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Abstract
What is the role of legislative term limits in the structure of legislative institutions? 
Using Mooney’s collective action problem theoretical framework on legislative 
leadership power, I claim that legislative term limits should be a key determinant 
in a state Speaker’s power via the delegation of institutional tools that control the 
lawmaking process. Speakers can use these tools to influence policy outcomes and 
their colleagues. I test this expectation in an analysis of lower chamber rules in nearly 
all states between 1981 and 2015. The results indicate that states with implemented 
term limits are associated with a more powerful Speaker. These findings suggest that 
a more nuanced relationship between legislative term limits and leadership power 
exist than previously thought.
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Introduction

For decades, America has engaged in a rigorous, and sometimes bitter, debate regard-
ing the government’s role in providing health care to its citizens. In recent years, this 
divisive policy debate has emerged in several state legislatures. For instance, in 2017, 
the California legislature strongly considered enacting a state-sponsored single-payer 
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health care system through S.B. 562 or the “Healthy California Act.”1 If enacted, this 
would be the first single-payer system in the United States. During the consideration 
of S.B. 562, there was strong support for the policy as most polls showed that most 
Californians supported the establishment of a single-payer system (Murphy 2017).2 
Additionally, the advocates of S.B. 562 argued that it would “eliminate the high pre-
miums, deductibles, and other costs that force far too many to skip needed care” 
(Burger 2018). While a significant portion of citizens living in California viewed S.B. 
562 as an inspiration for the single-payer health care system in America, some politi-
cians and journalists expressed deep concerns on this revolutionary bill. In particular, 
several individuals highlighted the large price tag for S.B. 562. The San Diego Union-
Tribune Editorial Board (2017a) candidly stated “it was downright silly” to approve 
the bill without addressing the costs associated with it. A coalition of doctors and other 
medical professionals argued that S.B. 562 would “dismantle the healthcare market-
place and destabilize California’s economy” (Mason 2018).

A few months after being introduced in the Senate, S.B. 562 sailed through the 
California chamber mostly along partisan-lines. Next, the bill proceeded to the State 
Assembly where it faced several political hurdles. In particular, Speaker Anthony 
Rendon (R-CA) publicly expressed heavy skepticism toward the bill. “S.B. 562 was 
sent to the Assembly woefully incomplete,” Speaker Rendon proclaimed, “Even sena-
tors who voted for S.B. 562 noted there are potentially fatal flaws in the bill including 
the fact it does not address many serious issues, such as financing, delivery of care, cost 
controls . . . ”3 Thus, few were surprised when Speaker Rendon sent S.B. 562 to the 
Rules Committee—a committee filled with his political allies—and ordered the bill not 
to proceed.4 By using this procedural tactic, Speaker Rendon was able to effectively kill 
the bill (Murphy 2017). While several prominent newspapers and politicians hailed 
Speaker Rendon’s decision as “the right move” (e.g., Editorial Board 2017b), several 
progressives in California expressed deep frustration at their leader for using his power 
to block a key policy on their legislative agenda. For example, Deborah Burger, co-
President of the California Nurses Association and ally of S.B. 562, decried, what she 
considered, Speaker Rendon for “petulantly refus[ing] to do his job” and for using his 
procedural powers to “block[] public hearings and any amendments on the bill.”

California’s S.B. 562 illustrates how a state Speaker’s institutionalized powers can 
have significant consequences on policy outcomes. However, the willingness of the 
California State Assembly members to endow their Speaker with these powerful pro-
cedural tools stands in stark contrast to other states, such as Alaska and North Dakota, 
whose leaders are much more limited in authority. For example, Speaker Bryce 
Edgmon (D-AK), the current leader of the Alaska House of Representatives, has little 
sway over the committee assignments, leadership structure, or even the legislative 
staff (Mooney 2013). This raises the following question: why are certain states’ 
Speakers more powerful than others?

One important institutional characteristic that might partially account for the 
amount of formal powers delegated to a state Speaker is legislative term limits. While 
other state legislative factors, such as professionalism (Clucas 2007) and the distribu-
tion of partisan preferences (Aldrich and Rohde 2001; Richman 2010), are associated 
with a powerful chamber leader, the extent to which term limits are a factor remains 
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uncertain (Mooney 2012). Building off Mooney’s (2012) collective action theoretical 
framework on Speaker power, I argue that legislative term limits might incentivize 
the members to delegate more tools to control the lawmaking process to their cham-
ber’s leadership to overcome collective action problems for two reasons. First, one 
consequence of term limits is that a decrease in institutional familiarity and policy 
expertise tends to occur (Moncrief, Niemi, and Powell 2008) and this may pose a 
challenge to lawmaking. As a result, legislators might be willing to delegate more 
institutional tools to their leadership to overcome this obstacle to governing. Second, 
term limits tend to weaken relationships among the legislators serving within the 
chamber and enhance the influence of the Speaker (Sarbaugh-Thompson et al. 2006). 
Consequently, the lack of personal relationships among the members may present a 
challenge to the chamber regarding passing important legislation and accomplishing 
their policy goals (Kirkland 2011). Thus, the chamber might be more willing to del-
egate power via tools to control the lawmaking process to their leadership. I test this 
theoretical expectation with Mooney’s (2013) measure of Speaker power across 49 
states between 1981 and 2015.

This article contributes to our understanding of legislative leadership and term lim-
its for several reasons. First, the power delegated to a state Speaker can have a wide 
range of consequences for public policy. If term limits tend to empower the Speaker, 
then this may ease their ability to affect legislation. This would provide additional 
insights regarding the politics surrounding California’s S.B. 562 and the debate about 
establishing a single-payer health care system. After the enactment of term limits, the 
California Speaker obtained more control over the appointment of key leadership offi-
cials and the committee system (Mooney 2013). During his tenure, Speaker Rendon 
filled the Rules Committee with his political allies to help further his political agenda 
(White 2016). Eventually, this committee blocked the passage of S.B. 562 (Murphy 
2017). Thus, given the potential consequences a Speaker may have on policy, it is 
important to understand the factors that influence the chamber’s decision to delegate 
to their leadership. Second, most studies that analyze Speaker power rely on cross-
sectional data which has a few limitations. Specifically, this type of data structure 
cannot analyze the changes in Speaker power across time. Instead, I employ a time-
series-cross-sectional data set and find that term limits are associated with more 
authority being delegated to the Speaker.

This article proceeds as follows. First, I briefly highlight the literature on state 
Speaker power. From there, I develop the argument, based on Mooney’s (2012) collec-
tive action theoretical framework on legislative leadership power, that legislative term 
limits should be a key determinant in a state Speaker’s power via the delegation of 
institutional tools that control the lawmaking process. I then describe my data, research 
design, empirical results, and robustness checks. Finally, I review the potential impli-
cations of my findings for term limits and leadership power.

