes to the composition of state legislatures, national forces may be 

partially to blame. 

 

  1.4 Argument, Findings and Expectations 

I argue that national politics contribute to the outcomes state elections for several reasons.  

The first is that national politics are often a major component of state election campaigns, 

in part due to media attention that focuses almost exclusively on the national level.  

Secondly, information is harder to acquire in state elections, so in order to make political 

decisions, voters use information about the presidency and other heuristics such as party 

cues (Lau and Redlawsk 2001; Carsey 2001).   Finally, in the case of balancing, the 

consideration of national-level factors may be instrumental to voters’ overall policy 

preferences.   

This dissertation makes a number of contributions to the literature and to the 

study of state elections.  To date, this is the most comprehensive study of how national 

factors affect state elections.  I bring a new theory – vertical balancing – into the study of 

state elections and I show that there have been changes to the way that national forces 
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affect state elections over time.   I find evidence supporting presidential coattail effects 

and national referendum voting, but I also show that vertical balancing is an important 

component of the patterns that we observe in state elections.  That is, holding constant the 

effects of surge and decline, and referendum voting, there is a consistent and robust effect 

of presidential punishment.  There are also election cycle effects.  Referendum effects are 

most apparent in midterm elections and presidential election years where the incumbent 

president is running for reelection.  Institutional variation also plays somewhat of 

mediating role in the national influence of state-level elections.  I find that there is a 

difference between the ways that national-level factors affect state elections in states with 

the citizen initiative versus those without it.   

 

1.5 Plan of the Dissertation 

To answer the questions presented above, I have collected and compiled election returns 

data for state elections.   For governors, this study covers all 50 states from 1948-2010.  

For state legislative elections, I analyze 49 states2

                                                      
2 I exclude Nebraska because it has a nonpartisan legislature. 

 for the years 1968-2010.  I have also 

compiled data for presidential elections, presidential approval data and various state-level 

predictors.  These data are times series cross sectional wherein observations over time are 

nested in states.  I use multilevel modeling so that I can account for cross-sectional and 

longitudinal variation.  These data are particularly suited to a multilevel model wherein I 

allow for level-specific error terms that account for the nested structure of these data.  

Using multilevel modeling rather than the more standard times series cross sectional 

design, allows me to include state-level variables that are time-invariant, which allows for 

explicit analysis of state-level characteristics.     
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Chapter two presents the theoretical models of state-level elections in the context 

of theories described above, and state-level institutionalization.  I start with basic 

theoretical models, and combine them.  In this chapter, I also present some descriptive 

analyses, building up to the main empirical analysis and hypothesis testing in chapters 

three through five.  Chapters three, four, and five are empirical chapters.  Chapter three 

develops and tests theories presented above on gubernatorial elections in the context of 

gubernatorial election cycles.   Chapter four tests these theories in state legislative 

elections.  Chapter five explores the degree to which state institutional power may 

insulate state-level elections from national influence.  Finally, chapter six considers 

implications of the findings of the three empirical chapters.  There I propose further tests 

and areas for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

Chapter one defined the theories to be tested in this dissertation.  In this chapter, two 

questions will be addressed: 1) How do theories of midterm loss apply to state elections?  

2) How does state institutional power affect these expectations?  These questions lead to 

the formulation of models of state election outcomes.  I begin by describing patterns of 

party voting in state elections.  Next, I formalize theories of midterm loss separately and 

then in a combined model.  Then, I explain the basic hypothesis for each variable of 

interest in the model.  Further, I theorize about how variation in state institutional power 

moderates the predictions associated with the initial models.  Finally, I propose 

hypotheses associated with state institutional variation.   

 

2.1 Presidential Election Cycles and State Party Voting 

I begin by establishing patterns of state-level party voting based on the timing of the 

election.  During midterm elections from 1950-2010, the president’s party has suffered an 

average net loss of three to four governorships.  For every midterm election since 1958 

with the exceptions of 1998 and 2002, the president’s party has also lost seats in state 

lower houses.  In the years 1998 and 2002, there was less than a one percent gain in lower 

house seats for the president’s party.  Despite the slight gains for these two election years, 

the president’s party has lost an average of 4.75 percent of state lower house seats during 

midterm elections. 

There are patterns in party voting in state elections which are related to the 

presidential election cycle. Table 2.1 shows the Democratic percentage of the two-party 
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vote for governors from 1947-2010.  There is a clear pattern of increased party support 

for the winner of the presidential election during presidential election years and an 

opposite effect during midterms, where the president’s party loses support. When a 

Democrat wins the presidency, the Democratic percent of the two-party vote increases to 

53.2 percent, or 1.4 percentage points above the mean. When a Republican wins the 

presidency, his party’s vote share is increased by about 1 percent of the two-party vote.  

During midterm elections and odd-years, when there is a Democrat in office, the 

Democratic share of the two-party vote decreases to 49 percent, or 2.6 percentage points 

below the mean.  When a Republican is in office, the average Democratic share of the 

two-party vote increases to about 53.5 percent.  This is 1.9 percent above the mean.   The 

pattern here approximates patterns in Congress where midterm loss is larger than the 

presidential surge (Bafumi et al 2010). 

Table 2.1  Democratic Percent of the Two-Party Vote for Governors, 1947-2010* 
Winning Party/President’s Party Presidential Election Years Midterm/Odd Election Years 
Democrat  53.2  49.0 
Republican  50.6 53.5 
Mean  51.8 51.6 
*Includes only those elections where candidates from both major parties ran.   n=904 

 

For state legislatures, I look at the patterns of presidential election year gains and 

midterm loss as the Democratic percentage of lower house seats from 1958-2010.  Table 

2.2 shows that when a Democrat wins the presidency, the Democratic percent of lower 

house seats is 58.5 on average, which is 2.2 percentage points above the mean.  When a 

Republican wins the presidency, the average Democratic percent of lower house seats is 

reduced to 54 percent, which is 2.3 percentage points below the mean. During midterms 

and odd-years, when a Democrat is in the White House, the Democratic percent of lower 
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house seats goes down on average to 55.3 percent, which is 2.6 percentage points below 

the mean.  When a Republican is president, the average Democratic percent of the lower 

house seats goes up to just over 60 percent, which is 2.4 percentage points above the 

mean for midterm elections.   

Table 2.2  Democratic Percent of Lower House Seats, 1958-2010* 
Winning Party/President’s Party Presidential Election Years Midterm/Odd Election Years 
Democrat  58.5 55.0 
Republican  54.0 60.2 
Mean  56.3 57.6 
*Includes all states except Nebraska. This table reflects election year results. n=1266 

 

   Figures 2.1 and 2.2 display these patterns graphically for gubernatorial elections.  

Figure 2.1 is a scatterplot with a lowess curve of the gubernatorial election results during 

presidential election years by the winner of the presidential contest.   I include the lowess 

curve to help approximate these relationships over time without imposing the assumption 

of linearity.   Figure 2.1 shows that there is a slightly higher percentage of Democratic 

voting when a Democrat wins the presidency than when a Republican wins the 

presidency. This indicates that there may be an effect of presidential coattails in 

gubernatorial elections where the party that wins the presidency receives a greater share 

of the vote in down-ticket elections.  There also appears to be a slight decline in the effect 

of coattails over time which is consistent with previous research on gubernatorial 

elections (Tompkins 1988). 



   

19 
 

 

Figure 2.1 Gubernatorial Voting During Presidential Election Years, 1948-2008 
 

Figure 2.2 shows gubernatorial election results during midterm elections with a 

lowess curve.  Here the pattern of midterm loss is apparent.  When there is a Democrat in 

office, Democratic voting is lower in gubernatorial elections.  At the same time, 

Democratic voting appears to be higher, on average, when there is a Republican in office.  

For both presidential and midterm election years, there has been a decline in Democratic 

voting in gubernatorial elections, but the differences between presidential elections and 

midterm elections under different presidencies have remained consistent over time.  

Another pattern that becomes apparent is that the magnitude of midterm loss is greater 

than the average effect of coattails in gubernatorial elections. 
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 Figure 2.2 Gubernatorial Voting During Midterm Election Years, 1950-2010 
 
  

Figures 2.3 and 2.4 show the Democratic share of lower house seats based on 

election results for each year.  Figure 2.3 shows the Democratic share of lower house 

seats after a presidential election.  The Democratic share of lower house seats is higher on 

average when a Democrat wins the presidency.  This reflects potential coattail effects. 

During midterm elections, Republicans tend to get a greater share of lower house seats 

when there is a Democratic president.  When there is a Republican in office, Democrats 

tend to receive a greater share of lower house seats in midterms.    There is also a steady 

decline in Democratic voting in both midterm and presidential election years.  Figures 2.1 

through 2.4 further illuminate the patterns of party voting associated with the presidential 

election cycle.  When a Democrat wins the presidency, his party receives a greater share 

of the vote.  This pattern is reversed during midterm election years.   
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                 Figure 2.3 Percentage of Democratic Seats in State Lower Houses After Presidential Elections, 1960-2008 
                
 

 

Figure 2.4 Percentage of Democratic Seats in State Lower Houses After Midterm Elections, 1962-2010 
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For both gubernatorial and state legislative elections, the patterns are similar to 

that of Congressional elections.  There is a need for further research on the causes of 

these patterns.  Since Chubb’s study in 1988, there has not been a comprehensive 

assessment of the causes of these patterns in state elections.  Since Chubb (1988), studies 

of the way that national factors affect state elections either solely on one theory (Svoboda 

1995; Simon et al. 1991; Atkeson and Partin 1995).  Other studies cover only a small 

cross-section (Hansen 1999a, 1999c; Howell and Vanderleeuw 1990), or only a small 

period of time (Atkeson and Partin 1995). Using theories that help to explain patterns of 

party voting in Congressional elections, I examine the effect of presidential coattails as 

well as surge and decline theory, which can help to explain the pattern of increased 

partisan support for the presidential winner’s party in presidential election years, and the 

loss of support for the president’s party during midterms.       

Referendum and economic voting theories may help to explain the magnitude of 

coattails or loss in a given year, but they cannot explain the consistent patterns over time.  

These observations show that testing vertical balancing in state elections is a necessary 

step toward understanding aggregate patterns of party voting in the states.  In order to do 

this, I first discuss mechanisms behind theories of midterm loss in state elections, then I 

review what past research has told us about midterm loss in the states, and finally, I 

propose models that account for these theories.  In the sections to follow, I show how 

these theories manifest themselves in state elections, and then propose a model to explain 

the national influence on state elections.  
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2.2 Theories of Midterm Decline in the States 

In chapter one, I provided a general review of theories of midterm decline.  Here, I 

discuss the ways that one can apply theories of midterm loss to state elections in the 

federal context.  Surge and decline theorists argue that voters who turn out to vote for a 

presidential candidate are also likely vote for the same party in state elections on the 

ballot.  If someone turns out to vote for a Republican president, he or she may also 

choose Republicans in state-level elections as well.  In state elections, these “peripheral” 

voters therefore produce a boost in support for the party that wins the presidency in their 

state.  The larger the margin of victory in the state, the greater these “coattail effects” will 

be. As mentioned in chapter one, presidential coattail effects may occur outside of 

elections that are on a two-year cycle, but only if they occur concurrently with a 

presidential election.   

 In elections for offices that are on a two-year cycle, the voters that turned out to 

vote in the presidential election do not show up to vote in the subsequent midterm 

elections for governor and state legislature because there is no presidential election to 

mobilize them (Campbell 1960, 1964).  Thus, elections that occur during off-years 

consist of a different electorate.  The off-year electorate is comprised of more partisan 

voters who are more predictable.  The result is that state elections during the off-years 

approximate what is referred to as the state’s normal vote.  The state normal vote 

represents long-term partisan forces in a state, and can be thought of as the baseline vote 

in statewide elections.  The difference between presidential election years and subsequent 

midterm election years is the coattails from the presidential election have disappeared in 

the midterm, leaving only the normal vote.  This change from the presidential year to the 
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midterm election, therefore, results in a shift away from the president’s party, which is 

referred to as midterm loss or midterm decline.  In the surge and decline theory, midterm 

loss is explained by these withdrawn coattails.     

 In gubernatorial elections, the surge and decline theory is only applicable to 

gubernatorial elections that are on a two-year election cycle. For these elections, surge 

and decline should be an important component of elections in both presidential and 

midterm election years.  Theoretically, for presidential election years, gubernatorial 

elections on the two-year cycle may be subject to coattails.  During midterm election 

years, the effect of these coattails should disappear.  Many states have moved from a two-

year to a four-year cycle over the span of this research.  States that are on a four-year, 

midterm-election cycle will not be subject to the effects of surge and decline.  

Gubernatorial elections that are on a four year presidential-election-year cycle may be 

subject to presidential coattails.  In the analysis to follow, I look at surge and decline as it 

applies to two-year cycle gubernatorial elections, and also how coattails may affect four 

year presidential election cycle states.  

 In state legislative elections, most of the states are on a two-year cycle.  Under 

surge and decline, the expectation is that there will be coattail effects during presidential 

election years, which do not persist in the subsequent midterm.  This means that coattail 

effects should disappear during the midterm.  Surge and decline theory will be explicitly 

modeled in state legislative elections in chapter four.    

 The referendum theory, as applied to the states, is a relatively simple theory with 

several applications.  First, there is national referendum voting (Tufte 1975).  National 

referendum voting means that presidential approval has an effect on the party of the 
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president in state legislative and gubernatorial elections.  That is, if the incumbent 

president is popular, his party will receive increased support in state elections.  If the 

president is unpopular, the party of the president will lose support in state elections.  The 

levels of support for the president’s party are thought to move with increases or decreases 

in presidential approval.  In state elections, this means that increased presidential 

approval should increase the vote share for the president’s party and low presidential 

approval should decrease the vote share for the party of the president.     

A closely related theory, negative voting, contends that voters will be more likely 

to turn out to vote when they are dissatisfied with the president than when they are happy 

with the president.  This is because dissatisfaction has more of a mobilizing effect than 

satisfaction with the status quo (Kernell 1977; Lau 1982).  In state elections, negative 

voting theory means that when presidential approval is low, there will be a swell of voters 

who turn out to vote against the party of the president.  When the president is popular, 

disaffected voters will still be more likely to turn out, but their numbers will be smaller.  

National referendum voting and negative voting theories, therefore, may help to explain 

midterm loss, particularly when presidential approval is low during midterm elections.  

 Another type of referendum voting theory is economic voting.  For state elections, 

there are several manifestations of economic voting.  In this dissertation, I focus on two.  

First, there is national economic voting.  National economic voting, like national 

referendum voting, accounts for the president’s performance.  The theory posits that 

when the national economy is improving, the president’s party should receive a boost in 

support in state legislative and gubernatorial elections.  However, when the national 
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economy is weakening, the party of the president will lose support in state elections 

(Stein 1990; Chubb 1988).   

 Second, state economic voting is the idea that voters hold the state’s governor 

accountable for changes to the state’s economy.  If the state economy is improving, then 

the party of the incumbent governor will be rewarded with greater electoral support in 

gubernatorial and state legislative elections.  At the same time, if the state economy is 

experiencing a downturn, then the incumbent governor’s party should expect to lose 

support (Atkeson and Partin 1995).   

 The final theory that is specifically analyzed in this dissertation is vertical 

balancing.  Vertical balancing is the theory that voters use subnational elections as a way 

to signal for general policy outcomes that are in line with voter preferences.  Balancing 

theorists assert that voters who prefer moderate policy are able to use the separation of 

powers to vote in favor of divided government, which may lead to moderate policy 

outcomes (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995, 1996, 2000; Kedar 2006, 2009).  Erikson first 

recognized the potential for balancing in Congressional elections, and referred to the 

effect of balancing as “presidential punishment” or the “presidential penalty” (Erikson 

1988; Bafumi et al 2010).  Presidential punishment can best be described as a swing 

toward the presidential out-party that is not explained by withdrawn coattails or 

referendum voting.  During presidential elections, there is less certainty about who will 

be the next president than during midterms when the party of the president is known.  As 

a result, vertical balancing may be more prevalent in midterm elections, which is why it 

is a partial explanation for midterm loss.  Because the states are linked to the federal 
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government in the US, voters can use state elections to “balance” the president in both 

gubernatorial and state legislative elections.       

Theories of midterm loss have been partially applied to gubernatorial elections.  

Chubb found that coattails may have only a minor effect on gubernatorial elections 

(Chubb 1988).   Tompkins found that the effect of coattails has been diminished over 

time due to the increased salience of the gubernatorial election.  Theories more 

commonly applied to governor’s elections are referendum and economic voting.  Many 

studies have found a referendum effect in gubernatorial elections (Piereson 1975; Bibby 

1987; Chubb 1988; Simon 1989; Simon, Ostrom, and Marra 1991; Carsey 2001).   Stein 

(1990) argues that referendum effects in gubernatorial elections are contingent on 

whether the incumbent governor is from the same party as the president.    

Some researchers find that national economic conditions influence gubernatorial 

elections (Chubb 1988; Stein 1990).  Yet, others assert that governors are more likely to 

be evaluated based on their state’s economy (Atkeson and Partin 1995; Carsey and 

Wright 1998; Leyden and Borrelli 1995; Orth 2001; Squire and Fastnow 1994).  These 

researchers argue that voters distinguish between national economic conditions and their 

state’s economy and evaluate elected officials accordingly (Atkeson and Partin 1995; 

Howell and Vanderleeuw 1990).  Atkeson and Partin (1995) find that voters use the 

state’s economy to evaluate gubernatorial candidates and the national economy to 

evaluate Senate candidates.   Howell and Vanderleeuw (1990) find that personal or 

“pocketbook” evaluations of the economic conditions contribute to evaluations of the 

governor.      
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Coattails theory and surge and decline have also been applied to state legislative 

elections.  Campbell (1986) specifically attributes midterm loss in state legislative 

elections to withdrawn coattails.  Chubb (1988) found that from 1954-1984, for every 10 

percent increase in the presidential vote, the president’s party benefited from a surge of 

an average of 3.2 percent in state lower houses.  These figures are consistent with other 

studies conducted at that time (Bibby 1987; Campbell 1986).  In Chubb’s study, the 

president’s party lost an average of 4.3 percent of seats in lower houses during midterms 

from 1940-1982 (p. 138).   

Less work has been done on referendum and economic voting in state legislative 

elections.  Presidential approval has been found to have an effect on state legislative 

elections (Simon et al 1991); and Chubb (1988) finds that, even in state legislative 

elections, the president’s party is held accountable for the national economy.   

 Past research shows that these theories are important to our understanding of 

state-level elections.  What is lacking in this body of work are comprehensive models that 

combine these theories.    Referendum and economic voting theories help us to 

understand midterm loss when presidential approval is low and/or economic times are 

bad.  However, they do not explicitly account for the pattern of midterm decline that we 

observe in state elections.  Testing vertical balancing can help to solve this puzzle.    

Below, I develop comprehensive models of state elections to test these theories. 

 

2.3 Building a Model of Federal Voting in the US States 

The theories described above and in the first chapter are relatively clear with respect to 

their generic representations.  Each theory can be broken down to a few key variables and 
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represented algebraically.   All theories include the expectation that long-term forces, in 

this case, state partisanship, should make up a good portion of the vote share.  The 

function of these theories is to predict changes at the margins.  Below, I assess these 

theories, representing them mathematically, but taking care to reduce them to their most 

basic and parsimonious forms.  Then, I combine these theories into one model that 

becomes the baseline for empirical analyses. 

I begin with surge and decline.  The surge and decline theory asserts that there is a 

baseline of voters referred to as “core” voters (Campbell 1960, 1964).  These voters are 

present in both midterm and presidential election years.  They are relatively unchanging 

and therefore form a baseline of party support in the electorate.  This is referred to as the 

normal vote.  In the surge and decline model, the presidential election year is composed 

of the normal vote plus the presidential surge.  Below is a formal representation of this 

relationship, where the dependent variable, Democratic Voteit, is the Democratic share of 

the two-party vote for governor or state lower house seats for a given state, i¸ in a given 

year, t.  The normal vote,  State Party IDi, represents state-level partisanship for a given 

state, i.  The variable, Surgeit, denotes the presidential surge and is the state’s presidential 

vote minus the baseline vote, or state partisanship, for a state, i, at year, t.   This is 

multiplied by an indicator for whether the year is a presidential election year (1) or a 

midterm or odd- year election (0).  During midterms or odd-years, the presidential surge 

is therefore reduced to zero, and the only independent variable left is the normal vote.  

Below is the surge and decline model: 

Democratic Voteit=β0+ β1State Party IDi + β2Surgeit + eit 

Where: Surgeit = [(Presidential Voteit-State Party IDi) x Presidential Electiont] 
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The referendum model also assumes that there is a baseline vote.   Yet, short-term 

changes are not conditioned on the context of the election.  The model can be written 

formally in this way: 

Democratic Voteit = β0 + β1State Party IDi + β2Approvalt + eit 

       Where: Approvalt = (Presidential Approvalt x President’s Partyt) 

Again, the normal vote, represented as state partisanship, is the baseline.  The variable, 

Approvalt represents a measure of national presidential approval at time t, multiplied by 1 

if the president is a Democrat and -1 if the president is a Republican.   The referendum 

model is an additive model for which, depending on presidential approval, the president’s 

party receives either a boost or a dip in support.     

Though economic voting can be thought of as an extension of referendum theory, 

I include it here as a separate equation because it requires a separate independent 

variable.  Further, in state elections, especially gubernatorial elections, economic voting 

is a prominent theory which is considered independently of the referendum theory.  The 

national economic voting model includes an indicator for national economic change 

wherein national economic change is the first-differenced national unemployment rate 

from October of each year.  As with the referendum model, the national economic change  

variable also accounts for the president’s party.  Below is the economic voting model:    

Democratic Voteit = β0 + β1State Party IDi + β2 National Economic Change + eit 

             Where: National Economic Change = 

    (National Unemploymentt - National Unemployment(t-1) x President’s Partyt) 
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This general model can also be expanded to account for state-specific economic voting, 

where changes to the state’s economy affect the vote share for the incumbent governor’s 

party. 

The balancing model also accounts for long-term forces, but assumes that the 

president’s party receives special attention by voters in down ticket elections.  As a result, 

the balancing model in its simplest form can be represented like this:  

Democratic Voteit = β0+ β1State Party IDi + β2President’s Partyit + eit 

The president’s party is simply an indicator of whether the president is a Democrat (1) or 

a Republican (0).  If there is presidential punishment, the coefficient for this variable will 

be negative.  I argue that vertical balancing will be present in both midterm and 

presidential election years but will be larger in magnitude during midterms when the 

party of the president is known.  

For all of these models, eit represents stochastic error, short-term forces and 

omitted variables. These four models can be combined into one, which is shown below: 

        Democratic Voteit = β0 + β1State Party IDi + β2Surgeit + β3Approvalt +  

                           β4President’s Partyt + β5National Economic Change + eit  

Table 2.3 shows each variable and its expected sign.   The baseline variable, State 

Party IDi, should have a positive effect.  That is, as state partisanship becomes more 

Democratic (Republican), the Democratic (Republican) share of the vote should increase.  

Coattails are expected to influence elections that occur at the same time as the 

presidential election.  For states that have two-year election cycles, the surge and decline 

hypothesis is that the effects of the coefficient for presidential surge should also be 

positive.  An increase in the Democratic (Republican) share of the presidential vote 
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should increase the Democratic (Republican) share of the party vote for governors and 

state legislatures.  Theoretically, these coattails disappear at midterm, leaving only the 

baseline.   

The referendum hypothesis is that presidential approval will be positively-signed.  

Increases in presidential approval should increase the president’s party vote share in state 

elections.  The national economic voting hypothesis claims that if the unemployment rate 

increases from the previous year, the incumbent president’s party vote share will decrease 

in state elections.  The balancing hypothesis is that there will be presidential punishment.  

The president’s party variable should therefore be negatively signed.  When there is a 

Democratic president, there should be a reduction in the Democratic share of the vote for 

state elections.  When there is a Republican president, we should expect to see an 

increase in the Democratic vote in state elections.   

Table 2.3  Midterm Loss Hypotheses 
Variable Expected Sign 
State Party ID + 
Presidential Surge + 
Presidential Approval + 
President's Party - 
National Unemployment Change  - 

 

These hypotheses provide the bases for the empirical analyses in chapters three 

and four.  However, because I am looking at state elections, it is important that I also 

consider the fact that differences between the states may have an effect on the magnitude 

of coattails or midterm loss.  In the following section, I consider the ways in which 

variation in the power of state governments can affect elections for governors and state 

legislators.     
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2.4 The Institutional Context 

State-level variation can help us to gain leverage on the causes of midterm decline in 

state elections.  As mentioned in chapter one, state-level institutional power should 

mediate how states are affected by national-level factors.  Some institutions, such as a 

professionalized legislature, may insulate states from national influence, while other 

institutions make states more susceptible to national-level influence.   

 Below, I develop hypotheses about how indicators of state power affect midterm 

loss in the states.  I lay out specific predictions regarding what I expect to happen to each 

theory depending on how powerful a state government is relative to other states.  I use 

these hypotheses to develop models that will be the bases for the empirical analyses in 

chapter five.  

 The measures of state power used here fall into three categories.  The first is state 

institutional power.  These variables include commonly used measures of institutional 

power, namely, Thad Beyle’s measure of gubernatorial institutional power, or GIP 

scores, as well as Squire’s index of state legislative professionalism (Beyle 2007; Squire 

2007).  Beyle’s GIP scores are an index of several indicators of a governor’s institutional 

powers.  The index includes appointment power, tenure potential, budgetary power, state 

party control, and whether a governor is elected separately from other statewide offices.  

Each component of the index is given a score between one and five and the index is the 

average score where five represents a very powerful governor and one represents a weak 

governor. 

For state legislatures I use a classic measure of state legislative professionalism as 

developed by Squire (2007).  The Squire index of legislative professionalism includes 

measures of the time commitment that a legislator must make for the job, the salary and 
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also the tenure potential.  An increased time commitment, increased salary paid, and 

increased tenure potential are all indicators of a more professionalized legislature.   

