
State Popular Referendum Ballot Initiative
Constitutional  

Amendment by Initiative Recall of State Officials

Tennessee No No No No

Texas No No No No

Utah Yes Yes No No

Vermont No No No No

Virginia No No No No

Washington Yes Yes No Yes

West Virginia No No No No

Wisconsin No No No Yes

Wyoming Yes Yes No No

Total number of 
states with

25 24 18 18

Source: Data compiled from the Initiative and Referendum Institute at the University of Southern California, www.iandrinstitute.org/statewide_i&r.htm, and the National 
Conference of State Legislatures, www.ncsl.org/LegislaturesElections/ElectionsCampaigns/RecallofStateOfficials/tabid/16581/Default.aspx.

or colleges, the way legislators must. Voters can say, 
as those in Washington have, that they want both 
lower taxes and more services but leave legislators 
and governors few tools for balancing the budget 
or responding to economic recessions.

Those opposed to initiatives also say that the 
idea that they express the popular will better than 
do elected representatives sounds good in theory 
but is flawed in practice. In many states—par-
ticularly California—initiatives have become big 
business. They are not necessarily the expres-
sions of grassroots ideals anymore; instead, they 
are proposed and paid for by wealthy individuals, 
corporations, or interest groups, such as teachers 
unions or the owners of gambling casinos. Total 
spending on ballot measures topped $1 billion 
for the first time in 2014. “Oil 
and gas companies in Alaska 
spent more than $170 for every 
vote they won in a successful 
campaign to reject higher 
taxes” in August 2014, The 
Washington Post reported.50

Still the most famous and 
influential modern ballot initiative is Proposition 
13, approved by California voters in 1978, which 
limited property tax rates and made other changes 
to the state’s tax and spending laws (see Chapter 3). 
The initiative was copied successfully in Michigan 
and Massachusetts, and most states soon placed 
limitations on their own property tax rates. The 
success of Proposition 13 fueled the modern initia-
tive movement. Only 87 statewide initiatives were 

proposed during the entire decade of the 1960s. 
Since 1978, however, about 300 initiatives have 
been proposed per decade. Ninety-three statewide 
initiatives were placed on ballots in 1996 alone. 
That appears to have been the peak year, with sup-
porters of the initiative process complaining since 
then that state legislatures have placed new restric-
tions on ballot access and signature collection. But 
following a long decline, the numbers of initiatives 
started going up again in 2012 and are likely to 
continue to climb, according to Jennie Bowser, a 
senior fellow with the National Conference of State 
Legislatures, because there is “an industry” that 
relies on an active initiative process.51

The power of initiatives can be seen in the 
establishment of legislative term limits, which 

exist in nearly every state that 
allows ballot initiatives but in 
only a couple of states that do 
not. Term limits have been 
imposed in virtually every 
case by voters through ballot 
measures, not by legislators 
themselves. In addition, con-

gressional term limits were a popular idea dur-
ing the early 1990s and were approved in a 
number of states; however, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled in 1995 that states cannot unilater-
ally alter the constitutional requirements for 
holding federal office. State legislators are sub-
ject to term limits in 15 states, but the defeat of 
a term-limits initiative in Oregon in 2006 sig-
naled the end of the movement.
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