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Abstract
We investigate the relationship between electoral institutions and committee 
autonomy in the context of U.S. state legislatures. The distributive theories of 
legislative organization suggest that electoral rules that make personal reputations 
more important motivate legislators to decentralize power and enhance committee 
autonomy to be able to target particularistic goods to their local constituencies. 
We argue that the distributive theories have direct implications for the relationship 
between candidate selection procedures and committee autonomy. The need to 
reach out to a large number of voters and to amass significant financial resources in 
states with more inclusive candidate selection procedures such as the open primary 
makes representatives more dependent on special interests, which is conducive 
to legislative particularism and committee autonomy. We take advantage of the 
great variation across the American states to investigate the effects of candidate 
selection procedures, a factor neglected in the previous literature. Examining 24 state 
legislatures from 1955 to 1995, we find that the inclusiveness of the selectorate, or 
the body electing candidates, has a significant effect on committee autonomy with 
more inclusive primary elections leading to more autonomous committee systems. 
By contrast, however, term limits were not a significant predictor of committee 
autonomy. This contributes to our understanding of how legislators amend 
institutional arrangements to achieve their electoral goals.
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Introduction

In democracies, legislators must negotiate, cooperate, and work together to establish 
institutions that further their individual and collective goals. While parties seek to 
advance their policy agendas through the strategic structuring of institutions, individ-
ual members have incentives to create institutions that advance their goal of reelection. 
Mayhew’s (1974) seminal work argues that the electoral connection compels legisla-
tors not only to cultivate their personal reputation with constituents but also to design 
institutions in ways that enhance their ability to deliver particularistic benefits to their 
constituents. Congressional scholars argue that individual members’ incentives to cul-
tivate a personal vote explain why members choose to endow committees with strong 
property rights that enable members to create policy changes and redistributive bene-
fits for which they can claim credit back in the district (Katz and Sala 1996; Shepsle 
and Weingast 1987). More broadly, this body of research maintains that electoral sys-
tems in which legislators must appeal to a much broader selectorate produce legisla-
tive institutions where power is decentralized and committees are more autonomous.

Although earlier research sought to understand the centrality of committees in the 
U.S. Congress, much less work has been devoted to other institutional settings where 
the party’s influence over elections, legislative careerism, and the electoral connection 
vary considerably. This research seeks to expand our understanding of how electoral 
institutions influence committee autonomy through a comparative institutional analy-
sis of U.S. state legislatures. The significant variation in electoral rules across the U.S. 
states provides a unique opportunity to examine how and under what conditions elec-
toral rules influence legislative organization while holding constant confounding fac-
tors including the number of effective parties, social cleavages, and broader patterns 
of politics. We take advantage of this opportunity, for the first time, testing systemati-
cally the implications of the distributive theory of legislative organization in the con-
text of committee autonomy in U.S. state legislatures and subject them to numerous 
robustness checks.

Our findings demonstrate some support that electoral rules shape legislative orga-
nization. Specifically, we find strong evidence that inclusiveness of the selectorate, a 
factor neglected in the previous literature, is associated with greater committee auton-
omy. Moreover, this effect is a much more powerful determinant of committee auton-
omy than factors studied more extensively in the previous literature such as 
institutionalized committee property rights or codified jurisdictions, which are insig-
nificant once we include the inclusiveness of the selectorate in the models. State elec-
toral practices influence members’ strategies for achieving reelection. In more open 
primary systems, the broader selectorate compels legislators to cultivate a personal 
vote and curry favor through particularism, which is facilitated by decentralizing 
power and expanding committee autonomy. Although the inclusiveness of the selec-
torate has a strong effect on committee autonomy, we do not find evidence of a linkage 
between implementation of term limits and the level of autonomy granted to commit-
tees. These results have broad implications for our understanding of institutional 
change in legislatures.
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The Personal Vote and Committee Power

The importance of the electoral connection is a mainstay of U.S. congressional 
research. Elections serve as the primary mechanism of citizens’ popular control of 
government. Reelection-seeking members primarily seek votes through the collective 
reputation of their party (i.e., the party brand name) or through their own personal 
reputation. The extent to which legislators rely upon their party’s collective reputation 
versus their own personal image is largely a function of the electoral rules. Indeed, 
legislators’ strategies to increase their likelihood of reelection have been the subject of 
much scholarly attention. Mayhew’s (1974) seminal work, asserting that members 
seek to advance their electoral goals through the provision of particularistic benefits to 
constituents, has inspired an enormous amount of research, ranging from studies of the 
effect of constituency service on representation (Fenno 1978; Johannes 1984) to how 
advertising, credit-claiming, and position taking affect electoral prospects (e.g., 
Fiorina 1977).

The general conclusion of this body of literature is that the desire for reelection 
under electoral rules that require legislators to appeal to a broader selectorate encour-
ages legislators to provide particularistic or pork-barrel rewards for which they could 
claim credit. While indirect evidence of the electoral connection is abundant, direct 
tests of the effect of electoral connection are rare. Constrained by the lack of variation 
in national-level electoral rules, a small number of works have focused on the impact 
of significant exogenous changes in national electoral rules such as the rise of prima-
ries or the shift to the Australian ballot on legislative behavior. Most of these studies 
find that candidate-centered electoral rules are conducive to credit-claiming and legis-
lative particularism. Meinke (2008) found that the direct election of U.S. senators was 
associated with greater sponsorship of constituency-oriented legislation when state 
partisanship was strong, a result in line with analysis of the period leading up to the 
Progressive reforms (Carson and Jenkins 2011). Wittrock et al. (2008) found that the 
shift to the Australian ballot (especially its office bloc version) in the American states 
was associated with legislative demand for more valuable committee assignments and 
pork-barrel projects. However, Schiller (2006) failed to identify significant differences 
in electoral careers and bill sponsorship patterns in the periods before and after direct 
elections (Schiller 2006).