The second set of variables helps explain how “active” a state government is 

relative to other states.  These variables measure the size of state government relative to 

the population.  To measure the size of state government, I use the number of state public 

employees which is thought to approximate the size of a state’s bureaucracy (Mooney 

1995).  This literally measures the size of state government, and is an indicator of the 

apparatus necessary for a state to fulfill its obligations.   

My final indicator of state power is the presence of direct democracy.  Direct 

democracy institutions are thought to empower the people relative to the state 

government, and therefore direct democracy institutions may weaken state governments 

(see Phillips 2008).  I use the citizen initiative which is the direct democracy institution 

that gives citizens the most autonomy.  As of today, 22 states have the citizen initiative.  

Some states use this institution regularly, while others do not.  I use a simple indicator of 

whether a state has the citizen initiative on the books.  These data are from the Initiative 

and Referendum Institute.3

 In chapter one, I discussed how I expect state power to affect theories of midterm 

loss.  Below, I expand on these explanations and propose formal hypotheses.  For each 

measure of state power, I make predictions associated with each theory.  I begin with 

gubernatorial institutional power and state legislative professionalism.   

    

 Scholarship on the effect of state institutional power shows that the more 

powerful the state, the more insulated it may be from the effects of presidential coattails 

(Berry et al 2000).  The effect of referendum and economic voting should also be 
                                                      
3 http://www.iandrinstitute.org/ 
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lessened then, for the same reason that coattails are lessened in more powerful states 

because it stands to reason that more powerful states are insulated from outside influence.   

However, we also know that despite the increasing power of states across the board, 

patterns associated with the president’s party persist.  This may be because more 

powerful states are also more strongly affected by vertical balancing.  These expectations 

also apply to the size of state government, wherein large state governments have more 

power to affect policy because the government apparatus is larger.    

 Finally, states with direct democracy institutions may have less reason to balance 

than states without.  To the extent that citizens use direct democracy, voters can enact or 

vote on policy which contributes to balancing the national government, thus 

circumventing the state government.  In sum, Table 2.4 shows each measure of state 

power and how it should affect theories of midterm loss.  

Table 2.4.  State Institutional Power Hypotheses 

Variables 
The effect on  
State Govt. Power Coattails Referendum 

National  
Economic Voting Balancing 

GIP score Increases - - - + 
Legislative 
Professionalism Increases 

- - - + 

Number of 
Public 
Employees  Increases 

- - - + 

Citizen Initiative Weakens + + + - 
 

Each measure of state power leads to predictions for theories of midterm loss.  

Generally, I argue that institutions that increase state power should also increase the 

effect of balancing and decrease the effect of other predictors of midterm loss, namely 

surge and decline and referendum.  A plus sign in a column indicates that the effect of 

this theory should increase as the variable on the left increases.  For example, I expect 
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that increased legislative professionalism should decrease the effects of coattails, 

referendum and national economic voting, but increase the effects of balancing.      

These hypotheses will be tested by combining indicators of state power with the 

models tested in chapters three and four.  I propose that these indicators of state power 

have an interactive or conditional relationship with theories of midterm loss.  That is, 

each theory of midterm loss may be mediated by variations in state power.  To clarify, I 

list the hypotheses below:  

H1- GIP Score/Legislative Professionalism:  As power increases, coattails, referendum 
voting and national economic voting will decrease, and the effects of presidential 
punishment will increase.   
 
H2- Size of State Government: As the size of state government increases, balancing will 
also increase but the effect of coattails, presidential approval and national economic 
voting will decrease. 
 
H3- Direct Democracy: Direct democracy, specifically the citizen initiative, weakens 
state government.  As a result, coattails, referendum and national economic voting will be 
more pronounced in states that use the citizen initiative.  At the same time, the effects of 
balancing and state economic voting will be decreased.  
 

The following three chapters focus on testing the hypotheses put forth in Tables 

2.3 and 2.4.  The combined baseline model will first be used to test theories of midterm 

decline in state elections.  Next, I use indicators of state government power to see if there 

are differences between “strong” and “weak” states regarding midterm loss.  These 

models have implications for our understanding of aggregate-level voting behavior as 

well as elections in multilevel government.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

GUBERNATORIAL ELECTIONS 

In chapters one and two, I established the theoretical bases for how states may be affected 

by national forces.   I now turn to empirical analysis of gubernatorial election outcomes.  

I use the models developed in chapter two to test for the effects of theories of midterm 

loss on gubernatorial elections.  I begin by discussing gubernatorial elections in general.  

Next, I propose a comprehensive model of gubernatorial elections.  Then, I examine state 

and national level election cycle effects.  Finally, I unpack the effects of each of the 

theories on patterns of party voting in state elections. 

Gubernatorial elections are distinct from legislative elections for several obvious 

reasons.  Because they have different responsibilities, governors may be evaluated 

differently than members of Congress or state legislators.  Second, because they are 

executives running for a high office, their elections are salient and have become 

increasingly competitive.  This is in contrast to state legislative elections, in particular, 

which tent to be low-salience, relatively low-competition affairs. 

A great deal of variation exists in the election cycles of governors in the American 

states. The timing of elections has consequences for which factors influence gubernatorial 

elections.  There are four types of gubernatorial election cycles: the first is the 

presidential-election-only cycle, for which states hold gubernatorial elections at the same 

time as presidential elections.   The second type is the midterm-only election cycle, 

meaning states hold gubernatorial elections every four years during the midterm, that is, 

two years before/after a presidential election.  The third type is when gubernatorial 

elections are held during odd-numbered years, when there are no national elections.  
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Finally, some states hold gubernatorial elections every two years on the same schedule as 

US House elections.  Currently, only two states do this.   

The number of states associated with each election cycle has varied over time. 

Table 3.1 provides a synopsis of each state’s election cycle and/or changes to its election 

cycle according to where the state stands today.  We can see that there have been many 

changes in the election cycles of governors in the last 65 years.  The general trend has 

been from a two-year cycle to a four-year midterm-only cycle.  In 1948, twenty-one 

states were on a two-year cycle. All but two (NH & VT) have since moved to a four-year 

cycle.  Since 1948, between nine and eleven states have held gubernatorial elections on 

the presidential-election-year-only cycle.  Today, nine states do this.  In 1950, only 

eleven states held their gubernatorial elections on the midterm-only cycle.  Today, thirty-

four states hold midterm-only gubernatorial elections.   In five states, gubernatorial 

elections are held during odd-years when there are no national elections. Of these, two 

states (NJ & VA) hold their gubernatorial elections in the year after the presidential 

election, and three hold theirs in the year following midterms (KY, LA, MS).4

Table 3.1  Gubernatorial Election Cycle Change, 1947-2010 

   

Election Cycles States* 
Presidential-Election-Year-Only DE, IN, MO, MT, NC, ND (1968), UT, WA, WV 

Midterm-Only 

AL, AK, CA, GA, HI, ID, MD, NV, NY, OK, PA , SC , WY,  
AZ(1974), AR(1990), CO (1962), CT(1954), FL(1970), IL(1982), 
IA(1978), KS(1978), ME(1966), MA(1970), MI(1970), MN(1966), 
NE(1970), NM(1974), OH(1962), OR(1962), RI(1998), SD(1978), 
TN(1958), TX(1978), WI(1974)   

Two-Year NH, VT 
Odd-Year KY, LA(1975), MS, NJ, VA 

*Parentheses indicate the year that a state started on that election cycle.  For Midterm-Only years, 
this year is the first year when there was no presidential election held two years prior.  All states 
changed from a Two-Year cycle except for FL, IL and LA which were on a Presidential-Election-Year-
Only cycle.  

                                                      
4 Table I in the appendix provides more detailed information about each state’s election cycle from 1947-
2010. 
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3.1 National Factors in Gubernatorial Elections 

Several key variables are thought to have an effect on gubernatorial elections. Along with 

short-term forces such as gubernatorial job performance (Hansen 1999; King 2001) and 

campaign effects (Ansolabehere and Snyder 2002; Carsey 2001), incumbency plays an 

important role in gubernatorial elections (Ansolabehere & Snyder 2002; Squire & 

Fastnow 1994; Stein 1990).  For the time covered in this study, incumbent governors 

have had an 82 percent re-election rate. 

 Surge and decline has not been thought of as an important theory for explaining 

the determinants of gubernatorial elections, presumably because presidential coattails 

were not found to be an important predictor in gubernatorial elections (Chubb 1988).  I 

revisit this finding by looking at the effect of coattails on two-year and presidential-

election-year-only states.  Though there used to be many two-year election cycles, 

gubernatorial elections have since moved toward four-year cycles where surge and 

decline does not apply.  However, for the 11 states that hold gubernatorial elections at the 

same time as the president, we should know whether these states are subject to 

presidential coattails.   

 Many researchers have asserted that governors’ elections are subject to 

presidential referendum voting, wherein the president’s party is either rewarded or 

punished based on presidential approval ratings (Chubb 1988; Stein 1990; Carsey and 

Wright 1998).   Some of these effects were found to be conditional upon incumbency 

(Stein 1990).     

 In many studies of gubernatorial elections, economic voting is treated separately 

from approval-based referendum voting.   These theories are closely related due to the 
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fact that economic voting is based on incumbent performance.  In the same way that 

presidential approval is used to explain midterm decline, I also test the ways in which 

economic voting may affect the pattern of midterm loss in gubernatorial elections.  

Scholars argue that governors may be held responsible for economic conditions.  And 

there has been extensive debate as to whether this economic voting is national or state-

specific.  Chubb (1988) and Stein (1990) argue that voters understand that the state and 

national economies are a function of macro-economic decisions which cannot be boiled 

down to the governor.  Thus, the extent to which governors are held accountable for 

economic conditions is based on their affiliation with the president’s party and national 

economic conditions.  The other side of this debate is that voters understand that 

governors do play a part in state economic conditions, and thereby changes to the state’s 

economy affect the fortunes of incumbent governors (Atkeson and Partin 1995; Niemi et 

al. 1995; Carsey and Wright 1998).   

 Though surge and decline has not been widely applied to gubernatorial elections, 

I argue that we should take a second look specifically at coattail effects in gubernatorial 

elections.  I also argue that we need to revisit referendum voting and economic voting as 

potential predictors of gubernatorial elections.  Finally, I apply vertical balancing to 

gubernatorial elections as a potential explanation for midterm loss in gubernatorial 

elections.  In the section below, I show gubernatorial elections are subject to the typical 

pattern of party voting in non-presidential elections, wherein the winner of the 

presidential party enjoys increased support in presidential elections, and the president’s 

party receives less than average support during non-presidential elections.   
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3.2 Election Cycle Effects in Gubernatorial Elections 

In chapter two I showed that there was indeed a pattern of midterm loss associated with 

gubernatorial voting.   Below, I look at the pattern of midterm loss as it relates to 

gubernatorial election cycles.  Comparing gubernatorial election cycles allows us to 

understand whether there are election-cycle effects in addition to the effect of national 

forces.  Tompkins (1988) argues that gubernatorial elections have become distinctive 

contests insulated from national forces.  I am testing that assertion in this chapter.  

 Table 3.2 shows the mean Democratic percent of the two-party vote for governor 

between1947-2010, based on gubernatorial election cycles for all 50 states.  Several 

important observations emerge from this table.  First, we see that the means for all 

election cycles are relatively similar and that the odd-year states have a slightly higher 

mean due to the fact that all but one of these states are Southern.  Looking now to 

presidential-election-year only states, we find preliminary evidence of presidential 

coattails.  That is, the party that wins the presidency receives more votes in gubernatorial 

elections.  The average difference between when a Democrat wins the presidency and 

when a Republican wins the presidency is approximately 2.6 percent of the two-party 

vote.  For midterm-only gubernatorial elections, the opposite trend is true.  The party of 

the president receives fewer votes on average.  The average difference between 

gubernatorial elections held during Democratic and Republican presidential midterms is 

5.5 percent of the two-party vote.  When we look at the two-year cycle, an interesting 

pattern emerges: gubernatorial elections that occur concurrently with the presidential 

election on a two-year cycle show presidential coattails that are of a similar magnitude to 

presidential election-year-only gubernatorial elections (2.7 percent of the two-party vote).  
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Elections in the two-year cycle states also experience midterm loss, the magnitude of 

which is similar to the coattail effect (2.9 percent of the two-party vote).   In odd-year 

election states, when there is a Democratic president, Democratic candidates lose an 

average of one percent of the two-party vote in gubernatorial election. 

Table 3.2  Democratic Percent of the Two-Party Vote for Governors, 1947-2010* 

Gubernatorial Election Cycles President's Party/ 
Winning party 

Presidential 
Election Years 

Midterm Election 
Years/Odd Years 

Absolute 
Difference 

Presidential-Election-Year Only 
Democrat 53.6   

Republican 51.0   

Mean 52.1  2.6 

Midterm Only 
Democrat  48.0  

Republican  53.5  

Mean  51.1 5.5 

Two-Year  

Democrat 52.9 50.8  

Republican 50.2 53.7  

Mean 51.4 52.3 2.7/2.9 

Odd-Year  
Democrat 

 
52.5  

Republican 
 

53.5  

Mean  53.0 1.0 
*Includes only those elections where candidates from both major parties ran.   n=904 

 

Table 3.2 leads to the hypothesis that presidential coattails affect gubernatorial 

elections that are concurrent with presidential elections.  This observation is in contrast to 

previous research on this question, which concluded that presidential coattails did not 

influence gubernatorial elections (Chubb 1988).  There appears to be almost a 3 point 

coattail effect for governors of the same party as the presidential candidate who wins the 

presidential election.  In contrast, gubernatorial candidates running during midterm 

elections do not tend to benefit from being in the president’s party.  Rather, what Erikson 

refers to as “presidential punishment” in gubernatorial elections comes into play (Erikson 

1988).   In the absence of withdrawn coattails, presidential punishment is thought to be 

due to vertical balancing.  
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To explain these patterns, I consider a number of related hypotheses: a 

presidential coattails hypothesis, referendum hypothesis, and vertical balancing.  I find 

that there are presidential coattails in gubernatorial elections as well as presidential 

punishment during midterm gubernatorial elections that cannot be explained by 

withdrawn coattails.  I also find that presidential approval affects gubernatorial elections, 

and that economic voting, in the aggregate, does not.      

Patterns from Table 3.2 also point to several propositions about the different 

election cycles.   The first is that there is a presidential coattail effect in concurrent  

gubernatorial elections.  Gubernatorial elections that are held on a two-year cycle display 

a pattern consistent with surge and decline in which presidential coattails affect voting in 

concurrent elections, and withdrawn coattails explain midterm loss in midterm elections.  

In midterm-only gubernatorial elections, there is presidential punishment which is likely 

due to vertical balancing and referendum voting.  In this case, there is no possibility that 

this midterm loss is due to withdrawn presidential coattails; thus, it cannot be attributed 

to surge and decline.  For odd-year election states, there is a pattern of midterm loss 

despite a lack of coattails, but the effect is rather small.  

  In the section to follow, I review the hypotheses associated with each theory they 

relate to gubernatorial elections.   

 

3.3 Hypotheses 

H1:  Surge and Decline:  In order to see if surge and decline is applicable to these two-
year cycle states, presidential coattails should account for the subsequent decline in the 
president’s party vote share during midterm elections.  Thus for two-year cycles, we 
should expect that there will be a surge for the presidential winner that disappears at the 
midterm. 
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H2:  Referendum:  In the referendum theory, presidential approval ratings should have a 
positive relationship with gubernatorial voting.  Increases in presidential approval should 
positively affect gubernatorial candidates who are from the same party as the president.  
Decreases in approval should harm presidential co-partisans in gubernatorial elections.  
Economic voting theories propose that voters respond to changes in the economy.    The 
national economic voting hypothesis is that improvements to the national economy will 
benefit presidential co-partisans in down-ticket elections, while worsening economic 
conditions will hurt the party of the president in gubernatorial elections.  The state 
economic voting hypothesis is that improvements to the state economy will help the party 
of the incumbent governor.  If the state economy has been declining, the party of the 
incumbent governor receives less support.  
 
H3:  Balancing:  There should be a negative relationship between the president’s party and 
gubernatorial voting, the magnitude of which should be larger in midterm elections.  The 
more certain the electorate is about which party controls government, the more they are 
able to effectively “balance” (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995).  In midterm elections, the 
party of the president is known and, therefore, presidential punishment should be more 
prevalent.   
 

3.4 Data and Methods 

To test the above hypotheses, I have collected data from gubernatorial elections from all 

50 states for the years 1948-2010.  I included only the elections where both major party 

candidates were on the ballot.  The dependent variable is the Democratic percentage of 

the two-party vote for all gubernatorial elections from 1947-2010 for which there were 

candidates from both major parties running.  This variable is centered on 50 percent so 

that a positive number indicates a relative Democratic advantage and a negative number 

indicates a Republican advantage.  These data are from CQ Press’s Guide to US 

Elections (2009).5

 I analyze the dependent variable to determine whether there is a need to account 

for residual autocorrelation.    The intraclass correlation (ICC) is a measure of the 

percentage of the variance in the dependent variable that is due to state-level 

characteristics.  For these data, the ICC shows that 11 percent of the variation is due to 

  There are 894 observations from all 50 states.  

                                                      
5 For 2008-2010, I use election returns from the New York Times.  
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state-level characteristics.  And conversely, about 89 percent of the variation is due to 

within-state characteristics.  The ICC also provides us with a measure of the degree to 

which there is residual autocorrelation (Singer and Willett 2003).  Because the ICC is 

low, I opt not to include a correction for residual autocorrelation.6

 As a way to assess the between-state variation over time, I looked at each state’s 

“empirical growth plot” by state and also by region.  Figure 3.1 shows the plot for each 

region.  Here we can see that, mostly, there has not been much change over time except 

for in the South where there is a clear linear decline in Democratic voting.  Upon closer 

inspection (see Appendix B), we see that the pattern of Democratic decline in Southern 

states is restricted to the former confederate states.  The other Southern states

   

7

 

 (DE, KY, 

MD, OK, WV) look like the non-Southern states in that there is little change over time.   

 

                                                      
6 Including a correction for first-order residual autocorrelation does not substantively alter the results.  
Including a lagged dependent variable does not substantively change the coefficients or their standard 
errors, but does alter the variance components, as would be expected. 
7 As designated by the US Census. 
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                 F igur e 3.1 Patter ns in G uber nator ial V oting Over  T ime by R egion  

 

 To further illuminate the sharp differences between the former Confederate states 

and the rest of the states, Figure 3.2 displays two scatter plots of the Democratic vote 

share of the two-party vote for governors over time.  While the non-Southern states 

remain relatively flat, states in the former Confederate South display a strong downward 

and linear trend.   As a result, I include a variable that is an indicator for whether a state is 

Southern.  Including this variable successfully accounts for much of the between-state 

variation in the dependent variable.  Further, to account for the variability between the 

South and the non-South over time, I include a cross-level interaction between the year 

and whether a state is Southern. 
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              F igur e 3.2.  G uber nator ial E lections in the Non-South and the South, 1948-2010 
 

 I include a state-level (Level 2) measure of state-level partisanship to control for 

the long-term forces that affect partisanship.  Here I use Erikson, Wright and McIver’s 

(hereafter, EWM) 2006 measure of state-level partisanship which has been shown to 

effectively approximate a state’s normal vote (Ansolabehere and Snyder 2002).  This will 

help to hold constant the differences between the states with respect to long-term 

partisanship.  EWM calculate this variable as state Republican partisanship minus  state 

Democratic partisanship.  I multiply this variable by -1 so that a positive number 

indicates a Democratic advantage in state partisanship.  I do this so that this variable is 

consistent with the Dependent variable as well as the other variables in the model.   

 To test for the presence of presidential coattails, I include a variable that accounts 

for the state-level presidential surge.  Presidential Plurality is an indicator of which party 
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won the plurality of the presidential vote in each state.   I chose this rather than the 

national-level presidential winner to account for state-level variation in presidential 

voting.  This variable is coded 1 if a Democrat wins the state’s plurality of the votes, and 

-1 if a Republican wins the plurality.  In the few instances where the plurality was won by 

a third-party candidate this variable was coded as missing.  If the election occurred 

during a midterm or odd year, this variable was coded as 0. If presidential coattails affect 

gubernatorial elections, this variable should be statistically significant and positive.   

 For elections on a two-year cycle, I include a variable that approximates the 

presidential surge relative to state partisanship.  This variable, Presidential Surge, is 

calculated as the national presidential winner’s margin of victory in a state minus the 

presidential winner’s average share of party support in that state.  Party support in the 

state is also taken from EWM and coded so that if a Democrat wins the presidential 

election, then this variable represents the Democratic share of state partisanship, and the 

reverse when a Republican wins the presidency.  For midterm election years on the two-

year cycle, I include the lag of this variable, Lagged Presidential Surge.  

To test the referendum hypothesis, October Gallup Poll presidential approval 

ratings were obtained from the Roper Center for the years 1947-2010.8

                                                      
8 For some years, Gallup poll ratings were not available from October.  In this case, I used the poll that was 
closest to the election.  For 1947, and 1949 and 1980, I used late September polls.  In 1948, and 1976, I 
used June polls.  For 1956, I had to use a poll from August.  For the other years for which an October poll 
was not available, I used polls from early November (1972), and one from just after the election in 
November (1964).  As you can see, these inconsistencies disproportionately affect polls during presidential 
election years.  I conduct the analysis both with and without these observations to make sure that they do 
not affect the results, and they do not.  However, we can assume that the effect of presidential approval for 
presidential election years is not as precise as for other years due to this problem with available data.       

  For the sake of 

uniformity with the other variables, I subtract 50 percent from this variable and multiply 

this number by -1 if the president is a Republican.  
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To test for the presence of economic referendum voting in gubernatorial elections 

I include a national-level economic variable and a state-level economic variable.  

National Unemployment Change is the national unemployment rate from October minus 

the unemployment rate from the previous October for each year in the study.  To 

maintain consistency with the dependent variable, this variable was multiplied by -1 if the 

president was a Republican.  These data were obtained from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics.   A positive value under a Democratic administration indicates that the 

unemployment rate has gone up as does a negative value for a Republican administration.  

As such, I expect that this variable will be statistically significant and negative.   

State E mployment Change is used to capture state economic voting.  It is 

measured as the number of non-farm jobs in a state in October of each year divided by 

the state’s population and minus the previous year’s percentage of people employed.9  I 

multiply this by -1 if the incumbent was a Republican governor and center this variable 

on the state’s mean.10

To capture presidential punishment, I use a variable that accounts for the party of 

the president.   Here the variable Democratic President is coded 1 if the president is a 

Democrat and 0 if the president is a Republican.  This is to maintain consistency with the 

dependent variable, which is the Democratic percent of the two-party vote for governors.  

  A positive value for this variable indicates that there has been an 

increase in the number of jobs in the state.  As a result, this variable should be positively 

signed.   These data were obtained from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the US 

Census’s Annual Population E stimates for the States.  

                                                      
9 The Bureau of Labor Statistics began collecting unemployment data from the states in 1977.  Prior to that, 
the states submitted their own unemployment numbers, and they did not use a common metric.  This is why 
I use employment statistics rather than unemployment statistics for this variable. 
10 Centering the variable on the state’s mean changes the way that we interpret the coefficient.  When a 
variable is state-mean centered in a multilevel model, it means that we interpret that coefficient as within-
state change. 
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If this variable captures presidential punishment, it should be significant and negatively 

signed.   

 Other variables that are thought to influence gubernatorial voting are included as 

controls.  Incumbency indicates whether there was an incumbent running in the 

gubernatorial election. I multiply this by -1 if there was a Republican governor.  I also 

include a control variable for whether there has been a Senate election.   Previous 

research shows that Senate elections may have coattails in state-level elections (Chubb 

1988).  As a result, the variable Senate E lection is coded 1 if there is a Senate election 

and a Democrat wins, and -1 if there is a Senate election and a Republican wins.  If there 

is no Senate election in the state, this variable is coded as 0.11

Table 3.3 Model Predictions 

  Table 3.3 provides an 

overview of each variable, which theory the variable is testing, and its expected sign. 

Variable  Relevant Theory Expected Sign 
Presidential Surgea Surge and Decline + 
Lagged Surgea Surge and Decline 0 
Presidential Coattails Surge and Decline + 
Presidential Approval Referendum + 
President's Party Balancing - 
Natl. Unemployment Change Natl. Economic Voting - 
State Employment Change State Economic Voting + 
State-Level Partisanship Control Variable + 
Incumbency  Control Variable + 
Senate Coattails Control Variable - 
Year Control Variable - 
Southern State Control Variable - 
South x year Control Variable - 
aIncluded in the two-year cycle model only. 

 

                                                      
11 For the few cases where there were two Senate elections in a state in a given year, I coded this variable 1 
if both Democratic candidates won, -1 if both Republican candidates won, and 0 if there was a split 
outcome.  Presumably, a split outcome would cancel out the effect of coattails on gubernatorial elections, 
thereby making it more like a year where there were no Senate elections.  
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Below is the baseline model.  I will also model these data to specifically account for the 

different gubernatorial election cycles. 

 

Level 1 model: 
Yij=π0j+π1(Dem. Presidentij)+ π2(Presidential Approvalij)+ π3(Presidential Coattailsij) +  

π4(Natl. Unemployment Changeij)+  π5(St.E mployment Changeij - St. E mployment Change.j)+  

π6(Incumbencyij) + π7(Senatorial Coattailsij) + π8(Year-1947ij)+ eij 

 

Level 2 model:                                                                                                             
π0j=β00+β01(State Partisanshipj)+ β02(Southj) +R0j          

π1=β10 

π2=β20 

π3=β30 

π4=β40 

π5=β50 

π6=β60 

π7=β70 

π8=β80+ β81(Southj) 

 

Combined: 
Yij=  β00 + β01(State Partisanshipj) + β02(Southj) + β10(Dem. Presidentij) + β20(Presidential 

Approvalij) + β30(Presidential Coattailsij) + β40(Natl. Unemployment Changeij) +  

β50(St.E mployment Changeij - St.E mployment Change.j) + β60( Incumbencyij) + 

 β70(Senatorial Coattailsij)+ β80(Yearij -1947) + β81(Yearij -1947)(Southj) + R0j +eij 

 

3.5 Results 

Table 3.4 presents the results of the baseline model (Model 1) as well as several restricted 

models which look at the differences in electoral cycles (Models 2-4).  Model 1 in Table 

3.4 shows the results of the full model that includes all of the states for all of the 

gubernatorial electoral contexts.  For the sake of comparison and as a check on the 



   

52 
 

robustness of the multilevel model, I also ran this model specified as a standard time 

series cross sectional model with fixed effects and robust standard errors.  These results 

are shown in Appendix C.  The fixed effects model does not include time-invariant state-

level predictors, but the results for the other variables are similar both with respect to 

their substantive interpretation and their levels of statistical significance.  