Previous Literature on Leadership Power

At the core of politics is power (Dahl 1957), and state Speakers can use their power to 
impact policy. For instance, the Colorado media has observed how Speaker Crisanta 
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Duran (D) of the Colorado House of Representatives has used the power delegated to 
her office to control the legislative agenda. In particular, Speaker Duran has almost 
complete authority over bill referral, and she frequently sends legislation that is anti-
thetical to her party’s core goals to the Veterans Committee, which is commonly 
referred to as the “kill committee.” Speaker Duran unilaterally appointed the “kill 
committee’s” chair and decided which members would be assigned to it. These tools 
ease Speaker Duran’s ability to control legislation (Aguilar 2017). Or as one Colorado 
legislator candidly stated when describing the Veterans Committee, “They have five 
hard core Democrats there who always vote no on Republican bills, with a few excep-
tions, but generally once it goes to the kill committee, the fix is in.” Legislation that 
would undermine the Affordable Care Act or “Obamacare” and a bill that would 
loosen gun regulations are just a few examples of legislation that has been sent to the 
“kill committee” (KGNU 2016). This example demonstrates how the tools delegated 
to the Speaker can sometimes have a substantive impact on legislative outputs. As this 
section will demonstrate, legislative scholars have also observed the importance of 
state Speakers and this has resulted in a well-developed literature.

Early research on state legislative organization uses the institutional and political 
variation among the states’ legislatures as a way to test prominent legislative theories 
(Clucas 2001; 2009) For instance, Richard Clucas (2001) examines state legislatures 
and the amount of power delegated to House Speakers to provide evidence for David 
Mayhew’s (1974) electoral theory of legislative politics. Specifically, he finds that leg-
islators in electorally competitive states are more likely to delegate legislative control 
to the chamber’s leadership, so the leaders can more easily gain access to staff and valu-
able committee assignments for their reelection prospects. In a later article, Clucas 
(2009) again uses state legislatures to demonstrate the robustness of a prominent legis-
lative theory, conditional party government (CPG). CPG posits that when the majority 
party is ideologically homogeneous and ideologically distinct from the minority party, 
then more power is delegated to the chamber’s leadership (Aldrich and Rohde 2001). 
Clucas finds indirect evidence that if the criteria for CPG are satisfied, then the majority 
party leader in the lower chamber does in fact obtain more influence on public policy.

Within this line of inquiry, legislative scholars have also analyzed state legislatures 
not just for their insights into legislative theories, but to uncover the consequences of 
recent political reforms and political trends (Clucas 2007; Mooney 2012; Richman 
2010). For instance, in the 1960s, state legislative reformists fought for more profes-
sionalized chambers to enhance their policymaking capabilities and effectiveness 
(Squire 2007). Richman (2010) finds that this policy change tends to weaken the office 
of the Speaker. He contends that the large legislative staff and high salaries, in profes-
sionalized legislatures, allow the legislators to more easily achieve their policy and 
reelection goals without the assistance from the Speaker. In another prominent exam-
ple, Mooney (2012) explores how partisan polarization, a salient political phenome-
non, influences control over the legislature. Mooney finds that the distribution of the 
parties’ preferences has little effect on the amount of power delegated to the leader-
ship. Instead, he finds that collective action problems caused by internal dynamics 
play a more prominent role.
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Germane to my research, state politics scholars have focused on a more recent 
political reform—term limits and their effect on political power. For instance, term 
limits are associated with governors who can easily expand their influence over policy 
(Miller, Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2011) because the chamber is unable 
to defend their institutional interests. With respect to chamber leadership powers, con-
ventional wisdom among legislative scholars suggests that they result in weaker lead-
ers (Bowser et al. 2003; Carey et al. 2006; Mooney 2012). Bowser (2005, 113) 
succinctly describes this perspective, “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.” Specifically, this literature argues that Speakers in term-limited states are less 
powerful because they lack the lawmaking experiences and do not have the time to 
cultivate the skills necessary to obtain institutional tools that can control the lawmak-
ing process. Conversely, the conventional approach claims that leaders in nonterm-
limited states have the time to develop their skills in acquiring power and the members 
are incentivized to invest in the internal power structure.

A few students of legislative politics have nevertheless suggested that term limits 
may sometimes empower the legislative branch and the chamber’s leadership. For 
instance, Farmer and Little (2007) uncover that term limits in Ohio are associated with 
a more powerful Speaker. They claim that the Speaker’s recruitment efforts and fre-
quent fundraising for the members of his party result in a loyal following. In another 
prominent example, Mooney (2012) suggests that legislators in term-limited states 
might delegate to their leadership to overcome collective action problems associated 
with term limits.5

While the current literature does offer a deeper understanding of the factors at play 
with legislative power, there are still more questions than answers regarding term lim-
its and their implications. Specifically, the literature provides two different depictions 
of term limits and their influence on leadership power. I enter this debate by taking a 
different approach when exploring the effects of term limits on the legislative branch. 
Specifically, I analyze how this political reform influenced actual chamber rules. Most 
scholars have explored the impact of term limits on legislative power with legislative 
surveys. While this type of data has provided deeper insights into the politics of term 
limits, a limitation to this approach is that these scholars can only capture how legisla-
tors perceive term limits’ effect on their chamber leadership. No study has explored the 
consequences of term limits with actual tools the Speaker can use to control the cham-
ber over an extended period of time or with multiple states. Importantly, I aim to 
uncover if term limits influence the actual legislative structure and organization within 
a chamber and not just the perception among legislators.

Linking Term Limits to Speaker Power

Term limits are widely supported by the American public (Kousser 2005); thus, it is 
not surprising that several states have adopted them. Table 1 identifies the 21 states 
that have adopted, implemented, and, in some cases, repealed legislative term limits. 
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Since the implementation of term limits, several political consequences have emerged. 
Term limits have been shown to influence political behavior (Kuhlmann and Lewis 
2017; Masket and Lewis 2007), institutional organization (Nicholson-Crotty and 
Miller 2012; Wright 2007), and public policy (Kousser 2005; Lewis 2012). While 
previous research suggests that term limits can have consequences on policy outcomes 
and legislative behavior, it is still unclear to what extent term limits have any influence 
on chamber rules. This study focuses on the effect of term limits on one particular type 
of chamber rule—the number of tools or powers delegated to the Speaker. The power 
a Speaker wields can have far-reaching consequences on policy outputs and govern-
ment performance (Fiorina 1986; Hasecke and Mycoff 2007; Lazarus and Monroe 
2007; Rohde 1991); therefore, it is important to uncover the factors that incentivize the 
members to delegate to their leadership. In the remaining portion of this section, I rely 
on Mooney’s (2012) collective action theoretical framework on Speaker power to out-
line why legislative term limits are likely to incentivize the lower chamber to delegate 
more formal institutional powers to the state Speaker.

Table 1. States with Term Limits.

