
kinds of reform without such a thorough examination of
their potential for futility or even perverse outcomes.
While the book’s analysis is sophisticated, the authors
explain it well and keep it accessible for undergraduates. It
is also well geared toward political activists and reformers,
who could learn a great deal from it.

Choosing State Supreme Court Justices: Merit
Selection and the Consequences of Institutional
Reform. By Greg Goelzhauser. Philadelphia: Temple University Press,

2016. 192p. $85.50 cloth, $29.95 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592718001275

— Meghan E. Leonard, Illinois State University

The methods by which judges on state supreme courts
are selected and retained has long been a subject for
debate by policymakers and academics alike. The goal of
judicial independence drives the way that judges are
selected and retained in the federal courts, with the
process of advice and consent and life tenure. At the state
level, this goal of independence varies, or has been
subsumed by a desire for judges to be accountable. The
debate over how to select judges for state courts is well
trodden in the literature (e.g., see Chris W. Bonneau and
Melinda Gann Hall, In Defense of Judicial Elections,
2009). The implications of these institutional arrange-
ments have also been the subject of significant research.
This includes how the methods of selection and retention
effect decision making, who sits on the courts, and court
legitimacy.

In Choosing State Supreme Court Justices, Greg
Goelzhauser adds significantly to this literature by focusing
on one type of method of selection, merit selection. In this
most comprehensive study, Goelzhauser asks simply, does
merit selection live up to its name and intentions? Who is
selected to serve on these state supreme courts? And how
does this differ from states with election or appointment
systems?While the book leaves readers without a definitive
answer as to whether merit selection “succeeds” or not, we
gain significantly in what we know about this system.
Indeed, one of the most important contributions that the
author makes is in simply defining the differences between
terms for merit selection that many, incorrectly, use
interchangeably. The “core component is the use of elites
to winnow judicial candidates before elite appointment”
(p. 4). This can be followed by any type of retention,
including elections, reappointments, or even life tenure.
Merit selection is notable, then, for its removal of the
selection (if not retention) of judges from the overt
political process.

Those who study state supreme courts know that
Missouri was the first state to adopt a version of merit
selection. Moving beyond this, Goelzhauser provides a far
more in-depth and interesting history of the adoption of
this system. In his well-documented historical discussion,

he addresses the political considerations that led states to
adopt (or fail to adopt) merit selection. Since the
enactment of the plan in Missouri, many other states
have implemented their own merit selection plans,
choosing them with the intention of removing political
pressure from the selection process. But who gets selected
with these plans? In other words, does merit selection live
up to its intended effects? This is explored in the
subsequent three chapters in the book.
In order to explain who gets selected in these merit

states, a significant data collection effort was undertaken.
Biographical and other information on more than 1,500
state supreme court justices was collected, covering the
expansive time period of 1960–2014. These data over-
come one of the more significant drawbacks of the early
work on merit selection and state courts more generally,
which suffered from limited data and were often studies of
one or a few states. With new data in hand, the author
seeks to first determine if judges with different types of
backgrounds are nominated in merit selection. Who sits
on our courts matters, but their experience is particularly
important as it affects how they understand the parties
before them, and even how they decide cases.
It is interesting that Goelzhauser finds few differences

across the selection systems for the types of experience
that justices have. With the caveat that determining who
held a politically connected job is very challenging, the
author does find that those who have employment ties to
political office are more likely to be justices in states with
appointment systems. This reminds the reader that
appointment systems are often wrongly described as
apolitical or less political than elections.
Its name alone, “merit selection,” suggests that this

system of choosing judges should lead to better-quality
justices than appointment or nonmerit election systems.
The merit process was designed to take the politics out of
the nomination of judges, and select judges based solely on
their qualifications. Goelzhauser explores how true this is
in the fourth chapter. Yet how we should judge qualifica-
tion, like how we should think about experience, becomes
a challenging question of measurement. What should
indicate a highly qualified judge? The author uses the
indices of where judges went to law school, and their
previous judicial experience, to test this issue of quality.
Once again, Goelzhauser does not find significant differ-
ences in the qualifications of judges across the methods of
selection. But he does show that merit selection systems
produce judges who performed better in law school, and
that appointment systems outperform election systems on
some measures of law school quality.
How one can capture the concepts of qualifications