Table 3.4. Democratic Percent of Two-Party Vote for Governors, 1947-2010 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  
Level 1  Full  PEY Only  MT Only  Odd-Year  
Democratic President  -3.81 ** -3.35 ** -5.49 ** -3.23  

 
(0.59)  (1.42)  (0.95)  (1.96)  

Presidential Coattails 1.89 ** 1.70 ** --  --  

 
(0.55)  (0.83)      

Presidential Approval 0.07 ** 0.01  0.11 ** 0.04  

 
(0.03)  (0.08)  (0.05)  (0.07)  

National Unemployment 0.14  -0.15  -0.07  1.01  

 
(0.27)  (1.05)  (0.60)  (0.84)  

State Employmenta  0.02  -1.56  0.86  0.03  
 (0.27)  (0.84)  (0.55)  (1.17)  
Incumbent Governor 6.73 ** 7.22 ** 7.25 ** 5.28 ** 

 
(0.40)  (1.01)  (0.61)  (1.95)  

Senate Election  1.03 ** 1.50 * 0.86  --  

 
(0.37)  (0.86)  (0.55)  

 
 

Yearb  -0.04 ** -0.06  -0.07 * -0.01  
 (0.02)  (0.06)  (0.04)  (0.07)  
South x Year -0.45 ** -0.35 ** -0.41 ** -0.40 ** 

 
(0.04)  (0.10)  (0.07)  (0.11)  

Intercept 3.63 ** 4.72 ** 5.39 ** 4.02  

 
(0.88)  (2.22)  (2.03)  (4.99)  

Level 2    
 
 

 
 

 
 

State-Level Partisanship 0.08 ** 0.09  0.08 * 0.13  
 (0.03)  (0.06)  (0.04)  (0.31)  
Southern State 21.15 ** 17.10 ** 20.94 ** 14.50 ** 

 
(1.50)  (3.18)  (3.05)  (5.71)  

Variance Components/Random Effects 
Between State 0.97  0.00  0.72  9.33  
Within State 64.29 ** 61.60 ** 67.40 ** 54.50 ** 
Χ² 1.23  0.00  0.23  1.85 * 
N 894  153  407  64  
**p<0.05, *p<0.10  
aState-Mean Centered 
bCentered on 1947 

 

To begin, Democratic President shows the effect of the president’s party on 

gubernatorial voting during both presidential and midterm and odd-years.  The party of 
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the president loses an average of 3.8 percent of the two-party vote in gubernatorial 

elections regardless of when the election is held.   Presidential Coattails represent the 

state-level winner of the presidential contest and therefore should capture presidential 

coattails.  If a presidential candidate wins a state, gubernatorial candidates from the same 

party should expect to receive a boost of an average of 1.9 percent of the two-party vote.  

Taken in conjunction with the president’s party variable, presidential coattails may, at 

times, be off-set by a negative effect of the president’s party. 

   As predicted, there is a positive and significant relationship between Presidential 

Approval and gubernatorial voting.  That is, a one point increase in presidential approval 

leads to an increased advantage of 0.07 of a point for gubernatorial candidates from the 

same party as the president.  Neither National Unemployment Change nor State 

E mployment Change are statistically significant.  I also tested other economic variables.  

Specifically, I looked at the degree to which national and state per capita income change 

mattered to gubernatorial voting.  Both of these measures were also insignificant.   

 When there is a Senate election, the party that wins in the state enjoys about a one  

point advantage in gubernatorial elections.  When an incumbent governor runs for 

reelection, he or she has an average 6.7 point advantage over non-incumbents. A state 

that is one point higher in Democratic partisanship than another state should be expected 

to vote an average of 0.08 percent more Democratic in gubernatorial elections. 

 As mentioned earlier, the major differences between the states over time occur 

between the South and the non-South.  In order to model this heterogeneity, I include a 

cross-level interaction between South and Year which is centered on the first year in the 

study, 1947.  Because there is an interaction between South  and Year,  the component 
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variables, South  and Year, and the interaction term, South x Year, are interpreted 

differently than regular regression coefficients.  The variable South represents the 

difference between the non-South and the South at the year 1947 (when Year=0).  Going 

from a non-Southern state to a Southern state in the year 1947 increased the average 

Democratic vote by 21.2 percent.  The interaction term shows that with each subsequent 

year, there was an average decline in the Democratic share of the two-party vote of 

approximately 0.45 points in the South.  Finally, the coefficient for Year shows that non-

Southern states (South=0)  have also experienced a small decrease in the Democratic 

share of the two-party vote of an average of 0.04 percent with each year.   

Next, I look specifically at the different electoral contexts.  When I model the 

different contexts separately, perhaps due to the decreased number of observations, the 

variance components for the between-state (Level 2) model become very small and 

statistically insignificant, signaling a lack of significant variation between states after 

accounting for these predictors.  Model 2 in Table 3.4 represents the effects of these 

variables for states that have held gubernatorial elections during the presidential-election-

year only cycle.  When a presidential candidate wins a state, his party can expect to 

receive a boost of an average of 1.7 percent of the two-party vote in gubernatorial 

elections.   The Democratic President variable shows the effect of the president’s party 

on voting in gubernatorial elections.  In this model, the president is outgoing or running 

for re-election.  The effect of the president’s party is that, on average, gubernatorial 

candidates who are from the same party as the president lose an average of 3.4 percent of 

the two-party vote.   
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The combined effect of the president’s party and presidential coattails is 

interesting.   A gubernatorial candidate from the party that wins the plurality in a state 

receives an average of 1.7 points from presidential election coattails.  However, if that 

candidate is also a member of the current president’s party, that effect disappears because 

gubernatorial candidates who are from the party of the president lose an average of 3.4 

percent of the two-party vote.   Thus if coattails are to benefit a gubernatorial candidate, 

he or she must run with the same party that wins the presidential election in that state but 

that is not the party of the current president.  This may explain why coattails effects in 

gubernatorial elections have been hard to detect in past research.   

Changes in presidential approval do not independently and significantly affect 

gubernatorial voting in presidential election years.  This is most likely due to the fact that 

presidential approval is captured by the presidential vote, which in this case is accounted 

for in the presidential coattails variable (Wlezien and Erikson 2004).  Both state and 

national economic voting remain insignificant but Senate election coattails are slightly 

larger, though now marginally insignificant.  The effect of incumbency increases to a 7.2 

point advantage.  The difference between Southern and non-Southern states is smaller 

(β=17.1) which makes sense, as presidential election years in the South were probably 

elections that were most similar to elections in other parts of the country, and perhaps 

some of the only elections where there was a real choice between the two parties. 

 In Model 3 we look at states that are on the midterm-only gubernatorial election 

cycle. As hypothesized, the effect of the president’s party is larger in magnitude than in 

the full model. The president’s party loses an average of 5.5 percent of the two-party vote 

in gubernatorial elections during midterm-only election cycles.  This is consistent with 
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what we observed in Table 3.2.   In this model, there is also an increase in the effect of 

presidential approval (β =0.11). The effect of incumbency remains relatively large in 

these elections (β =7.3).      

 Model 4 is the odd-year only model.  With only 64 observations, these results are 

tenuous at best.  Here we find an insignificant effect of the president’s party (close to 

significance at p=0.10).   This is probably because these states are mostly Southern and 

were thus driven by different factors than non-Southern states.  Presidential approval is 

not significant in this model either.   

 Table 3.5 restricts analysis to the two-year election cycle states.  Models 5 and 6 

show two-year cycle states during presidential and midterm election years, respectively. I 

include a variable for the presidential surge which is the state presidential vote minus the 

state partisanship (the normal vote).  This variable is included in Model 5, the presidential 

election year model.  In Model 6, to measure whether there are withdrawn coattails, I 

include the lag of the presidential surge, lagged surge,  in the midterm elections model.  

For presidential election years, for every one point increase in the presidential surge, the 

candidate from the party that wins the state’s plurality receives 0.19 of a point.  Most of 

the other variables are insignificant, except incumbency and the difference between 

Southern and non-Southern states.  As would be expected, the presidential election 

overshadows other variables in the model.  
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Table 3.5. Dem. % of Two-Party Vote for Governors for Two-Year Cycles 
 Model 5  Model 6  
Level 1  Two-Year/PEY  Two-Year/MT  
Democratic President  -1.76  -8.69 ** 

 
(1.62)  (2.54)  

Presidential Surge 0.19 ** --  

 
(0.06)    

Lagged Surge --  0.12 ** 
   (0.06)  
Presidential Approval -0.14  0.34 ** 

 
(0.10)  (0.11)  

National Unemployment 0.49  -1.78 * 

 
(1.44)  (1.00)  

State Employmenta  0.74  1.03  
 (1.14)  (0.73)  
Incumbent Governor 7.17 ** 5.59 ** 

 
(1.00)  (0.98)  

Senate Election  0.15  0.59  

 
(0.96)  (1.01)  

Yearb  0.05  0.08  
 (0.07)  (0.08)  
South x Year -0.66 ** -0.76 ** 

 
(0.21)  (0.21)  

Intercept -0.80  1.62  

 
(2.20)  (3.63)  

Level 2  
 
 

 
 

State-Level Partisanship 0.12 * 0.13 * 
 (0.07)  (0.07)  
Southern State 25.21 ** 26.90 ** 

 
(4.18)  (4.45)  

Between State 0.00  0.00  
Within State 62.44 ** 66.20 ** 
Χ² 0.00  0.00  
N 129  131  
**p<0.05, *p<0.10  
aState-Mean Centered 
bCentered on 1947 

 

For midterm elections the coefficient for Lagged Surge is smaller but significant, 

indicating that some of the effect of the presidential surge carries over to the midterm.    

The effect of president’s party is much larger (β=8.7), presumably because this variable 

now includes withdrawn coattails.  Presidential approval is also more than three times as 

large in these elections (β=0.34).   National Unemployment Change is significant and in 

the expected direction.  This indicates that national economic voting may have been a 
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factor in gubernatorial elections that has since been overshadowed by other variables 

when gubernatorial elections switched to four-year cycles.  This may also be the case for 

presidential approval.  The effect of presidential approval is much larger in the two-year 

states than it is in midterm-only elections.  Generally, this leads to the conclusion that 

referendum effects (presidential approval and national economic voting) have diminished 

in gubernatorial elections over time.   

 

3.6 Disentangling Midterm Loss in Gubernatorial Elections 

In this section, I unpack the role that each theory of midterm loss plays in gubernatorial 

elections.  There is clearly evidence for surge and decline and referendum effects in 

gubernatorial elections.   However, these theories alone cannot fully explain the 

magnitude of midterm loss that we observe.  There is a component of midterm loss that 

can be attributed to a presidential penalty where voters choose the out-party in greater 

numbers than would be expected from partisanship and other long-term forces (Erikson 

1988).  Scholars have attributed this penalty to balancing in Congressional elections as 

well as in sub-national elections in other countries (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995, 1996; 

Erikson and Filipov 2001).  Here I show that even after accounting for the effects of 

withdrawn coattails and referendum voting, there is presidential punishment in 

gubernatorial elections which provides evidence for vertical balancing. 

I begin with the effects of surge and decline because these are the two-year 

election cycle states.  These elections are representative of the earlier years of the study 

and can therefore highlight the consequences of changing from a two-year cycle to a 

four-year cycle.  I restrict analysis of the two-year cycle elections to the years 1948-1972.  



   

59 
 

After 1972 the states on a two-year cycle were not representative of the US as a whole, 

and the number of observations decreased significantly.   

During presidential elections in two-year states, the average presidential surge 

was 13.6 points for the party that won the presidency.  This translates into an average 

effect of 2.6 percent of the two-party vote.12

In these two-year cycle midterm elections, referendum effects were much stronger 

and there may have also been national economic voting during these elections.  For 

presidential approval to be a potential cause of midterm loss, it should be lower during 

midterms than during presidential elections.  In the two-year cycle states prior to 1972, 

the approval rate for the president was 53.5 during presidential election years and 53.6 

percent during midterm election years.

  Under surge and decline theory, we would 

then expect that the president’s party would lose an average of 2.6 percent of the two-

party vote during midterms.  However, in gubernatorial elections, the full effect of the 

surge does not go away at the midterm.  The coefficient for the Lagged Presidential 

Surge is a little over half of the Presidential Surge coefficient.   This means that we can 

expect that the effect of withdrawn coattails would be about half of the average surge, or 

1.3 percent of the two-party vote.  The average effect of midterm loss during two-year 

cycle elections is 4.2 percent of the two-party vote.  That means that withdrawn coattails 

accounts for about one third of  the midterm decline on average.    

13

                                                      
12 This includes the year 1960 for which there was actually a Republican surge overall even though a 
Democrat won the election.  If I take out 1960, the average surge for the party that wins the presidency is 
17 points and the effect on gubernatorial elections is an average of 3.2 percent of the two-party vote. 

  Thus, it does not make sense to say that 

approval was a cause of midterm loss in two-year only elections.    

13 A t-test reveals that these approval rates are not statistically different from each other (p=0.97) 
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The national unemployment rate was slightly higher during midterms (5.2%) than 

during presidential election years (4.3%) from 1948-1972.  There is evidence that 

national economic voting was a factor in these two-year cycle elections.  This may 

explain some of the midterm loss for the two-year cycle states.  Recall from Table 3.5 

that a one point increase in national unemployment would cost the president’s party about 

1.8 percent of the two-party vote.   The difference between the national unemployment 

rate between midterm and presidential election years was about one point.  This means 

that we can say that the effect of national economic voting on midterm loss was around 

1.8 percent of the two-party vote on average.  This accounts for about 20 percent of the 

midterm decline in two-year cycle states.   

The combined effects of national economic voting  and withdrawn coattails 

account for about 3.1 points.  The effect of midterm loss in two-year cycle states is 4.2 

percent of the two-party vote.  When we subtract the effects of national economic voting 

and withdrawn coattails, there are still 1.1 points that are unexplained.    This indicates 

that other variables, including the effect of presidential punishment contribute to midterm 

loss during these two-year cycle elections.   

I now turn to analysis of midterm decline in midterm-only gubernatorial elections 

where coattails are not a factor.  I begin with a look at how varying levels of presidential 

approval may contribute to midterm loss.   In Figure 3.3, I show the predicted values 

from Model 3 for Democratic and Republican presidents during midterm elections for a 

hypothetical state that has average partisanship, and is not in the South, where there was 

no incumbent running and there was no US Senate election.  What varies between the 

two graphs is presidential approval.  In the first panel, presidential approval is set to one 
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standard deviation below the sample mean.  In the second panel, presidential approval is 

set to one standard deviation above the sample mean.   

There is a clear difference between gubernatorial voting when presidential 

approval is high and when it is low.  That is, lower presidential approval increases the 

effects of midterm loss, and high approval tempers the effects. When approval is one 

standard deviation below the mean, the effect of midterm decline more than doubles.  

However, there is still about a three point difference between the predicted values when 

approval is high.   This means that we can expect that there will be midterm loss even 

when presidential approval is relatively high.   Certainly, if approval is exceptionally 

high, this gap may disappear.    

 

   F igur e 3.3 Pr edicted V alues of the G uber nator ial V ote 
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I account for the typical effects of presidential approval during midterm-only 

presidential elections.  Table 3.6 shows the presidential approval rate for the 16 midterm 

elections in this study.  The mean for presidential approval during midterm election years 

was 52.8.  To calculate the average effect of presidential approval on midterm loss, I take 

the deviation from mean approval and multiply that by the coefficient for Presidential 

Approval from Model 3 in Table 3.4.  A negative number in the column entitled “Effect 

on Midterm Loss” indicates that approval would have contributed to midterm loss.  A 

positive number indicates the percentage of the two-party vote for which presidential 

approval would have contributed to an increase in the president’s party vote share.  Here 

we see that there are many instances where presidential approval would have helped 

gubernatorial candidates from the president’s party and decreased the effect of midterm 

loss.  For the years 1950, 1966, 1978, 1982, 1994, 2006 and 2010, presidential approval 

would have served to increase the effect of midterm loss.  There is an average effect of 

about one point for the years when presidential approval would have contributed to 

midterm loss.   When presidential approval was above average for midterm election 

years, the average boost that the presidential party could expect to see was 0.8 percent of 

the two-party vote.   
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Table 3.6 Presidential Approval During Midterms   
year Approval Deviation from the mean Effect on Midterm Loss 

1950 41 -11.8 -1.3 
1954 61 8.2 0.9 
1958 57 4.2 0.5 
1962 62 9.2 1.0 
1966 44 -8.8 -1.0 
1970 58 5.2 0.6 
1974 54 1.2 0.1 
1978 49 -3.8 -0.4 
1982 42 -10.8 -1.2 
1986 63 10.2 1.1 
1990 55 2.2 0.2 
1994 48 -4.8 -0.5 
1998 66 13.2 1.5 
2002 63 10.2 1.1 
2006 37 -15.8 -1.7 
2010 45 -7.8 -0.9 
Avg. 52.8  

 

Table 3.6 and Figure 3.3 show that presidential approval may contribute to 

midterm loss or decrease midterm loss.  However, even under circumstances when 

presidential approval is relatively high, the model predicts that there will still be a loss for 

the president’s party.  It is possible that this is because there is a negative voting 

component to referendum voting.   The negative voting theory asserts that when 

individuals are dissatisfied, they are more likely to vote than individuals who are happy 

with the status quo (Kernell 1977).  In order to see if the negative voting model is cause 

for midterm loss in gubernatorial elections, I look at turnout.  According to the negative 

voting model, citizens are more likely to vote when they are dissatisfied.  In the aggregate 

this means that when presidential approval is low, by definition, there should be higher 

turnout.  However, if there is negative voting, we should expect it to effect all elections.   

To approximate turnout rates in gubernatorial elections I take the total of the two-

party vote for governors and divide it by the state’s population.  To get the most accurate 
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depiction of turnout rates, I exclude elections when there was only one major party 

candidate running for office.  In Figure 3.4, we see turnout as a function of presidential 

approval.  At first glance, it appears that voters are more likely to turn out as approval 

declines.  However, the reason that turnout is higher when approval is low is because 

approval is lower, on average, during presidential election years.  For the span of this 

study, there is a statistically and substantively significant difference between turnout 

during presidential elections and midterm election years.  Within this sample, the average 

difference in turnout is over 11 percent. 

 
                   
                        F igur e 3.4. T ur nout in G uber nator ial E lections as a F unction of Pr esidential A ppr oval 

 

 

To gauge whether there is a negative voting component in these elections, I look 

at turnout during periods of high and low presidential approval during midterm elections 

only.  I find that there is about a one point difference between turnout when approval is 
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relatively low and relatively high.  In Table 3.7, we see turnout rates for gubernatorial 

elections under varying levels of presidential approval.  When presidential approval is 

below 42 percent (just under one standard deviation below the mean for presidential 

approval), there is about a one point increase in in turnout on average.   This leads me to 

conclude that there is a small negative voting component to gubernatorial elections. 

Table 3.7 Turnout in Gubernatorial Elections Based on Approval 
 42 or Below Avg. Approval 62 or Higher 

Pres. Election Years 39.3 39.4 38.2 
Midterm/Odd Years 29.6 29 28.9 

Midterm Years 29.8 29 28.8 
 

During midterm-only gubernatorial elections, I find that presidential approval 

may increase or decrease the effect of midterm loss.   Further, I find that there is an effect 

of negative voting.  The effect of presidential approval on midterm loss is anywhere from 

an average of a one point loss in the president’s party vote share to a 0.08 gain in the vote 

share for the president’s party.  Coupled with negative voting, the effects of approval 

should be increased when approval is low.  However, a 20 point change in presidential 

approval only amounts to about a one point difference in turnout.  This signals that 

negative voting, though present, does not account for the bulk on midterm loss.  To 

summarize, the effect of midterm loss in gubernatorial elections can be explained in part 

by withdrawn coattails in two-year cycle states, by referendum effects when the president 

is relatively unpopular and by presidential punishment, which is thought to be due to 

vertical balancing.  On balance, referendum voting serves to lessen the effect of midterm 

loss, though this may be offset to some extent by negative voting.   
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3.7 Implications 

Despite the fact that governors are increasingly important and powerful in the national 

landscape, they are still influenced by the contextual forces that affect Congressional and 

legislative elections.  First, we learn that gubernatorial elections are subject to coattails 

from presidential (and US Senatorial) elections.  This contradicts previous research, 

which found little effect of coattails.  We also find that despite a lack of coattails in 

midterm-only elections, there is presidential punishment.  The cause of this punishment is 

not solely influenced by presidential approval and negative voting.     

These models provide insight into the contextual factors that influence 

gubernatorial elections.  First, gubernatorial elections that occur during presidential 

election years (both presidential-only and two-year) are affected by coattails.  In states 

that have been on the two-year cycle, these coattails partially disappear in the midterm, 

and the effect of midterm decline is much larger than the effect of coattails.  For the 11 

states that hold gubernatorial elections during presidential election years, there is an 

average coattail effect of approximately 1.9 percent of the two-party vote.  This effect 

may be masked if the president is an incumbent running for reelection.   

I find that the election cycle is important to determining which variables matter to 

gubernatorial elections.   There are several different reasons why we might observe these 

cycle effects.  The first is perhaps the most obvious: there are important differences 

between states that are on different cycles.  The two states that still have a two-year cycle 

are New Hampshire and Vermont.  Both of these states are small New England states 

with “weaker” state governments including citizen legislatures.  With the exception of 

New Jersey, the odd-year states are all Southern.  However, the differences stop there.  
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There are no major categorical differences between states which are on a presidential-

election-only cycle and a midterm-only cycle.  Though there are only nine states on the 

presidential-only cycle, they are relatively diverse with respect to region and other factors 

such as the size of the state.  States on a midterm-only cycle are similarly diverse.  

In this aggregate-level study, when we hold other variables constant, economic 

voting is not a significant predictor of gubernatorial elections except in the case of two-

year cycle states.  It is a bit perplexing since many studies of gubernatorial elections have 

found an economic voting component to them.  One possibility is that the effect of 

economic voting in the states has diminished over time.  It may be that as the president 

has gained more prominence in gubernatorial voting, the independent effect of the 

economy has diminished.  Or perhaps it is that as governors have become more powerful, 

they are now shielded from the effects of national economic voting.  These questions will 

be considered to some extent in chapter five.   

The 43 states that are on presidential-only or midterm-only four-year 

gubernatorial election cycles are subject to influence stemming from variables associated 

with the presidency. The difference between the presidential-election-only cycle and the 

midterm-only cycle is in the way that the presidency manages to affect these elections.  

We find that the under some circumstances, the influence of the presidency and national 

factors is lessened in the presidential-election-year only elections.  This is because the 

negative effect of the president’s party can at times counteract presidential coattails.  This 

is ironic given that many states moved from a two-year cycle to midterm-only cycles to 

escape the effect of presidential influence.   In midterm-only elections, the president’s 
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party has a strong negative effect, and this effect may be increased or decreased by 

presidential approval.   These are new and important findings.  

 Generally, even in gubernatorial elections, which are highly salient and candidate-

centered, I find that institutional changes have important effects for election outcomes.  

Different election cycles in gubernatorial elections lead to differences in the ways that 

these elections are affected by national-level factors.  More research needs to be 

conducted at the individual level to help determine the exact mechanisms behind 

presidential punishment.   The results show, however, that these institutional decisions 

have implications for election outcomes. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

STATE LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS 

In chapter two I established that there is a pattern of midterm loss in the partisan balance 

of state legislative lower house chambers.  I also observed that there was reason to 

believe that coattails may factor into on-year state legislative elections.  When a 

Democrat wins the presidency, there is typically an increase in Democratic seats in state 

lower houses.  The reverse is true when a Republican wins the presidency.  In this 

chapter, I examine the causes of these trends by testing how theories of midterm loss 

apply to state legislative seat change. 

In chapter three I found governors’ elections are subject to swings from 

presidential elections.  In particular, gubernatorial elections are influenced by presidential 

coattails, referendum effects and presidential punishment.  Further, I found that national 

economic voting is no longer an independent predictor of gubernatorial elections, though 

it may have been in previous years.  Using the baseline model from chapter two, I now 

turn to empirical analysis of state legislative elections.   First, I examine potential 

between-state differences in terms of party support in state legislative elections.  Next, I 

formulate and test models that account for the national influence on state lower house 

elections.  Finally, I unpack the role that each theory plays in determining the make up 

state lower houses.  

 I begin by looking at variation in state legislative election cycles.  Next, in order 

to understand whether state variation affects the pattern of midterm loss, I look at 

regional variation in the partisan balance of state legislatures.  Finally, I apply the 
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baseline model from chapter two to state legislatures.  I find that there is indeed evidence 

for higher office coattails, referendum effects and vertical balancing.   

 

4.1 Patterns of Election Outcomes in State Legislative Elections 

State legislative lower house elections are typically held every two years on the same 

election cycle as the US House with the exception of Alabama, Kentucky, Louisiana, 

Maryland, Mississippi, New Jersey, North Dakota and Virginia.  In 44 states, lower house 

elections occur for the whole chamber every two years. Most of these states hold 

elections at the same time as their counterparts in the US House.  New Jersey and 

Virginia have two-year election cycles but hold their state legislative elections during odd 

years.  Of the four-year election cycle states, Alabama and Maryland hold state 

legislative elections at the midterm, two years after (before) the presidential election.  

