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Term limits in state legislatures are linked to more
powerful Speakers

Fifteen US states have introduced some form of term limit on state legislators which prevents them
from running for office for more than set number of times. While some past research has suggested
that term limits can lead to weaker state legislatures, new research from Laine P. Shay suggests that
they can empower the party in power’s Speaker. He finds that compared to states without term limits,
a state with the most stringent term limit law is associated with an 11 percent increase in tools
delegated to the Speaker’s position.

Legislative term limits are immensely popular with the public. Polls show that around 75 percent of the public
support term limits for federal lawmakers. In this light, it is not surprising that several states have implemented them
for their state policymakers. As shown in Figure 1, fifteen states have implemented limits to how many terms state
legislators are able to run for. States that are shaded red indicate they have implemented term limits and states that
are shaded gray indicate that they do not. A well-developed body of works explores the consequences of legislative
term limits, finding that term limits results in greater polarization, an increase in interest group influence, and they
reduce a state’s ability to address complex problems. In recent research, | explore whether legislative term limits
have any impact on the amount of power delegated to majority party leaders in the legislature who control the
body’s legislative agenda — the Speaker.

Figure 1 — States with Legislative Term Limits
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Notes: States shaded red indicate that they have legislative term limits. States shaded gray indicate that they do not have term
limits.

Early findings suggest that term limits should weaken party leaders. For example, term limits are known to increase
a governor’s ability to affect policy because the legislature’s members cannot defend their institutional interests.
Moreover, as stated by one report, “Perhaps the most noticeable changes in many term-limited legislatures have to
do with leadership. Leaders rise to the top more quickly than before but stay for a briefer period and wield less
influence than in the past.” Taken together, previous accounts of term limits seem to show that they weaken the
legislative branch. However, these studies do not examine chamber rules and procedures. Instead, they rely on
legislative surveys. My research departs from previous analyses by examining actual legislative rules.
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| argue that we should see more power delegated to the Speaker in states with legislative term limits. First, because
of a lack of time to build up institutional knowledge, legislative term limits are known to decrease policy expertise
among the members. This lack of policy knowledge may pose a challenge to states in terms of policymaking. One
way to overcome this obstacle is to delegate more power to the Speaker to help ensure important policies can be
addressed. Second, term limits are known to weaken necessary relationships among legislators within a chamber.
This could make it harder to pass important laws. To overcome this obstacle, we might see a Speaker attempting to
fill this void. Consequently, this close relationship with the Speaker might incentivize the members to delegate more
tools to the Speaker.

"Compared to states
without term limits, a state
with the most stringent term
limit law is associated with
an 11 percent increase in

tools delegated to their
position"

Laine P. Shay of Texas AGM-Corpus Christi finds
that term limits in state legislatures are linked to more
powerful Speakers.
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To explore this relationship, | analyze chamber rules in almost all lower chambers between 1981 and 2015 and use
an index created by Christopher Z. Mooney of the University of lllinois. This index includes: the ability to control
where a bill is referred, committee assignments, and committee staff. Higher values indicate a stronger Speaker.
Kentucky — which does not have term limits for legislators — tends to have one of the least powerful party leaders.
The Kentucky Speaker has little influence over the allocation of committee assignments, bill referrals, committee
staff, and the appointment of key leadership positions. This stands in stark contrast to the Oklahoma Speaker (a
state which has term limits) in the early 2000s. The Oklahoma Speaker has significant sway over committee
assignments, the selection of committee chairs, and bill referrals. In Figure 2, | graph the amount of power that the
leader in the lower chamber possess within a state in 2015. Darker shaded states indicate a Speaker has more
tools to control the chamber. Figure 2 suggests there is great deal of variation in Speaker power across the states.
When it comes to legislative term limits, it is important to recognize that term limit laws vary significant by state.
Therefore, | measure legislative term limits with a variable that captures the law’s stringency.

Figure 2 — Lower Chamber Leadership Power Across the States

Date originally posted: 2020-09-10
Permalink: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/usappblog/2020/09/10/term-limits-in-state-legislatures-are-linked-to-more-powerful-speakers/

Blog homepage: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/usappblog/


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1939-9162.2012.00049.x
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41289398?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.flickr.com/photos/stgermh/566798120/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/stgermh/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1532440013484478
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/42703800.pdf

USApp — American Politics and Policy Blog: Term limits in state legislatures are linked to more powerful Speakers Page 3 of 4

Speaker Power 2015
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Notes: Based on data from Shay (2020). The figure represents the Speaker power score for each state in 2015. Darker shaded states
indicate that the Speaker is delegated more institutional tools. States that are white indicate an institutionally weak Speaker.
Nebraska is filled with the mean value of the data set and is included for visual purposes only. Nebraska is not included in any of
the data analyses.

My analysis finds that states with term limits are indeed associated with more powerful state Speakers. Compared
to states without term limits, a state with the most stringent term limit law is associated with an 11 percent increase
in tools delegated to their position. | also find that states which are more politically competitive tend to be
associated with more powerful Speakers. Further, it appears that states with larger chambers tend to also delegate
more power to their leadership compared to states with smaller chambers.

My findings suggest that states with legislative term limits result in more powerful party leaders in the lower
chamber. This has important political implications. First, these results would suggest that leaders in term limited
states could potentially be more successful at controlling the policy agenda. This might help to explain how the

California Speaker was able to block a bill that dealt with a single payer health system from reaching the lower

chamber’s floor. Second, these findings cast doubt on previous analyses which suggest that term limits weaken the
legislature. My results suggest they empower at least some prominent members in the legislative branch.

e This article is based on the paper, ‘Do Term Limits “Limit” the Speaker? Examining the Effects of Legislative
Term Limits on State Speaker Power’ in State Politics & Policy Quarterly.

Pl I r comment li fore mmenting.

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of USAPP — American Politics and Policy, nor
the London School of Economics.
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