State
Year 

enacted
Year of 
impact

Year of 
repeal

Lower 
chamber limit

Upper 
chamber limit

Maine 1993 1996 — 8 8
Californiaa 1990 1998 — 12 12
Colorado 1990 1998 — 8 8
Arkansasb 1992 2000 — 16 16
Michigan 1992 2002 — 6 8
Florida 1992 2000 — 8 8
Ohio 1992 2000 — 8 8
South Dakota 1992 2000 — 8 8
Montana 1992 2000 — 8 8
Arizona 1992 2000 — 8 8
Missouri 1992 2002 — 8 8
Oklahoma 1990 2004 — 12 12
Nebraska 2000 2006 — — 8
Louisiana 1995 2007 — 12 12
Nevada 1996 2010 — 12 12
Oregon 1992 1998 2002 6 8
Idaho 1994 — 2002 8 8
Massachusetts 1994 — 1997 8 8
Utah 1994 — 2003 12 12
Washington 1992 — 1998 8 8
Wyoming 1992 — 2004 8 8

Source. National Conference of State Legislatures.
Note. In Oklahoma, the limit is a total of 12 years in the legislature. The total time may be split between 
the two chambers or spent entirely in one.
a. In 2012, California changed its term limit law for the lower and upper from 6 and 8, respectively.
b. In 2014, Arkansas changed its term limit law for the lower and upper from 6 and 8, respectively.
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Mooney (2012) suggests that a legislature may decide to delegate tools to the 
Speaker to overcome the collective action problems associated with the lawmaking 
process. In other words, the members establish a principal–agent relationship with 
their legislative leadership to help overcome the problems that burden the members 
serving within the chamber (Bender, Glazer, and Hammond 2001; Smith 2000). From 
the perspective of the members, “the costs of producing collective benefits, including 
public policy,” are far too high for one legislator to endure (Clucas 2001, 320). 
Therefore, the chamber’s leadership is delegated power, resources, and institutional 
tools. The amount of power delegated to the leadership is in response to the amount of 
problems facing the legislature. Specifically, states facing more obstacles tend to del-
egate more tools and resources to their leadership than states with fewer challenges. In 
turn, legislative leaders are expected to use their power to help the legislators achieve 
their political goals (Clucas 2001). In other words, Mooney suggests that the primary 
reason state legislators delegate authority to their Speaker is to address collective 
problems within the chamber (p. 567).6

Why might legislative term limits create collective action problems that incentivize 
the members to cede authority to their leadership? I suggest there are two reasons. First, 
one of the consequences of term limits is that the number of inexperienced legislators 
serving in the chamber surges because of the high legislative turnover. For example, in 
1998, after the implementation of term limits, 57% of Michigan’s House members were 
forced to retire (Carey, Niemi, and Powell 2009). This dramatic increase in veteran 
legislator turnover tends to strip the chamber of its legislative knowledge and expertise 
(Moncrief and Thompson 2001). Not only does this frequent turnover tend to under-
mine the development of institutional familiarity, but also a “brain drain” of policy 
expertise may begin to emerge within the legislature (Bowser and Moncrief 2007).

Inexperience in lawmaking, policymaking, and the chamber procedural process 
might stymie the members from achieving one of their primary goals as legislators, 
good public policy (Fenno 1978).7 In particular, the lawmaking process tends to be 
overwhelming for even the most experienced legislator (Packenham 1970; Squire 
and Hamm 2005, 118). A bill sponsor usually must bargain and logroll with their 
chamber colleagues to increase the chances of their legislation succeeding through 
the several lawmaking stages (Carrubba and Volden 2000). Moreover, a legislator 
needs to strategically and prudently manage relations with the public, committee 
staff, and executive branch while trying to ensure the passage of their policy agenda 
(Sinclair 1989). Consequently, a member with little legislative knowledge and 
unaware of the steps necessary to pass a bill, due to term limits, might struggle to 
accomplish most of their policy goals.

To overcome this inexperience hurdle caused by term limits, the chamber might 
concentrate power around the Speaker. When power is concentrated around the 
Speaker, he or she can more easily enforce and implement policy decisions that will 
help individual members achieve their political goals (Clucas 2001; Mooney 2012). 
While Speakers in term-limited states may not have much prior legislative experience 
themselves, they can still use their delegated powers to organize the chamber and to 
ensure the passage of important bills. In other words, a chamber can operate more 
effectively if power is concentrated among one inexperienced legislator than if it is 
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shared among several green lawmakers. Furthermore, the Speaker can use his or her 
connections to the party’s apparatus for informational and policy expertise to help 
enact important legislation (Squire and Hamm 2005).

Alternatively, legislators in nonterm-limited states can develop their policy exper-
tise and acquire their legislative knowledge over time (Sarbaugh-Thompson et al. 
2006). Experienced legislators are aware of the potential pitfalls ahead of their legisla-
tive proposals and they can plan accordingly to ensure their success. This allows the 
legislators to easily achieve their policy goals on their own and without the aid of the 
Speaker (Lewis 2012). Therefore, nonterm-limited legislators may have few reasons 
to delegate legislative tools to their Speaker.

The second reason that legislative term limits may create collective action prob-
lems, thus, resulting in the chamber delegating more power to the Speaker, is that term 
limits are associated with weaker legislative relationships between the members (Cain 
and Levin 1999). Sarbaugh-Thompson et al. (2006) provide evidence that suggests 
legislators serving in term-limited states have fewer relationships with other members 
and struggle to reach consensus on important policy issues than legislators without 
term limits. Sarbaugh-Thompson and her co-authors argue this is due to the term-
limited members not having the time to develop a rapport or personal relationship with 
their colleagues. Without these personal relationships, it may be harder for the mem-
bers to enact their policy agenda. In other words, for most members, getting their 
policy agenda through the legislature will require at least a simple majority in both 
chambers, which may be difficult to do if the relationships between the legislators 
have not been developed (Fenno 1978; Kingdon 1973; Kirkland 2011). To overcome 
this collective action problem, the legislature may delegate more power to their cham-
ber’s leadership to enhance the efficiency of the lawmaking process. This comports 
with Sarbaugh-Thompson et al.’s finding that term-limited members are usually influ-
enced more by their Speaker. If the Speaker has more sway on the members’ decisions, 
then perhaps the chamber might be more willing to delegate tools to control the law-
making process to their leadership.

Conversely, legislators in nonterm-limited states tend to have stronger working 
relationships with their fellow legislators (Cain and Levin 1999). This should ease 
their ability to build consensus and enact important legislation (Berman 2007; Kirkland 
2011), thus achieving their policy goals. If the members’ policy goals are met, then 
they might have less need to delegate institutional tools to their leadership.