Congressional scholars also have used Mayhew’s (1974) simplifying assumption 
that members of Congress are “single-minded seekers of reelection” in theories of 
institutional choice. That members of Congress select rules and institutions to further 
their electoral interests has become a tenet of contemporary congressional scholarship. 
Some of the most influential theories in American politics suggest that stronger incen-
tives for incumbents to build personal votes explain the emergence of strong commit-
tees in Congress (Katz and Sala 1996; Shepsle and Weingast 1987).1 According to 
Shepsle and Weingast (1987), representatives choose to organize the legislature not 
around strong parties but around strong committees that allow them to affect policies 
important to their constituents and to target pork-barrel projects to their districts. Katz 
and Sala (1996) investigate the consequences of the shift of the Australian ballot for 
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committee tenure patterns and find that it led to the emergence of committee property 
rights—the norm of reappointing representatives to their same committee at the start 
of each Congress. Squire et al. (2004) broaden this analysis to the U.S. state legisla-
tures, which were exposed to the same electoral innovation at approximately the same 
time. However, in contrast to Katz and Sala (1996), they do not find evidence of the 
emergence of committee property rights in U.S. state legislatures following the intro-
duction of the Australian ballot.

In contrast to the distributive theories of congressional organization, the informa-
tional theory of legislative organization (Krehbiel 1990; 1991) argues that the role of 
committees is to provide specialization, reducing uncertainty about policy outcomes 
and making the legislative process more efficient. Under the informational theory, 
committee autonomy depends on the extent to which the preferences of committee 
median are aligned with the preferences of the chamber median. Partisan theories of 
legislative organization instead argue that the majority party leadership uses its insti-
tutional prerogatives to advance the party’s policy agenda (Cox and McCubbins 2005). 
The majority leadership controls access to committees, stacking them with members 
who will protect the party’s collective reputation and facilitate the passage of the par-
ty’s policy agenda. As the relative strength of the majority party increases, the party 
leadership becomes more willing to provide committees with more autonomy as this 
does not threaten the dominance of the majority party (Binder 1997; Cox and 
McCubbins 1993; Dion 1997), conditional on the ideological homogeneity of the 
majority party (Cooper and Brady 1981; Cox and McCubbins 1997). Martorano 
(2006) compares the explanatory power of the distributive, informational, and partisan 
theories in the context of state legislatures in 24 states from 1955 to 1995. She finds 
that committee strong property rights or codified committee jurisdictions are not posi-
tively correlated with committee system autonomy, which contradicts the implications 
of the distributive theory.

The broader implication of distributive theory is that candidate-centered electoral 
systems should result in legislatures with stronger committees. Due to the lack of 
variation in electoral systems, previous direct tests of the electoral connection in the 
context of institutional choice in the U.S. Congress have focused on discrete electoral 
reforms such as the shift to the Australian ballot. By contrast, comparativists interested 
in the electoral connection have taken advantage of the significant variation in elec-
toral rules and candidate selection procedures across countries to test the empirical 
implications of theories of institutional choice in the U.S. Congress. For example, 
Martin (2011) investigates whether more candidate-centered electoral rules are associ-
ated with stronger committees in 39 democratic legislatures. He finds that more candi-
date-centered electoral rules are associated with stronger committees but only when 
legislators cultivate strong personal support through legislative particularism (pork) 
and not when they instead rely on extra-legislative constituency service.
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Theoretical Expectations

The American states allow us to hold confounding factors such as social cleavages, 
party systems, and broader patterns of politics constant. While the electoral system for 
legislative elections is held constant across states, there is significant cross-state varia-
tion in candidate selection procedures and term limits. State legislatures offer contrasts 
to Congress on a couple of key dimensions, including term limits in many states and 
different kinds of candidate selection methods (e.g., open or closed primaries). We 
argue that these features of the electoral environment motivate legislators to cultivate 
a personal vote. The distributive theory of legislative organization would imply that 
such electoral incentives would also affect committee autonomy. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, these implications of the distributive theory of institutional choice have not been 
tested in the context of U.S. state legislature. We contribute to the literature on legisla-
tive organization by testing systematically and rigorously the implications of the dis-
tributive theory of legislative organization.

Inclusiveness of the Selectorate and Legislative Particularism

We draw on recent work in comparative politics to investigate the implications of 
candidate selection procedures for committee autonomy. Rahat and Hazan (2001) 
argue that candidate selection methods affect the incentives that individual politicians 
face in important ways. They classify selectorates, the body that selects candidates, on 
a continuum according to their exclusiveness or inclusiveness. In the most inclusive 
selectorates, the entire electorate can vote for a candidate. At the other extreme are the 
most exclusive selectorates where a candidate is nominated by one party leader. While 
all types of American primaries are to some extent inclusive procedures located in the 
“electorate zone” (i.e., closer to the inclusive end of the continuum), there is variation 
in the degree of their inclusiveness: the “blanket primary” where every registered 
voter can vote for candidates from any party would be located toward the inclusive end 
of the electorate zone. By contrast, American “closed primaries,” which require voters 
to register their party affiliation before or on the day of the primaries, are located 
toward the exclusive end of the “electorate zone” (see Rahat and Hazan 2001, 301–
302). Because enrollment procedures vary widely across states, classifying states by 
primary type is more complicated than the simple open versus closed dichotomy (Carr 
and Scott 1984; Finkel and Scarrow 1985; Jewell 1981). In a number of states, party 
enrollment is required at the time of registration (Arizona, California, Connecticut, 
Delaware, Florida, Kentucky, Maryland, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, 
North Carolina, Oregon, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, and West Virginia). 
By contrast, in Colorado, Kansas, Maine, New Jersey, and Rhode Island, enrollment 
does not occur until the citizen votes at the primary. How inclusive/exclusive prima-
ries are depends on the specific restrictions in state laws (Kolodny and Katz 1992; 
Ranney 1981).2

