
offices have become the centers of state power, with 
more and more authority given to them. The power 
of governors now matches, in most cases, the 
prestige they have always enjoyed. States have been 
involved in the difficult balancing act of trying to 
weigh the interests of direct citizen selection of 
leaders against the need to have professional people 
appointed to pursue a coherent policy promulgated 
by a single accountable leader. In recent decades the 
pendulum has mostly swung in favor of investing 
more power in the office of the governor.

Once weak, unable to set policy or budgets, 
governors have now become unquestioned lead-
ers. They are able to select cabinets that run most 
of the state agencies according to the governors’ 
priorities. Sometimes their staff picks prove to be 
embarrassments, but they are also able to fire 
such people in the hope of seeing their agendas 
pushed forward by more eager replacements. 
Many positions are designed with staggered terms 
so that governors cannot appoint their own peo-
ple to every position. Strong governors, however, 
are able to combine their appointment powers 
with their ability to command attention from the 

mass media to set the terms of political issues and 
the direction these issues take in their states. That 
clout extends to the judicial branch, with many 
governors able to appoint most state judges.

Their control of budgets and veto authority 
provide governors with enormous sway over the 
legislative branch as well. Although they never get 
everything they want from their legislatures, they 
almost always get more of what they want than 
do any individual legislators.

The unrivaled power of governors and their 
ability to command attention from the media 
and political donors make them the leading 
political actors at the state level. Their ability to 
put people to work in shaping policy and cam-
paigns, as well as to raise money, makes them 
players in political races ranging from local and 
legislative contests all the way, in many 
instances, to the presidency.

Governors, in short, are the top dogs in the 
states. “As far as policy leadership goes,” concludes 
Alan Rosenthal, “there may be big winners but 
there are no big losers among the nation’s contem-
porary governors.”60

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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