
Legi slative Professi onalism  and Governm ent  Spending:  Do

Ci ti zen Legi slators Really Spend L ess?*

St ep han ie Ow ing s, George Mason  Un iversity

Rain ald  Bo rck, Hu mb old t U ni versit y,  Berli n

No vember 2 , 199 9

Ab st ract. In  this paper we con sid er th e effect  of  legi slativ e pro fessi onalism on state

go vernm  ent  spen din g.  W e ex am ine argu men ts fo r why ci tizen legislat ures sho ul d have

sy st ematical ly dif feren t spendi ng patterns than  prof ession al  on es.  Usin g dat a from  the US

st at es,  we find  th at  st ate governm en t expend itu re per capi ta is si gn ifi can tl y lower the less

prof ession al ized the st ate legi slatu re.  W e conclud e that red uci ng legislat iv e prof essio nal ism is

on e of the i nst rum en ts cit izens may use to  cont ain  t he gro wt h o f g ov ern men t. 

JEL Cla ssi fi cat ion : D7 2, H10 , H50 

Keyword s: go vernment  sp end in g, leg islat ures,  lo bby in g.

                                                  
* We thank two referees, and seminar participants in Konstanz and at the European Public Choice Meeting in



2

1.  I ntrodu ct ion 

Ex pl ain ing  the size of gov ernment is on e of the perenni al qu est ion s in pub li c econ om ics.

W h il e earl y research  fo cused  on  th e rol e of vot er preferen ces, incom e, and  the pri ce of 

pu bl icl y pro vid ed go ods, recent  st ud ies have tu rned to exp lo rin g the ro le of  legislativ e

in st itu tio ns. In thi s paper,  we co nsider the ef fect of one such  in st itu tio n,  legislativ e

prof ession al ism . Members of professional legislatures receive relatively high pay, have large

staffs, and tend to hold no other job outside of their political position. So-called citizen or

amateur legislatures have members which have small staffs, receive relatively low

compensation, and usually have another, non-political, income source. Citizen legislatures

also meet for relatively short sessions. Our goal in this paper is to determine the effect of the

professionalization of state legislatures on state government spending. It should be noted at

the outset that the term professionalism as we use it refers to resources, not capability.

Th e variat io n in leg isl ati ve profession ali sm  of  st at e legi sl atu res in the U. S. pro vi des a natural

labo rat ory  for analy zin g thi s issu e,  wh ich , to dat e,  has not  been st udi ed.  There is a high 

degree of variabil it y in the resou rces whi ch  are available to stat e leg isl at ors. For in stance, in

19 92 , stat e rep resen tat ives in Ind iana had  a desk in  on e of two  of fi ces sh ared by al l 100,  no

personal staff,  received an ann ual  salary of  $1 1,6 00 , and met for on e mont h- lon g sessio n.

Penn syl van ia representativ es had person al of fices,  one or tw o person al staff sperso ns, receiv ed

$4 7, 000  in  annu al salaries, and  met practi cally  al l year rou nd (M o on ey,  19 95 ).

W e shou ld ex pect cit izen leg isl atu res to be dif feren t from  prof essio nal  on es fo r sev eral

reasons. The ob jecti ve measu res, such as com pen sat io n and st aff , sho uld  ch an ge the i ncenti ves

of  legi slato rs to provi de legislat io n that  is favo rable to  special  interests. It is imp ort an t to not e

th at  legislator tu rn over is much hig her in  citi zen  legi slatu res (Fio rin a, 19 96;  M o ncrief et al. ,

19 96 ). Sin ce we ex pect log ro lli ng op portun it ies to  be related to ten ure, gov ern men t spendi ng 

sh ou ld be di fferen t in cit izen leg islat ures due to  diff eri ng  lo gro ll ing  arrangemen ts. These
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Th e questi on  we po se in  th is paper i s p urely  po sit iv e. How ev er,  it  i s clearl y relevant for p oli cy

debates. W hi le in th e 1960 s,  reforms were ai med  at  improvi ng  profession ali sm  wi th th e goal 

of  i mprovi ng  po licy out put , tod ay,  m uch  of  t he dissatisfacti on wit h pol iti cs st ems f rom  a belief

th at  fu ll- ti me pol it ici ans attend to o much  to thei r own  in terests at  th e exp ense of their

co nstit uen ts. The mo vem ent  f or imp osing  term  li mit s in part rests on  th e bel ief  th at  term li mit s

wo ul d make legi slatu res mo re li ke ci tizen legislat ures,  al th oug h Garret t (19 96)  ch al len ges this

hy po thesis. How ever,  si nce the eff ects of havin g a citi zen  legi slatu re are comp lex  and go

beyo nd that of red uced ten ure, we draw no co ncl usi on s or inf erences abo ut th e effect s term 

li mi ts wou ld  have on  go vernm ent  sp en din g. Th e paper does pro vid e evi den ce wh ich  can be

used  in  assessi ng th e likely  ef fects of  refo rmi ng legislat iv e inst it uti ons to make them  mo re or

less profession al in  nature. 