According to Rahat and Hazan (2001), more inclusive candidate selection proce-
dures motivate individual candidates to appeal directly to the voters, circumventing 
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party leaders. Assuming that party leaders care about maintaining seats in the legisla-
ture, inclusive candidate selection procedures may not only undermine party discipline 
as party leaders “allow” cross-pressured members to vote with their constituency 
rather than party (when the two diverge) but also contribute to legislative particular-
ism. Where candidate selection procedures are more inclusive, candidates rely less 
upon being loyal team players, and instead they rely more upon currying favor with 
their inclusive selectorates. Enlarging the selectorate not only makes the individual 
support base of a candidate more important but also leads to a need to increase finan-
cial resources to be able to reach more voters. This may empower local interest groups 
and produce slates of candidates with ties to special interests (Rahat and Hazan 2001, 
313–14). Rahat and Hazan (2001, 314) find that electoral reforms in Israel that enlarged 
the selectorate were associated with less cohesive legislative parties. Scholars are only 
beginning to address the effects of the inclusiveness of the selectorate. Here, we take 
advantage of the great institutional variation across the American states to test these 
novel theories and their implications for institutional choice. If in fact more inclusive 
selectorates are associated with stronger incentives for legislators to initiate and sup-
port distributive policies, the distributive theory of legislative organization would 
imply that more inclusive selectorates should be associated with more autonomous 
committees.

While in the U.S. system there is variation across states in primary procedures, all 
primary elections are generally inclusive procedures. Even in closed primaries, party 
elites often have little control over who runs under the party label. For instance, in 
many cases, Tea Party candidates have sought office despite the discouragement of 
national, state, and local Republican Party leaders and have appealed to voters directly 
and worked with interest groups, such as FreedomWorks. This suggests that variation 
in primary procedures and the inclusiveness of the selectorate, in particular, might not 
lead to significant differences in the political importance of interest group support and 
legislative particularism across states. Drawing on the previous literature on primary 
types, we propose an alternative causal mechanism, which suggests a positive relation-
ship between the “openness” of primary types and the level of legislative particular-
ism. A number of studies have examined the effects of primary type on candidate 
ideology (Brady et al. 2007; Gerber and Morton 1998; Jewell 1984; Westley et al. 
2004). Most relevant to our analysis, Gerber and Morton (1998) focus on the effects of 
primary closedness on candidate ideology in the context of nonpresidential primaries. 
Gerber and Morton hypothesize that candidates nominated in closed primaries are 
expected to be more extreme than candidates in other primary systems as a result of 
two effects. According to theoretical models in the “party elites” literature (Aranson 
and Ordeshook 1972; Coleman 1971; 1972; Wittman 1977; 1983; 1991), candidates 
are chosen by policy-motivated as opposed to office-seeking party elites. Given the 
uncertainty about the election outcome, the expected utility of the party’s median voter 
may be maximized by a policy that diverges significantly from the general election 
median. As a result, under closed primaries, candidates’ positions in closed primaries 
will diverge from the general election median.3
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The expectation of divergence between the closed primary election median and the 
general election median voter is consistent with the findings of a number of empirical 
studies, which suggest that voters that participate in closed primary elections tend to 
have strong partisan ties and extreme partisan preferences (Abramowitz, Rapoport, 
and Stone 1991; Beck and Sorauf 1992; Buel and Jackson 1991). Gerber and Morton 
(1998, 311) further hypothesize that in open primary elections, the likelihood of elect-
ing moderate candidates is higher compared to closed primary elections due to the 
greater likelihood of “sincere cross-over voting”—voters sincerely voting from their 
most preferred candidate in the other party. In closed primary elections, “sincere cross-
over voting” is substantially more costly because voters must decide to vote in a given 
party’s primary before the election and register as a member of that party.4 This implies 
that in more open primary procedures, candidates from both parties will converge to 
the general electorate median. We hypothesize that the inability of candidates in states 
with open primary procedures to distinguish themselves ideologically due to centrip-
etal incentives may motivate them to rely more heavily on pork, particularistic poli-
cies, and constituency service to improve their electoral prospects. This tendency may 
be reinforced by greater competition in states with more open primaries where the 
competition from a wider range of groups increases competition (Hogan 2003, 109). 
This implies that more open and inclusive candidate selection primary procedures 
should be associated with greater committee autonomy.

Hypothesis 1: Committee autonomy is greater in states that employ more inclusive 
primary procedures.

Term Limits and Legislative Particularism

The assertion that legislators prefer strong committees that would enable them to tar-
get pork-barrel projects to their constituencies and to affect policies important to them 
rests on the assumption that legislators are in fact seeking reelection. If, however, the 
electoral connection is severed through the imposition of term limits, the incentives to 
build a strong personal vote and, by implication, to create strong committees would be 
reduced, regardless the specific character of the broader electoral system. Several 
studies have found that term limits reduce legislative particularism (Carey, Niemi, and 
Powell 1998; Herron and Shotts 2006). Despite the dearth of research at the state level, 
there are several studies that address this question through systematic analysis of retir-
ees in Congress. The expectation is that because these subsets of members lack the 
incentives that reelection holds, their performance and behavior during their last term 
would reflect how legislators would behave when the electoral connection is severed 
(similar to those restricted from reelection due to term limits). Herrick, Moore, and 
Hibbing (1994) find that overall roll-call attendance for retirees does decline and 
attention to constituency service is depressed. Other studies also find evidence of 
shirking among legislators or a decrease roll-call participation rates (Lott 1990). 
Examining state legislators during 1999–2000, Wright (2007) identifies significant 
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difference in roll-call participation rates for those retiring only in legislatures with 
very high workloads.

