
crumbling of legislative power is clear across states,” 
said Thad Kousser, a political scientist at the University 
of California, San Diego, and author of a book about 
term limits. “There’s no more clear finding in the research 
than a shift in power where the legislature is becoming a 
less than equal branch of government.”

For all that, it’s become common to hear governors 
and other executive branch officials complain about 
term limits because the laws mean they lack negotiat-
ing partners whose knowledge and expertise they can 
count on. It seems that no one who works in a state 
capitol—or in the law and lobbying shops that surround 
any capitol—likes term limits.

But there is one group that still finds them attractive— 
the voting public. Polls suggest that as much as 75 
percent of the public favors them. “With new people 
in office, you have people with real world experience,” 
says Stacie Rumenap, president of U.S. Term Limits, 
a group that advocates limits. “Under term limits, you 

might have a schoolteacher sitting on the education 
committee.”c

That sort of suggestion often is made about term 
limits—you get rid of the professional politicians and get 
people who know what the real problems are because 
they themselves are real. And while Idaho and Utah have 
repealed their limits, efforts to extend or weaken term 
limits have been rejected several times since 2002 by 
voters in Arkansas, Maine, California, Florida, Montana, 
and South Dakota. California voters did relax the state’s 
term limits slightly in 2012.

The main effects of term limits, after all, are pro-
cedural. It’s difficult to make a convincing case that 
term limits have made any one particular policy worse, 
let alone imperiled the quality of life in any state that 
observes them. The underlying complaint of term limits 
opponents—that they make legislators less powerful—
is one reason many people supported them to begin 
with.
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oppose your preferred choice—to sign off on 
something as controversial as, say, a welfare 
bill. Now imagine trying to do that over and 
over again—researching; negotiating; meeting; 
balancing partisan interests, special interests, 
and constituent interests; and, finally, hammer-
ing out an agreement that no one is fully satis-
fied with and everyone is willing to criticize. 
That gives you some idea of the reality of a  
legislator’s job.

Historically speaking, legislators today do 
their jobs more effectively and more fairly than 
legislators at any previous time. For this achieve-
ment, they are mistrusted and disliked. Why? 

Ultimately, this is perhaps because a legislature 
can never give all the people everything they 
want. Democracy is simply not set up to do this, 
because people want very different things. 
Legislatures do not really create conflict; they 
simply reflect the disagreements that exist in the 
electorate. Or at least they do if the legislators 
are reasonably effective at representing the pref-
erences of their constituencies. What democ-
racy promises, and what state legislatures largely 
deliver, is not what everyone wants—on most 
issues, no such option exists. Rather, democracy 
is about reasonable compromises that most 
people can live with.
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