To summarize, relying on Mooney’s (2012) collective action theoretical framework 
on Speaker power, I suggest that legislative term limits may incentivize the members 
to delegate more authority to their leadership to overcome collective action problems 
for two reasons. First, term limits increase legislative turnover and tend to result in a 
loss of legislative and procedural knowledge in the chamber. This loss of expertise 
might pose a challenge for legislators trying to pass their legislative agenda. Thus, 
legislators might be forced to delegate institutional tools to their chamber’s leadership 
to achieve their policy goals. Second, legislative term limits tend to weaken relation-
ships among legislators within the chamber. Limited personal relationships can pose a 
challenge to enacting laws and for the members to achieve their policy goals. Given 
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this, the members might be more willing to delegate power to their leadership. 
Therefore, my theoretical expectation is that legislative term limits should be associ-
ated with more tools delegated to the state Speaker. It should be noted that I am argu-
ing that term limits results in the members delegating more tools to their Speaker and 
not necessarily that the chamber’s leader is effectively exercising this new power.8

Data and Research Design

Dependent Variable

How should we measure state Speaker power? Both Battista (2011) and Mooney 
(2012) note that the two primary instruments researchers typically used to gauge a 
Speaker’s power are legislative surveys and indices comprised of rules and formal 
institutionalized tools delegated to the Speaker. A major limitation with the legislative 
survey approach is that it cannot easily address factors that vary over time and the 
response rate for contemporary surveys is exceptionally low. Furthermore, the word-
ing of the questions in legislative surveys can pose an additional challenge to compar-
ing the effect of power across time (Battista 2011). Therefore, and in an effort to avoid 
similar issues, I examine the effect of legislative term limits on state Speakers’ formal 
powers with the delegation of lawmaking tools and chamber rules with an additive 
index. This approach is commonly utilized by several legislative scholars (Bagashka 
and Clark 2014; Clucas 2001; Martorano 2004; 2006; Richman 2010).

Clucas (2001) has created a Speaker power index based on several sub-indices that 
captures the chamber rules and various tools delegated to the Speaker. While his 
groundbreaking state Speaker power index is the foundation for numerous studies 
(Miller, Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2011; Mooney 2012; Richman 2010), 
one major limitation is that the measure only includes states legislatures in 1995. 
Moreover, it is not possible to expand the index with the original sub-indices into other 
time periods because of data availability (Mooney 2013). Therefore, I cannot examine 
if legislative term limits have any effect on Speaker power with this specific measure.

Mooney (2013) has recently constructed a similar index of Speaker power for 49 
states and across multiple decades. To demonstrate his index’s validity, Mooney con-
ducts various tests that show his index is strongly correlated with previous measures 
of Speaker power. For this analysis, I use Mooney’s index of Speaker power because 
it covers the time period before and after the implementation of legislative term limits 
and his index includes almost every lower chamber in the United States.

Mooney’s (2013) additive index is composed of five indicators with data collected 
from The Book of the States. The five indicators Mooney uses in his Speaker’s power 
index are the following: committee chair appointment power, committee assignment 
power, control over chamber’s leadership structure, procedural power, and control 
over legislative resources.

Committee chair appointment power is the Speaker’s ability to select committee 
chairs unilaterally. Committee chairs can use their gatekeeping powers to block legis-
lation that could potentially upset their constituents and hurt their party’s reputation 
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with the electorate. In addition, Speakers who can unilaterally appoint committee 
chairs can have more influence on policy, and they can threaten to withhold committee 
chair positions from legislators who rebel against the chamber’s leadership.

Committee assignment power measures the ability of state leaders to decide com-
mittee assignments. Legislative committees are the primary vehicles in which bills are 
created; therefore, control over this aspect of the legislature gives a Speaker more 
power over policy outcomes. Moreover, legislators prefer to sit on committees that 
might benefit their constituents. Therefore, Speakers can use this tool to reward their 
allies in the chamber.

The control over the chamber’s leadership structure indicator accounts for the 
Speaker’s ability to decide which members can join the House’s leadership. Speakers 
who can unilaterally structure the chamber’s leadership can more easily influence the 
legislative agenda, and they can use these leadership positions as an incentive for leg-
islators to fall in line.

Procedural power measures how much influence the Speaker has in bill referral. 
Leaders who can unilaterally decide which committee can hear a bill can also decide 
the fate of legislation. For instance, a common tactic Speakers use to block legislation 
that is antithetical to his or her policy agenda is to refer the bill to a committee that he 
or she knows will not offer a report (e.g., the Colorado example discussed earlier in the 
article).

The control over legislative resources indicator accounts for the independence of 
professional committee staff from the Speaker. Committee staff that is insulated from 
the Speaker’s influence is less likely to follow his or her policy preferences.

These sub-indices are equally weighted and summed together. Higher scores indi-
cate that a Speaker has more legislative tools at his or her disposal to control the law-
making process. For this analysis, I extend Mooney’s index measure to 2015. 
Specifically, I examine all states calculated in Mooney’s index between 1981 and 
2015. Mooney does not calculate a Speaker power score for Nebraska because it does 
not have a lower chamber. Therefore, Nebraska is excluded from my analysis. For 
more details on Mooney’s coding of Speaker power, see Mooney (2013).

The approach I adopt to measure Speaker power is not without its shortcomings.9 
In particular, there are three potential issues with this approach. First, the legislative 
procedures in Mooney’s (2013) Speaker power index may not contain every tool that 
is delegated to the chamber’s leadership. Second, a given legislative tool may not have 
the same impact in every state. Third, interpreting state procedural rules is no easy task 
and is a subjective process. Thus, it is most certainly possible that The Book of the 
States might have misinterpreted a few state rules. I am conscious of these limitations, 
and I recognize that Speakers may use other institutional tools not included within 
Mooney’s index to influence the lawmaking process and the precise impact of a par-
ticular tool could vary by state. Unfortunately, I cannot adopt alternative methods 
(e.g., legislative surveys) to gauge Speaker power because of the low-response rate. 
However, by adopting this index approach, I am able to examine the changes in 
Speaker power before and after the implementation of legislative term limits. It is also 
important to remember that the Speaker power index I utilize is highly correlated with 
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other well-established scholarly measures (Clucas 2001; Miller, Nicholson-Crotty, 
and Nicholson-Crotty 2011). Thus, despite its limitations, this study offers an impor-
tant substantive contribution to the effects of legislative term limits.