Ou r fin din gs in dicat e that  governm en t spen di ng in st ates wit h citi zen legi sl atu res is

si gn ifi can tl y lower than in states with  prof ession al  legislatures.  By redu ci ng the

prof ession al ism  of  thei r leg isl ato rs, citi zens,  if  they  so  wish , can  ef fecti vel y con strain  the size

of  governm  en t. In Secti on 2 we rev iew the th eory and  ev idence in reg ard s to leg isl at ive

tenu re,  in terest gro ups, and  go vernm ent  ex pendi tures. Sect io n 3 describ es ou r research

meth odo log y and  data. Our em pirical result s are present ed in  Secti on  4,  an d Sectio n 5

co nclud es. 

2.  L egisla tive Pro fessiona lism  and  Governm  en t S pen ding

Th e rel ati on shi p bet ween gov ern men t exp end it ures and  legislativ e pro fessio nalism is,  a priori,

un cl ear. M uch of what theo ry  predi ct s depend s on the hy pot hesized relat ion sh ip bet ween

in terest g ro ups an d leg isl at ors.

In terest gro ups, i n add iti on  to  su pp lyi ng campaign  f und s,  p rov ide legi slato rs wit h inf orm at ion 



4

no t hav e t he resou rces necessary t o ful ly research  each  bi ll  wh ich  comes b ef ore th em . Citi zen

legi slators,  wi th sm all er st aff s and  less ex perien ce, seem , if any th ing , more likely  to  depend

up on  in terest grou ps fo r inf orm ati on  an d gui dan ce.  In this resp ect , cit izen leg isl at ures are

mo re prone to lobb yi ng inf lu ence than are professi on al leg islat ures. 1 Alt hou gh,  in general, it

wo ul d be possib le th at speci al int erest  grou ps lob by  fo r less spendi ng,  the presu mpt ion  of the

pu bl ic cho ice literature has been,  by and large, that m ore infl uen ce of  sp ecial  in terests leads to 

hi gh er spend ing . Reed et  al..  (199 8) ci te evi dence th at  wi tnesses bef ore cong ressi onal

co mm  itt ees almo st al way s fav or hig her spen di ng.  Th us, we wou ld predi ct an in crease in

in terest gro up inf lu ence to increase go vernm ent  sp en din g. As a resul t, a cit izen leg isl atu re’s

reli ance on int erest  group s for in fo rmatio n and  research wil l pred ispose it to add it ion al

sp en din g.

Fi orina (1 99 6) arg ues that  impo sin g term lim its wo ul d cause pol iti ci ans to  plan  th ei r post -

po li tical career rig ht aft er mo vin g to a pub lic of fi ce.  Th us, he arg ues, the po wer of special

in terest gro ups wh o can  prov ide su ch  jo bs wo uld  be enhanced.  Th e sam e kind  of argu ment

wo ul d hold  for cit izen leg islat ors; pro fessi onal pol iti cians wh o − due to  th e resources they 

co mm  and  − are relat iv ely  cert ain  of  reel ect io n d o n ot  need to  cater t o special interest gro up s i n

order to adv ance their imm ed iat e career. Thi s argu ment imp li es pro fessi onal leg isl at ures

sh ou ld spend  less,  o ther t hi ngs bein g equal. 

Al th oug h the ab ove argu men ts may seem persuasiv e, th ey do no t domi nate the literat ure.

M any  believe ci tizen  legislators are less prone to  interest gro up in flu ence.  Fi ori na (1 994 )

makes t he argum ent  t hat  a ci tizen legislat or is mu ch  mo re li kel y t o hav e a non- pol it ical career.

Th is ou tsi de in com e act s to mit igate a cit izen leg islat or’ s suscep ti bil ity  to interest gro up 

pressures.  Conv ersel y, pro fessi onal leg isl at ors have devel op ed an ex pertise whi ch is of  valu e

prim  ari ly in  th e pol iti cal  mark et;  thei r ski lls are not  hi gh ly val ued by the private secto r.  As a

resu lt,  prof ession al  legislators fin d re-electi on to  be a fi nan cial imp erati ve.  Th us, interest
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grou ps that sup port their re-el ect io n will  be wooed and  acco mmo dat ed . The im pli cat io n here

is t hat  a professi on al leg islat ure w ill  sp en d m ore, cet eri s paribu s. 

