
Squeezing Lemons

Dan Brochu claimed that his new Oldsmobile Omega 
traveled well only when it was going up and down a 

repair lift. Maybe he wasn’t exaggerating—inside a year 
the car went through four transmissions and a complete 
electrical system failure, and to add insult to injury, the 
paint started to peel. Thomas Ziemba could relate. His 
new Chevy Caprice had a skipping engine, a defroster that 
spewed steam, and a radio that seemed possessed—it 
would work only if he blew the horn first. Brochu and 
Ziemba had lemons; they knew it, and in 1982 they 
wanted the Connecticut state government to know it.

The state government not only got the message; 
it did something about the problem. The legislature 
passed Connecticut General Statute 743b, colloqui-
ally known as the “lemon law.” When it was passed 
in the 1980s it was a new and innovative policy. The 
lemon law basically said that if a car was defective and 
its defects could not be repaired by reasonable effort 
(defined as four attempts or 30 days in the shop), it was 
legally a lemon and the consumer could sue the car’s 

manufacturer. The basic upshot was that if someone 
could prove he or she had a lemon, the manufacturer 
had to cough up a refund or replace the car.

These days, this sort of law does not seem so 
innovative or unusual. There’s a reason for that. After 
Connecticut passed its lemon law and it seemed gener-
ally effective in making manufacturers stand behind their 
products and warranty claims, other states, in so many 
words, said, “That’s a good idea. Let’s get us a lemon 
law, too.” And they did. Today, all 50 states have some 
version of a lemon law.

The spread of lemon laws is a good example of one 
of the key advantages of federalism. By allowing states 
to experiment, federalism enables them to formulate 
effective policy innovations, which may then be adopted 
by other states. Effective policies will spread, while not-
so-effective policies will not. While federalism clearly 
has some downsides, the laboratories of democracy, at 
least in this instance, were pretty good at whipping up 
some lemon-aid.

Policy in Practice
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closer to the people. Rather than the federal gov-
ernment’s imposing a “one-size-fits-all” policy, 
states have the freedom and authority to match 
government decisions to local preferences. This 
freedom also results in the local variance in laws, 
institutions, and traditions that characterizes the 
U.S. political system, and provides the compara-
tive method with its explanatory strength.

Second, federalism allows local differences to be 
reflected in state and local government policy and 
thereby reduces conflict. Massachusetts, for exam-
ple, tends to be more liberal than, say, Alabama. 
California has a much more ethnically and cultur-
ally diverse population than does Nebraska. Rather 
than having the various interests and preferences 
that spring from state-to-state differences engage 

in a winner-take-all policy struggle at the federal 
level, they can be accommodated at the state level. 
This reduces the friction among interests and less-
ens conflict.

Third, independent subnational governments 
allow for flexibility and experimentation. The 
states, as Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis 
famously put it, are “the laboratories of democ-
racy.” Successful policy innovations in one state 
can be adopted by other states and copied by the 
federal government (see the box “Policy in 
Practice: Squeezing Lemons”).

Fourth, the achievement of at least some 
national goals is made easier by the participation 
of independent subnational governments. For 
example, the federal government’s 2010 Patient 
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