My unit of analysis is the amount of power a Speaker has in the legislative session 
following the most recent legislative election for the lower chamber. I use this unit of 
analysis because legislative procedures and rules are relatively stable between elec-
tions. Furthermore, chamber rules usually change only after the election of new mem-
bers (Squire and Hamm 2005). This unit of analysis is also consistent with Mooney’s 
(2013) original coding and collection of the Speaker power index.10

In Figure 1, I show the Speaker power across the states in 1981 (Top Panel) and 
2015 (Bottom Panel). Darker shaded states indicate a Speaker has more tools to con-
trol the chamber.11 Conversely, lighter shaded states indicate a Speaker possess fewer 
institutional tools to control the chamber.12 As suggested by Figure 1, there is a wide 
variation of lower chamber rules among the U.S. states and it does change across his-
tory. Kentucky’s Speaker has historically been the weakest chamber leader in the 
United States with a score of zero between the 1980s and the early 2000s. During this 
time period, the Kentucky Speaker had no control over the distribution of committee 
assignments, bill referrals, legislative staff, and the appointment of committee chairs 
or leadership positions. Alternatively, Oklahoma’s Speaker, in 2001, is the most pow-
erful leader in my data set with a score of 4.28. In 2001, the Oklahoma Speaker has 
unilateral control over committee assignments, the appointment of committee chairs, 
and bill referrals. In addition, the Oklahoma Speaker has significant influence over the 
legislative staff, and he can appoint over a majority of the chamber’s leadership posi-
tions. The average Speaker power score in my data set is 2.69 and the standard devia-
tion is 0.80.13

It should also be noted that my data only includes the amount of power delegated 
to leaders in lower chambers and I do this for three reasons. First, Hamm, Hedlund, 
and Martorano (2001) find that differences between the upper and lower chambers are 
less distinct in state legislatures. Second, Mooney’s (2013) measure of Speaker power 
only examines lower chambers. Finally, I focus only on lower chambers to remain 
consistent with previous research (see, Bagashka and Clark 2014; Clucas 2001; 2007; 
2009; Martorano 2004; 2006; Mooney 2012; Richman 2010).

Key Explanatory Variables

My variable of interest is a measure of legislative term limits. In theory, the effects of 
term limits could vary depending upon the specific restrictions within a state. For 
example, it is possible that Michigan’s strict term limit law of only allowing House 
members to serve a maximum of six years could have a different effect than Nevada’s 
more lenient limit of 12 years. Therefore, I employ Baker and Hedge’s (2013) continu-
ous term-limitedness scores.14 Like Sarbaugh-Thompson’s (2010) term limit measure, 
Baker and Hedge’s continuous scores take into account three different components of 
a state term limit law: the maximum length of service allowed, presence of lifetime or 
consecutive service limits, and whether legislators are allowed to “recycle” between 
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Figure 1. Speaker power by state in 1981 (top) and 2015 (bottom).
Note. The top figure is the Speaker score for each state in 1981. The bottom figure is the Speaker 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.
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the chambers.15 All other observations are coded as “zero.” Higher scores indicate a 
state has a more stringent term limit law.

I focus on implemented term limits rather than adopted term limits because previ-
ous research suggests that implemented term limits are more likely to influence leg-
islative organization (see Bagashka and Clark 2014; Kousser 2005; Miller, 
Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2018). More importantly, I focus on imple-
mented term limits because my theory suggests that it is the loss of institutional 
familiarity, due to term limits, rather than the anticipation of term limits that drives 
the chamber’s decision to delegate more power to their Speaker.16

Additional Explanatory Variables

I also control for other variables that could potentially influence the amount of power 
delegated to a state Speaker. As previously mentioned, Mooney (2012) finds that a 
prominent reason Speakers can easily acquire more power is to overcome collective 
action problems. Therefore, I control for the chamber size or the number of legislators 
serving in the chamber.17 Specifically, legislators may empower their state Speaker 
with more tools to overcome problems associated with having a large number of mem-
bers in the chamber. Rank and file members may also delegate more power to their 
Speaker to help address the dire economic conditions facing their constituents. The 
Unemployment rate variable is measured as the percentage of state residents who are 
unemployed at the start of the legislative session.18 Also, states with larger populations 
may have more complex problems on their agenda (Richman 2010). Therefore, I con-
trol for a state’s population in my model.

Moncrief, Niemi, and Powell (2008) suggest that an increase in chamber turnover 
might result in more power being delegated to the Speaker. Specifically, a sudden rush 
of new and inexperienced members might make lawmaking more difficult for the 
chamber. Thus, with an increase in chamber turnover, there might be an increase in 
legislative power delegated to the Speaker. My measure of legislative turnover is 
derived from The Book of the States, and higher turnover indicates more freshmen 
serving within the chamber.

Clucas (2001) finds that party competition can influence the number of tools dele-
gated to the state Speaker. I use the folded Ranney index to account for the level of 
partisan competition within a state.19 This measure incorporates the partisan distribu-
tion of legislative seats and the incumbent governor’s average vote share in the most 
recent election. The folded Ranney index also captures the duration of partisan control 
for each state. Higher scores indicate increasing party competition within a state. I also 
include an indicator that control for the party system within a state (Battista and 
Richman 2011). Hedlund et al. (2009) find that majority party size influences the orga-
nization within a legislative chamber. I measure this variable as the percentage of seats 
held by the majority party at the start of the session.

There are several other state institutional features that could influence the mem-
bers’ decision to delegate power to their Speaker. For instance, I include Squire’s 
(2007) measure of legislative professionalism as suggested by Clucas (2007) and 
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Richman (2010). Squire’s index combines each legislature’s amount of salary, legisla-
tive staff, and length of session. More professionalized legislatures are associated with 
more powerful Speakers. The higher salaries, associated with professionalized legisla-
tures, tend to increase the value of the seats to the members. Majority party members 
in professionalized legislatures might try to retain their valuable seats by relying heav-
ily on their leadership and delegate tools to their Speaker in an effort to protect their 
party brand and to help their reelection efforts.

Citizen initiatives are associated with states facing several difficulties implement-
ing policy (Lewis 2012). Legislators may be forced to delegate more power to the 
leadership to overcome this institutional hurdle. The citizen initiative variable accounts 
for whether a state allows either constitutional or statutory citizen initiatives. For this 
variable, I use the continuous measure developed by Bowler and Donovan (2004).

I also control for the state’s ideology because left-leaning states have been shown to 
expand the role of state government (Alt and Lowry 1994). To implement their policy 
agendas, liberal states may need to delegate more tasks to their leadership. I control for 
the preferences of the state with Berry et al.’s (2010) state ideology scores. Higher 
scores indicate a state is more liberal.

Finally, the amount of power delegated to a Speaker may change over time. 
Therefore, I include a linear time trend. I also include a random effect for each state. I 
have also estimated a model with year and state fixed effects and the results are similar 
to those presented here (Supplemental Appendix A).

Findings

Given that the dependent variable is continuous, I estimate the coefficients using linear 
regression with state random effects. As a robustness test, I have estimated coefficients 
for a Tobit model and the results are consistent to those presented here (Supplemental 
Appendix B). The estimates are presented in Table 2. As expected, the legislative term 
limit variable is positively signed and statistically significant. This indicates that states 
with implemented legislative term limits are associated with a Speaker with more tools 
to help him or her to control the legislative process.