Comparative studies of term limits and legislative particularism motivate a recon-
sideration of the expectation that the imposition of term limits should be associated 
with weaker incentives to provide pork. Carey (1996) examines bill sponsorships pat-
terns in Costa Rica and Venezuela and finds evidence of widespread legislative par-
ticularism among Costa Rican legislators who lack the motivation of reelection due to 
term limits as well as the electoral incentives that tend to produce particularistic 
behavior. Similarly, Uslaner (1985) finds that even in a country like Israel, where elec-
toral rules are not candidate centered (closed party list in a single national district), 
there is considerable effort by members of the Knesset to cultivate a personal vote 
through constituency service and casework. Carey (1996) argues that members engage 
in legislative particularism even if they cannot reap the benefit of reelection because 
Costa Rican legislators are motivated by post-legislative career ambitions—legislators 
expect that deputies most successful in accruing pork are most likely to receive patron-
age appointments after their legislative careers. While the points Carey raises are dif-
ficult to test on a single case, we believe that institutional variation in term limits in the 
American state legislatures may help us understand why we might see particularism 
and, by implication, stronger committees, even absent the incentives to cultivate a 
personal vote or to seek reelection. Taking advantage of the institutional variation of 
term limits in the American states, we test these competing theories in the context of 
American state legislatures.

Hypothesis 2a: The autonomy of legislative committees is greater in states without 
term limitations.
Hypothesis 2b: The autonomy of legislative committees does not vary according to 
term limitations.

Data and Method

We constructed a dataset of electoral rules and other legislative features for 24 lower 
state legislative houses for the 1955–95 period. Data on electoral rules were collected 
by the authors. These 24 states possess variation on our main variables of interest: type 
of candidate selection procedure and term limits. Data on candidate selection proce-
dures were gathered from both the Secretary of State Web sites for each state and the 
National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL).5 We operationalize the degree of 
inclusiveness or exclusiveness of the selectorate in the following way. We create a 
contextual variable for the inclusiveness of the selectorate that ranges from 0 (most 
exclusive) to 4 (most inclusive). Although all of the states in our sample use a primary 
to nominate candidates, these primaries vary a great deal in terms of their inclusive-
ness of voters. We present information on type of primaries used in the states in our 
sample in Figure 1. Open primaries used in Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Michigan, 
and Minnesota are fairly inclusive procedures (“Inclusiveness” = 3). At the other end 
of the continuum are closed primaries used in Delaware, Florida, Kansas, New Jersey, 
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Nevada, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Pennsylvania (“Inclusiveness” = 0). Partially open and 
partially closed primaries used in the rest of the states are procedures with intermedi-
ate levels of inclusiveness, with partially open primaries closer to the inclusive end of 
the continuum (“Inclusiveness” = 2 and 1, respectively).

As Figure 1 demonstrates, states that used only one type of candidate selection 
method in the period under consideration, such as Michigan or Minnesota, are the 
exception rather than the rule. Ten of the 25 states (Arizona, California, Florida, Iowa, 
Illinois, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Kansas, Kentucky, Virginia) used all types of prima-
ries for at least one year. In many states, however, experimentation with different types 
of primaries was short-lived: only 2 of the 10 states (Illinois and Kentucky) used all 
types of primaries for three or more consecutive elections. Overall, there is significant 
variation in primary types within and across states. While the outcome variable com-
mittee autonomy does not vary with as much frequency over the period of study, in all 
states with the exception of Arizona, Connecticut, Kansas, Montana, and North 
Carolina, committee autonomy varies sufficiently over time, and in some states such 
as Delaware, Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, South Carolina, West Virginia, and Wyoming, 

Year AZ CA CT DE FL IA IL IN KS MI MN MT NC OH PA RI SC SD VT WV WY
1955
1957
1959
1961
1963
1965
1967
1969
1971
1973
1975
1977
1979
1981
1983
1985
1987
1989
1991
1993
1995

open primary
par�ally open primary
par�ally closed
primary
closed primary

Figure 1.  Primary type by state.
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committee autonomy varies significantly (Martorano 2006). We collected data on 
which states adopted legislative term limits. During the time frame of this study, six 
states had adopted term limits (see Table 1). Term Limits is a dummy variable coded 1 
if term limits have been enacted and 0 otherwise.

Control Variables

It is important to hold constant the confounding factors that could also affect commit-
tee autonomy. A major competing theory that provides an alternative explanation for 
committee autonomy is the informational theory of legislative organization. The infor-
mational theory implies that greater issue complexity is associated with greater com-
mittee autonomy. Policy Complexity is operationalized as follows:

Policy Complexity = 
Number of bills introduced  Average l× eength per bill

Legislative days in session
.

Table 1.  Term Limits, 1955–95.

State Term limits Year enacted

Arizona Consecutive ban 1992
California Lifetime ban 1990
Connecticut No term limits  
Delaware No term limits  
Florida Consecutive ban 1992
Illinois No term limits  
Indiana No term limits  
Iowa No term limits  
Kansas No term limits  
Kentucky No term limits  
Michigan Lifetime ban 1992
Minnesota No term limits  
Montana No term limits  
North Carolina No term limits  
Ohio Consecutive ban 1992
Pennsylvania No term limits  
Rhode Island No term limits  
South Carolina No term limits  
South Dakota Consecutive ban 1992
Vermont No term limits  
Virginia No term limits  
Washington No term limits  
West Virginia No term limits  
Wyoming No term limits  
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Martorano (2006) measures average length per bill by counting the number of 
pages in the session laws of the previous session, multiplying by the number of lines 
per page, and dividing by the total number of enactments. To facilitate interpretation, 
the measure is divided by 100.