Kentucky, Louisiana and Mississippi hold state legislative elections in odd-numbered 

years, one year after the presidential midterm election. North Dakota has four-year terms, 

but hold elections for half of the legislators every two years.   In 1959, there were 5,850 

lower house seats in the US.14

 

  Prior to the 2010 redistricting, there were 5411 lower 

house seats in state legislatures across the country.  Table 4.1 summarizes election cycles 

and term lengths for state lower houses.  

 

 

 

 
                                                      
14 For all states excluding Nebraska which has a unicameral legislature.  
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Chapter two shows that in state legislative elections, there is a pattern of midterm 

loss.  Here I examine whether regional differences may account for these patterns.  Table 

4.2 displays the Democratic share of state lower houses by their US Census designated 

region and also by the presidential election cycle.  Table 4.2 shows the patterns of 

midterm loss in state legislative elections, and also how regional variation affects levels 

of Democratic control in state houses.  We see that there is variation in the average level 

of Democratic support in state lower houses, where the South has the highest percentage 

of Democratic seats and the Midwest has the lowest.  The average share of Democratic 

lower house seats in the South is 77.7 percent while the average for the Midwest is 47.2 

percent, a difference of more than 30 percentage points.  Despite the large differences 

Table 4.1.  Lower House Election Cycles     
State Election Cycle Term State Election Cycle Term 

AL Midterm-Only 4 MT Every Two Years 2 
AK Every Two Years 2 NE N/A  
AZ Every Two Years 2 NV Every Two Years 2 
AR Every Two Years 2 NH Every Two Years 2 
CA Every Two Years 2 NJ Odd-Year, Every Two Years 2 
CO Every Two Years 2 NM Every Two Years 2 
CT Every Two Years 2 NY Every Two Years 2 
DE Every Two Years 2 NC Every Two Years 2 
FL Every Two Years 2 ND Every Two Years 4 

GA Every Two Years 2 OH Every Two Years 2 
HI Every Two Years 2 OK Every Two Years 2 
ID Every Two Years 2 OR Every Two Years 2 
IL Every Two Years 2 PA Every Two Years 2 

IN Every Two Years 2 RI Every Two Years 2 
IA Every Two Years 2 SC Every Two Years 2 
KS Every Two Years 2 SD Every Two Years 2 
KY Every Four Years, Odd-Year, 1 year after MT 4 TN Every Two Years 2 
LA Every Four Years, Odd-Year, 1 year after MT 4 TX Every Two Years 2 

ME Every Two Years 2 UT Every Two Years 2 
MD Midterm-Only 4 VT Every Two Years 2 
MA Every Two Years 2 VA Odd-Year, Every Two Years 2 
MI Every Two Years 2 WA Every Two Years 2 

MN Every Two Years 2 WV Every Two Years 2 
MS Every Four Years, Odd-Year, 1 year after MT 4 WI Every Two Years 2 
MO Every Two Years 2 WY Every Two Years 2 
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among the states with respect to the partisan balance in state legislatures, I find a pattern 

of midterm loss in all regions.  The pattern is most pronounced in the Midwestern and 

Western states.   

Table 4.2  Democratic Percent of Lower House Seats, 1958-2010 

Winning Party / President’s Party PEYs MT/Odd 

 All States 

Democrat  58.5 55.0 
Republican  54.0 60.2 
Mean  56.3 57.6 

 Non-South 

Democrat 53.4 47.6 
Republican 49.1 53.7 
Mean 51.3 50.7 

 South 

Democrat  75.7 71.2 
Republican 69.4 74.3 
Mean 72.6 72.8 

 Midwest 

Democrat 50.0 41.8 
Republican 45.6 51.1 
Mean 47.8 46.5 

 Northeast 

Democrat 58.3 54.7 
Republican 56.7 57.4 
Mean 57.5 56.1 

 West 

Democrat 53.8 47.0 
Republican 47.4 53.7 
Mean 50.6 50.4 
Includes all states except Nebraska.  This table is reflective of election results.  
n=1271 

 

The largest differences between the states with respect to voting are between the 

Southern states and the rest of the states.  As such, I first compare the Southern states to 

the rest of the states.  In the non-Southern states, there is a pattern of increased support 

for the winning presidential candidate and decreased support for the president’s party at 
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midterm.  During a presidential election, the party that wins the presidency can expect to 

receive a boost above the mean of just over 2 percent of lower house seats.  During 

midterm elections, the party of the president can expect a dip of about 3 percent below 

the average.  The additive difference, then, between a Democratic president and a 

Republican president at the midterm is approximately 6 percent of state lower house 

seats.  

In the South, the party that wins the presidency can expect to receive a higher than 

national average boost of about 3 percent of lower house seats.  Midterm loss is about 

half as much, meaning that the party of the president only loses about 1.5 percent of the 

lower house seats in the South.  Here, unlike in other states, the magnitude of midterm 

decline is less than the average coattail effect.     

 Looking to the other regions, the boost from presidential elections as well as the 

magnitude of decline varies.  In the Midwest, the boost from presidential elections is 

about the same as is the national average, a 2 percent boost above the mean in the 

winning party’s seat share.  However, the average loss is slightly larger than average in 

the midterm.  For state house elections during midterms, the president’s party can expect 

to lose an average of 4.6 percent of seats in Midwestern lower houses.  These patterns are 

muted in the Northeastern states, where the winning presidential candidate’s party 

receives an average boost of just less than 1 percent of lower house seats.  The decline in 

support for the president’s party at midterm accounts for an average loss of 

approximately 1.3 percent.  Finally, the pattern of midterm loss in the Western states is 

consistent with the other non-Southern states wherein the party that wins the presidency 
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can expect to receive an average of a 3 percent increase of lower house seats and a 

decline of similar magnitude. 

 Generally, the party that wins the presidency can expect to receive an increased 

share of lower house seats during presidential elections.  During midterms, there is a 

swing away from the party of the president resulting in the president’s party receiving 

less than its average share of lower house seats.  The magnitude of midterm loss is 

greater than the boost from the presidential election for all regions except the South.  This 

pattern is found in both Congressional elections (Bafumi, Erikson and Wlezien 2010) and 

in gubernatorial elections, as seen in chapter three.   From Table 4.2 one can see that 

there is variation among the states.   Before moving on to testing theories of midterm loss 

in state legislative elections, I discuss the literature regarding state legislative election 

outcomes, and explain how this study can add to this literature.  Next, I outline 

hypotheses regarding theories of midterm decline and then test these theories in a 

comprehensive model.  

 

4.2 Predictors of State Legislative Elections 

Although this study focuses on the effects of theories of midterm loss, the implications of 

this study extend to other areas of research on state elections.  Specifically, I help to 

clarify some points of debate regarding whether state elections are influenced by national 

or state-level predictors.  State legislative elections are characterized by the fact that they 

are low information events.  State legislative candidates rarely have the resources to 

launch full-scale media campaigns in the way of presidential, gubernatorial and 

Senatorial elections.  I argue that state legislative elections are therefore most likely to be 
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influenced by swings in party voting, higher salience elections and national-level forces. 

Chubb (1988) notes that as state legislatures have become more professionalized over 

time, they have become more insulated from state-level factors such as the state’s 

economy.  At the same time, he argues, national level-forces have become more 

important in state legislative elections.  On the other hand, Berry, Berkman and 

Schneiderman (2000) find that professionalized legislatures are more insulated from 

national factors, particularly coattails. 

State legislative elections almost always occur in the context of higher-level and 

more salient elections.  As a result, state legislative elections are thought to be subject to 

coattails from the presidential, gubernatorial and Senatorial elections (Chubb 1988).  The 

effect of coattails is contingent on several factors.  Close races for higher-level offices 

may lead to coattails or may obscure them.  If “peripheral” voters are mobilized on both 

sides, as they might be in close elections, then the effect of coattails should be negligible 

to the statehouse election.  However, if one side is better able to mobilize less-engaged 

voters, then the effect of coattails should be greater.   

 Perhaps because of the low salience of state legislative elections, state legislative 

elections are also characterized by a huge incumbency advantage (Jewell 1994; 

Ansolabehere and Snyder 2002). Incumbent legislators enjoy more resources, name 

recognition and the ability to provide constituent services that put challengers at a 

disadvantage.    Incumbency advantage in state legislative elections has increased over 

time (Jewell 1994; Ansolabehere and Snyder 2002).   The effect of incumbency 

advantage varies across states depending on district type, region, and levels of 

professionalism (Niemi and Winsky 1987).  Incumbency advantage has the effect of 
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insulating elections from outside influences. Here I show that despite an increased 

advantage for incumbents, national tides are still important, although perhaps to a lesser 

extent than in the past.  In the section to follow, I outline hypotheses for how theories of 

midterm loss are expected to affect state legislative election outcomes.  

  

4.3 Hypotheses 

In chapter two, I discussed general hypotheses associated with each theory of midterm 

loss.  Here I reiterate these hypotheses and apply them to state legislative elections.   

Then I discuss how I test these hypotheses in an empirical model.   

 
H1: Surge and Decline: The presidential surge associated with the presidential winner 
accounts for the loss in seat share in the subsequent midterm election.  That is, midterm 
loss can be attributed, in part, to withdrawn coattails.   
 
H2: Referendum: Presidential approval contributes to swings in the partisan balance of 
state lower houses in presidential and midterm election years.  An increase in presidential 
approval will lead to an increase in the president’s party seat share in state lower houses. 
A decrease in presidential approval will cause a decrease in seats for the president’s party 
in state lower houses.  Changes to the national and state economies may also affect the 
fortunes of incumbent presidents’ and governors’ parties, respectively.  Improvements to 
the national economy should help the party of the president, and improved state economic 
conditions should help the incumbent governor’s party. 
 
H3: Balancing: The party of the president should receive lower than the average number 
of seats for that party in state lower houses.  I expect to see presidential punishment, 
wherein the president’s party loses support in down-ticket elections.  During midterm 
elections, when the party of the president is known, the magnitude of presidential 
punishment will be larger. 
 
 

4.4 Model Specification 

For the sake of clarity, I restrict statistical analysis to the 42 states with elections on two-

year cycles.  I also have to restrict analysis for to the years 1968-2010 because 

incumbency data are not available from before 1968.  As a result, I must account for both 
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state-level effects and the effect of time.  As with gubernatorial elections, I use a 

multilevel model for change or a Random Coefficients Model (RCM) to test these 

hypotheses.  In state legislative elections, there is significantly more regional variation 

over time than there is in gubernatorial elections.  In gubernatorial elections, the pattern 

of midterm loss over time is not affected by region; however, there is a great deal of 

variation between the former Confederate states in the South and the rest of the states.  

For state legislative elections, there is quite a bit more variation between the states.    

Table 4.2 shows that that there are regional differences between the states with 

respect to patterns of party voting.  I now look at whether there are regional differences 

over time.  I start by looking at each state’s empirical growth plot in order to determine 

how I should model the effect of time.  These plots are shown in Appendix D.  To 

summarize these plots by region, Figure 4.1 shows each region’s empirical growth plot 

with a lowess smoother to help approximate the functional form of time.  As expected, 

the largest difference among the states is between the Southern states and the rest of the 

states.  In the Southern states, there is a steep, somewhat linear decline in the Democratic 

share of state lower house seats.  In the Northeast there is an increase in Democratic seats 

in state lower houses over time. This is in contrast to the Midwest and the West where 

there appears to be a slight decrease in the Democratic balance of state house seats.  For 

all four regions, it appears that a linear representation of time is appropriate.  However, 

there is a need to model the differences in the regions to help account for 

heteroskedasticity.  This is especially true for the South.  To account for regional 

differences, I include indicators for each region, with the Western states being included in 

the constant.  I also create an interaction term between the variable Year and the indicator 
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for the South in order to account for the stark differences between the South and the rest 

of the states over time. 

 

  Figure 4.1 Regional Variation in State Lower Houses, 1958-2010 

 

In order to assess residual autocorrelation, I look at the Intraclass correlation 

which provides an estimate of the amount of variation in the dependent variable that can 

be attributed to variation between the states (Singer and Willett 2003).  The higher the 

ICC, the more the residual autocorrelation in the dependent variable.  For state legislative 

seat change, the ICC is 0.67 which means that there is a high amount of residual 

autocorrelation.  That is, 67 percent of the variation can be explained by variation 

between the states.  To account for this, I include a lagged dependent variable.  The 
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lagged dependent variable helps to correct for first order residual autocorrelation, but also 

affects the between-state, or Level 2, error term.   

 

4.5  Data  

The data that are to be included in the statistical model are from the years 1968-2010 for 

42 states.  The dependent variable is the Democratic percent of lower house seats in state 

legislatures.  These data are from Klarner’s dataset entitled The Partisan Balance of State 

Legislatures.  For the years 2008-2010, data were obtained from The Council of State 

Government’s  Book of the States.  For the sake of clarity and simplicity, this model 

excludes states that are not on a two-year election cycle.  These states are Alabama and 

Maryland, which are on a four-year cycle, and Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, New 

Jersey and Virginia, where state legislative elections are held during odd-numbered years.   

 I use Erikson, Wright and McIver’s state-level partisanship variable to 

approximate the state’s normal vote (Erikson, Wright and McIver 1994; 2006).  I use this 

because it has been found to be a robust measure of a state’s normal vote (Ansolabehere 

and Snyder 2002).  This variable is time-invariant, which means it captures the 

differences between the states.  State Partisanship as measured by EWM is a state’s 

Republican partisanship minus the state’s Democratic partisanship.  I multiply this 

variable by -1 so that it is comparable with the Dependent variable.  I expect this variable 

to be positive.  A positive value indicates that an increase in Democratic partisanship 

produces an increase in the number of Democrats in a state’s lower house.     

 The surge and decline model posits that the winner of the presidential election 

loses support in the midterm because those voters who came out for the presidential 
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election will stay home during the midterm.  As a result, the presidential surge and the 

subsequent decline should be related to the party that wins the presidency.  I construct a 

variable to account for the presidential surge relative to the state’s normal vote.  To 

calculate the presidential winner’s surge, I take the national presidential winner’s margin 

of victory in a state and subtract from it the EWM’s state partisanship score.   I include 

this measure in the full model, where the midterm election years are coded as 0.  I also 

model presidential elections and midterm election years separately. The Presidential 

Surge variable should be statistically significant and positive for presidential election 

years and in the combined model.  For midterm years, I include the Presidential Surge 

from the previous presidential election.  This variable, Lagged Surge, is hypothesized to 

be insignificant for midterm election years.   That is, is the effect of coattails disappears 

at the midterm, as proposed by surge and decline, presidential coattails from the previous 

presidential election should not be a predictor of elections during the midterm.  

The variables of interest for referendum, balancing and economic voting theories 

are the same as they were for governors.  Recall that Presidential Approval is measured 

as October Gallup Poll presidential approval ratings from the Roper Center for the years 

1968-2010.15

                                                      
15 For some years, Gallup poll ratings were not available from October.  In this case, I used the poll that 
was closest to the election.  In 1976 I used a June poll.  For the other two years for which an October poll 
was not available, I used polls from early November (1972), and September (1980).    

    An increase in presidential approval should increase the balance of seats 

for the president’s party.  National and state economic variables are also included to test 

for the presence of economic voting.  National Unemployment Change is the first-

differenced national unemployment rate, which is multiplied by -1 if the president is a 

Republican.  State Employment Change is measured as the change in the number of 
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people employed in the state relative to the population and also relative to the incumbent 

governor’s party. 

 To test the balancing theory, I include a variable for the president’s party.   

Democratic President is coded 1 when the presidency is held by a Democrat and 0 when 

held by a Republican.  Presidential punishment should be larger during the midterm; 

however, I expect that the president’s party variable will be negatively signed in both 

presidential election years and midterm years.   

There are a number of control variables for the state legislative model.  To 

account for gubernatorial coattails, I include an indicator for whether there is a 

gubernatorial election.  This variable is multiplied by -1 if the winner of the governor’s 

race is a Republican.  A variable to account for Senate coattails is coded in a similar 

fashion.  If these higher office coattails affect state legislative elections, these variables 

will be positive.   

Incumbency data were gathered from Carsey et al’s dataset on State Legislative 

Election Returns.  These data span 1968 to 2003, which is why the regression analysis is 

restricted to 1968 and beyond.  Incumbency data for the years 2004-2010 were collected 

from state election websites.  For these years, when possible, I coded incumbency by 

comparing the names of the candidates by district from one year to the next, but not all 

states included candidate names in their official election returns. There is a greater 

amount of missing data from these years than from earlier years.    Incumbency is 

measured with two variables.   Democratic Incumbency is the number of Democrats 

running for reelection in a given year in a state.  Republican Incumbency is the number of 
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Republicans running for reelection in a state for each year and multiplied by -1 to 

maintain consistency with the other variables.   

Legislative Professionalism is included to account for potential differences in 

partisanship based on the levels of professionalism.  Fiorina (1994, 1999) argues that 

professionalized legislatures tend to be more Democratic.  If this is the case, then 

increasing professionalism should indicate an increase in the number of Democrats in a 

legislature, thereby making this variable positive.  Further, others have argued that levels 

of professionalism alter the extent to which states are affected by national factors  (Chubb 

1988; Berry et al. 2000).  As a result, Legislative Professionalism is an important control 

variable.   

To account for horizontal balancing between state legislative elections and the 

governor, I include a variable for the governor’s party.  There is evidence of horizontal 

balancing at the state level, for which state legislative elections are used to balance the 

governor (Fiorina 1995; Bailey and Fullmer 2011).  This variable Governor’s Party is 

expected to be negative.   

 I also include dummy variables for region.  I include an indicator for the South, 

for the Northeast, and for the Midwest.  The West is included in the constant.  Finally, to 

account for the effect of short-term forces, the variable Year is included.  To control for 

the dramatic changes to state-level voting in the South over time, I interact the South 

variable with Year.  I center Year on the first year of the study, which for these data is 

1968.   Finally, I include a lag of the dependent variable to account for residual 

autocorrelation.  To summarize, Table 4.3 shows each variable and its expected sign. 
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Table 4.3. Variables 
Variable Name Theory Expected Sign 

State Democratic Partisanship Applicable to all theories + 
President's Party Balancing - 
Surge Surge and Decline + 
Lagged Surge Surge and Decline 0 
Presidential Approval Referendum + 
National Unemployment Change National Economic Voting - 
Economic Voting State State Economic Voting + 
Democratic Incumbency Control variable + 
Republican Incumbency Control variable - 
Year Control variable - 
Southern State Control variable + 
South x year Control variable - 
Midwestern State Control variable + 
Northeastern State Control variable + 
Legislative Professionalism  Control variable + 
Governor’s Party Control variable - 
Gubernatorial election Control variable + 
Senate Election Control variable + 
Lagged Dependent Variable Control variable + 

 

Below is the formal expression of the multilevel model.  

Level 1 model: 
Yij=π0j+π1(Democratic Presidentij)+ π2(Presidential Approvalij)+ π3(888Presidential Surgeij) +  

π4(Natl. Unemployment Changeij)+  π5(St.E mployment Changeij - St. E mployment Change.j)+  

π6(Dem. Incumbencyij) + π7(Rep. Incumbencyij) + π8(Gubernatorial Coattailsij)+ 

π9(Senatorial  Coattailsij)+  π10j(Professionalismij - Professionalism.j) + π11j(Governor’ s Partyij) + π12j(Year-

1968ij)+ eij 
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Level 2 model:                                                                                                        
π0j=β00+β01(Democratic Partisanshipj)+ β02(Southj) +β03(Northeastj) +β04(Midwestj) +R0j          

π1=β10 

π2=β20 

π3=β30 

π4=β40 

π5=β50 

π6=β60 

π7=β70 

π8=β80 

π9=β90 

π10=β100 

π11=β110 

π12=β120 + β121(Southj) 

 

Combined: 
Yij=  β00 + β01(Democratic Partisanshipj) + β02(Southj) + β03(Northeastj) + β04 (Midwestj) +  

β10(Dem. Presidentij) + β20(Presidential Approvalij) + β30(Presidential Surgeij) +  

β40(Natl. Unemployment Changeij) + β50(St.E mployment Changeij - St. E mployment Change.j) +  

β60(Dem. Incumbencyij) + β70(Rep. Incumbencyij) + β80(Gubernatorial Coattailsij)+ 

 β90(Senatorial Coattailsij)  + β100(Professionalismij -Professionalism.j) +   

β110(Governor’s Partyij) +  β120(Yearij -1968) + β121(Yearij -1968)(Southj) + R0j +eij 

 

 

 

4.6 Results 

In Table 4.4, I show the results for the multilevel model written above.16

                                                      
16 For a comparison between the model listed in Table 4.4 and a standard times series cross sectional model 
with state fixed effects, see Appendix E.  The results are substantively and statistically similar. 

 In this model, 

the Presidential Surge variable is significant and positive.  A one percent increase in the 

state’s presidential vote increases the state’s percent of Democratic lower house seats by 

0.17 percent.  Presidential approval is also significant and in the expected direction.  A 

percentage increase in presidential approval increases the president’s party share of lower 
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house seats on by an average 0.11 percent.  Finally, the president’s party variable is 

significant and in the expected direction.  On average, the president’s party can expect to 

receive an average loss of 3.34 percent of lower house seats.   

Table 4.4 Democratic Percent of Lower House Seats, 1968-2010 

 
Model 1 s.e. 

Level 1    
Democratic President 3.34 ** 0.48 
Presidential Approval  0.11 ** 0.03 
Presidential Surge  0.17 ** 0.02 
National Unemployment Change 0.52 * 0.27 
State Employment Changea  -0.30  0.21 
Democratic Incumbency 0.08 ** 0.02 
Republican Incumbency -0.09 ** 0.02 
Gubernatorial Coattails  0.30  0.40 
Senate Coattails 0.96 ** 0.30 
Governor’s Party 0.34  0.63 
Legislative Professionalisma  -1.84  5.44 
Yearb -0.21  0.03 
Lag 0.43 ** 0.04 
Intercept 7.35 ** 1.34 
Level 2    
State Democratic Partisanship 0.43 ** 0.06 
Northeast 0.26  2.01 
Midwest -1.76  1.44 
South 9.84 ** 1.99 
Year x South -0.28 ** 0.05 

Variance Components    

Between State 8.65 ** 2.81 
Within State 35.47 ** 1.89 
X² 41.23 **  
n 772   
This model applies only to states that were on a two-year election cycle. 
**p < 0.05; * p <0.01 
aState-Mean centered 
bCentered on the first year, 1968 

 

Both Democratic and Republican incumbency are significant and in the expected 

directions. Gubernatorial coattails are not significant, but Senate coattails are.  The party 

that wins a Senate seat increases its share of lower house seats by almost one percent.  As 
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expected, the state’s Democratic partisanship is statistically significant and positive.  

Each percentage increase in a state’s Democratic partisanship increases the percentage of 

Democratic state legislative seats by 0.43 percent.   There is no effect for legislative 

professionalism in this model.  The governor’s party is also not statistically significant. 

Northeastern and Midwestern states are not significantly different from the other 

states.  However, there are large differences between the Southern states and the rest of 

the states.  Because the variable South is interacted with Year, the effect is conditional.  

Year is centered on 1968 meaning that value 0 represents 1968.  In 1968, Southern states 

had 9.8 percent more Democrats in their lower houses than non-Southern states.  The 

interaction term Year x South tells us the average change in the Southern states over time.  

With each additional year, the Democratic percentage of lower house seats in the South 

decreased by approximately 0.28 percent.  The variable Year is also conditional and 

represents the effect of time for non-Southern states (when South = 0).  The Democratic 

share of lower house seats in the non-Southern states is predicted to have declined by an 

average of 0.21 percent for each year.   

 For this initial model, there is some evidence for the hypotheses stated above.  

First, there are presidential coattails, and there are also referendum effects.  The party that 

wins the presidency benefits in state lower house elections during presidential election 

years, which points to the possibility of surge and decline.  Presidential approval also 

significantly affects state lower house elections. However, state and national economic 

factors do not determine levels of support for respective incumbent parties.  I find 

preliminary evidence for vertical balancing where the party of the president loses seats in 

these state house elections.    
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 Table 4.5 displays models that are restricted to presidential election years and 

midterm years, respectively.  These two models allow us to compare the effects of 

variables in presidential and non-presidential election years.  Looking first to the 

presidential election years, there are a few important observations.    Presidential 

approval and the president’s party do not significantly affect on-year state legislative 

election outcomes.  The effect of the Surge variable remains relatively similar to the full 

model in Table 4.4.  For each percentage increase in the state’s presidential vote, there is 

a 0.16 percent increase in Democratic state lower house seats.   For presidential election 

years, the effect of incumbency increases and the effect of other higher office coattails 

goes away.   

 While there is an important effect of the Presidential Surge in the presidential 

election year model, the effect disappears in the midterm election model.  The coefficient 

for the variable Lagged Surge is not statistically different from zero. This is consistent 

with the surge and decline hypothesis.  The effect of the baseline Democratic vote State 

Democratic Partisanship, decreases during midterms, however, which is inconsistent 

with surge and decline theory.  During presidential election years, there is no effect for 

the president’s party.  But the effect of the president’s party is quite large during midterm 

elections.   The model predicts that the average effect of the president’s party is a loss of 

7.06 percent of lower house seats.  

 The effect of presidential approval also increases in the midterm model. An 

increase in the presidential approval increases the president’s party share of lower house 

seats by 0.20 percent.    Curiously, national economic voting is significant but in the 

wrong direction.  An increase in the unemployment rate from the previous year provides 
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a boost for the party of the president by over 1.41 percent of Democratic lower house 

seats.  The effect of Southern states increases slightly.  Both the governor’s party and 

gubernatorial coattails are insignificant for midterm election years, while Senate coattails 

are significant. 

Table 4.5 Democratic Share of Lower House Seats, 1968-2010 
Presidential Elections Years s.e. Midterm Election Years  s.e. 