Reed  an d Sch ansberg (19 96)  argu e that legi sl ato rs need tim e to ident ify  po tenti al  p art ners for

vo te tradi ng . Hence,  lo gro ll ing  sh ou ld be mo re pervasiv e the hi gher the at tained ten ure of 

legi slators.   Thus, any  legi slativ e struct ure which result s in increased turnov er,  such  as that 

ex perienced by cit izen leg islat ures,  sh oul d red uce the opp ortun iti es fo r log rol lin g. 2 Ano ther

reason why  lower ten ure wo ul d lead  to less logroll in g is that it red uces the repeated game

ch aract er of  legislativ e rel ati onshi ps.  Hence, it wo uld  beco me harder to enf orce vot e trad in g

ag reements w hich sho uld  redu ce the p rev alence o f l og rol lin g. 

There is a long literature  which ascribes an increase in government expenditures to logrolling

(e.g., Tullock, 1959, and Weingast et al., 1981). Again, legislators could in principle strike

deals to reduce rather than increase spending. However, if the benefits of public projects are

concentrated while the costs are dispersed, higher than optimal spending levels result

(Weingast et al., 1981). Th e imp licat ion  is that  an y con gression al st ructure whi ch sh ort ens

tenu re sho ul d resu lt  in  decreased go vernment  sp end in g.

M o reover, si nce th e val ue of  of fice is hig her the hi gher the co mpensati on,  we woul d predict

prof ession al  legislators inv est  mo re resou rces to get reel ected . That is, we wo uld  pred ict  they 

in vest more tim e and  mo ney  in pork  barrel sp end ing  to secu re su ppo rt  from th eir ho me

di st rict. Th is too  woul d ten d to increase th e tend en cy of professi on al leg islat ures to hav e

hi gh er spend ing .3

                                                                                                                                                             
1 Fiorina (1996) makes this argument in connection with term limits.
2 Moreover, short legislative sessions may prevent citizen legislators from finding many potential logrolling
opportunities.
3 The professionalism measure in the empirical section uses annual compensation for legislators as one
component However, high compensation goes together with long sessions: Thus, the real compensation, i e ,
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An ot her argu men t is put  fo rw ard  by  Reed  et  al..  (199 8).  They  argu e that  poli ticians wit h

lo ng er att ai ned  tenu re becom e more favo rab ly  di spo sed over time to ward gov ernment

sp en din g, an d presen t some evid ence to thi s eff ect . The same co uld  be true of prof essio nal 

po li tician s.  Fi rst , it mig ht  be th at  po lit ical careers att ract ind iv idu als who are more in cl ined to

be big spend ers. Second , Fio rin a (19 94)  makes the argum ent  that  si nce citi zen l egi sl ato rs need

a no n-p oli ti cal  in co me sou rce, these are l ik ely  to  b e w eal th y indi vi duals,  such  as lawy ers, who 

tend  to  be Repu bli cans.  Co nv ersely , for peop le who  are not  as weal th y, the inco me of fered to 

prof ession al  po lit ician s ten ds to be an  at tract ive alternati ve to ot her occu pat ion s. 4 Hen ce,  on e

may con jectu re that cit izen leg isl at ures t en d t o b e mad e u p of ind iv idu als w ho are l ess pron e t o

be b ig spend ers th an  profession al legislat ures. 

Fi nally , it may  si mp ly be th at pro fessi onal pol iti ci ans are more eff ici ent  at thei r job  if  there is

su bstan tial on- the-j ob learn ing . Sin ce hig her prod uctiv ity  woul d lead to a lower pri ce of

legi slatio n,  th is wo uld  tend  to  lo wer spen di ng giv en  th at deman d for pu bli c goo ds is in elast ic. 

Ho wever, hig her prod uct ivi ty  mi ght  also  lead  to  hi gh er spend ing  if  career po lit ici an s are mo re

ef fi cient at  targeti ng spend ing  to wards sp ecial  in terests. 

On  the oth er hand,  if citi zens tho ug ht pro fessi onal leg isl at ors are more com pet ent , they mig ht

en trust  th em  wi th mo re decision  maki ng pow er, which wou ld lead to hi gher spendi ng.  This,

ho wever, seems unl ik ely ; pub lic debate seems to  in di cat e that citi zens fin d pro fessi onal

po li tician s particul arl y u nt rustwo rt hy. 