Substantively, the results from Table 2 can also be translated into percentage 
changes in the predicted Speaker power for each significant independent variable. To 
calculate these changes, I vary each corresponding variable from its minimum to max-
imum value, holding all other variables constant.20 The last column in Table 2 presents 
the changes in Speaker power. According to the data, the states with the most stringent 
term limit laws tend to delegate around 11% more tools to their Speaker than states 
without term limits, all else being equal.21 The legislatures with the most partisan com-
petition in the United States tend to delegate to their Speaker 6% more authority than 
the least competitive legislatures. Chamber size also appears to have an impact on 
Speaker power. The largest chambers tend to delegate 46% more tools to their Speaker 
compared to the smallest chambers. Finally, the results suggest that the average amount 
of power delegated to a Speaker declined around 10% from 1981 to 2015. The remain-
ing explanatory variables are not statistically significant at conventional levels.
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It is important to highlight that the implementation of term limits did not radically 
change a legislature’s rules and procedures as indicated by the moderately sized sub-
stantive effects. For instance, after the implementation of term limits, it would be 
highly unlikely that a Speaker with little or no institutional tools would be delegated 
complete unilateral control over the entire lawmaking process. The moderate change 
in Speaker power is not surprising given that previous research shows that state leg-
islative rules and procedures tend to change incrementally over time (King 2000; 

Table 2. State House Speaker Power—Testing Term Limits Hypothesis, 1981–2015.

Variable

Model 1

Coefficient

∆ in speaker power(SE)

Legislative term limits 0.301* 11.08%
(0.127)  

State ideology 0.002 —
(0.016)  

Legislative professionalism 0.189 —
(0.385)  

Party competition 0.394* 6.03%
(0.225)  

Majority party size 0.355 —
(0.267)  

Chamber turnover −0.002 —
(0.002)  

Unemployment rate 0.003 —
(0.009)  

Chamber size 0.003* 46.24%
(0.002)  

Population 0.173 —
(0.197)  

Citizen initiative −0.021 —
(0.034)  

Time trend −0.008* −10.10%
(0.002)  

Constant 0.816 —
(1.321)  

AIC 1,239
Number of observations 847

Note. The models are estimated using linear regression with random effects for each state. The second 
column reflects the percentage change in the predicted Speaker power when shifting from the minimum 
value to the maximum value for the corresponding variable of interest. AIC = Akaike information 
criterion.
*p ≤ .05 (all one-tailed tests).
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Martorano 2004; Squire and Hamm 2005). However, it should be noted that the effect 
of legislative term limits on the chamber’s rules and procedure is similar to that of 
other prominent institutional features as demonstrated by Table 2. Furthermore, these 
changes to a chamber’s procedures can sometimes have a dramatic effect on policy 
outcomes as illustrated by California’s S.B. 562 and the decision not to adopt a sin-
gle-payer health care system.

Robustness Check: Alternative Models

It is important that my findings remain robust to various model specifications and 
alternative measurements. Furthermore, it is vital that I provide other empirical tests 
that can help to further establish the link between implemented term limits and the 
rules within the lower chamber. In this section, I present five robustness tests with the 
results displayed in Table 3. For the most part, I use the same variables and methods as 
described in the prior section.

First, Sarbaugh-Thompson (2010) has created alternative measurements of legisla-
tive term limits. I employ her measure that calculates the ratio of the turnover rate within 
a legislature due to the implementation of term limits to the turnover rate from the prior 
decade. This measure is weighted relative to the size the legislature. Higher values indi-
cate a more stringent term limit law. The results are presented in Model 2. It appears that 
the term limit variable is still statistically significant, and the coefficient is positively 
signed. Second, I employ the traditional measure of term limits—a dichotomous vari-
able. The results are reported in the Model 3.22 With this measure, I, again, find that 
implemented legislative term limits correspond to an increase in Speaker power.

Third, there are two reasons I should consider estimating a model with a lagged 
dependent variable. First, it is strongly possible that past tools delegated to the Speaker 
could influence the current level of power that is delegated to the Speaker. Second, it 
is possible that term limits were implemented in states with already powerful Speakers. 
In other words, I need to ensure that my results capture the change in Speaker power 
after the implementation of term limits. Including a lagged dependent variable allows 
me to estimate the change in my dependent variable (Markus 1979). Thus, as a robust-
ness check, I have estimated a model with a lagged dependent variable, and it is labeled 
as Speaker Powert-1. The results are displayed in Model 4. Even with the inclusion of 
a lagged dependent variable, the legislative term limits coefficient is positively signed 
and statistically significant.

Fourth, one concern with my analysis is that, for some reason, Speakers in term-
limited chambers could have been powerful before the implementation of term limits 
and the amount of power delegated to the Speaker did not change after this new policy 
was carried out. In other words, the implementation of term limits, in itself, did not 
affect the amount of power delegated to the chamber’s leadership. Therefore, as a 
robustness check, I have estimated a model that only includes the states that have 
implemented legislative term limits. This model more directly tests the relationship 
between term limits and Speaker power. In addition, this analysis compares the amount 
of power a Speaker has over the lawmaking process before and after the implementa-
tion of term limits within a state. I use the Baker and Hedge (2013) measure of term 
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Table 3. Alternative Models.

Variable

Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

S.T. measure Dichotomous Lag
T.L. states 

only
Prior to 

T.L.

Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient

(SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE)

Term limits 0.129* 0.194* 0.112* 0.355* 0.153
(0.074) (0.073) (0.059) (0.143) (0.249)

State ideology 0.001 0.002 −0.009 0.059* 0.002
(0.016) (0.016) (0.010) (0.023) (0.016)

Professionalism 0.131 0.211 −0.021 0.082 0.133
(0.383) (0.385) (0.101) (0.563) (0.291)

Party competition 0.389* 0.405* 0.110 −0.460 0.171
(0.226) (0.225) (0.163) (0.331) (0.191)

Majority party size 0.350 0.344 0.108 0.170 0.301
(0.267) (0.266) (0.139) (0.399) (0.244)

Chamber turnover −0.001 −0.002 −0.000 −0.004* −0.000
(0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

Unemployment 0.003 0.003 0.000 0.030* −0.008
(0.009) (0.009) (0.004) (0.013) (0.008)

Chamber size 0.003* 0.003* 0.000 −0.001 0.003
(0.002) (0.002) (0.000) (0.006) (0.002)

Population 0.195 0.158 0.015 −0.164 0.154
(0.197) (0.197) (0.032) (0.329) (0.234)

Citizen initiative −0.018 −0.023 −0.004 0.050 −0.017
(0.034) (0.033) (0.004) (0.089) (0.042)

Time trend −0.008* −0.009* −0.001 −0.005 −0.005
(0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.004) (0.005)

Speaker powert-1 — — 0.907* — —
 (0.023)  

Constant 0.677 0.915 0.037 3.693* 1.224
(1.319) (1.320) (0.308) (2.212) (1.531)

AIC 1,241 1,237 486 257 16.00
Observations 847 847 798 243 234

Note. Models 2, 3, 5, and 6 are estimated using linear regression with a random effect for each state. 
Model 4 includes a lagged dependent variable and robust standard errors. Model 2 is estimated 
using Sarbaugh-Thompson (2010) measure of term limits. Model 3 is estimated using the traditional 
dichotomous measure of term limits. Model 4 includes a lagged dependent variable. Model 5 includes 
only states that implemented term limits. Model 6 is a placebo test of all states between 1981 and 1990. 
AIC = Akaike information criterion.
*p ≤ .05 (all one-tailed tests).
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limits for this analysis. The results are reported in Model 5. Again, the legislative term 
limits variable is positively signed and statistically significant. This indicates that 
chambers with term limits saw an increase in the delegation of resources to the Speaker 
after the policy went into effect.