Level 1       

Democratic President -1.15  0.89 -7.06 ** 0.92 

Presidential Approval  -0.02  0.09 0.20 ** 0.04 

State Presidential Surge / Lagged Surge 0.16 ** 0.03 -0.01  0.03 

National Unemployment Change 0.10  0.64 1.41 ** 0.58 

State Employment Changea  0.03  0.37 0.30  0.34 

Democratic Incumbency 0.11 ** 0.03 0.02  0.02 

Republican Incumbency -0.11 ** 0.03 -0.07 ** 0.02 

Gubernatorial Coattails  0.36  0.64 0.62  0.57 

Senate Coattails 0.23  0.39 1.44 ** 0.40 

Governor’s Party 0.58  0.73 -0.48  1.02 

Legislative Professionalisma  -0.64  7.36 -1.41  7.40 

Yearb -0.05  0.06 -0.25 ** 0.05 

Lag 0.48 ** 0.05 0.65 ** 0.04 

Level 2       

State Democratic Partisanship 0.40 ** 0.07 0.21 ** 0.04 

Northeast -2.06  2.38 3.36 ** 1.44 

Midwest -2.02  1.69 0.24  0.93 

South 6.18 ** 2.49 7.46 ** 1.98 

Year x South -0.14 ** 0.07 -0.20 ** 0.06 

Intercept 2.72  1.72 11.11 ** 1.85 

Variance Components   
 

   

Between State 10.85 ** 3.70 0.00  0.01 

Within State 26.76 ** 2.20 37.37 ** 2.60 

X² 32.30 ** 
 

0.00   

N 358  
 

413     

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05;  
aState-Mean centered 
bCentered on the first year, 1968 

 

In the absence of the presidential election, there is an increased effect of other 

contextual variables such as the president’s party, presidential approval, and coattails 
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from Senate elections.  The effect of presidential punishment is very high and this is due, 

in part, to the effect of withdrawn coattails.  I have established that there are many 

important contextual factors that affect state legislative election outcomes.  I find that 

there is a large effect for the party of the president during midterm state legislative 

elections.  That is, the president’s party is predicted to account for 7 percent of state 

lower house seats, which accounts for about 379 seats on average.  In the next section, I 

examine how each of the theories tested in the model contribute to midterm loss.     

    

4.7  Unpacking Midterm Loss in State Legislative Elections 

How do theories tested in these models contribute to the pattern of midterm loss?  Models 

1-3 provide preliminary evidence for the three main theories tested.  The surge and 

decline hypothesis is supported because we see that the presidential vote affects state 

legislative elections.  The effect of presidential voting disappears in the midterm.  In 

midterm elections, there is evidence for direct effect of presidential referendum.  During 

presidential election years as I noted in chapter three, approval indirectly affects state 

legislative elections because approval is a predictor of the presidential vote (see Wlezien 

and Erikson 2004).  In fact, if I remove the Surge variable from the presidential election 

year model, the effect of approval is significant (β=0.22, p=0.004) and also larger than 

for the midterm election years.   

 During the midterms, the effect of the president’s party is considerable. Some of 

this is presumably due to vertical balancing.  Below I show that even when we account 

for the effect of withdrawn coattails, presidential approval, and negative voting, there is 
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still a significant portion of midterm loss that cannot be accounted for.  Presumably, this 

“unaccounted for” midterm loss is due to vertical balancing.    

 I begin by accounting for the effect of presidential coattails.  To do this, I take the 

average presidential surge during presidential election years. Recall that the surge 

variable is calculated by taking the state-level presidential margin of victory minus the 

state’s partisanship relative to the party of the presidential winner.  On average, this effect 

amounts to about 9 points in the Republican direction.  There is a large difference 

between the effect of the presidential surge for Democratic and Republican presidents.  

When a Democrat wins the presidency, the average surge is only about 1.4 points 

however, when a Republican wins the presidency, the surge is just over 15 points, on 

average.  This is because the Democratic baseline is much higher for state legislative 

elections.  That is, the baseline of Democratic seats in state legislative elections is much 

higher than the Republican baseline. 

To calculate the average effect of the presidential surge, I take the average surge, 

which is 9 points, and multiply this by the coefficient for the effect of the surge in 

presidential election years which is 0.16.  The result, 1.4 percent, is the average effect of 

the presidential surge and subsequent withdrawn coattails, holding all else constant.  For 

Republican presidents, the average effect of coattails is 2.4 percent.  For Democratic 

presidents, the average effect is only about 0.2 percent lower house seats.  We can expect 

that the effect of withdrawn coattails will be much larger when there is a Republican 

president than when there is a Democrat in office.  Thus, withdrawn coattails are 

predicted to make up an average of 1.4 percent of the two-party voting in midterm 

elections.    
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Now I look at the effects of presidential approval on midterm loss.  Presidential 

approval plays a direct role in midterm elections for state legislatures.  For the timespan 

included in the regression results, 1968-2010, the average presidential approval rating 

during presidential election years was 47.7 percent.  The average approval rating for 

midterms was 52.7 percent.  Thus, although approval has a significant effect on state 

legislative elections, in many of the cases, approval actually helps the president’s party 

during midterm elections.   

Figure 4.2 shows the predicted size of midterm loss when presidential approval is 

one standard deviation below and above average approval ratings.  The predictions are 

based on a state in the Midwest for which there are no higher office elections, where all 

other variables are held to their respective means.  Figure 4.2 shows that presidential 

approval is predicted to have a strong effect on midterm loss.  When presidential 

approval is low, midterm decline is predicted to be much larger than when approval is 

high.   When presidential approval is one standard deviation above the mean, the 

predicted effect of midterm loss is reduced to about 2 percentage points.  This shows that 

even when presidential approval is high, there may still be midterm loss in state 

legislative elections.  The next step is to look at actual approval rates in order to see how 

they may contribute to or lessen midterm loss. 
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           Figure 4.2 Predicted Values for High and Low Presidential Approval 

 

Table 4.6 displays presidential approval during the 11 midterm elections from 

1970-2010.  The third column in this table shows the deviation from average presidential 

approval, and the fourth column shows the predicted approval on each election.  A 

negative number indicates that the presidential approval rate will increase the effect of 

midterm loss.  A positive number shows that the president’s party will benefit from 

higher than average presidential approval.  When presidential approval is below the 

mean, there is an average decrease in seat share for the president’s party of 1.6 percent.  

When the president’s approval rating is above the mean, the president’s party receives a 

boost of an average of 1.3 percent of lower house seats.  The net effect of presidential 

approval on midterm loss is, therefore, 0.3 percent of state lower house seats.  This means 
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that the combined effects of presidential approval (an average effect of 0.3 percent at 

midterm) and withdrawn coattails (an average of 1.4 percent at midterm) do not fully 

account for average effect of midterm loss. 

Table 4.6 The Effect of Presidential Approval on Midterm State Legislative Elections 
year Presidential Approval Deviation from the Mean Effect on Midterm Loss 
1970 58 5.3 1.0 
1974 54 1.3 0.2 
1978 49 -3.7 -0.7 
1982 42 -10.7 -2.0 
1986 63 10.3 2.0 
1990 55 2.3 0.4 
1994 48 -4.7 -0.9 
1998 66 13.3 2.5 
2002 63 10.3 2.0 
2006 37 -15.7 -2.9 
2010 45 -7.7 -1.5 

 

 Negative voting may also help to explain midterm decline in state legislatures.  If 

negative voting is a factor, it should be present in all elections, but its effects should 

increase when presidential approval is low.  To examine whether there may be negative 

voting in state legislative elections, I look at turnout rates across levels of presidential 

approval.   Turnout is calculated as the total number of votes for state lower houses 

excluding multimember districts.  I take this number and divide it by the total population 

in the state.  Though this is a rough estimate of turnout, it should still capture changes in 

turnout.   

Turnout is always higher during presidential elections.  As a result, I compare 

turnout rates for varying levels of approval during midterms only.  The mean for 

presidential approval during midterms is 53 percent.  During midterm election years, 

when approval is above the mean, the average turnout rate is 21 percent.  During 
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midterms when approval is below the mean, the average turnout rate is 21.9 percent.17

Generally, I find that withdrawn coattails may have a small or a sizable effect on 

midterm loss depending on the size of the presidential surge and the party of the 

president.  The average effect of withdrawn coattails is around 1.4 percent.  This effect 

varies from 0.2 percent to 2.4 percent depending on the year of the election and the 

president’s party.  The net effect of presidential approval is 0.3 percent of lower house 

seats, but we know that this effect is increased to an average of 1.6 percent when 

presidential approval is below the mean.  This means that the combined effects of 

midterm loss, on average, are anywhere from 0.5 percent to 4 percent of state lower 

house seats.  This leaves a large portion of midterm loss unaccounted for, which may in 

part be due to negative voting, but is also likely due to vertical balancing.  Further testing 

should be conducted in to further quantify these effects.    

  

This leads to the hypothesis that there is a negative voting component in these elections.  

However, further testing is necessary to determine the extent to which state legislative 

elections are affected by negative voting.   

  

4.8 Implications 

State legislative elections are low-salience elections for which citizen knowledge about 

candidates is limited.  Unlike gubernatorial elections, candidate characteristics and short-

term forces are less consequential to election outcomes.   The consequence of this is that 

there are many contextual factors that affect these elections, including coattails, 

                                                      
17 There are only one or two years’ worth of observations for one standard deviation above and below 
approval in these data.  As a result, I simply compare above and below average approval rates.   
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presidential approval and other factors that contribute to midterm loss including 

balancing.   

Scholars have debated the effects of the increased incumbency advantage in state 

legislative elections. Here I show that despite a large incumbency advantage, election 

outcomes are still subject to national-level factors.  Because incumbents are so “safe,” the 

mechanisms which affect the margins in state legislative elections help to determine the 

makeup of state legislatures over time.   

State legislatures have undergone several changes over the course of this study.  

Generally, they have become less Democratic (except for in the Northeast).  Many have 

also become more professionalized.  From these models, I find a lot of variation in the 

way that national factors affect elections, particularly with respect to how coattails and 

presidential approval may contribute to midterm loss.  Despite this variation in the 

predictors of midterm loss, and despite an increased incumbency advantage, a persistent 

effect of midterm loss still remains.  Some of the patterns of party voting that are 

examined in this chapter may be due to state-level variation itself.  In the next chapter, I 

turn to this important question.   
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  CHAPTER FIVE 

INSTITUTIONAL VARIATION 

In chapters three and four, I showed that national-level factors specifically related to the 

presidency have important implications for state elections.   I also examined some of the 

effects of state variation.  In chapter three, I looked specifically at how variation in 

gubernatorial election cycles can affect outcomes in gubernatorial elections.  In chapter 

four, I accounted for regional differences in state legislative elections.  In both chapters, I 

include measures of state-level partisanship as a way to control for long-term political 

forces in each state.  In this chapter, I look specifically at variation in state power, which I 

expect will have implications for theories of midterm loss.  I examine the question: How 

does state variation mediate the effects of national-level influences found in chapters 

three and four? 

 Though there are many forms of state-level variation, I choose to focus here on 

variation in state power.  Why might state power be an important moderator of the way 

that theories of midterm loss affect state elections?  In chapter two, I laid out several 

hypotheses related to the effects of institutional variation.  I argued that increased state 

power and capacity will serve to lessen the effect of coattails and referendum voting, but 

increase the effects of presidential punishment.  To test these hypotheses, I focus on three 

variables that affect state power.  First, I look at institutional power, including state 

legislative professionalism and gubernatorial institutional power.  Second, I look at state 

power as a function of the size of state government.  Finally, I look at the differences 

between states with the citizen initiative and without it.   
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Institutional power is a type of potential power that varies based on the resources 

that public officials have at their disposal.  Political hurdles or ideological considerations 

may limit the extent to which state public officials utilize their institutional powers.  For 

example, a governor with a lot of institutional power may not be able to achieve his or 

her policy agenda if the legislature is controlled by the other party.  This is why I also 

examine the effects of the relative size of state government.  Here I use the number of 

public employees relative to the population to measure the extent to which government is 

active in the state.   This measure approximates the size of the state’s bureaucracy and an 

overall willingness of a state government to create policy that increases the size of the 

state government apparatus.  

 The direct initiative is a type of direct democracy institution in which citizens 

propose legislation, and with the right number of signatures, this legislation can end up 

on the ballot during elections.  The direct initiative is the direct democracy institution that 

gives citizens the most power relative to the state government because it allows citizens 

to circumvent the state government in the policymaking process.  In this way, the citizen 

initiative is a potential check on state government power, wherein citizens can make 

policy without the help of state government 

In the sections to follow, I discuss the theoretical bases for focusing on variables 

that affect state government power. I argue that each of these variables should have 

specific implications for the way that national-level variables affect state elections.   Then 

I model each indicator of state power using models from chapters three and four as 

baselines.  I expect that state power will mediate the effects of these theories.  As such, I 

use a series of interactions to capture expected conditional relationships.   
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5.1 The Effect of State Power 

States institutions across the country have become more powerful over time (Barrilleaux 

and Berkman 2003; Beyle and Ferguson 2008; Squire 2007).  Part of the reason for this 

has been necessity. The states are responsible for some of the most important policy 

areas, such as healthcare and the implementation of the much of the social safety net.  As 

state responsibilities have increased over the span of this analysis – and as the state and 

national governments have become more closely connected – states have had to increase 

the size and strength of their governments.  Today, states are more powerful than ever, 

yet the degree to which state governments have institutionalized varies across the states 

(King 2000).    

 What does increased state power mean for the ways in which national-level forces 

affect state elections?  According to researchers, as institutions become more powerful, 

elected officials within these institutions may become more insulated from outside forces.  

Polsby (1968) discussed these effects in Congress.  He argued that as Congress became a 

more professional institution, its members became bounded, or, safe from outside 

influence.  Scholars have found that due to this insulation, state officials have a higher 

incumbency advantage (Berry et al. 2000; Chubb 1988; Maestas 2000).  Factors that 

affect elections change as institutions become more powerful.  Higher salience campaigns 

due to greater amounts of campaign spending as well as more name recognition for more 

powerful officials lead elections to become “candidate-centered.” Candidate-centered 

elections, according to Jacobson (1987), make elections less about the context of the 

election and the political parties and more about the candidates themselves.   

 As power increases, the candidate-centered nature of the election also increases. 

This has implications for theories of midterm loss.  Theoretically, candidate-centered 
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elections are less likely to be influenced by factors that stem from voters’ use of 

contextual cues.  Candidate-centered elections are thought to be less influenced by 

outside forces including coattails.  As the effect of coattails diminishes, so does the effect 

of surge and decline.  Referendum voting is also contingent upon voters using cues to 

make political decisions.  That is, voters use information about higher office elected 

officials to evaluate candidates from the same party.  As a result, when elections become 

more candidate-centered, elections are less influenced by higher office coattails and 

referendum effects.   

 In addition to influencing coattails and referendum voting, state power may affect 

presidential punishment.  Because balancing is thought to be related to voters’ policy 

preferences, more powerful institutions with greater policy autonomy should be more 

likely to be subject to balancing effects.  State governments often attempt to limit or push 

back on federal policy (Krane 2007).  The more states are able to act, the more they are 

able to challenge federal policy.   A recent and salient example is the case of the 

Affordable Care Act of 2010 for which state governments have been the main challengers 

to this law.  Krane (2007) highlights many other important examples of policy areas in 

which the states have been instrumental in challenging or pushing back on the federal 

government.  Krane (2007) also noted that the states were “instrumental” in ensuring the 

passage of welfare reform in the 1990s.   While all states can influence the federal 

government to some extent, state governments that are more powerful may have a greater 

ability to challenge the federal government.  More powerful states can have more 

influence on how federal policy is implemented and may have greater abilities to lobby 

the federal government.   
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 The first measure of state power, formal institutional power, provides state 

governments with resources to affect policy and provide services to the public.  Formal 

power is essential to the extent to which states can influence the federal government.  As 

institutional or formal power increases, state elections become more salient and 

candidate-centered.  This means that institutions with more formal power should be less 

influenced by presidential coattails and referendum voting. Because formal power allows 

politicians to affect policy with greater ease, states with formal power should also 

experience more vertical balancing.   

Increased state power reflects the state government’s ability to affect change.  In 

larger states the effect of a shift in power makes a bigger difference because there is more 

at stake.  However, there are some states that are larger, but the state government is less 

active.  These states should be less powerful vis a vis the federal government than smaller 

states with more active governments.  As a result, I look not only at the effect of formal 

power but also the degree to which states utilize their powers.    

Increasing the size of state government is an indicator of increased state power. 

States with a larger bureaucracy may be less reliant on the federal government, and their 

government is more of an independent entity than in states with a weak bureaucratic 

apparatus.  The influence of presidential coattails and referendum voting should be 

lessened in states that are more independent from the federal government.  Larger state 

bureaucracies are better equipped to balance the national government than smaller, less 

resource-rich states.   

The final measure of state power is whether a state has the direct, or citizen, 

initiative. As mentioned before, the direct initiative may have the effect of decreasing the 
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policy independence of a state government.  Elections in states that are less autonomous  

may experience greater effects of coattails and referendum voting because elections are 

less candidate-centered.  Weaker state governments are also less able to affect national 

policy, and therefore, there should be a decreased effect of vertical balancing.   

 Below, I list hypotheses regarding the influence of state power on midterm loss.  I 

revisit the hypotheses laid out in Table 2.4 and list them below in Table 5.1.  The first 

general hypothesis is related to coattails and national referendum voting. Generally, 

coattail and referendum effects should be lessened in state with more powerful 

institutions.  However, candidates in more powerful states may experience more 

presidential punishment, which, I argue in chapters three and four, may be due to vertical 

balancing.  In the next sections, using models from chapters three and four, I show how 

each indicator of state power affects theories of midterm loss.   

Table 5.1.  Mediating Effects of State Power- Hypotheses 
Variables The Effect on State Govt. Power Coattails Referendum Balancing 

Gubernatorial Power Increases - - + 

Legislative Professionalism Increases - - + 

Number of Public Employees Increases - - + 

Citizen Initiative Weakens + + - 

 

 

5.2 Institutional Power 

In this section, I test the extent to which variation in gubernatorial power and legislative 

professionalism serve to insulate or expose state elections to national contextual 

variables.  I expect that institutional power is an important moderator of variables 

associated with midterm loss in state elections.      
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 Formal gubernatorial power is comprised of several factors.  Formal power for 

governors is defined as “authority vested in the governorship by statutory or 

constitutional law” (Sigelman and Dometrius 1988, 158).   These formal powers, 

therefore, represent resources available to governors, but do not necessarily represent the 

governor’s ability to use these resources.  One indicator of gubernatorial power, term 

length, has been examined, to some extent, in chapter three.  There, I found that 

presidential punishment was strongest in states where gubernatorial elections were on 

four-year cycles.  National referendum voting was strongest in two-year cycle states.  

Longer term length is one indicator of institutional power, and these findings are 

therefore consistent with hypotheses presented above.    

There are other resources that contribute to gubernatorial power.  Tenure potential 

leads to greater power for governors. Governors that can be in office for long periods of 

time are able to garner more power than those who are term-limited.   Appointment 

power is important for a governor’s ability to run the executive branch.  The more people 

the governor gets to appoint, the more powerful he or she is.  Gubernatorial veto power 

and the types of veto power are important in measuring how much direct power 

governors have over policy making.   Finally, governors who have more control over the 

budget making process are more powerful.  Beyle (2007) has constructed an index of 

these variables to create a measure of gubernatorial institutional power, or a GIP score.  

This measure, which is a composite of these different areas of gubernatorial power,18

                                                      
18 Specifically, Beyle’s index accounts for: the number of separately elected executive branch officials, 
tenure potential, appointment power, veto power, budgetary power and party control in the legislature (see 
Beyle and Fergusen (2008) or http://www.unc.edu/~beyle/gubnewpwr.html).  

 is 

widely used as a measure of the formal power of a governor.   
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 The effects of gubernatorial power on elections have not been widely studied.  In 

one study, Holbrook (1993) finds that governors with more formal powers are no less 

vulnerable during reelection campaigns than less powerful governors.   This is in contrast 

to findings for state legislatures (see Berry et al 2000).  One effect of gubernatorial power 

is that governors with more resources can better manage state bureaucracies (Holbrook 

1993; Barrileaux and Berkman 2003).  Barrilleaux and Berkman (2003) find, however, 

that the way governors use this power may be contingent on their electoral safety.     

 Formal power is designated by law, but informal power is related to how the 

governor chooses to, or is able to use these formal powers.  Sigelman and Dometrius 

(1988) note that the exercise of informal powers often goes hand in hand with having 

formal powers.  Formal power makes it easier to exercise informal power.   For example, 

governors who are more powerful also tend to have a larger influence on the state’s 

bureaucracy (Barrilleaux and Berkman 2003; Holbrook 1993).  The effect of 

gubernatorial power on national forces in state elections has not been established.  Below 

I address this question.      

For state legislatures, institutional power is referred to as legislative 

professionalism.  Legislative professionalism, according to Mooney (1995, 48), is defined 

as the “enhancement of the legislature’s capacity to perform its role in the policy-making 

process with an expertise, seriousness and effort comparable to other actors in that 

process.”  The general trend over time has been that states have become more 

professionalized (King 2000).  However, as states have become more professionalized, 

variation between the states with respect to professionalism has also increased (King 

2000).  Many states began to professionalize in the 1960s, and states are thought to have 
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reached the height of their professionalization in the 1990s (Rosenthal 1996).  Some state 

legislatures have become less professionalized over time.  One reason for this is the 

implementation of term limits, which inhibits institutional power in several ways (see 

Mooney 2009).   

As mentioned, increased professionalism leads to more candidate-centered 

elections, which insulates candidates from outside forces.  Increased institutional power 

appears to make legislators less vulnerable during reelections (Holbrook and Tidmarch 

1991; Weber, Tucker and Brace 1991).  One reason for this is that legislators in a 

professionalized body are better able to perform casework (Gelman and King 1990).   

According to previous research, more professionalized legislators are also more likely to 

be insulated from the effect of coattails from higher office elections (Campbell 1986; 

Berry et al 2000).   

There are three main questions related to the effects of institutional power on state 

elections.  First, are more powerful legislatures and governors more insulated from 

coattails?  Second, are professionalized legislatures and more powerful governors 

insulated from the effects of referendum voting?  Third, is presidential punishment larger 

in states with more powerful institutions? 

Tables 5.2 and 5.3 show the average differences in party support based on levels 

of institutional power.  I created categories of institutional power by ranking each state by 

its institutional power for each year and splitting these rankings into three categories: 

low, medium and high levels of institutional power/professionalism.  The row labeled 

absolute difference represents that difference between the vote when there is a 



   

105 
 

Republican or a Democratic winner of the presidential election and a Democratic and 

Republican president during midterms.   

In Table 5.2, there are two patterns that become apparent in gubernatorial 

elections that occur during presidential years.  First, the effect of presidential coattails 

appears to decrease as institutional power increases.  For states with the highest levels of 

gubernatorial power, coattail effects appear to be completely diminished.  

Table 5.2 Democratic Share of the Two-Party Vote for Governors, 1948-2010* 
Gubernatorial Institutional Power Low Medium High 

Presidential Election Years 
Democratic Winner 53.7 54.0 49.2 

Republican Winner 50.9 50.9 49.5 

Absolute difference 2.8 3.1 0.3 

Midterm Election Years 
Democratic President 50.3 47.3 48.1 

Republican President 52.5 53.7 54.7 

Absolute difference 2.2 6.4 6.6 
*Excludes unopposed elections and elections that occurred during odd-numbered years.  

 

During midterm elections, there is an effect of midterm loss in all three 

categories.  That is, the president’s party gets less than average support during midterms.  

This difference is largest in states with the highest levels of gubernatorial power.  These 

patterns are consistent with the hypotheses regarding the effect of power on gubernatorial 

elections.   

 Table 5.3 shows the percent of Democrats in state lower houses after presidential 

and midterm election years.  The absolute difference represents the average difference 

between when there is a Democratic winner and a Republican winner after presidential 

elections, and a Democratic president and a Republican president after midterms.  For 

state legislative elections, the effect of coattails decreases as state legislative 

professionalism increases.  Unlike governors, the average size of midterm loss is higher 
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in states with low levels of professionalism.  This is most likely due to the increased 

effect of withdrawn coattails.   

Table 5.3 Democratic Share of Lower House Seats, 1968-2010 
State Legislative Professionalism Low Medium High 

Presidential Election Years 
Democratic Winner 56.3 59.4 60.2 

Republican Winner 50.5 54.6 56.4 

Absolute difference 5.8 4.8 3.8 

Midterm Election Years 
Democratic President 50.8 54.8 55.5 

Republican President 56.0 59.4 60.1 

Absolute difference 5.2 4.6 4.6 
 

Tables 5.2 and 5.3 show that there are some differences in election results in the 

states based on variation in formal state government power.  Next I model these 

differences as a way to determine if variation in state power is a moderator of midterm 

loss.  Below are hypotheses associated with each theory of midterm loss.  

 

H1:  As institutional power increases, the effect of presidential coattails should decrease.   
 
H2:  As institutional power increases, referendum voting should decrease.  
 
H3:  As institutional power increases, presidential punishment in a state should increase.   

 

5.2.1 Modeling State Power 

In order to compare states by different levels of gubernatorial institutional power, I 

created a variable entitled Institutional Power which comes from Beyle’s ranking of 

gubernatorial power.  The first set of scores is from 1960.  Since then, Beyle has updated 

these scores for 1968, 1980, 1988, 1994, 1998, 2003, and 2007.  In order to use these 

scores for the other years, I extended the scores to the years closest to each ranking.  

Thus, I use the 1960 scores for the years 1950-1964.  I use the 1968 scores for 1965-



   

107 
 

1976, the 1980 scores for 1977-1984, the 1988 scores for 1985-1990, the 1994 scores for 

1992-1995, the 1998 scores for 1996-1999, the 2001 scores for 2000-2003, and the 2007 

scores for 2004-2010.  This variable is then z-standardized. 