Another competing theory of legislative organization is the partisan theory. 
According to this theory, committees serve the needs of the majority party. This 
implies that the greater the relative size of the majority party, the greater committee 
autonomy.6 Conversely, when a majority party starts losing its legislative advantage, it 
tends to centralize power to restrict minority rights (Binder 1997; Dion 1997). We 
operationalize Majority Party as the percentage of seats held by the majority party.

We also created a variable for Reform Period, which is coded 1 for the years 1965–
79. This variable accounts for three relevant historical events. The first event is the 
mandatory reapportionment of legislative districts in 1962 and 1964, which, in con-
trast to later reapportionments, took place after the “one-man, one-vote” decision (the 
Baker v. Carr in 1962 and Reynolds v. Sims 1964 decisions) and for the first time in 
many state legislatures. The resulting increase in chamber size and the influx of new 
members may have increased committee system autonomy. As a result of the manda-
tory reapportionment, in many state legislatures, there was a shift in power from leg-
islators who represented rural districts to those that represented urban districts. 
Committee members and chairmen may have used the power of congressional com-
mittees to thwart policy changes sought by the growing percentage of metropolitan 
representatives, such as the reallocation of government benefits from rural to metro-
politan voters. In addition, in many chambers, there was a shift in power (conceptual-
ized as the percentage of members holding seats) from legislators who represented 
rural districts to those who represented urban districts, potentially affecting both mem-
ber and legislative chamber goals. The second event the variable Reform Period takes 
into account is the publication of The Sometimes Governments (Citizens Conference 
on State Legislatures [CCSL] 1971), which stipulated that virtually every state legis-
lature had to adopt structures and procedures that strengthened committee systems. 
The Watergate scandal (1972–73) led to a movement to pass government Sunshine 
Laws, which would contribute to greater openness of the committee stage of the legis-
lative process. In addition, congressional reforms of the committee system (Rohde 
1991) were followed by a push for reforms at the level of state legislatures that would 
empower all legislative subunits (see Martorano 2006, 214). Separately, we also take 
into account another factor that took place at the end of the reform period and into the 
1980s, namely, the adoption of sunset legislation in many states. The adoption of sun-
set statutes led to a flood of government programs that required periodic renewals and 
significantly increased the workload for state legislatures. This resulted in adjustments 
of committee rules, which might have affected committee autonomy. Due to this over-
load, many state legislatures subsequently repealed the sunset legislation, which likely 
resulted in new adjustments to committee organization. Sunset Law is a binary vari-
able coded 1 for the years when sunset legislation was in place.

We also control for legislative professionalism. Legislative professionalism might 
affect committee autonomy in two different ways. Several studies have found that 
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legislative professionalism affects the procedures adopted by state legislative bodies 
(Freeman and Hedlund 1993; Squire 1993; 1997; Thompson 1986). More professional 
legislatures have been shown to have greater independence from other state govern-
ment officials such as governors and, as a result, are more autonomous. We expect that 
professional legislatures will have more autonomous committee systems that would 
allow them to have a maximum impact on policy and to facilitate legislators’ career 
ambitions. More professional and higher-paying legislatures might also heighten leg-
islators’ motivation to get reelected (Gamm and Kousser 2010, 156). The desire to be 
reelected is likely to motivate representatives to empower legislative committees, 
which would allow them to cater to the needs of local constituents and contribute to 
their reelection efforts. We use King’s (2000) measure of legislative professionalism. 
In addition, we include control variables for New Speaker and Tenure of the Previous 
Speaker. Changes in the level of committee autonomy are more likely following the 
election of a new speaker (Swift 1997), especially if the previous speaker held the 
position for a long time. New Speaker is a dummy variable that indicates whether the 
speaker is new for the current session. Tenure of the Previous Speaker counts the num-
ber of sessions the previous speaker held the position. To account for partisan differ-
ences in positions on committee autonomy, we include a dummy variable Democratic 
Control of Chamber coded 1 if the chamber is controlled by the Democratic Party.

Finally, Martin’s (2011) research alerts us to the importance of considering how 
legislators are able to cultivate a personal vote. In some areas of the world, legislators’ 
ability to provide fiscal particularism through earmarks is constrained when the execu-
tive has sole authority to introduce measures involving spending. Martin argues that, 
in cases where fiscal particularism is unavailable to legislators, they lack the incen-
tives to structure the legislature around committees. In the 24 state legislatures that we 
examine from 1955 to 1995, both fiscal particularism and extra-legislative constitu-
ency service are available to members. Therefore, we do not need to include controls 
for fiscal particularism as Martin does.

Measuring Committee System Autonomy

We use Martorano’s (2006) operationalization of committee system autonomy. To 
measure committee system autonomy, Martorano examines the extent to which com-
mittees are able to receive, screen, shape, and affect the passage of legislation. If the 
committee system is truly autonomous, the rules would stipulate that all legislation has 
to be referred to a committee for consideration before final passage. This committee 
right, however, is meaningless, unless committees have the right to screen out legisla-
tion that is considered bad public policy or that goes against member, party, chamber, 
or constituency preferences. Committee autonomy is also greater if bills referred to the 
committees do not have to be considered and/or reported back to the floor, there are no 
deadlines for committee action, and it is not difficult or impossible to withdraw legis-
lation from committee consideration.

Committee autonomy is also enhanced if committees are able to shape legislation by 
sponsoring bills, offering committee amendments before consideration on the floor, or 
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offer substitute legislation. Committee autonomy is undermined if committee decisions 
can be easily canceled out easily during consideration on the legislative floor and final 
passage (for more details, see Martorano 2006). The dependent variable Committee 
System Autonomy is an additive index based on the aforementioned committee rights 
and procedures, with negative scores indicating low committee autonomy and positive 
scores indicating high committee autonomy. The individual scores for each component, 
which range from −1 to 1, were summed. Thus, the composite index ranges from −11 
to 11. For the legislatures in our sample, committee system autonomy ranges from −5 
to 5 and has a mean of −0.117 and a standard deviation of 2.26.