Finally, I adopt an empirical test that is similar to a placebo test (see Miller, 
Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2018, 582). This test explores whether an 
unobserved state factor which happens to be associated with the implementation of 
term limits may be driving my empirical findings. For this test, the period of study is 
restricted to all state legislative sessions that occurred before 1990 because the first 
state to adopt term limits was in 1990. Furthermore, I create a new term limits indica-
tor: states that eventually adopted and implemented term limits are coded as one and 
those that never did are coded as zero. If this new term limit variable is positively 
signed and statistically significant, then this would suggest that an unmeasured state 
characteristic that is correlated with the implementation of term limits could be caus-
ing the chamber to delegate more power to their Speaker, rather than the term limits 
themselves. The results are displayed in Model 6. The term limit variable is not statis-
tically significant. This placebo test suggests that it is probably not very likely that 
some other unmeasured state characteristic that is associated with the implementation 
of term limits is influencing my results.

Conclusion and Implications

In 2016, the Missouri legislature considered a highly divisive bill, S.B. 656, which 
sought to loosen gun regulations. In particular, the legislation would allow most 
Missourians to carry a concealed gun without a permit on training. The bill also 
expanded legal protections for Missouri citizens who use deadly force to defend them-
selves. The bill was highly controversial because several Democratic politicians 
argued that it would result in a sharp rise in gun violence (O’Neil 2016). Therefore, the 
Republican-controlled legislature had to employ several tactics to ensure the bill’s 
survival. The Speaker of the Missouri House of Representatives, Todd Richardson (R), 
had several tools at his disposal to aid the passage of the measure and this was noticed 
by several opponents of the bill. For instance, one Missouri legislator claimed that the 
chamber’s leadership denied the bill’s opponents from speaking against the legislation 
on the floor and the Speaker used the legislative staff to their political advantage 
(Newman 2016). In addition, the Missouri Speaker was allowed to unilaterally appoint 
members to the committee who crafted the final draft of the legislation—a power 
obtained by the Speaker after the implementation of term limits (Mooney 2013). 
Eventually, the bill was signed into law along party-lines and over the governor’s veto. 
This example highlights how the power a Speaker wields can have significant conse-
quences on policy and legislative behavior. Furthermore, the findings from my study 
suggest that legislative term limits might partially account for why the Missouri legis-
lators have delegated so much lawmaking authority to their Speaker.

In this article, I explore the relationship between legislative terms limits and the 
number of tools delegated to the state Speaker. Specifically, building off Mooney’s 
(2012) theoretical framework, I suggest that legislative term limits should incentivize 
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the chamber to delegate more tools to their leadership.23 When examining the cham-
ber’s rules in 49 states between 1981 and 2015 with Mooney’s (2013) Speaker power 
index, I do indeed find that the implementation of term limits is associated with an 
increase in the Speaker’s power. Importantly, these findings speak to the debate con-
cerning term limits and their effect on power within the legislative branch and its 
leadership (Bowser 2005; Mooney 2012). While conventional wisdom suggests that 
legislative term limits weaken and destabilize the legislative branch and its leadership, 
I find that they can sometimes empower the chamber’s leadership in terms of institu-
tional tools delegated to the Speaker. The Speaker can use these tools to help overcome 
the collective action problems associated with legislative term limits (Mooney 2012).

Before concluding, a few caveats are in order. First, I am not asserting that term 
limits strengthen every aspect of the legislative branch and its leadership. Indeed, 
other legislative power structures, such as the committee system (Cain and Wright 
2007) and the parties’ reelection apparatuses (Apollonio and La Raja 2006), are most 
likely weakened by the presence of legislative term limits. Rather, I claim these find-
ings challenge the conventionally held view that the legislative term limits weaken 
most facets of the legislative branch and its leadership. My results cast doubt on this 
view by suggesting that at least the Speaker can acquire more lawmaking tools or pass 
chamber rules that will help him or her carry out their branch’s policy agenda.

Second, it should be noted that there are several dimensions of leadership power 
(Battista 2011; Battista and Richman 2011; Mooney 2012). In particular, Speakers 
might be able to use informal tools, knowledge, and their own personal skills to influ-
ence the lawmaking process. It is important to recognize that my results do not speak 
to this particular dimension of power. However, future scholars should more closely 
examine the impact of term limits on this particular issue. In addition, it is important 
to recognize that these findings are not in direct opposition to previous studies which 
conclude that term limits reduce the influence of the Speaker (e.g., Carey et al. 2006; 
Miller, Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2011). These findings only suggest 
that Speakers are delegated more formal authority and tools by the members. It is cer-
tainly possible that a Speaker who is delegated the tools to more easily craft legislation 
does not have the personal characteristics necessary to shape public policy.

Third, it is important to recognize that the Mooney index that I employ may not 
perfectly capture a Speaker’s power. For instance, the Mooney measure does not 
account for the Speaker’s ability to influence the floor agenda—a significant limita-
tion. In addition, some of the Mooney index scores deviate from some scholarly 
accounts of state Speakers. For example, Farmer and Little (2007) argue that the Ohio 
State Speaker has a great deal of influence in the lawmaking process. However, the 
Mooney index would suggest that the Ohio Speaker has less power than the average 
state Speaker. I encourage future scholars to develop additional measures of Speaker 
power and explore its relationship with term limits.24

Fourth, interpreting chamber rules and procedures is a complicated and subjective 
task. It is certainly possible that The Book of the States, the main source utilized in this 
analysis, may have misinterpreted a few chamber rules due to the complexity associ-
ated with the legislative process.25 If the chamber rules are indeed systematically mis-
interpreted, then this might call into question the relationship between legislative term 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440020947643 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440020947643


158 

limits and Speaker power. Therefore, I encourage future scholars to examine alterna-
tive sources that document legislative procedures used in the states to verify the accu-
racy of this Speaker power measure.

