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Too Much Democracy?

In Texas’s general elections, voters are confronted with the long ballot, one 
Progressive era reform adopted by Texas that made as many state and local offices as 
possible subject to direct election by the voters. The long ballot is so called because it 
is just that—long. A long ballot may contain choices for all of the following: the gov-
ernor, the lieutenant governor, the comptroller of public accounts, the commissioner 
of the General Land Office, the commissioner of agriculture, the attorney general, a 
state senator, a state representative, a member of the U.S. House of Representatives, 
a U.S. senator, members of the Railroad Commission of Texas, members of the Texas 
Board of Education, a justice of the peace, county commissioners, county tax assessors, 
a mayor, members of the city council, city judges, county judges, and state court judges 
(including district court, appeals court, and the two high courts). All of this is quite an 
undertaking.

The sheer number of elected offices and candidates running for office means that 
voters are often overwhelmed at the polling place. One result is that voters tend to vote 
for the offices that appear higher on the ballot, while ignoring and leaving blank offices 
that are farther down. When doing so, voters typically vote for the most “important” 
offices, such as the U.S. president, state governor, or U.S. senator, and leave “lesser” 
offices at the county and local levels blank. This phenomenon is called roll off.46 For 
example, in 2010, the total number of votes cast for the statewide race for governor 
equaled almost 45,000 more than the total number of votes cast for lieutenant gover-
nor, a difference of 0.9 percent. More dramatic results occurred down the ballot. There 
were over 1 million fewer votes, or approximately 20 percent fewer votes, for comp-
troller of public accounts compared with the vote for governor. Similar trends occur  
during presidential elections. In 2012, over 95,000 fewer votes were cast for U.S. sena-
tor compared to the number of votes cast for U.S. president—a difference of approxi-
mately 1.1 percent. Farther down the ballot, over 1,925,000 fewer votes were cast for 
Place 2 on the Supreme Court of Texas compared with the votes for U.S. president—a 
difference of 24.2 percent. In that 2012 election, voters also filled positions on the Texas 

is pictured above.) Jindal received 54 percent of the vote in the primary 
election. Under Louisiana’s system, by winning a majority of the vote, 
Jindal automatically became governor. A general election for governor 
was not needed. Yet no other Republican candidates ran that year, 
while five Democratic candidates, one Libertarian, and four other can-
didates did. Democratic fracturing in the wake of embattled incum-
bent Democrat Kathleen Blanco’s decision not to run for reelection 
handed the Republicans control of the governorship at the primary. Of 
course, with 54 percent of the vote, Jindal legitimately represented the 
majority of Louisiana voters at the time.

Thinking Critically
★★ What are the advantages to Louisiana’s nonpartisan 

blanket primary?

★★ Why do you think people in California or Texas might 

be attracted to this system?

★★ What are the advantages to Texas’s current semi-

open system? (See text for details on Texas’s 

system.)

★★ Which system do you prefer?
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Roll off
process in which voters mark off 
only the “more important” offices 
on a lengthy ballot—usually 
national or statewide offices—
and leave the county or local 
office choices blank.