Empirical Analysis 

We present in Table 2 the main results of different models using the time-series cross-
sectional (TSCS) dataset. A Wooldridge test indicated that a correction for autocorrela-
tion was necessary. We present fixed and random-effects models corrected for 
first-order serial correlation.7 The Breusch–Pagan test for random effects rejected the 
null hypothesis of no state random effects, which warrants the panel estimation 
adopted here. A Sargan–Hansen test of over-identifying restrictions suggests that a 
random-effects model is inappropriate.8 Explanatory variables that do not vary within 
states must be excluded in a fixed-effects framework; however, this is not an issue in 
our analysis. Our main interest is in the electoral system variables, which, like the rest 
of the explanatory variables, vary significantly over time.9

In models 5 and 6, we restrict the sample only to cases where there is a change to a 
primary type in one direction (from more closed to more open or vice versa) that is 
sustained over time.10 This restriction reduces the number of observations to 143. We 
find that, in line with our theoretical expectations, more inclusive candidate selection 
procedures are associated with greater committee autonomy. This is consistent with 
the claim that the effort to reach out to more voters in states with inclusive candidate 
selection procedures and to amass greater financial resources motivates legislators to 
delegate more autonomy to legislative committees, which would give them greater 
access to particularistic goods they could use to target to their local constituents. By 
contrast, the adoption of term limits does not have a significant effect on committee 
autonomy. Our theoretical priors about the effect of term limits on committee auton-
omy were mixed: while some theoretical arguments imply a positive correlation 
between the adoption of term limits and committee autonomy, others predict the oppo-
site. The absence of a significant effect of term limits could be due to the absence of 
either of these effects or to these two competing effects canceling each other out. 
However, further research is necessary to distinguish between these two explanations. 
We find that Democratic Control of the Chamber is associated with greater committee 
autonomy. We also find that the adoption of sunset laws reduced committee auton-
omy—Sunset Law has a negative and significant coefficient in models 4 and 6. In the 
restricted sample, Inclusiveness of the Selectorate again has a positive and statistically 
significant coefficient, larger in magnitude. The other results are very similar to those 
from models 1 to 4, with the exception of the Reform variable, which has a positive 
and statistically significant coefficient in model 6.
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We find that Policy Complexity has a positive and significant coefficient, which is 
consistent with the implications of the informational theory of legislative organization. 
Growing policy complexity and the need to maximize efficiency and reduce the uncer-
tainty of the legislative process necessitates more autonomous committees. Previous 
research has found that strong committee property rights have a negative and signifi-
cant effect on committee system autonomy, which goes against the implications of the 
distributive theory of legislative organization (Martorano 2006). We find that, simi-
larly to her results, Codified Committee Jurisdictions does not have a significant coef-
ficient in any of the models. However, in contrast to her findings, we find that Property 
Rights do not have a significant effect either. Our results show that once we take into 
account the inclusiveness of candidate selection procedures, committee property rights 
lose their explanatory power. While our findings cast doubt on the claim that the 
empirical pattern provides “damaging evidence for the distributive theory” (Martorano 
2006, 221), we need to examine alternative explanations for the difference in our 
results. Given that Property Rights is an outcome variable, which is likely to be depen-
dent on electoral incentives and, therefore, on electoral institutions, its inherent endo-
geneity may bias the coefficients. In other words, if Inclusiveness of the Selectorate 
affects committee system autonomy not only directly, but also indirectly through 
Committee Property Rights, Committee Property Rights would be an endogenous vari-
able, which implies that our original model is inappropriate. The endogeneity of some 
of the explanatory variables violates the assumption of no correlation between the 
regressors and the error terms and renders ordinary least square (OLS) estimates 
biased and inconsistent.

To address this, we use a generalized method of moments (“difference GMM”) 
estimator suggested by Arellano and Bond (1991).11 This estimator first differences 
the levels equations to remove the unit fixed effects and instruments the first- 
differenced predetermined and endogenous variables on lags of the levels variables 
sufficiently deep to be uncorrelated with the first-differenced error term. Because a 
large instrument set could overfit the predetermined and endogenous variables and 
bias parameter estimates toward their OLS parameters, we use only the second lags of 
the endogenous variables as instruments. We fit the model with robust standard errors 
consistent with panel-specific autocorrelation and heteroskedasticity in one-step esti-
mation.12 The GMM model assumes that the errors are not serially correlated, which 
can be tested by checking whether the first-differenced residuals exhibit second-order 
serial correlation. The results from the Arellano–Bond estimation are presented in 
Table 3. In models 7 and 9, Property Rights and Codified Committee Jurisdictions are 
treated as exogenous; in models 8 and 10, they are endogenized. According to the 
AR(2) test statistics presented in Table A1 of the online appendix, there is no serial 
correlation in levels, which is tested by checking for second-order correlation in first 
differences.