I hope that my findings stimulate additional research on the effects of term limits 
on other aspects of legislative organization, moving this research in new directions. 
For example, it is unclear how term limits may impact committee power (see, Bagashka 
and Clark 2014). My findings combined with prior research (Carey et al. 2006) would 
suggest that term limits should result in a less powerful committee system. The litera-
ture suggests that powerful Speakers tend to undermine the autonomy and indepen-
dence of the committee system so they can enact a partisan agenda (Aldrich and Rohde 
2001). However, no study, as of yet, has analyzed chamber rules concerning commit-
tee autonomy within all U.S. states. In addition, future research should explore the role 
fundraising has in influencing the level of power delegated to a Speaker. It is possible 
that Speakers use their fundraising connections as a mechanism to acquire more power. 
Rather than a collective action–based theoretical framework, this possible scenario 
would suggest a more entrepreneurial context. Thus, there is still a great deal to learn 
about the implications of term limits on legislative organization.
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Notes

 1. A single-payer health care system is one in which the government provides the health 
care coverage (e.g., Medicaid). However, it is important to realize that some of the details 
associated with a single-payer system vary by plan. For more details on the definition of a 
single-payer system, see Soffen (2017).

 2. While most polls showed a majority of Californians supported a single-payer system, it is 
important to note that the support did decrease when it was mentioned that taxes would be 
raised.
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 3. https://speaker.asmdc.org/press-releases/speaker-rendon-statement-health-care.
 4. For more details on Speaker’s Rendon influence on the committee system, see White 

(2016).
 5. It should be noted that Mooney (2012) finds no empirical evidence of term limits resulting 

in more powerful Speakers. Instead, Mooney finds evidence that went counter to his theory 
and calls on future scholars to examine this issue more carefully.

 6. Mooney (2012) also finds limited evidence of external factors or state policy concerns (e.g., 
unemployment) influencing the chamber’s decision to delegate authority to their leadership.

 7. Legislators are also driven by electoral concerns and for power within the chamber. 
However, as shown by Carey et al. (2006), term limits lessen electoral concerns among 
legislators. Specifically, legislators in term-limited states are associated with focusing less 
time on their constituents.

 8. This might also help to explain the discrepancy between my findings and the previous stud-
ies that rely on surveys (i.e., perceptions of power). After all, the Speakers in term limited 
states are inexperienced themselves and they may not have the knowledge to properly use 
this new power.

 9. On a related note, it is possible that the Mooney index may not perfectly capture a Speaker’s 
power in a state. For instance, this index does not account for every dimension (e.g., floor 
agenda control).

10. I have also updated Mooney’s (2013) data by a few years.
11. A few states did not have observations in 1981 (e.g., Maryland) because they have four-

year terms. For those states, I used the 1981 Speaker power score. I also used Microsoft 
Excel to create this figure.

12. I code Nebraska as the mean value within my data set and this is for visual purposes only. 
In none of my analyses is Nebraska included because it does not have a lower chamber. I 
code Nebraska with the mean value because the software program that I am using does not 
allow any other convenient way to denote a missing value (e.g., stripes).

13. According to Mooney (2013, 268), the Mooney index is correlated 0.66 with Clucas’s 
(2001) measure.

14. Baker and Hedge (2013) create their scores by using data provided by Sarbaugh-Thompson 
(2010). Specifically, the authors add 1 to Sarbaugh-Thompson’s scores and divide by three. 
For more details on the calculation of the continuous measure of term limits, see Baker and 
Hedge (2013) and Sarbaugh-Thompson (2010).

15. In recent years, a few states have amended their term limit laws (e.g., Arkansas and 
California). Baker and Hedge’s (2013) and Sarbaugh-Thompson’s (2010) original term-
limitedness scores do not account for these recent changes. I have calculated term limit 
scores that take into account these changes to term limit policies. These adjusted scores 
produce results that are substantively identical to those presented here.

16. It should be noted that Idaho, Massachusetts, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming all had term 
limit laws that were adopted. However, they were later repealed by either the courts or 
legislature. Thus, they are not coded as term limit states. In addition, Oregon adopted and 
implemented term limits; however, they were repealed in 2002 by the State Supreme Court. 
Due to the unique circumstances of Oregon and the lack of available term limit scores, I do 
not code it as a “term limit” state.

17. In all of my models, I log the population variable to account for any nonlinearities in their 
effect on Speaker Power. Not logging this variable has no influence on the legislative term 
limits coefficient. In addition, I have rescaled the state ideology variable to ease interpret-
ing the coefficients. Rescaling the state ideology variable has no impact on the findings.
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18. I am grateful to Carl Klarner for sharing his party competition data from Klarner (2003).
19. I use the four-year moving average of this variable. The unfolded Ranney index ranges from 

0 to 1. Higher scores indicate a more Democratic-leaning state. Scholars often “fold” the 
Ranney index so that the most competitive states have a value of 1 and the least competitive 
states have a value of 0.5. For more details on this measure, see Ranney (1976).

20. The following formula is used to calculate the change in Speaker power: 

Power Power

Power

Min Max

Min







−
×100

21. Holding all else constant, a minimum to maximum shift in the legislative term limits vari-
able is associated 0.298 (2.689 to 2.987) increase in Speaker power. While it would be 
ideal to connect the substantive results to a specific increase in certain procedural tools, 
this is difficult to conduct considering I am interpreting the results for an additive index. 
Furthermore, previous studies that use a similar index caution from employing such 
interpretation.

22. The state random effect and linear time trend should capture the changes in Speaker power. 
To ensure that term limits results in an increase in Speaker power (rather than just capturing 
whether term limits are associated with powerful Speakers), I have estimated Models 4 and 
5 which directly test this assumption. Furthermore, I have estimated a model with state and 
year fixed effects. Including these fixed effects should also capture the change in Speaker 
power (see Supplemental Appendix A). I have also estimated an ordered probit model with 
a dependent variable coded as the following: “increase in power,” “no change in power,” 
and “decrease in power.” The results are similar to those presented here and available upon 
request by the author.

23. To be clear, my argument is that term limits result in more power being delegated to the 
Speaker rather than the leader effectively using his or her position to influence policy.

24. In Supplemental Appendix D, I have provided a graph that summarizes the relationship 
between legislative term limits and Speaker Power.

25. The Mooney index relies on The Book of the States for coding decisions and there are a few 
coding errors due to misinterpreting state procedural rules. For example, in Ohio, bills are 
referred to by the Rules and Reference Committee. This committee is chaired by the Ohio 
Speaker. However, the Mooney index is erroneously coded as zero on this dimension indicat-
ing that the Speaker has no power. I use the Mooney index and The Book of the States for two 
reasons. First, collecting alternative historical documents describing the procedural process 
in state legislative chambers is difficult and sometimes obtaining these documents is next to 
impossible. Second, The Book of the States is a source used by several state politics scholars 
(e.g., Miller, Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2011; Mooney 2013). I strongly encour-
age future scholars to examine alternative documents to verify the accuracy of this source.
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