
612 Chapter 16: State and Local Politics in a Federal System

Sabato calls “good-time Charlies,” affable men who could 
get elected but who did not contribute measurably to 
making effective policy in their states.48 In 1949 one 
observer summarized a widespread sentiment: “There are 
some enlightened, honest, and well-intentioned gover-
nors . . . but they are pathetically few in number.”49

Fortunately for the states, the movement of the 1960s 
for stronger state governments included an effort to 
develop the leadership capabilities of the governors. These 
reforms included centralizing power in the governorship, 
increasing the governors’ powers of appointment and veto, 
increasing their salaries and the lengths of their terms of 
office, and giving them greater control over formulating 
the state budget. One outcome of these reforms is that 
more capable people, what Sabato refers to as the “new 
breed” of governors, have been attracted to the office.50 
They are competent and innovative, and many believe that 
the states can and should provide new solutions to the 
problems of their citizens (see CLUES to Critical Thinking).

The reformers have been less successful in unifying the 
executive branch under the control of the governor. Most 
states have several independently elected heads of depart-
ments, and many require that various department heads 
report to independent commissions and boards rather than to 
the governor. The states also tend to place strong limits on the 
governors’ appointment powers for the top nonelected jobs in 
the state bureaucracies. Often the governor does not even 
make the nominations; he or she only gets to approve those 
forwarded by the legislatures or by an independent commis-
sion. Of course, the governor’s ability to pick an administrative 
team is central to his or her ability to gain some control over 
the state bureaucracy.51 The trend is toward greater guberna-
torial control, and constitutional changes in such states as 
New York and Illinois have greatly increased the governor’s 
appointive powers.52 Ohio and Pennsylvania come close to 
approximating the federal executive, in which the president 
appoints his cabinet. In most states, however, the governor’s 
official powers are far from equivalent to the president’s at the 
national level. One place where the governors do have an 
advantage is in the line-item veto. With this power, which 
varies in detail across the states, forty-three of the states’ 
governors can eliminate parts of the state budget with which 
they disagree. Where the governor has more control over the 
budgetary process, he or she is more successful at overriding 
local legislative interests to deal with statewide problems.53

The powers of the governor are important because 
highly fragmented power gives small, well-organized inter-
ests multiple avenues to stop, change, or otherwise influ-
ence policy. Without adequate constitutional authority, 
governors stand little chance of meeting the high expecta-
tions that voters have of them as the states’ top leaders.

Electing the Governor Despite the difficulty 
governors have in effecting change, the governorship is still 
considered one of the plum jobs of American electoral  
politics. Said former Delaware governor turned U.S. 

senator Tom Carper: “My worst day as governor was better 
than my best day as a United States Senator.”54 Besides 
being at the center of important activities in the states, the 
governorship is also a prime launching pad for higher 
office. Many governors are successful in bids for the U.S. 
Senate, and the experience also provides a good base for a 
presidential run. Four of our last six presidents—Carter, 
Reagan, Clinton, and George W. Bush—had been gover-
nors. In 2012 the Republican nominee for president, Mitt 
Romney, had been governor of Massachusetts. Going into 
the 2016 campaign, New Jersey governor Chris Christie 
was widely touted as a possible Republican candidate, but 
his momentum was stalled by domestic political scandal. On 
the Democratic side, governors Martin O’Malley (Mary-
land) and Andrew Cuomo (New York) were among the 
short list of possibilities offered by pundits if front-runner 
Hillary Clinton should either not run or fail to get the 
nomination.55 Governors and ex-governors are able to 
campaign on their successes as capable chief executives, 
while claiming to be “outsiders” to a public usually, and 
certainly in recent years, disenchanted with Washington 
politics. The office is so desirable that candidates are willing 
to spend a fortune, literally, to obtain it. The candidates of 
the thirty-eight gubernatorial contests over the 2009–2010 
period spent fully $1.2 billion in their campaigns, with the 
biggest spender, Meg Whitman, outdistancing everyone 
(and losing in California) while dropping $177 million—82 
percent of that her own money. In 2010 Rick Scott spent 
$67 million to win in Florida while Rick Perry (Texas), Jon 
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Figure 16.4  �Money Raised by Candidates 

for Governor and 
Lieutenant Governor

Source: Calculated by the authors from the National Institute for 
Money in State Politics database: http://beta.followthemoney.org/