The results from the Arellano-Bond estimation are very similar to those from the 
fixed-effects models presented in Table 2. Our main variable of interest Inclusiveness 
of the Selectorate again has a positive and significant coefficient in models 7–10. The 
coefficient of Term Limits is statistically insignificant. The coefficient of Sunset Law 
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loses its statistical significance in the Arellano–Bond models. Policy Complexity is 
significant in models 8–10. Similar to our previous findings, unlike Martorano (2006), 
we find that Property Rights has an insignificant effect on committee system auton-
omy. Our results suggest that there is no support for one of the implications of one of 
the empirical implications of the distributive theory, namely, that the desire for reelec-
tion is associated with the emergence of strong committee property rights in the con-
text of U.S. state legislatures. This finding is consistent with Squire et al.’s (2004) 
finding that the shift to the Australian ballot in the context of state legislatures did not 
lead to the strong property rights in U.S. state legislatures, in contrast to the results of 
the same change in electoral rules in the U.S. Congress. Our results, however, suggest 
that electoral incentives affect committee system autonomy, albeit through a different 
causal mechanism. In particular, the need to gain the support of a large number of local 
constituents in states with more inclusive primary procedures such as the open primary 
incentivizes legislators to amass significant financial resources and cater to special 
interests to that end. This is consistent with the direct implications of the distributive 
theory, according to which, electoral incentives motivate legislators to support strong 
committees that would give them greater access to particularistic goods they could use 
to buy the support of local constituents.

Robustness Checks

We subject our results to a number of robustness checks. If legislative positions are not 
very desirable, candidates may not care about the personal vote. To address this, we 
control for voluntary turnover measured by the mean years of service for members 
from Squire (1988). Those results are presented in Table A1 (models 13–14) of the 
online appendix. Our results are robust to the inclusion of this variable. In models 
15–16, we take into account the interaction between electoral rules and district com-
petitiveness. Hogan (2003) finds that competitiveness varies greatly as a function of 
state- and district-level factors. Running in a competitive district under open primary 
rules and then in the general election may motivate a representative to seek more of a 
personal vote compared to a noncompetitive district. Using the Carsey et al. (2012) 
dataset, we include in the analysis two measures of district competitiveness: District 
Margin of Victory and Number of Candidates per District. The results are presented in 
Table A2 of the online appendix (models 15–16). Those variables do not achieve sta-
tistical significance; they do not affect our results in any important ways, substantively 
or significantly. We have less confidence in these results. Adding these variables 
restricts the number of states and years for which data are available and reduces the 
number of observations to 32.13

Our measure of the “openness” or inclusiveness of primary procedures assumes 
that the relationship between inclusiveness and committee autonomy is linear. 
However, our theoretical argument about the effect of inclusiveness on candidate ide-
ology allows the possibility of a nonlinear relationship between primary type and can-
didate ideology.14 To investigate the possibility of a nonlinear relationship between 
“openness” and inclusiveness of the selectorate, we replace the variable Inclusiveness 
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of the Selectorate with dummy variables for open and semi-closed primaries (closed 
primary is the baseline category; see models 17 and 18 in Table A3 of the online 
appendix). We do not find evidence of a nonlinear relationship. In all models, Open 
Primary has a positive and statistically significant effect on committee autonomy. 
Semi-open primary is statistically indistinguishable from the reference category. The 
absence of a nonlinear relationship is consistent with the prevalence of sincere cross-
over voting in open primaries; however, additional research is necessary to fully inves-
tigate this. In models 19 and 20 (Table A4 of the online appendix), we investigate the 
possibility that the inclusiveness of the selectorate explains the decision to codify 
property rights and committee jurisdictions or that inclusiveness of the selectorate, 
property rights, and codified committee jurisdictions could be influenced by the same 
factors as the dependent variable committee autonomy. In model 19, we endogenize 
Inclusiveness of the Selectorate. In model 20, we endogenize Inclusiveness of the 
Selectorate and Codified Committee Jurisdictions and Property Rights. This model 
specification does not affect the significance of our results in any important ways, 
substantively or statistically.

Conclusion

Previous congressional studies maintain a causal connection between electoral rules, 
the personal vote, and legislative organization. Comparative studies examining these 
claims in more diverse institutional settings have produced mixed evidence concern-
ing the effect of electoral rules on legislative organization, however. We examine the 
effect of electoral rules on committee system autonomy in the U.S. states. We believe 
the states are especially well suited due to their significant variation in the inclusive-
ness of the selectorate, term limits, and institutional arrangements, yet confounding 
factors like the effective number of parties, constitutional design, and broader patterns 
of politics are held constant. We apply in a novel way insights from the recent com-
parative literature to investigate the effects of electoral incentives on legislative orga-
nization and examine the empirical support for the direct implications of the distributive 
theory of legislative organization. We subject our findings to a battery of robustness 
checks to consider alternative explanations and a variety of models that address the 
inherent endogeneity of some of the explanatory variables.

We find support that the inclusiveness of the selectorate has a significant effect on 
committee autonomy. In states where primary elections are more inclusive (i.e., not 
restricted by declared party membership), committee autonomy is much greater. This 
finding is robust across our different models. Electoral rules that shape legislators’ 
need to gain the support of a large number of local constituents (i.e., states with more 
inclusive primary procedures, such as the open primary) compel legislators to decen-
tralize power and enhance committee autonomy to provide themselves with greater 
latitude to supply targeted, particularistic goods to constituents. This enhances legisla-
tors’ ability to cultivate a personal vote. Our research failed to show that the imple-
mentation of term limits in state legislatures had a significant effect on committee 
autonomy.
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While this research assumes that committee autonomy enhances members’ ability 
to cultivate a personal vote, members may have different strategies for cultivating the 
personal vote. As Martin (2011) argues, some members may seek to supply pork to 
constituents (i.e., fiscal particularism), while others engage in extra-legislative con-
stituency service to enhance their personal reputation with voters. When legislators 
rely upon fiscal particularism, we might expect legislators to expand committee auton-
omy; however, reliance on extra-legislative constituency service does not necessary 
imply that legislators will expand committee autonomy. Although in the U.S. states, 
fiscal particularism and extra-legislative constituent service are possible, future 
research may seek to examine the connection between committee autonomy and the 
types of activities legislators engage in to cultivate a personal vote. This would further 
elucidate the relationship between electoral incentives, institutional structure, and leg-
islative behavior.
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Notes

  1.	 Congressional theorists argue that the committee system is an “institutionalized logroll.” 
Representatives choose committee assignments that allow them to target the needs of their 
constituencies, while trading jurisdictional influence with representatives on other com-
mittees (Fiorina 1987; Shepsle 1978; Shepsle and Weingast 1987; 1994; Weingast and 
Marshall 1988). The gains from trade provide representatives with influence in policy 
areas important to their constituencies and thus improve their electoral prospects.