For legislative professionalism, I use Squire’s index of Legislative 

Professionalism.  States with the highest level of professionalism are the states where the 

legislature has resources most similar to those of the US Congress.  The legislative 

professionalism index developed by Squire is not updated every year, but has been 

updated a few times over the course of the study and is thought to be a good indicator for 

longitudinal analysis (Mooney 1994; King 2000; Squire 2007).  This variable is also z-

standardized.  As with gubernatorial power, I extend Squire’s scores to cover all years in 

the study.  For the years 1968-1985, I use the 1979 scores.  For 1986-1995, I use the 1986 

scores.  I use the scores from 1996 for the years 1996-2002, and I use the scores from 

2003 for the years 2003-2010.   

In order to see where the states are relative to one another over time, I took the 

rankings and split them into thirds so that there is a category for low, medium and high 

levels of state institutional power and state legislative professionalism.  The distribution 

of the states into these categories is shown in Appendix F for governors and Appendix G 

for state legislatures.  

For these models as well as for the other models presented in this chapter, there 

are a few important things to note.  First, the dependent variable is the same as it was for 

chapters three and four.  For all of the regression results listed below, the dependent 

variable is the Democratic percent of the two-party vote for governors, and the 

Democratic share of lower house seats for state legislatures.  I do not have any specific 
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expectations regarding the main effects of the indicators of state power.   Some have 

argued that more professionalized legislators tend to also be more Democratic (Fiorina 

1994).  However, results from chapter four showed that legislative professionalism did 

not have a significant impact on the Democratic share of a state’s lower house.   

Another thing to note is that the variables that measures coattails are different for 

gubernatorial and state legislative elections.  To measure presidential coattails in 

gubernatorial elections, I simply take the winner of the state’s presidential vote.  This 

variable, Coattails, is coded 1 if a Democrat won the plurality, -1 if a Republican won the 

plurality and 0 if it was a midterm election.  In the state legislative elections model, I use 

a variable that accounts for the actual presidential vote.  Here, Coattails is the Democratic 

percent of the two-party vote for president in a state minus the state’s normal vote.  This 

variable accounts for the presidential surge, and is coded as zero for midterm election 

years. 

For all models in this study, I created interaction variables between the variables 

for midterm loss and the indicators of state power.  For formal institutional power,  I 

created interaction variables between indicators of state power and the variables of 

interest, which are Presidential Coattails, Presidential Approval, and Democratic 

President.  Because interaction effects can be difficult to interpret, Table 5.3 shows the 

predictions based on each interaction term and the variable of interest for institutional 

power.   
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Table 5.4 State Institutional Power Hypotheses 

Variable Name Interpretation of the Variable 
Expected 

Sign 
Coattails Model   

Presidential Coattails 
The effect of Presidential Coattails when  
power is at its mean. (Institutional Power= 0) 

- 

Institutional Power 
(0=Low, 1=Medium, 2=High) 

The effect of Institutional Power when it is a midterm election. 
(Presidential Coattails = 0) 

No 
Expectation 

Presidential Coattails x 
Institutional Power 

A standard deviation increase in Institutional Power’s effect on 
coattails. 

- 

Referendum Model   

Presidential Approval 
The effect of Presidential Approval when  
Institutional Power is held at its mean. (Institutional Power = 0) 

+ 

Institutional Power 
(0=Low, 1=Medium, 2=High) 

The effect of Institutional Power when Presidential Approval is 
50%. (Presidential Approval = 0)  

No 
Expectation 

Presidential Approval x 
Institutional Power 

A standard deviation increase in Institutional Power’s effect on 
Presidential Approval. 

- 

Balancing Model 
 

 

Democratic President 
The effect of Democratic President when Institutional Power is 
held at its mean. (Institutional Power = 0) 

- 

Institutional Power 
(0=Low, 1=Medium, 2=High) 

The effect of Institutional Power when there is a Republican 
president. (Democratic President = 0) 

No 
Expectation 

Democratic President x 
Professionalism 

The difference between a Republican and a Democratic president 
with a standard deviation increase in Institutional Power. 

- 

 

Table 5.5 shows the results for gubernatorial elections and Table 5.6 shows the 

results for state legislative elections. The columns in Tables 5.5 and 5.6 show the results 

for each model with the added variables and interaction terms.  In Table 5.5, the first 

column is the original model that was estimated in chapter three. The other three columns 

contain estimates that include interactions for midterm loss.  The Coattails model shows 

the results for the model that includes the measure of gubernatorial institutional power, 

Institutional Power, and the interaction between gubernatorial power and presidential 

coattails, Coattails x Institutional Power.   

The Referendum model includes Institutional Power and an interaction between 

institutional power and presidential approval, Approval x Institutional Power.  The 

Balancing model includes Institutional Power and an interaction between gubernatorial 

power and the president’s party, Dem. President x Institutional Power.   
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For the Coattails Model, the main effect of Presidential Coattails is when 

gubernatorial power is at its mean (when Institutional Power=0). This effect is significant 

as expected.   The interaction term, Coattails x Institutional Power, represents the effect 

on coattails with each standard deviation increase in Institutional Power.  Here the 

interaction term is in the expected direction, but insignificant.   These results suggest 

there is little evidence that coattails vary systematically with changes to gubernatorial 

power.   

Table 5.5 Democratic Percent of the Two-Party Vote for Governors, 1948-2010 
Gubernatorial  
Institutional Power Original s.e. Coattails s.e. Referendum s.e. Balancing s.e. 
Coattails 1.89 ** 0.55 1.80 ** 0.61 1.81 ** 0.60 1.88 ** 0.58 
Coattails x GIP --   -0.31 

 
0.52 -- 

  
-- 

  Presidential Approval  0.07 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 0.06 ** 0.03 0.06 ** 0.03 
Approval x GIP  --   -- 

  
-0.03 

 
0.03 -- 

  Democratic President -3.81 ** 0.59 -3.91 ** 0.61 -3.92 ** 0.61 -3.89 ** 0.61 
Dem. President x GIP --   -- 

  
-- 

  
-0.88 

 
0.56 

Institutional Powera --   0.39 
 

0.32 0.31 
 

0.33 0.80 ** 0.39 
Natl. Unemployment Change 0.14  0.27 0.08 

 
0.29 0.08 

 
0.29 0.10 

 
0.29 

St. Unemployment Changeb 0.02  0.27 0.06 
 

0.28 0.05 
 

0.27 0.09 
 

0.28 
Incumbent Governor 6.73 ** 0.40 6.91 ** 0.41 6.92 ** 0.41 6.90 ** 0.41 
Senate Election  1.03 ** 0.37 1.05 ** 0.38 1.05 ** 0.38 1.07 ** 0.38 
Yearc -0.04 ** 0.02 -0.04 ** 0.02 -0.04 * 0.02 -0.04 ** 0.02 
Year x South -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.44 ** 0.04 -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.44 ** 0.04 
Intercept 3.63 ** 0.88 3.46 ** 0.94 3.46 ** 0.94 3.45 ** 0.94 
Level 2     

         South 21.15 ** 1.50 21.16 ** 1.63 21.36 ** 1.63 21.19 ** 1.63 
State Partisanship 0.08 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 
Variance Components    

         Between State 0.97  1.01 1.00 
 

1.06 0.98 
 

1.05 1.04 
 

1.07 
Within State 65.29 ** 3.19 65.49 ** 3.28 65.44 ** 3.27 65.30 ** 3.27 
X2 1.23   1.17 

  
1.13 

  
1.27 

  N 894    861 
  

861 
  

861 
  *p<0.1 **p<0.05  

az-standardized 
bState-Mean Centered 
cCentered on 1968 

 

 In the Referendum model, the main effect of Presidential Approval represents the 

effect of presidential approval when Institutional Power is at its mean.  The interaction 

term, Approval x Institutional Power, represents the effect on approval for each standard 
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deviation increase in gubernatorial power.  The interaction term is also in the expected 

direction, but insignificant.   

 In the Balancing model, the effect of the Democratic President is in the expected 

direction and significant.  The variable Institutional Power represents the effect of a 

standard deviation increase in gubernatorial institutional power when the president is a 

Republican.  This variable is significant, and the positive sign indicates that states with 

more powerful governors vote more Democratic when there is a Republican president.  

This is consistent with the hypothesis that there will be a greater balancing effect as state 

institutions become more powerful.  The interaction, Dem. President x Institutional 

Power, is also in the expected direction, but insignificant.  However, the interaction 

coefficient is nearing significance with a p-value of 0.121.  I display the effect of 

institutional power on presidential punishment in Figure 5.1.   

 Figure 5.1 shows the effect of increasing institutional power on presidential 

punishment in gubernatorial elections.  The y-axis is the dependent variable, which is the 

Democratic percent of the two-party vote minus 50 percent.  The x-axis represents a shift 

from a Republican to a Democratic president.  Figure 5.1 shows that presidential 

punishment is of greater magnitude in states with a powerful governor.  For all three 

categories of gubernatorial power, Democratic voting is higher when there is a 

Republican president, and lower when there is a Democratic president.  However, the 

change from a Republican president to a Democratic president is greatest in states with 

more powerful governors.  
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                        Figure 5.1 Effect of Gubernatorial Power on Presidential Punishment 
  

Now, I turn to the effects of institutional power on state legislative elections.  

Table 5.6 is structured the same way as Table 5.5.  The first model is the original model 

from chapter four, which is included for the purpose of comparison.  The Coattails model 

includes an interaction between Professionalism and Coattails. The variable 

Professionalism is z-standardized.  In this model, the variable Coattails represents the 

effect of coattails when Professionalism is at its mean.  The interaction term, Coattails x 

Professionalism is statistically insignificant.  Because the interaction term is insignificant 

and the magnitude of the effect is relatively small, we can assume that there is little 

difference between coattail effects in states with low levels of professionalism and states 

with high levels of professionalism.  This is contrary to past research.   
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Table 5.6 Democratic Share of Lower House Seats, 1968-2010 
Legislative Professionalism Original s.e. Coattails s.e. Referendum s.e. Balancing s.e. 
Coattails 0.17 ** 0.02 0.17 ** 0.02 0.18 ** 0.02 0.17 ** 0.02 
Coattails x Prof.    -0.01 

 
0.02 

      Presidential Approval  0.11 ** 0.03 0.11 ** 0.03 0.11 ** 0.03 0.11 ** 0.03 
Approval x Prof.    

   
-0.03 

 
0.02 

   Democratic President -3.39 ** 0.48 -3.39 ** 0.47 -3.41 ** 0.47 -3.41 ** 0.47 
Dem. President x Prof.    

      
0.24 

 
0.42 

Professionalism -1.91  5.44 -0.28 
 

0.40 -0.25 
 

0.40 -0.34 
 

0.42 
Natl. Unemployment Change 0.52 * 0.27 0.49 * 0.27 0.51 * 0.27 0.51 * 0.27 
St. Unemployment Change  -0.28  0.21 -0.30 

 
0.21 -0.29 

 
0.21 -0.30 

 
0.21 

Democratic Incumbency  0.08 ** 0.02 0.08 ** 0.02 0.08 ** 0.02 0.08 ** 0.02 
Republican Incumbency -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.09 ** 0.02 
Gubernatorial Election  0.43  0.30 0.43 

 
0.30 0.44 

 
0.30 0.44 

 
0.30 

Senate Election  0.97 ** 0.30 0.99 ** 0.30 0.99 ** 0.30 0.98 ** 0.30 
Year -0.22 ** 0.03 -0.21 ** 0.03 -0.21 ** 0.03 -0.21 ** 0.03 
Year x South -0.28 ** 0.05 -0.27 ** 0.05 -0.28 ** 0.05 -0.27 ** 0.05 
Lag 0.43 ** 0.04 0.44 ** 0.04 0.44 ** 0.04 0.43 ** 0.04 
Intercept 7.57 ** 1.27 7.49 ** 1.20 7.56 ** 1.20 7.53 ** 1.20 
Level 2    

         State Partisanship 0.43 ** 0.06 0.43 ** 0.06 0.43 ** 0.06 0.43 ** 0.06 
South 9.76 ** 1.99 9.38 ** 1.90 9.51 ** 1.90 9.29 ** 1.90 
Northeast 0.23  2.00 0.27 

 
1.86 0.38 

 
1.86 0.19 

 
1.86 

Midwest -1.82  1.43 -1.72 
 

1.31 -1.67 
 

1.31 -1.75 
 

1.31 
Variance Components    

         Within State  8.51 ** 2.77 6.68 ** 2.19 6.70 ** 2.19 6.68 ** 2.19 
Between State 35.4 ** 1.88 34.89 ** 1.84 34.80 ** 1.84 34.89 ** 1.84 
X2 40.9 **  33.03 ** 

 
33.31 ** 

 
33.10 ** 

 N 772     772 
  

772 
  

772 
  *p<0.1 **p<0.05  

az-standardized 
bState-Mean Centered 
cCentered on 1968 
 

In the Referendum model, the variable Presidential Approval represents the effect 

of presidential approval when Professionalism is at its mean. The interaction term, 

Approval x Professionalism is quite small and insignificant.  Finally, the coefficient for 

the effect of the president’s party, Democratic President, represents the effect of 

presidential punishment for states with average levels of professionalism.  The interaction 

term Institutional Power x Democratic President shows the effect of a unit increase in 
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legislative professionalism on presidential punishment.  The effect is not in the expected 

direction and also not statistically significant.  

 The results in Tables 5.5 and 5.6 suggest that there is little evidence that 

institutional power mediates the effects of national forces in state elections.  The 

exception is that there is some evidence that presidential punishment may be higher in 

states where the governor is more powerful.  Contrary to previous research, the effect of 

coattails is not lessened in state legislatures that are more professionalized.  

 

5.3 The Relative Size of Government        

The size of state government may also be important to how state elections are influenced 

by national factors.  The size of the state’s bureaucracy is related to, but different from 

formal institutional power.  As I mentioned earlier, when a politician has formal powers, 

he or she may not use that power because of ideological or political pressures.  These 

officials are less “active” than other public officials who may have more power and also 

have the ability or the desire to use that power.  The size of state government relative to 

the population may help to capture how activist a government is relative to other states.  

Previous research has used the number of public employees to approximate the size of the 

state’s bureaucracy (Mooney 1995), which is how I proceed as well.  

There is little research on the effect of the size of state bureaucracies on state 

elections.  However, recent research has noted the distinction between the size of the 

state’s bureaucracy and institutional power.  Woods and Baranowski (2006) find that 

professionalized legislatures exert more oversight over the bureaucracy, and greater 

amounts of state spending may lead to increased professionalization (Fiorina and Noll 
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1978; Malhotra 2006).  For governors, the increased size of state government leads to a 

larger bureaucracy, over which the governor presides.  Scholars theorize that increases to 

the size of the bureaucracy may lead to more institutionalization because when the size of 

the state’s bureaucracy increases, it then competes with the formal branches of 

government (Mooney 1995; Woods and Baranowski 2006). Governors and state 

legislatures then respond by increasing their own powers.     

 As with institutional power, I ask three questions regarding the effect of the state 

government’s size.  First, does a larger state government increase or decrease the effect of 

coattails?  Second, is there less referendum voting in states with larger government?  

Finally, does the size of state government influence the extent to which we see 

presidential punishment in state elections?  As a way to first assess whether there are 

differences between the states with respect to the size of state government, Tables 5.8 and 

5.9 show the average vote share/seat share in states that have small, medium and large-

sized bureaucracies.   

Table 5.7 Democratic Share of the Two-Party Vote for Governors, 1948-2010 
Public Employees Small Medium Large 

Presidential Election Years 
Democratic Winner 55.7 53.6 51.8 

Republican Winner 50.9 51.2 50.1 

Absolute difference 4.9 2.4 1.7 

Midterm Election Years 
Democratic President 49.2 49.2 47.2 

Republican President 54.9 53.0 52.7 

Absolute difference 5.7 3.8 5.5 
 
 Table 5.8, above, shows that as the size of a state’s bureaucracy increases, the 

average effect of coattails decreases in gubernatorial elections.  However, the effect 

midterm loss does not follow a similar pattern.  Midterm loss is highest in states with the 
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smallest bureaucracies and lowest in states with medium sized bureaucracies for 

gubernatorial elections.   

 Table 5.9 shows that the effect of coattails in legislative elections appears to 

increase as the size of the state’s bureaucracy increases.  The largest effect of coattails 

appears to be in states with medium-sized bureaucracies.  This pattern is true for midterm 

loss as well, where midterm loss is lowest in states with small bureaucracies and largest 

in states with medium-sized bureaucracies.  Tables 5.8 and 5.9 do not show clear patterns 

for gubernatorial and state legislative elections.   

Table 5.8 Democratic Share of Lower House Seats, 1968-2010 
Public Employees Small Medium Large 

Presidential Election Years 
Democratic Winner 61.2 57.8 57.0 

Republican Winner 58.0 51.2 52.0 

Absolute Difference 3.2 6.6 5.0 

Midterm Election Years 
Democratic President 59.1 52.2 49.6 

Republican President 62.2 60.2 56.1 

Absolute Difference 3.1 8.0 6.5 
 
 

Below are hypotheses based on how I expect the size of the state’s bureaucracy to 

mediate the effect of national forces in state elections. 

 
H1:  In states with relatively large state governments, the effect of coattails will be 
lessened. 
 
H2:  Referendum effects will decrease in elections in states with large governments. 
 
H3:  Presidential punishment should be larger in magnitude in states with larger state 
governments.  
 

In order to measure the size of state government, I use the number of public 

employees in a state relative to the state’s population.  This variable is the percentage of 

the state’s population that is employed (full or part time) by the state government, not 
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including local government or federal government employees.  This variable was 

constructed using data from the US Census’s Census of State Governments.  This variable 

is also z-standardized.   

 In a fashion similar to the way I modeled institutional power, I take the models 

from chapters three and four and interact the variable Public Employees with the 

variables Presidential Coattails, Presidential Approval and Democratic President.  The 

expectations based on these interactions and the interpretations of the variables are listed 

in Table 5.10.  Results are then displayed in Table 5.11 for gubernatorial elections and 

Table 5.12 for state legislative elections. 

Table 5.9 Size of State Government Hypotheses 
Variable Name Interpretation of the Variable Expected Sign 
Coattails Model   

Presidential Coattails 
The effect of Presidential Coattails when  
Public Employees is at its mean. (Public Employees= 0) 

- 

Public Employees 
(0=Low, 1=Medium, 2=High) 

The effect of Public Employees when it is a midterm 
election. (Presidential Coattails = 0) 

No 
Expectation 

Presidential Coattails x  
Public Employees 

A standard deviation increase in public employee’s effect 
on coattails. 

- 

Referendum Model   

Presidential Approval 
The effect of Presidential Approval when  
Public Employees is at its mean (Public Employees= 0) 

+ 

Public Employees 
(0=Low, 1=Medium, 2=High) 

The effect of Public Employees when Presidential 
Approval is 50%. (Presidential Approval = 0)  

No 
Expectation 

Presidential Approval x 
Public Employees 

A standard deviation increase in Public Employee’s effect 
on Presidential Approval. 

- 

Balancing Model 
 

 

Democratic President 
The effect of Democratic President when Public 
Employees is at its mean. (Public Employees= 0) 

- 

Public Employees 
(0=Low, 1=Medium, 2=High) 

The effect of Public Employees when there is a 
Republican President. (Democratic President = 0) 

No 
Expectation 

Democratic President x 
Public Employees 

The difference between a Republican and a Democratic 
president with a standard deviation increase in Public 
Employees. 

- 

 

 Table 5.11 shows the effect that the size of the state’s bureaucracy has on 

midterm loss in gubernatorial elections.  Table 5.11 is constructed the same way as the 

previous regression tables, where the first column shows the original model from chapter 
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three.  The Coattails model includes a variable that measures the size of a state’s 

bureaucracy, Public Employees, and an interaction between Presidential Coattails and 

Public Employees.   The Referendum model includes the Public Employees variable and 

an interaction between Presidential Approval  and the number of Public Employees.  The 

Balancing model includes an interaction between Public Employees and Democratic 

President.    

Table 5.10 Democratic percent of the two-party vote for Governors, 1948-2010 
Public Employees Original  s.e. Coattails s.e. Referendum s.e. Balancing s.e. 
Presidential Coattails 1.89 ** 0.55 1.64 ** 0.56 1.63 ** 0.56 1.58 ** 0.55 
Presidential Coattails x Pub. Empl.     0.80 

 
0.53 

      Presidential Approval  0.07 ** 0.03 0.08 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 0.08 ** 0.03 
Presidential Approval x Pub. Empl.     

   
0.02 

 
0.02 

   Democratic President -3.81 ** 0.59 -3.81 ** 0.59 -3.77 ** 0.59 -3.86 ** 0.59 
Democratic President x Pub. Empl.    

      
0.59 

 
0.56 

Public Employees    0.33 
 

0.39 0.32 
 

0.39 0.03 
 

0.45 
National Unemployment Change 0.14  0.27 0.14 

 
0.27 0.14 

 
0.27 0.13 

 
0.27 

State Unemployment Change 0.02  0.27 0.01 
 

0.27 0.01 
 

0.27 0.04 
 

0.27 
Incumbent Governor 6.73 ** 0.40 6.59 ** 0.40 6.58 ** 0.40 6.56 ** 0.40 
Senate Election  1.03 ** 0.37 1.13 ** 0.38 1.09 ** 0.38 1.09 ** 0.38 
Year -0.04 ** 0.02 -0.05 ** 0.02 -0.05 ** 0.02 -0.05 ** 0.02 
Year x South -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.45 ** 0.04 
Intercept 3.63 ** 0.88 3.91 ** 0.94 3.79 ** 0.95 4.02 ** 0.96 
Level 2     

         South 21.15 ** 1.50 21.48 ** 1.52 21.35 ** 1.52 21.38 ** 1.52 
State Partisanship 0.08 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 0.08 ** 0.03 0.08 ** 0.03 
Variance Components    

         Between State 0.97  1.01 1.66 ** 1.17 1.61 ** 1.15 1.57 ** 1.15 
Within State 65.29 ** 3.19 63.75 ** 3.15 63.90 ** 3.15 63.90 ** 3.16 
X2 1.23   3.13 ** 

 
3.00 ** 

 
2.86 ** 

 n 894    882 
  

882 
  

882 
  *p<0.1 **p<0.05  

az-standardized 
bState-Mean Centered 
cCentered on 1968 

 

In the Coattails model, the variable Presidential Coattails shows the effect of 

coattails when there is an average number of employees in a state.  The interaction, 

Presidential Coattails x Public Employees is not in the expected direction, and also not 

significant.  In the Referendum model, the coefficient for Presidential Approval 
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represents the effect of presidential approval when there is an average number of public 

employees. The interaction term, Presidential Approval x Public Employees is the change 

to the effect of presidential approval with each standard deviation increase in the number 

of public employees.  This variable is also not in the expected direction or statistically 

significant. 

The effect of Democratic President  in the Balancing model is the effect of going 

from a Republican president to a Democratic president when there is an average number 

of employees.  This variable is significant and in the expected direction.  The interaction 

term, Democratic President x Public Employees, represents the effect of a change from a 

Republican to a Democratic president with each standard deviation increase in the 

number of public employees. This variable is not in the expected direction and also not 

statistically significant.   

 Table 5.12 shows the results for state legislative elections.  In the Coattails model, 

the effect of Presidential Coattails is the effect of coattails when there are an average 

number of public employees.   This variable, as well as the interaction term, Coattails x 

Public Employees are in the expected directions.  However, the interaction term is not 

statistically significant.   

For the Referendum model, the coefficient Presidential Approval, represents the 

effect of approval when there are an average number of employees in a state.  The 

interaction term, Approval x Public Employees is the difference in presidential approval 

for each standard deviation increase in the number of public employees in a state.  

Approval x Public Employees is in the expected direction, and the coefficient is 

marginally insignificant with a p-value of 0.08.  The effect is displayed in Figure 5.2 
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below.  Here the y-axis is the Democratic percent of lower house seats minus 50%. The 

figure shows that referendum voting is muted in states with a larger bureaucracy. 

Table 5.11 Democratic share of lower house seats, 1968-2010 
Public Employees Original s.e. Coattails s.e. Referendum s.e. Balancing s.e. 
Presidential Coattails 0.17 ** 0.02 0.17 ** 0.02 0.16 ** 0.02 0.16 ** 0.02 
Coattails x Pub. Empl. --   -0.02 

 
0.02 -- 

  
-- 

  Presidential Approval  0.11 ** 0.03 0.11 ** 0.03 0.12 ** 0.03 0.11 ** 0.03 
Approval x Pub. Empl. --   -- 

  
-0.04 * 0.02 -- 

  Democratic President -3.40 ** 0.47 -3.66 ** 0.50 -3.63 ** 0.50 -3.55 ** 0.53 
Dem. President x Pub. Empl. --   -- 

     
-0.34 

 
0.48 

Public Employees  --   0.48 
 

0.50 0.61 
 

0.50 0.69 
 

0.52 
Professionalisma -0.26  0.40 -0.11  0.41 -0.11  0.41 -0.10  0.41 
Natl. Unemployment Change 0.50 * 0.27 0.44 

 
0.28 0.45 * 0.31 0.44 

 
0.28 

State Unemployment Changeb  -0.29  0.21 -0.32 
 

0.22 -0.35 
 

0.22 -0.35 
 

0.22 
Democratic Incumbency  0.08 ** 0.02 0.09 ** 0.02 0.09 ** 0.02 0.09 ** 0.02 
Republican Incumbency -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.10 ** 0.02 -0.10 ** 0.02 -0.10 ** 0.02 
Gubernatorial Election  0.43  0.30 0.42 

 
0.31 0.41 

 
0.31 0.41 

 
0.31 

Senate Election  0.98 ** 0.30 1.01 ** 0.31 1.02 ** 0.31 1.01 ** 0.31 
Yearc -0.21 ** 0.03 -0.22 ** 0.03 -0.22 ** 0.03 -0.22 ** 0.03 
Year x South -0.27 ** 0.05 -0.27 ** 0.05 -0.27 ** 0.05 -0.27 ** 0.05 
Lagged Dependent Variable 0.44 ** 0.04 0.44 ** 0.04 0.44 ** 0.04 0.44 ** 0.04 
Intercept 7.53 ** 1.20 6.99 ** 1.26 7.05 ** 1.26 6.99 ** 1.27 
Level 2    

         State Partisanship 0.43 ** 0.06 0.41 ** 0.06 0.41 ** 0.06 0.41 ** 0.06 
South 9.33 ** 1.90 9.63 ** 1.98 9.79 ** 1.96 9.59 ** 1.95 
Northeast 0.23  1.86 0.60 

 
1.84 0.67 

 
1.85 0.61 

 
1.84 

Midwest -1.73  1.31 -1.29 
 

1.32 -1.27 
 

1.32 -1.30 
 

1.32 
Variance Components    

         Within State  6.67 ** 2.19 5.90 ** 2.09 5.98 ** 2.10 5.95 ** 2.10 
Between State 34.90 ** 1.85 36.14 ** 1.97 36.00 ** 1.96 36.15 ** 1.97 

X2 33.03 **  24.16 ** 
 

24.90 ** 
 

24.53 ** 
 n 772     731 

  
731 

  
731 

  *p<0.1 **p<0.05  
az-standardized 
bState-Mean Centered 
cCentered on 1968 
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         Figure 5.2 The Effect of the Size of the Bureaucracy on Referendum Voting 

 

Finally, the effect of the president’s party, Democratic President is the effect of 

going from a Republican to a Democratic President when there are an average number of 

state public employees.  This variable is significant.  The interaction term, Dem. 