and previous experience is a significant challenge, and one
about which the author is very forthcoming. However, he
might have looked to other measures of qualification,
such as later quality decisions after the justices have
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served on the court for some time. In other words, while
merit selection does not necessarily produce more qual-
ified judges, one wonders if better-quality judges sit on
these courts as measured over time.
In the final quantitative chapter, the author looks to

the ways in which the methods of selection affect the
diversity on the courts. This is an important contribu-
tion, as diversity has not often been used to argue for or
against one selection system. Studies of this question are
still limited in number, though important in character.
Again, the author finds no clear-cut advantage of any one
method of selection in diversifying the courts. The
relationship between the methods of selection and the
diversity of the bench differs whether discussing gender,
race, or political minorities.
Certainly, this book makes a significant contribution

to the literature on the selection of state court justices.
There are some limitations, however, and one is in the
separation of voluntary and involuntary merit selection
systems. Table 1.1 (p. 7) is incredibly useful in noting

which states have these systems, and the author suggests
that he will focus on the nonvoluntary institutions in the
analysis in the book. However, in the analysis chapters,
little is said about the differences in these states, or how
they were coded, or what differences we might see across
them. An interesting addition to the book would have
been a comparison across not just merit, appointment, or
elections but also voluntary and involuntary merit
selection.

While Goelzhauser takes care not to answer the
question of whether states should or should not adopt
merit selection, the analysis provided in Choosing State
Supreme Court Justices will go a long way to informing the
debate and providing important information for those
who make these decisions. As he concludes, “no judicial
selection system enjoys a systematic advantage over the
others” (p. 108). Goelzhauser does not crown a clear
“winner” of the debate over selection, but his comprehen-
sive and accessible work will certainly be used to further
the discussion.

COMPARATIVE POLITICS

Institutions on the Edge: The Origins and Consequen-
ces of Inter-Branch Crises in Latin America. By Gretchen
Helmke. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017. 208p. $99.99

cloth, $28.99 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592718001457

— Eduardo Alemán, University of Houston

Gretchen Helmke’s book makes a significant contribution
to the study of presidentialism in Latin America. It
advances an elegant and persuasive theory of interbranch
crises, backed by a wealth of empirical evidence. Institu-
tions on the Edge tackles real-world problems: presidents
being impeached, legislatures being closed or superseded
by constitutional assemblies, and judiciaries being force-
fully restructured for political reasons. Building on prior
insights provided by game-theoretical models, Helmke
offers a theoretically rich account of interbranch crises that
speaks directly to current debates about the performance of
presidentialism in Latin America.
Helmke starts by acknowledging that presidents have

two types of power: formal institutional power derived
from constitutional rules, and partisan power derived
from their party’s level of support in congress. Her main
argument is that the gap in the balance between the
president’s institutional and partisan powers affects the
likelihood of a presidential crisis, and changes in this gap
cause legislative and judicial crises.
The book is organized into seven chapters. The first

highlights the relevance of the topic as well as its core
argument and its connection to prior literature. The last
chapter summarizes the main findings and discusses some

implications for future research. The intervening chapters
develop the theoretical framework, specify the testable
implications, and present the results of the empirical
analyses.

The second chapter introduces the data set of in-
terbranch crises in Latin America. Crises are defined as
conflicts wherein one branch challenges the composition
of another branch. They include instances in which one
branch threatens another branch with removal, as well as
events in which the goal is to change the median voter of
the court or the legislature. To identify crises, the author
applies a series of selection rules to news articles appearing
in the publication Latin American Weekly Reports over the
period from 1985 to 2008. The data set is not only well
constructed to test the arguments advanced in this book
but should also be useful to other scholars interested in
political institutions in Latin America. Some may wonder
whether the source used to identify crises may focus more
on news from large rather than small Latin American
countries, thereby missing some observations from the
latter group. However, this is unlikely to be a problem here
because the events of interest (institutional crises) are of
the type of news included by this source in its weekly
reports, regardless of the country of origin. This chapter
presents an illuminating overview of the many crises that
have occurred in the region, and provides needed in-
formation for researchers interested in extending this
valuable data set.

The theoretical framework of the book is presented in
Chapter 3. It begins with the assumption that presidents
and legislatures bargain over the president’s authority to
set policy. Institutional crises represent bargaining failures.
The size of the rewards affects the threshold for conflict:
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