  2.	 A small literature on primary election types examines their effect on voter turnout (see, 
for example, Besley and Case 2003; Gerber and Morton 1998; Jewell 1984; Kanthak and 
Morton 2003; Kenney 1986), candidate ideology (Brady et al. 2007; Gerber and Morton 
1998; Jewell 1984; Westley et al. 2004), and strategic voting (Heckelman 2004).

  3.	 This theoretical expectation is consistent with the empirical evidence. For instance, Jewell 
(1984) finds that voter turnout in gubernatorial primaries from 1952 to 1982 is lower in 
closed primaries than in open primaries, which suggests that a smaller subset of voters 
participates in choosing the nominee under closed primaries.

  4.	 Gerber and Morton (1998) underscore that voters in open primary systems could engage 
in “strategic crossover voting” by voting for less preferred candidate from the other party 
whose nomination would provide an advantage to a more preferred candidate from their 
own party in the general election. Gerber and Morton (1998) argue that semi-closed prima-
ries should be associated with more moderate candidates but do not have strong theoretical 
priors about open and blanket primaries. This suggests that while more open primaries 
should be associated with more moderate candidates compared to closed primaries, the 
relationship between openness and candidate moderateness may be nonlinear. We investi-
gate this possibility in the section Robustness Checks.
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  5.	 We are grateful to Nancy Martorano (University of Dayton) for providing us with data 
on the rest of the variables. For some of the states, not all years in the time series were 
available. The following states and years were included: Delaware (1955–85); California, 
Montana (1955–91), Kansas (1955–93); Arizona, Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, Indiana, 
Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South 
Carolina, South Dakota, Vermont, Washington, West Virginia, Wyoming (1955–95); 
Kentucky, Virginia (1956–94). Regular sessions are held in even years in Kentucky and 
Virginia; regular sessions are held in odd years in the rest of the states. Those 24 lower state 
legislatures were representative of the 50 states on legislative professionalism and legisla-
tive turnover (see Martorano 2006, 225).

  6.	 According to Cox and McCubbins (1993), committees will never be completely autono-
mous in a legislature organized around majority party interests. As the majority party loses 
its advantage, it may become necessary for the speaker to exert more control over the 
legislative process to make sure that “agreed upon” deals come to fruition.

  7.	 The model was estimated using the xtregar command in Stata.
  8.	 The test is implemented using the artificial regression approach described by Arellano 

(1993) and Wooldridge (2002). The test is based on the estimation of a random-effects 
equation with additional variables consisting of the original regressors transformed into 
deviations-from-mean form. The test is essentially a Wald test of the significance of the 
additional regressors, and a rejection of the null hypothesis suggests that the random-
effects estimates are inconsistent.

  9.	 We present random effect model estimates in Table A1 of the online appendix. The sta-
tistical and substantive significance of the coefficients is very similar to that of the fixed-
effects models. Term Limits does not significantly vary over time in 18 out of the 24 states 
that did not adopt term limits at all in the period under examination. Reestimating the 
models after dropping Term Limits from the analysis does not change the substantive or 
statistical significance of the coefficients.

10.	 There were such changes in the following states: Delaware, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky 
(1972–95), North Carolina, Ohio (1959–95), South Dakota (1959–95), and West Virginia 
(1957–89).

11.	 The models are implemented with the xtabond2 command in Stata.
12.	 An important assumption of the generalized method of moments (GMM) model is that all 

the instruments are exogenous. In this case, the Hansen test coincides with the Sargan test 
and is consistent for GMM with homoscedastic standard errors. However, if the errors are 
nonspherical, the Sargan test statistic is inconsistent, and the Hansen test statistic from a 
two-step estimate is a superior test.

13.	 Because these results are not very reliable, we examined the complete Carsey et al. (2012) 
dataset and counted the number of uncontested elections per state per year to investigate 
whether uncontested elections are frequent. We found that there are uncontested elections 
in a small number of states (Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, Texas, Tennessee, 
West Virginia). Uncontested elections constitute less than 3% (2.45%) of all observations 
from house legislative primary elections.

14.	 Gerber and Morton hypothesize that moderate candidates are most likely to be elected in 
semi-closed primaries. Those primaries reduce the costs of all types of crossover voting 
for candidates that have not registered with a party, or are registered as independents. 
However, due the ideological moderateness of independents (see Keith et al. 1992), they 
expect that independents engage in sincere crossover voting, similarly to voters in closed 
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primary procedures states. By contrast, it is not a priori clear which type of crossover vot-
ing will predominate in open primary procedures. Similar to semi-closed primaries, open 
primaries reduce the attractiveness of both strategic and sincere crossover voting. The costs 
of strategic voting are relatively low because voters can choose a party on Election Day 
without registering with that party. However, strategic voting is not as attractive because 
voters cannot vote for candidates of their own party in other races. If the first effect pre-
dominates, semi-closed primaries will be associated with more extreme winners. If the 
second effect predominates, semi-closed primaries will be associated with more moderate 
candidates. Depending on which effect predominates, it is possible that semi-closed pri-
maries are associated with more or less moderate candidates compared with semi-closed 
primaries. Similarly, because blanket primaries reduce the costs of both types of strategic 
voting, they may be associated with more or less moderate candidates compared with semi-
closed and open primaries.
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