
constitution must be proposed and meet a certain 
threshold of support. Then it must be ratified.

Changes to state constitutions are generally 
proposed in four primary ways: through legisla-
tive proposals, ballot initiatives or referendums, 
constitutional conventions, and constitutional 
commissions.

Legislative Proposals

Most attempts to change state constitutions begin 
with legislative proposals. Forty-nine state consti-
tutions allow the state legislature to propose con-
stitutional amendments to the electorate as a 
whole.16 While virtually all state legislatures can 
propose constitutional amendments to submit to 
voters for approval or disapproval, what state leg-
islatures actually have to do to make that happen 
varies quite a bit. In 17 states, a simple majority 

vote in both houses of the legislature is enough to 
send a constitutional amendment on to the voters 
for ratification. Most other states require a superma-
jority for legislative approval of a constitutional 
amendment. Some states set the bar even higher. 
The constitutions of 11 states—Delaware, Indiana, 
Iowa, Massachusetts, Nevada, New York, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, 
and Wisconsin—require the legislature to vote for 
a constitutional amendment in two consecutive 
sessions before it can be ratified.17 In principle, 
some state legislatures also can propose completely 
new constitutions to voters. However, no state leg-
islature has successfully proposed a wholesale con-
stitutional change since Georgia did so in 1982.

Ratification
A vote of the entire electorate to approve a constitutional change, 
referendum, or ballot initiative
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Source: Data from Audrey Wall, “State Constitutions,” in The Book of the States 2013, ed. Council of State Governments (Lexington, KY: Council of State 
Governments, 2013), Table 1.1, http://knowledgecenter.csg.org/kc/content/book-states-2013-chapter-1-state-constitutions.
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