The Latest Research

Understanding the evolving power and policy influence of
governors through the comparative method has been a
particular focus of political science for at least two dec-
ades. Much of this focus traces back to Thad Beyle, a
professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill, who in the mid-1990s began developing and pub-
lishing quantitative measures of gubernatorial powers
(see Table 8-2). Ever since, researchers have used these
indexes to examine how gubernatorial power and what
types of power translate into political and policy influence.

Gubernatorial powers, however, are constantly shift-
ing. Institutional reforms—such as increases in staff and
expansion of appointment powers—may change formal
power. Informal power, of course, shifts every time a
new governor is elected and brings his or her own per-
sonal characteristics to the job. How do these changes
shape the ability of chief executives to get their agendas

enacted into law? Are these powers enough to give
governors the tools they need to meet the increasingly
heavy expectations voters place on them? Are those
expectations—especially of the economic variety —real-
istic given that even the most powerful governor leads
a state that is open to economic forces beyond his or
her control? Political scientists search for systematic
answers through the comparative method, examining
differences in power and expectations to see whether
they predict differences in political influence and policy
success. Below we summarize some of the most recent
research on the powers and expectations of governors.
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