President x Public Employees, is in the expected direction but not statistically significant.   

The results in Tables 5.8 and 5.9 show that the size of the state’s bureaucracy 

does not influence the way that national forces affect state elections.  The exception is 

that there may be some effect of the size of the bureaucracy on national referendum 

voting in state legislative elections.   

 

5.4 The Direct Initiative 

So far, I have looked the potential intervening effects of state power on midterm loss.  In 

the models above, I show that there is little evidence for systematic effects of state power 

on midterm loss.  With a few exceptions, midterm loss is not affected by increased state 
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power.  The final variable that I use to assess the impact of state power on midterm loss is 

an indicator of weakened state power.   One institution that can decrease the autonomy 

and power of state government is the direct initiative.  Having the direct initiative on the 

books provides citizens with the potential to enact legislation which limits the power of 

the state government. The classic example of this is California’s Proposition 13 which 

limited the state government’s power with respect to property taxes.   

Recent research shows little consensus regarding the effects of the citizen 

initiative on state government power.  Phillips (2008) finds that elected officials are less 

likely to achieve their preferred tax policy outcomes in states with citizen initiatives.  

That is, the government has less policy autonomy in states with the citizen initiative.   On 

the other hand, Bridges and Kousser (2011), argue that elected officials gave power to 

citizens because officials’ preferences were in line with citizen preferences.   Citizen 

initiatives may increase political engagement and political knowledge (Tolbert et al. 

2001).  The citizen initiative may also have spillover effects in other elections.  That is, 

voters may turn out to vote in the initiative, but then also vote in other elections as well.   

The initiative is thought to increase turnout (Tolbert et al. 2001).  Smith (2001) 

finds that initiatives only increase turnout during midterm elections because increased 

turnout during presidential election years is due to the presidential elections.  Increased 

turnout due to citizen initiatives can have important effects on coattails which are also 

driven by turnout.  Like presidential coattails, if increased turnout for a citizen initiative 

is asymmetrical, this may be consequential to other elections that are on the ballot.   
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Twenty-two states have the direct initiative,19 but regulations vary from state to 

state.  Some states have higher thresholds for ballot access than others.  Many states with 

the initiative require that the initiative only address one subject at a time.  Of course, 

there is variation in this rule among the states as well.20  In Alaska and Wyoming, 

citizens can only use the direct initiative when the legislature is not in session.21

With regard to theories of midterm loss, I expect that the initiative weakens the 

power of state government, and therefore, will serve to increase the effects of coattails 

and referendum voting, but decrease presidential punishment. I have argued that if state 

power affects midterm loss, increased state power should mute the effects of referendum 

voting and presidential coattails but increase the effect of presidential punishment.  The 

opposite relationship may be true as well.  Does the citizen initiative lead to higher 

coattail and referendum effects and a decreased effect of presidential punishment?  We 

can first look to see if there is a descriptive pattern that is consistent with this question.  

Tables 5.13 and 5.14 show Democratic vote share in gubernatorial elections and 

Democratic seat share in state legislative elections in states with and without the citizen 

initiative, respectively.   

   

Table 5.12 Democratic Share of the Two-Party Vote for Governors, 1948-2010 
Citizen Initiative No Initiative Initiative 

Presidential Election Years 
Democratic Winner 55.7 49.4 

Republican Winner 50.6 50.7 

Absolute Difference 5.1 1.3 

Midterm Election Years 
Democratic President 49.5 47.6 

Republican President 54.0 53.2 

Absolute Difference 4.5 5.6 
 

                                                      
19 AK, AZ, AR, CA, CO, FL, GA, ID, IL, MI, MO, MT, NE, NV, ND, OH, OK, OR, SD, UT, WA, WY. 
20http://www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/elections/single-subject-rules-initiative-and-referendum.aspx 
21 http://www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/elections/chart-of-the-initiative-states.aspx 
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In Table 5.13 we see the average size of coattails and midterm loss for 

gubernatorial elections.  These patterns are not consistent with expectations.  In non-

initiative states, there appears to be coattail effects, where the vote is higher on average 

for Democrats if a Democrat wins the presidency, and higher for Republicans if a 

Republican wins the presidency.  For presidential election years in states with the 

initiative, there is no significant difference between when a Democrat wins and when a 

Republican wins.22

In Table 5.14, we see the average Democratic share of lower house seats based on 

whether the state has the citizen initiative or not.  Here the average effect of coattails 

appears to be higher in states with the citizen initiative, which is consistent with 

expectations.  However, the effect of midterm loss is also much larger in states with the 

citizen initiative, which was not expected.   

  During midterm elections, midterm loss is higher in states with the 

citizen initiative.   

Table 5.13  Democratic Share of Lower House Seats, 1968-2010 
Citizen Initiative No Initiative Initiative 

Presidential Election Years 
Democratic Winner 62.5 54.2 

Republican Winner 58.4 49.2 

Absolute Difference 4.2 5.1 

Midterm Election Years 
Democratic President 58.9 47.3 

Republican President 63.8 54.5 

Absolute Difference 4.9 7.2 
 

 The descriptive results do not lead to hypotheses in either direction with respect to 

the citizen initiative.  As a result, I continue with hypotheses that are consistent with the 

hypotheses for institutional power and the size of state government.  The hypotheses for 

each theory are listed here.  

                                                      
22 A ttest reveals that there is no statistically significant difference between these averages.  (p=0.53) 
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H1:  Coattail effects should be increased in states that have the direct initiative.   

H2: Referendum effects should be increased in states that have the direct initiative.  
 
H3:  Presidential Punishment should be smaller in states that have the direct initiative.   
 
  

In order to test these hypotheses, I use a variable that indicates whether a state has 

the direct initiative.  The variable that is used to measure the initiative is coded 1 for the 

years for which the direct initiative was on the ballot and 0 for other years.23

Table 5.15, below, shows the interpretation of each of the variables of interest and 

the hypotheses associated with these variables. Tables 5.16 and 5.17 show the results of 

the models of states with and without the direct initiative for gubernatorial and state 

legislative elections, respectively. 

  According 

to Tolbert et al (2001), one initiative on the ballot is enough to activate the effects of an 

of the initiative. This variable should capture the effect of potential power associated with 

the initiative.  For most of the states, adoption of the citizen initiative occurred before the 

start of this study.  However, Florida adopted the citizen initiative in 1972; Illinois 

adopted it in 1970, and Wyoming adopted it in 1968.  As with the previous analyses, I 

interact the variable to measure state power, Direct Initiative, with other variables of 

interest — Presidential Coattails, Presidential Approval and Democratic President.   

 

 

 

 

                                                      
23 For states with the direct initiative, there is almost always at least one initiative on the ballot (Tolbert et 
al. 2001) so this coding scheme is an appropriate measure of the differences between states with and 
without the direct initiative.  
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Table 5.14 Citizen Initiative Hypotheses 
Variable Name Interpretation of the Variable Expected Sign 
Coattails Model   

Presidential Coattails 
The effect of Presidential Coattails in states with direct 
initiative. (Direct Initiative = 0) 

+ 

Direct Initiative 
0= No Direct Initiative 
1= Direct Initiative 

The effect of Direct Initiative when it is a midterm election. 
(Presidential Coattails = 0) 

No 
Expectation 

Presidential Coattails x 
Direct Initiative 

The effect of the change from a non-initiative state to an 
initiative state on Presidential Coattails.  

+ 

Referendum Model 
 

 
Presidential Approval 

The effect of Presidential Approval in a state with a direct 
initiative. (Direct Initiative= 0) 

+ 

Direct Initiative 
0= No Direct Initiative 
1= Direct Initiative 

The effect of the Direct Initiative when Presidential 
Approval is 50%. (Presidential Approval = 0)  

No 
Expectation 

Presidential Approval x 
Direct Initiative  

The effect of going from a non-initiative state to an 
initiative state on Presidential Approval 

+ 

Balancing Model 
 

 
Democratic President 

The effect of Democratic President for a state without the 
direct initiative (Direct Initiative = 0) 

- 

Direct Initiative 
0= No Direct Initiative 
1= Direct Initiative 

The effect of Direct Initiative when there is a Republican 
president. (Democratic President = 0) 

No 
Expectation 

Democratic President x 
Direct Initiative 

The difference between a Republican and a Democratic 
president with change from a non-initiative state to an 
initiative state. 

+ 

 

Table 5.16 shows the results for gubernatorial elections.  The first column is the 

original model from chapter three.  The Coattails model shows the interaction between 

Presidential Coattails and the Direct Initiative.  The Referendum model has the 

interaction between Presidential Approval and Direct Initiative.  The Balancing model 

shows the interaction between Democratic President and Direct Initiative.   

In the Coattails model, the direct initiative does not appear to lessen the effect of 

presidential coattails.  The interaction term, Coattails x Direct Initiative, which represents 

the difference of the effect of coattails going from a non-initiative state to an initiative 

state, indicates that coattails may decrease in initiative states.  However, the interaction 

term is insignificant 
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Table 5.15 Democratic percent of the two-party vote for Governor, 1948-2010 
Citizen Initiative Original s.e. Coattails s.e. Referendum s.e. Balancing s.e. 
Presidential Coattails 1.89 ** 0.55 1.95 ** 0.68 1.84 ** 0.55 1.90 ** 0.55 
Coattails x Direct Initiative --   -0.16 

 
1.02 -- 

  
-- 

  Presidential Approval  0.07 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 0.10 ** 0.04 0.07 ** 0.03 
Approval x Direct Initiative --   -- 

  
-0.08 

 
0.05 -- 

  Democratic President -3.81 ** 0.59 -3.81 ** 0.59 -3.79 ** 0.59 -2.89 ** 0.74 
Dem. President x Direct Initiative --   -- 

  
-- 

  
-2.26 ** 1.11 

Direct Initiative --   -0.33 
 

0.69 -0.55 
 

0.70 0.70 
 

0.84 
Natl. Unemployment Change 0.14  0.27 0.13 

 
0.27 0.12 

 
0.27 0.12 

 
0.27 

State Unemployment Change 0.02  0.27 0.02 
 

0.27 0.02 
 

0.27 0.03 
 

0.27 
Incumbent Governor 6.73 ** 0.40 6.73 ** 0.40 6.76 ** 0.40 6.75 ** 0.40 
Senate Election  1.03 ** 0.37 1.05 ** 0.38 1.04 ** 0.38 1.03 ** 0.38 
Year -0.04 ** 0.02 -0.04 ** 0.02 -0.04 ** 0.02 -0.04 ** 0.02 
Year x South -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.45 ** 0.04 -0.45 ** 0.04 
Intercept 3.63 ** 0.88 3.76 ** 0.92 3.81 ** 0.92 3.32 ** 0.94 
Level 2     

         
South 

21.1
5 ** 1.50 21.09 ** 1.51 21.20 ** 1.51 21.02 ** 1.51 

State Partisanship 0.08 ** 0.03 0.08 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03 
Variance Components    

         Between State 0.97  1.01 1.07 
 

1.05 1.08 
 

1.05 1.03 
 

1.04 

Within State 
65.2

9 ** 3.19 65.36 
 

3.20 65.16 ** 3.19 65.08 ** 3.19 
X2 1.23   1.40 

  
1.45 

  
1.33 

  N 894    894 
  

894 
  

894 
  *p<0.1 **p<0.05  

az-standardized 
bState-Mean Centered 
cCentered on 1968 

 

 In the Referendum model, the variable Presidential Approval represents the effect 

of presidential approval in a non-initiative state.  Here the effect of approval is significant 

and in the expected direction.  The interaction term, Approval x Direct Initiative, shows 

that referendum effects may decrease in initiative states.   This effect is not in the 

expected direction and statistically insignificant, but the p-value is relatively low 

(p=0.10).  This effect is displayed in Figure 5.3. 

 In the Balancing Model, Democratic President represents a change from a 

Republican to a Democratic president in non-initiative states.  This variable is in the 

expected direction.  The effect of the president’s party is slightly lower for non-initiative 
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states, and this effect nearly doubles in states with the initiative.  The interaction term 

shows the effect of going from a non-initiative state to an initiative state when there is a 

Democrat in office.   This was not the expected effect, but the interaction term was 

statistically significant.  The differences between presidential punishment in initiative and 

non-initiative states are displayed graphically in Figure 5.4. 

  

  Figure 5.3 The Effect of the Initiative on Referendum Voting                   Figure 5.4 The Effect of the Initiative on Presidential Punishment 

 

Figure 5.3 shows that the effect of the presidential approval on gubernatorial 

voting in states with and without the citizen initiative.  States with the citizen initiative 

may be less Democratic overall, but also the effect of approval is less of a factor in 

gubernatorial voting than in initiative states.  In Figure 5.4, we see that the effect of 

presidential punishment is greater in initiative states.      

In Table 5.17 we see the differences between initiative and non-initiative states in 

state legislative elections.  The table is structured in the same way as Table 5.14.  In the 

Coattails model, the Presidential Coattails variable shows the effect of presidential 

coattails in non-initiative states.  The significant interaction term, Coattails x Direct 

Initiative, shows the difference between coattails in a state with and without the initiative.  
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Here the results show that coattail effects are larger in non-initiative states, which is not 

what was expected.   

Table 5.16 State Legislative Elections-Direct Initiative, 1968-2010 

 
Original s.e. Coattails s.e. Referendum s.e. Balancing s.e. 

Presidential Coattails 0.17 ** 0.02 0.20 ** 0.03 0.17 ** 0.02 0.17 ** 0.02 
Coattails x Direct Initiative --   -0.07 ** 0.03 

      Presidential Approval  0.11 ** 0.03 0.12 ** 0.03 0.16 ** 0.03 0.11 ** 0.03 
Approval x Direct Initiative --   

   
-0.10 ** 0.04 

   Democratic President -3.38 ** 0.48 -3.14 ** 0.48 -3.35 ** 0.48 -2.43 ** 0.66 
Dem. President x Direct Initiative  --   

      
-1.86 ** 0.90 

Direct Initiative   5.44 -1.75 
 

1.23 -0.94 
 

1.22 -0.25 
 

1.25 
Natl. Unemployment Change 0.52 * 0.27 0.59 ** 0.27 0.51 * 0.27 0.51 * 0.27 
State Unemployment Change  -0.28  0.21 -0.20 

 
0.22 -0.28 

 
0.21 -0.28 

 
0.21 

Democratic Incumbency  0.08 ** 0.02 0.08 ** 0.02 0.08 ** 0.02 0.08 ** 0.02 
Republican Incumbency -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.09 ** 0.02 
Gubernatorial Election  0.43  0.30 0.41 

 
0.30 0.39 

 
0.30 0.41 

 
0.30 

Senate Election  0.98 ** 0.30 0.96 ** 0.30 0.98 ** 0.30 0.96 ** 0.30 
Year -0.21 ** 0.03 -0.21 ** 0.03 -0.21 ** 0.03 -0.21 ** 0.03 
Year x South -0.28 ** 0.05 -0.28 ** 0.05 -0.29 ** 0.05 -0.28 ** 0.05 
Lagged Dependent Variable 0.43 ** 0.04 0.43 ** 0.04 0.42 ** 0.04 0.42 ** 0.04 
Intercept 7.55 ** 1.27 8.43 ** 1.58 8.40 ** 1.60 7.93 ** 1.61 
Level 2    

         State Partisanship 0.43 ** 0.06 0.42 ** 0.06 0.43 ** 0.06 0.43 ** 0.06 
South 9.78 ** 1.99 9.27 ** 2.02 10.01 ** 2.06 9.71 ** 2.04 
Northeast 0.22  2.00 -0.54 

 
2.16 -0.04 

 
2.20 -0.34 

 
2.19 

Midwest -1.82  1.43 -2.01 
 

1.45 -1.91 
 

1.48 -2.02 
 

1.47 
Variance Components    

         Within State  8.57 ** 2.77 8.49 ** 2.78 9.03 ** 2.90 8.89 ** 2.87 
Between State 35.4 ** 1.88 35.09 ** 1.86 35.08 ** 1.86 35.18 ** 1.87 
X2 41.6 **  41.60 ** 

 
45.10 ** 

 
44.14 ** 

 N 772     772 
  

772 
  

772 
  *p<0.1 **p<0.05  

az-standardized 
bState-Mean Centered 
cCentered on 1968 

 

The effect of presidential coattails in initiative and non-non-initiative states is 

shown in the Figure 5.5 below.  The main difference between these two groups appears to 

be the baseline, where initiative states tend to be less Democratic.    

 



   

130 
 

 

     Figure 5.5 The Effect of the Initiative on Presidential Coattails 

 

In the Referendum model, the effect of Presidential Approval is for states without 

the direct initiative (where Direct Initiative = 0). The interaction term shows the 

difference in states with and without the citizen initiative.  There is a significant 

difference between national referendum voting in states with and without the direct 

initiative.  The Democratic share of lower house seats in states with the initiative is 

reduced by 0.1 percent.  This effect is statistically significant.  I display this effect 

graphically in Figure 5.6.   

In the Balancing model, the Democratic President coefficient shows the effect of 

presidential punishment in a state without the initiative.  The interaction term, Dem. 

President x Direct Initiative, shows that when we go from a state without the direct 

initiative to a state with an initiative, this effect of presidential punishment is increased by 

about 1.9 points.  This means that there is a greater effect of presidential punishment, on 

average, in initiative states than in non-initiative states in state legislative elections.  This 

effect is shown in Figure 5.7. 
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Figure 5.6 shows that national referendum voting is affected in states with the 

citizen initiative.   Presidential punishment, as shown in Figure 5.7, is increased in states 

with the citizen initiative.  In both cases, states with the citizen initiative tend to also be 

less Democratic overall.  

  

Figure 5.6 The Effect of the Initiative on Referendum Voting                       Figure 5.7  The Effect of the Initiative on Presidential Punishment 

 

The effect of the initiative on presidential punishment is the same as it is for 

gubernatorial elections.  There is a stronger effect of presidential punishment in states 

with the initiative than in states without, holding all else constant.  The results for the 

direct initiative were not consistent with hypotheses, but lead to a new set of questions 

and paths for further research.   

 

5.5 Implications 

This chapter was designed to assess the extent to which researchers can generalize 

about results from chapters three and four.   In this chapter, I show that there is little 

systematic evidence to support the argument that formal institutional power and the size 

of state government mediate the effects of midterm loss in state elections.  For both 

institutional power and the size of state government, the instances when there were 
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intervening effects, they were unsystematic.  Though not in line with hypotheses, the 

effects of the citizen initiative were pretty consistent.   The effects of coattails appear to 

decrease in states with the citizen initiative and national referendum voting is also 

different in states with the citizen initiative.  The average effect of presidential 

punishment increases in states with a citizen initiative in both gubernatorial and states 

legislative elections.  This means that there is more work to be done in order to 

understand the how the institution of the citizen initiative may affect elections in the 

state.   

What do these results tell us about how contextual factors affect elections?  The 

first conclusion is that the effects of institutional variation may be less about institutional 

power and more about citizen power.  Direct democracy empowers citizens even as it 

may weaken state institutions.  This effect may be the reason why elections in these states 

tend to be less about the national context.  If we attribute presidential punishment to 

balancing, then citizens in direct democracy states are more likely to be using balancing 

to influence policy.  This may be an extension of the increased power that citizens have 

in states with the direct initiative, and is also a question for future research.     

 The effects of the citizen initiative may also be related to political knowledge.  

For the three theories of midterm loss that I examine in this dissertation, knowledge plays 

a theoretical role.  For surge and decline, less knowledgeable voters are the peripheral 

voters who engage in coattails voting.  Referendum voting is using an informational 

shortcut (feelings about the president), to make political decisions about other candidates.  

Finally, in balancing theory, voters need to have some basic knowledge about how 

system of separation of powers.    
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 Voters in initiative states may learn about the issues in order to vote on them.  

Initiatives have an “educative effect” (Smith and Tolbert 2004).  Citizens in states with 

direct initiatives are more likely to participate and have higher levels of political 

knowledge than citizens in non-initiative states (Smith and Tolbert 2004).  Finally, the 

depressed effect of coattails and referendum effects in initiative states may be due to the 

fact that there is a kind of reverse coattails effect in these states.  This phenomenon is 

referred to as a spillover effect, in which voters who are drawn to the polls by a direct 

democracy campaign may then decide to vote in other elections (Smith et al 2008).  The 

effects of spillover would depend upon the issues on the ballot, and would not be 

systematically related to the presidency.  Spillover effects from ballot initiatives could 

therefore have the effect of cancelling out effects of coattails and referendum voting.   

 The mediating effects of direct democracy on theories of midterm loss merits 

further research.  These are interesting and important effects, the causes of which are not 

yet clear.  One problem that should be addressed in future research is the problem with 

using direct democracy institutions as a predictor of elections.  The problem is that these 

institutions are, at least to some extent, endogenous to the states and regions that have 

them (Marschall and Ruhil 2005).   For example, there are no states in the Northeast that 

have ballot initiatives.  As a result, conclusions based on whether a state has the ballot 

initiative or not may simply be a conclusion about the state rather than about the 

institution.  Many states with direct initiatives also have term-limited state legislatures.  

Term-limited legislatures lead to more open seat elections, which can also affect the 

contextual influences in state elections.   

Finally, the null results for the other indicators of state power contradict past research on 

state legislative elections (Berry et al 2000).  These findings also merit further research.  It is 
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possible that coattail effects have diminished due to a lack of competition in state legislative 

election.  In states that have professionalized legislatures, the incumbency advantage and a lack of 

competition may lead to increased ballot drop-off, something that would lessen coattail effects.  

Generally, this chapter leaves us with an unexpected though powerful finding that merits further 

research. That is, institutional power appears to be less consequential to state elections than the 

power that citizens hold.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

This dissertation demonstrates that even as state government officials have enjoyed a 

higher incumbency advantage (Ansolabehere and Snyder 2002), state elections are 

subject to influence from the presidential vote, presidential approval and presidential 

punishment.   In this study, I make several contributions to this line of research and lay a 

path for new research.  To begin, I summarize the main findings of this study.  Next, I 

discuss the contribution that this dissertation makes to the discipline of political science.  

Then I highlight areas for future research and conclude with a discussion of the broader 

implications of the project. 

Chapter three reveals that coattails are an important factor in on-year 

gubernatorial elections.  These coattails may be offset by votes against the president’s 

party, which can dampen the effect that we observe.  In cases when the president is 

running for reelection, presidential punishment may diminish the observed effects of 

coattails.  This chapter also shows that referendum voting remains an important predictor 

of gubernatorial elections.  Specifically, presidential approval may increase or decrease 

the effect of midterm loss for gubernatorial elections. Negative voting—a theory which 

posits that voters who are displeased with the president (or other officeholders) are more 

likely to turnout than those who are happy with the status quo—may also factor into 

gubernatorial elections.   After accounting for presidential approval, the effect of 

withdrawn coattails (where applicable) and negative voting, presidential punishment 

remains an important predictor of gubernatorial elections.  This provides strong 

preliminary evidence that there is vertical balancing in gubernatorial elections.   
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In chapter three, I also examine some differences between two-year and four-year 

cycle gubernatorial elections.  Several important findings emerge from the comparison.  

From 1948-1972, surge and decline was a factor in gubernatorial elections that occurred 

on the two-year cycle, but the effect of coattails from the previous presidential election 

did not completely disappear at the midterm.  Second, the effect of referendum voting 

was much stronger in these two-year cycle states, due to the fact that governors on two-

year election cycles were less powerful and thus their elections were less “candidate-

centered.”   Candidate-centered elections may lessen the effects of contextual factors 

(Jacobson 1989).  Today, gubernatorial elections are more candidate-centered, in part 

because of increased gubernatorial power (Squire 1997).   

In two-year cycle elections, national economic conditions contributed to the 

outcome of gubernatorial elections as well.  Looking at two-year cycle gubernatorial 

elections from the past helps to explain why Chubb (1988) and Stein (1990) find an 

independent effect of national economic voting.  In more recent gubernatorial elections, 

the effect of the national economy is indirect in that the national economy effects 

presidential approval and the presidential vote.  Over the span of this research, the 

independent effects of national economic voting have disappeared, and the effect of 

national referendum voting has declined as well.   

When states changed gubernatorial election cycles from two years to four years, 

they may have been attempting to distinguish the gubernatorial contest from national-

level forces (Tompkins 1988).  Ironically, when we compare midterm-only elections to 

the presidential-only elections, the effects of national-level factors are larger in midterm-

only elections.  This is because the effect of presidential coattails is sometimes offset in 
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presidential-election-year-only states by presidential punishment.  In midterm only 

gubernatorial election states, the effect of the presidency, in the form of presidential 

punishment is much stronger, which is compelling given that there are no withdrawn 

coattails.  Though this effect is often partially offset by presidential approval, this study 

shows that even when approval is high, there is still midterm loss.   

