
changes in legislatures over the past 35 years 
have come in the very ways they do business. 
Whereas once legislatures were sleepy backwa-
ters where not much got done—and even less got 
done ethically—now many chambers are highly 
professional operations. Most legislatures used 
to meet for short periods every other year. These 
days all but a handful meet every year and, in a 
few cases, nearly year-round. “No single factor 
has a greater effect on the legislative environ-
ment than the constitutional restriction on 
length of session,” two leading legislative schol-
ars wrote long ago.74

The most pronounced differences among the 
states are between “professional” legislatures that 
meet full-time, pay members high salaries, and 
employ large staffs, and “amateur,” or “citizen,” leg-
islatures that meet part-time, have members who 
usually hold other jobs, and have smaller staffs. To 
some extent, all legislatures have become more 
professional. Even “amateur” legislators devote a 
third of their time to legislative work. In the early 
1940s, the legislatures of only four states—New 
Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, and South 
Carolina—met in annual sessions, but the number 
meeting yearly has climbed continuously.75 Today, 
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North Carolina 170 37 21.8 26 15 2 1

North Dakota 141 24 17 0 0 0 0

Ohio 132 31 23.5 16 12 0 0

Oklahoma 149 20 13.4 6 4 0 0

Oregon 90 27 30 3 3 1 1

Pennsylvania 253 45 17.8 21 8 1 < 1

Rhode Island 113 30 26.5 1 1 3 3

South Carolina 170 22 12.9 28 17 1 1

South Dakota 105 24 22.9 0 0 0 0

Tennessee 132 23 17.4 12 9 1 1

Texas 181 39 21.5 14 8 36 20

Utah 104 17 16.3 0 0 2 2

Vermont 180 73 40.6 1 1 0 0

Virginia 140 24 17.1 17 12 1 1

Washington 147 48 32.7 3 2 3 2

West Virginia 134 22 16.4 0 0 0 0

Wisconsin 132 34 25.8 8 6 1 1

Wyoming 90 14 15.6 0 0 2 2

Total 7,382 1,746 24 600 6 238 4

Sources:  National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), “Number of African American Legislators 2009,” available at www.ncsl.org/default.aspx?tabid=14781; NCSL; National 
Conference of State Legislatures, “2009 Latino Legislators,” http://www.ncsl.org/Default.aspx?TabId=14766; National Conference of State Legislatures, “Women in State 
Legislatures for 2014,” April 1, 2014, http://www.ncsl.org/legislators-staff/legislators/womens-legislative-network/women-in-state-legislatures-for-2014.aspx.

Note: Except for women state legislatures, percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number. Numbers are latest available; those for women legislators are from 2014, and 
those for African American and Hispanic legislators are from 2008.
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