 The findings for state legislative elections from chapter four were in some ways 

similar to findings in chapter three, especially as they were related to the presidency.  

Like gubernatorial elections, state legislative elections are subject to the effect of 

referendum voting and negative voting.   The president’s party loses support in state 

legislative elections even after we account for the effect of withdrawn coattails and 

presidential approval.  Yet, there is no presidential punishment during presidential 

election years.   As with gubernatorial elections, there are no effects for state economic 

voting and the effect of national economic conditions was curiously in the wrong 

direction.  Incumbency and regional variation, particularly variation between the South 

and the non-South are also consequential to state legislative elections.   

 Economic voting — a type of referendum voting in which changes to the 

economy affect incumbent chances — did not appear to affect state legislative elections.  

However, the economy is still an important predictor of both presidential approval ( 

Erikson, Mackuen and Stimson 2000) and the presidential vote (Wlezien and Erikson 

2004; Erikson and Wlezien 2008).  We can assume that the national economy may have 

an indirect effect on state elections.  Changes to the state economy do not directly 

influence state elections, but may factor indirectly into state elections, especially if 

candidates focus on state economic conditions in their campaigns. 
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 In chapter five, I find that there is not much evidence to support the theory that 

increased state power influences how national forces affect state elections.  However, 

there are certainly indirect influences, especially with respect to the way that institutional 

power affects incumbency.  A higher incumbency advantage due to increased 

institutional power leads to insulation from contextual forces because election results are 

not affected by changes at the margins.     

 Although increased state power did not affect midterm loss, there were strong 

mediating effects of the citizen initiative. I find that states that use the citizen initiative 

are less likely to be subject to coattails in state legislative elections.  Further, the effects 

of referendum voting in state legislative and gubernatorial elections are lower.  At the 

same time, presidential punishment is greater in magnitude in both gubernatorial and 

state legislative elections.   

The effects of the citizen initiative were not consistent with my initial hypotheses, 

but lead to new questions and hypotheses.  Do the educative effects of the citizen 

initiative spill over into gubernatorial and state legislative elections?  Are citizens in these 

states more likely to vote based on factors affecting the office they are voting for?  Are 

the differences between direct initiative states and other states due to the institution itself, 

or are these differences due to the political culture of these states?   

One possibility is that citizens in states with direct democracy have a greater base 

of knowledge about state government.  Having policy issues on the ballot forces those 

who want to participate to learn about policy, which may help them to learn about other 

areas of state government.  Citizens with greater knowledge of their state government 
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may be more likely to choose candidates based on policy positions rather than on party 

cues and feelings about the president.   

An alternative reason for the effects of the citizen initiative is that spillover effects 

from direct democracy mute any effects of coattails or referendum effects.  Finally, there 

may simply be differences between states that have the citizen initiative and those that do 

not.   The effects of direct democracy found in chapter five add to the research agenda for 

scholars of state elections, and direct democracy.   

 

6.1 Academic Contribution 

This dissertation enriches several literatures in political science.  Although 

previous research has examined the effects of national-level influences on state elections, 

I add to this research using more comprehensive models to test these theories.  I have 

modeled state elections in a new way, and the model that I propose provides a basis for 

further longitudinal research on state elections.  Initial descriptive analysis of the states 

over time highlights the temporal patterns in elections.  I show that party voting in 

gubernatorial elections has been relatively stable over time, except in Southern states.  I 

also find, as one might expect, that gubernatorial elections, even within the same state are 

relatively independent from one another.   

State legislative elections are quite different.  The partisan balance of state 

legislatures has changed over time, though drastically only in the South.  Modeling state 

legislative elections requires researchers to consider regional variation as well as highly 

correlated residuals.  The use of the Random Coefficients Model allowed me to easily 
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model between-state differences, which can be tricky in standard time series cross 

sectional analysis.   

This research is also useful for scholars who study elections in federal 

democracies.  The US federal system is a tough test for vertical balancing because we 

have both a horizontal and vertical separation of powers (Kedar 2006).  The evidence for 

vertical balancing here in the US lends support to the theories’ application in other 

federalist systems. 

My research also contributes to the literature on referendum voting.  I show that 

more research is needed on the effects of the state economy in state elections.  I also 

provide preliminary evidence for negative voting in both state legislative and 

gubernatorial elections.  In recent research, the negative voting model has been left out of 

explanations for midterm loss, but perhaps it should be included.  In this study, I find 

evidence for negative voting, but I do fully quantify its effects.  This is an area of 

research that needs more attention.   

Those who are interested in state policy may also find this work interesting.  I 

show that there may have been some unintended consequences when states changed from 

two-year to four year cycle elections for governors.  I also show that there may be some 

insulating effects for states with direct democracy.  Still, like governors on the four-year 

cycle, candidates on a two-year cycle who share the party of the president at midterm are 

subject to presidential punishment.   
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6.2 Agenda for Future Research 

One of the strengths of this dissertation is that it lays the groundwork for a rich research 

agenda.  By looking at the context of election cycles, state differences and institutional 

power, I demonstrate which variables are important contextual predictors of state 

elections and which are not.  I show that there are important presidential election cycle 

effects in state elections.  A number of research projects stem directly from these 

findings.  The first is related to presidential approval.  The effects of referendum voting 

and presidential approval are intriguing.  One area for future research will be to create 

state-level measurement of presidential approval, perhaps through the use of Multilevel 

Regression and Postratification (Park et al. 2004; Lax and Phillips 2009).  This would 

allow researchers to understand whether presidential approval moves uniformly across 

the states.  If there is state-level variation in presidential approval, holding constant 

factors such as the economy and state partisanship, then a state-level measure of 

presidential approval can help us answer many questions in political science, including 

questions about negative voting and vertical balancing.   

 Another important project will be to pursue the findings regarding the moderating 

effects of the citizen initiative.  The first step is to establish whether the moderating effect 

of the citizen initiative is actually an institutional effect or a state-level effect.  If it is a 

state-level effect, then we could conclude that there are differences in voting behavior in 

some of the states due to state-level political characteristics such as state political culture.  

If these effects can be attributed to the institution, then the next question would be to 

explain why the direct initiative has this effect on state elections.  Are these educative 

effects or spillover effects?  
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Broadly, one of the strengths of this study is that I look at state elections over a 

long period of time; however, there is more that could be done to capture historical 

changes over time.  Although I control for the effect of time, I do not explicitly consider 

the effect of the major historical changes to the states over time.  This is a problem in 

many longitudinal studies, where units at time t may be qualitatively different than units 

at time t+20, for example.  The role of state government and the institutions within state 

government have changed quite a bit over the span of this research.  I consider this to 

some extent, by looking at the effects of changes to professionalism and institutional 

power, but I have not fully considered some of the important changes to the state political 

systems over time.  The parties have changed dramatically, and these effects are not 

explicitly accounted for in my models.  Party identification has also become more aligned 

with ideology (Erikson, Wright and McIver 2006), which is due in part to regional 

changes, but also perhaps due to elite polarization (Fiorina 2004; Levendusky 2009)   

 Another area for further research is to improve methods for specifying vertical 

balancing.  I was able to unpack midterm loss to some extent, by accounting for 

withdrawn coattails and the effects of presidential approval, but I was not able to 

specifically approximate vertical balancing, except by the process of elimination.  The 

problem with the president’s party variable that I use to capture presidential punishment 

is that it is a blunt measure.  Because the president is such a focal point in the American 

political system, the president’s party may represent more than presidential punishment.  

One way to determine if the president’s party is capturing vertical balancing is to look at 

conditions where presidential punishment is most likely to occur and see if presidential 
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punishment is greater under these conditions.  This was part of the aim for chapter five, 

and since results were inconclusive, further research is necessary.   

One good test would be to identify conditions that would most likely merit 

balancing at the state level.  For example, do we observe more presidential punishment 

when there has been unified government at the national level?  One might expect that 

when the president’s party has full control of the national government, vertical balancing 

would be more likely.  Another test would be to examine whether there is more 

presidential punishment after the president’s party has achieved a legislative victory.  In 

this case, the expectation is that presidential punishment is thermostatic.  That is, citizens 

who feel that policy has moved too far in one direction would act to put a stop to policy 

from continuing in that direction; they would “turn the heat down” on the president and 

his party by voting for the out-party in down-ticket and Congressional elections (Wlezien 

1995).   

 One alternative hypothesis to theories of midterm loss that I do not address is the 

strategic politician’s theory (Jacobson 1989).    This theory argues that midterm slumps 

for the president’s party are the result of quality challengers waiting for the right time to 

go against incumbents or waiting until there is an open seat to run.  A strategic time to 

run for office is when the president is unpopular and the potential opponent is a member 

of the president’s party.  Though it is certainly true that politicians are strategic in their 

actions, it does not stand to reason that strategic politicians would be the cause of 

midterm loss.   Presidential approval is not typically worse during midterm elections, 

which means that the strategic politicians theory does not account for the pattern of 

midterm loss.   
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 The effect of the strategic politician’s hypothesis is that challengers capitalize on 

the negative feelings toward the president or the national government and focus on 

national issues as a way to defeat an incumbent who is affiliated with the administration.  

As a result, the effect of strategic politicians theory is that it should increase the effect of 

national-level factors (Jacobson 1989; Brown and Jacobson 2008).  If anything, strategic 

politicians exacerbate the national-level patterns that we see in state elections.  However, 

this effect should occur both during presidential election years and during midterm 

election years.  The strategic politician’s hypothesis affects the baseline, not the margins.  

That said, it would be useful to test whether the presence of quality challengers in 

gubernatorial and state legislative elections explain some of the national-level effects that 

we observe.   

Another area for future research would be to reexamine state economic voting in 

these models using a relative measure of the state’s economy.  In this study, I use a 

measure of the state’s economy that accounts for the number of people employed in the 

state.  A better measure would be to look at the state unemployment rate relative to the 

national unemployment rate.  This measure would help to capture the economic 

conditions in a state relative to other states, and would probably be a better measure of 

citizen knowledge of their state’s economies.   

 Finally, it would be helpful to understand whether predictions associated with 

state elections vary based on whether or not a state is deemed a presidential battleground 

state.  Battlegrounds are states where the parties are relatively competitive at the state 

level.  There are obvious implications of battleground status for gubernatorial elections, 

where we would expect statewide elections to be competitive.  Another result that would 
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be interesting to note is whether coattail effects are increased or cancelled out in 

battleground states.   I would expect that if both parties in the presidential election are 

campaigning in a state, the effect of increased turnout due to the presidential election 

would be muted.  However, I would expect referendum effects to be stronger if the 

president is running for reelection because evaluations of the president would be 

relatively salient.   

 Modeling state elections over time as I have done in this dissertation contributes 

to the broad goals of political science research, which is to gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the political system, and in this case, the mechanisms underlying the 

American democratic process.   I conclude, then, with a discussion of the normative 

implications that stem from the findings associated with this dissertation.      

     

6.3 Implications 

Ideally, a democratic society has an informed electorate that makes fully rational political 

decisions based on all relevant information.  This ideal is not a possibility, and is 

especially hard to approximate in a federalist democracy such as the United States.  In the 

1950s and 1960s, when the Michigan school of political scientists theorized about the 

American voter, their prognosis was quite negative.  They argued that only a small group 

of people within the electorate were adequately well-informed when voting.  Surge and 

decline was an out-growth of this theory, and it was used to explain why the party of the 

president tended to lose seats in the House of Representatives during the midterms 

(Campbell 1960, 1964).   
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 Today, presidential elections still manage to be the anchor for the American 

political system, where even elections at the local level may be influenced by national-

level considerations associated with the presidency.  The referendum theory was used as 

an alternative explanation to surge and decline, and posited that midterm loss was caused 

by low presidential approval at the midterm.  This theory, like surge and decline, argued 

that some voters would focus on the presidency rather than on issues that surrounding 

specific elections. 

 In this dissertation, I revisit these theories and show that they are still relevant and 

important models of aggregate voting behavior.  Citizens rely, in part, on information that 

is easily accessible.  Yet the fact that national-level variables factor into elections does 

not mean the electorate is completely at a loss.   The American party system has become 

increasingly more integrated and centralized, which means that the state parties and the 

national parties are more closely connected and ideologically consistent (Thorlakson 

2009).  At the same time, there has been a long trend of increased party polarization.  The 

effects of this may be that a reliance on party cues is more efficacious than it may have 

been in the past (see Levendusky 2010).  Further in this research and in other work, we 

have observed that voters “punish” the president during the midterm regardless of what 

had happened in the presidential elections and despite evaluations of the president 

(Erikson 1988).  This pattern, which came to be associated with balancing theory, 

suggests that voters are not only using presidential performance as a cue, but also to vote 

strategically to balance the president to bring policy in line with their preferences. 

 In chapter five, findings associated with the citizen initiative show that when 

voters are empowered,, they may be less likely to use contextual cues and more likely to 
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use the president’s party in a more sophisticated way.  This may be due to spillover, but if 

it is not, it points to some important benefits of the institution of direct democracy.     

 This dissertation maintains that voters are both efficient and strategic.  That is, 

some contextual factors, specifically those related to the presidency influence elections in 

the states.  The trickle down effects of the presidency, in state elections can be both 

helpful and harmful to accountability and representation in American democracy.   They 

are harmful because factors that may be irrelevant can end up deciding close elections.  

However, the fact that voters may be using elections for broad policy outcomes via 

balancing is promising.     

 The use of cues is an important part of how voters are able to navigate the 

extremely complex American political system.  While there is room for improvement, we 

can at least argue that some of the cues used by voters are more sophisticated than others.  

As the parties have become more nationalized, party cues have become increasingly 

instrumental in the American political system and also in state elections.   

 More research on vertical balancing, referendum voting and direct democracy in 

the states will increase understanding of the interaction between the national political 

context and elections in the American states.  This dissertation moves us in that direction.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

GUBERNATORIAL ELECTION CYCLES BY STATE, 1947-2010 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gubernatorial Election Cycles by State, 1947-2010 
State Election Cycle State Election Cycle 

AL MT MT PEY 
AK MT (beginning in 1958) NE ETY 1966, then in 1970, MT 
AZ ETY through 1970, then in 1974, MT NV MT 
AR ETY through 1986, then in 1990, MT NH ETY 
CA MT NJ Odd, 1 Year after the Presidential Election 
CO ETY through 1958, then in 1962, Midterm-Only NM ETY through 1970, then in 1974, Midterm-Only 
CT ETY through 1950, then in 1954, Midterm-Only NY MT 
DE PEY NC PEY 
FL PEY until 1964, then in 1970,  MT  ND ETY through 1964, then in 1968, PEY 

GA MT OH ETY through 1958, then in 1962, MT 
HI MT (after 1959) OK MT 
ID MT OR 1948, 1950, 1954, 1956, 1958, then in 1962, MT 
IL PEY through 1976, then in 1982,  MT PA MT 

IN PEY Only RI ETY through 1994, then in 1998, Midterm-Only 
IA ETY through 1974, then in 1978,  MT SC MT 
KS ETY through 1974, then in 1978,  MT  SD ETY through 1974, then in 1978, Midterm-Only 
KY Odd, 1 year after the midterm TN ETY through 1954, then in 1958, Midterm-Only  
LA PEY through 1972, beginning in 1975, Odd, 1 year after midterm   TX ETY through 1974, then in 1978, Midterm-Only  

ME ETY through 1962, then beginning in 1966,  MT UT PEY 
MD MT VT ETY  
MA ETY through 1966, then in 1970,  MT VA Odd, 1 Year after the Presidential Election 
MI ETY through 1966, then in 1970,  MT WA PEY 

MN ETY through 1962, then in 1966,  MT WV PEY 
MS Odd, 1 year after Midterm WI ETY through 1970, then in 1974, Midterm-Only  
MO PEY Only WY MT 

PEY= Presidential-Election-Year-Only 
MT= Midterm-Only 
ETY= Every-Two-Years 
Odd=Odd-Year 
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APPENDIX B 

GUBERNATORIAL ELECTIONS BY STATE AND REGION, 1947-2010 
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APPENDIX C 

FIXED EFFECTS MODEL V. MULTILEVEL MODEL FOR GOVERNORS 

 

Fixed Effects Model v. Multilevel Model for Governors 
 MLM  FE Model   
Level 1         
Democratic President  -3.81 ** -3.89 **  

 
(0.59)  (0.61)   

Presidential Coattails 1.89 ** 2.40 **  

 
(0.55)  (0.57)   

Presidential Approval 0.07 ** 0.07 **  

 
(0.03)  (0.03)   

National Unemployment 0.14  0.36   

 
(0.27)  (0.37)   

State Employmenta  0.02  0.03   
 (0.27)  (0.29)   
Incumbent Governor 6.73 ** 6.94 **  

 
(0.40)  (0.43)   

Senate Election  1.03 ** 1.67 **  

 
(0.37)  (0.45)   

Yearb  -0.04 ** -0.13 **  
 (0.02)  (0.03)   
South x Year -0.45 **    

 
(0.04)     

Intercept 3.63 ** 7.90 **  

 
(0.88)  (1.00)   

Level 2       
State-Level Partisanship 0.08 **    
 (0.03)     
Southern State 21.15 **    

 
(1.50)     

 
Between State 0.97  F-test    47.77 
Within State 64.29 ** ρ    0.14 
Χ² 1.23    
N 894  N    894 
**p<0.05, *p<0.10  
Standard Errors are in parentheses.  Standard errors are robust in the FE model. 
aState-Mean Centered 
bCentered on 1947 
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APPENDIX D 

SEAT LEGISLATIVE SEAT CHANGE OVER TIME 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

CT MA ME

NH NJ NY

PA RI VT

D
em

oc
ra

tic
 %

 o
f S

ta
te

 L
ow

er
 H

ou
se

 S
ea

ts

Lowess Smoother; bandwidth = .8

Northeastern States, 1958-2010

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

IA IL IN KS

MI MN MO ND

OH SD WI

D
em

oc
ra

tic
 %

 o
f t

he
 S

ta
te

 L
ow

er
 H

ou
se

 S
ea

ts

bandwidth = .8

Midwestern States, 1958-2010

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

AK AZ CA CO

HI ID MT NM

NV OR UT WA

WY

D
em

oc
ra

tic
 %

 o
f S

ta
te

 L
ow

er
 H

ou
se

 S
ea

ts

Lowess Smoother; bandwidth = .8

Western States, 1958-2010

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

AL AR DE FL

GA KY LA MD

MS NC OK SC

TN TX VA WV

D
em

oc
ra

tic
 %

 o
f S

ta
te

 L
ow

er
 H

ou
se

 S
ea

ts

Lowess Smoother; bandwidth = .8

Southern States, 1958-2010



   

161 
 

APPENDIX E 

FIXED EFFECTS MODEL V. MULTILEVEL MODEL FOR STATE LEGISLATURES 

 

Fixed Effects Model v. Multilevel Model for State Legislatures 

 
MLM  s.e. FE Model  s.e. (robust) 

Level 1       
Democratic President 3.34 ** 0.48 -3.30 ** 0.45 
Presidential Approval  0.11 ** 0.03 0.11 ** 0.02 
Presidential Surge  0.17 ** 0.02 0.19 ** 0.03 
National Unemployment Change 0.52 * 0.27 0.55 * 0.30 
State Employment Changea  -0.30  0.21 -0.31  0.26 
Democratic Incumbency 0.08 ** 0.02 0.13 ** 0.03 
Republican Incumbency -0.09 ** 0.02 -0.14 ** 0.04 
Gubernatorial Coattails  0.30  0.40 0.32  0.61 
Senate Coattails 0.96 ** 0.30 1.05 ** 0.39 
Governor’s Party 0.34  0.63 0.38  0.84 
Legislative Professionalisma  -1.84  5.44 -0.49  5.90 
Yearb -0.21  0.03 -0.28 ** 0.03 
Lag 0.43 ** 0.04 0.36 ** 0.07 
Intercept 7.35 ** 1.34 9.72 ** 1.84 
Level 2       
State Democratic Partisanship 0.43 ** 0.06    
Northeast 0.26  2.01    
Midwest -1.76  1.44    
South 9.84 ** 1.99    
Year x South -0.28 ** 0.05    

Variance Components       

Between State 8.65 ** 2.81 F-test  94.84 ** 
Within State 35.47 ** 1.89 ρ     0.65  
X² 41.23 **     
n 772   N     771  
This model applies only to states that were on a two-year election cycle 
**p < 0.05; * p <0.01 
aState-Mean centered 
bCentered on the first year, 1968 
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APPENDIX F 

GUBERNATOIRAL INSTITUTIONAL POWER RANKINGS, 1950-2010 

 

Gubernatorial Institutional Power Rankings, 1950-2010 
Years Low Medium High 

1950-1964 
MS, ND, SC, TX, FL, WV, 
NC, AZ, DE, NH, RI, VT, 
AR, KS, ME, NM, SD 

IN, IA, MA, NE, WI, LA, 
OK, CO, ID, KY, MI, 
MN, NV, TN 

AL, CT, OH, MD, MO, 
MT, OR, UT, WY, CA, 
PA, VA, WA, IL, NJ, NY 

1965-1976 
AZ, AR, FL, IN, IA, KS, ME, 
MS, NH, NM, NC, RI, SC, 
SD, TX, VT, WV, 

AL, CO, CT, DE, GA, KY, 
LA, MT, NE, NV, ND, 
OK , OR, VA, WI 

AK, CA, HI, ID, IL, MD, 
MA, MI, MN, MO, NJ, 
NY, OH, PA, TN, UT, 
WA, WY 

1977-1984 
AL, AR, IN, MS, NV, NH, 
NM, NC, OK, OR, RI, SC, 
TX, VT, WA 

AK, FL, GA, KS, KY, LA, 
ME, MO, MT, NE, ND, 
OH, TN, VA, WB, WI 

AZ, CA, CO, CT, DE, HI, 
ID, IL, IA, MD, MA, MI, 
MN, NJ, NY, PA, SD, 
UT, WY 

1985-1990 
AL, AZ, FL, IS, IN, KY, ME, 
MO, NV, NH, NM, NC, 
OK, RI, SC, TX, VT 

AK, CA, CO, DE, GA, IL, 
IA, LA, MI, MS, MT, 
ND, OH, PA, SD, VA, 
WA, WWI, WY 

AR, CT, HI, KS, MD, 
MA, MN, NE, NJ,  
NY, OR, TN, UT, WV 

1992-1995 
CA, CO, GA, ID, IN, MA, 
MS, NV,NH, NC, OK, SC, 
TX, VT 

AL, AK, AR, CT, DE, FL, 
KS, KY, LA, ME, MT, 
NM, OR, UT, VA, WA, 
WI, WY 

HI, IL, IA, MD, MI, MN, 
MO, NE, NJ,  
NY, ND, OH, PA, RI, SD, 
TN, WV 

1996-1999 
AL, AR, CA, FL, GA, LA, 
MA, MS, NV, NH, NC, OK, 
OR, RI, SC, VT, WA 

AZ, CO, CT, DE, ID, IL, 
IN, KS, KY, ME, MN,  
MO, MT, NE, NM, TN, 
TX, VA, WI, WY 

AK, HI, IA, MD, NJ, NY, 
ND, OH, PA,SD, UT,WV 

2000-2003 
AL, AR, FL, GA, IN, LA, 
MS, NV, NH, NM, NC, OK, 
OR, RI, SC, TX, VT,WA 

AK, AZ, CA, CO, CT, DE, 
ID, KS, KY, ME, MA 
MO, MT, NE, TN, VA, 
WI WY 

HI, IL, IA, MD, MI, MN, 
MO, NE, NJ, NY, ND, 
OH, PA, RI, SD, TN, WV 

2004-2010 
AL, CA, GA, IN, MS, NV, 
NH, NC, OK, RI, SC, SD, 
TX, VT, VA, WY 

AZ, AR, CT, DE, FL, HI, 
ID, KS, KY, LA, ME, MI, 
MN, MO, MT, OH, OR, 
WA, WI 

AK, CO, IL, IA, MD, MA, 
NE, NJ, NM, NY, ND, 
PA, TN, UT, WV 
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APPENDIX G 

STATE LEGISLATIVE PROFFESIONALISM RANKINGS, 1968-2010 

 

State Legislative Professionalism Rankings, 1968-2010 

Years Low Medium High 

1968-1985 

AL, AR, GA, IN, KY, 
LA, MT, ND, NH, 
NM, NV, RI, SD, UT, 
VT, WY 

CT, DE, FL, ID, KS, ME, 
MN, MS, NC, NE, NJ, 
OR, TN, TX, VA, WA, 
WV 

AK, AZ, CA, CO,HI, 
IA,  IL, MA, MD, MI, 
MO, NY, OH, OK,  
PA, SC, WI 

1986-1995 

AR, GA, ID, IN, KY, 
MT, ND, NH, NM, 
RI, SD, TN, UT, VT, 
WV, WY 

AL, CT, DE, IA, KS, LA, 
MD, ME, MN, MS, NC, 
NE, NV, OR, SC, TX, VA 

AK, AZ, CA, CO,  
FL, HI, IL, MA, MI, 
MO, NJ, NY, OH, 
OK, PA, WA, WI 

1996-2002 

AL, AR, GA, ID, IN, 
KS, KY, ME, MT, ND, 
NH, NM, RI, SD, UT, 
WY 

AZ, CO, CT, DE, IA, LA, 
MN, MS, NC, NE, NV, 
OR, SC, TN, VA, VT, 
WV 

AK, CA, FL, HI, IL, 
MA, MD, MI, MO, 
NJ, NY, OH, OK, PA, 
TX, WA WI 

2003-2010 

AL, AR, GA, IN, ME, 
MS, MT, ND, NH, 
NM, SC, SD, TN, UT, 
WV, WY 

CT, DE, IA, ID, KS, KY, 
LA, MD, MN, MO, NE, 
NV, OK, OR, RI, VA, VT 

AK, AZ, CA, CO, FL, 
HI, IL, MA, MI, NC, 
NJ, NY, OH, PA, TX, 
WA, WI 

 

 