In  summ  ary , whi le th ere are perhap s more arg uments f or why  citi zen  l egi slatu res sh ou ld spend 

less th an professi on al ones,  th is predi cti on  is no t unambi gu ous. Thu s, we mu st det ermin e

em  pi ricall y whether leg isl at ures who se mem bers  have below  average tenu re,  low pay , small

st af fs,  an d meet f or sh ort  session s really  spen d l ess. Fol lo win g G il lig an an d M atsusaka (1 99 5), 

we investi gate the determi nants of  stat e-l ev el gov ernment ex pen dit ures.  If  the insti tut ion al 
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st ru ctu re of  legislatures matters,  we shou ld  ob serve a chang e in gov ern men t exp end it ures as

legi slativ e pro fessi onalism changes. 

3.  E m pirical M etho do log y

Ba si c M odel

Su pp ose th e pro visio n of gov ern men t services were determin ed  by  vo ti ng wit h sim ple

majo rit y. Assum e that all ci tizens with in a state have ident ical preferences ov er pu bli c and 

priv ate go od s, and  that  th e costs are shared  eq ual ly  am ong  the pop ul ati on.  Then  th e

eq ui lib riu m pro visio n level is the pref erred  level  of the vo ter wi th  median income Y.5 W e

assu me that dem and  i s o f t he co nst an t elasti cit y f orm:6

[ ]X AN tPN Y M eu= α α η δ φ , (1 )

wh ere X is the am ou nt of pu bli c services deman ded  by the median vot er as a fun cti on  of  th e

price of tho se servi ces, tP, which is assumed to be the median vot er  s tax shar e, t, ti mes the

constant m ar ginal cost of the publ ic good,  P.  The pop ul ati on si ze is N. η is the price elasti cit y

of  demand an d β is the in co me elast ici ty.  δ is sup posed  to  measure th e "pu bli cn ess" of pub lic

serv ices; pu re pub li c good s are no nrival in con sum pt ion , hen ce the cost  of  prov idi ng  a giv en 

level is ind ependent  of  th e pop ulati on.  If  this is the case then δ =  0. Conv ersel y, fo r pure

priv ate go od s, riv al ry means th at provi sio n costs an d hence ind ivi du al dem an d increase wit h

th e pop ulati on.  In  addi tio n to the demo graph ic variables, we in clu de a set  of poli ti cal 

vari abl es,  M ..  Under the nu ll hy pot hesis th at po lit ical instit ut ion s do not  matt er,  we woul d

have φ =  0 . u is an error term to be defined below.

                                                                                                                                                             
4 In order to separate out this indirect effect, we control for the partisan composition of legislatures.
5 In the empirical section we use mean instead of median income, which would correspond to the so-called
traditional  or ad hoc approach to estimating government spending. We prefer to use median income here for

the presentation, since it allows us to distinguish between direct and representative democracy. Furthermore, if
the distribution of income is the same across states, mean and median income are correlated so the distinction is
inconsequential.
6 This equation is derived by assuming that the amount of public good consumed by the median voter, Q, is
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Su pp ose pu bl ic goo ds are fin anced by  a head tax , i.e., t =  1/ N. Letti ng st ate ex pendi ture per

capi ta be denot ed G= pX /N, we get:

G AN P Y M eu= − + +( )( ) .α η η δ φ1 1 1 (2 )

Lett ing  lo wer case lett ers deno te natural lo garith ms of  th e variab les, we th en get  our

esti mat ion  equatio n: 

g a p n y m uit it it it it it= + + + − + + + +( ) ( )( ) ,1 1 1η α η δ φ (3 )

wh ere subscript s it  ref er to variables for st at e i at tim e t.

W h en  estim at ing  eq uatio n (3) , several concerns need to be ad dressed.  Fi rst , sin ce we use

panel data on the US  st ates for several  years, the erro r term is assumed to tak e the fo rm uit =

µi +  λt +  εit. Here,  µi is the un ob servab le st ate effect,  λt the un observab le ti me eff ect, and  εit

the stochast ic disturbance with mean zero.  Th at  is, we wil l est imate an  error comp onent s

mo del, where th e int ercept  is allo wed to vary by state and  time peri od.  Th is metho d all ows us

to  capt ure any possi ble di ff erences in states’ lat en t demand  fo r gov ern men t.  Fo r variab les that 

can tak e on val ues of zero  or one on ly,  if  the variable do es no t vary over time, usi ng state

fi xed effect s does not pro vi de any  addi tio nal info rm ati on.  In that  case, we wil l let  uit =   λt +

εit..  I n addi ti on,  we u se W hi te st and ard erro rs to  co rrect  fo r het ero scedasti ci ty. 

Va ri abl es

Ou rs is a panel  st ud y which con sid ers data for the US stat es  i n the years 1964 , 197 4, 198 4, 

an d 199 4. (The cho ice o f t im e peri od s i s d ictat ed by  data av ail abi li ty) . A laska is drop ped  f rom 

th e sam  ple as an out lier. Nebraska is drop ped because of its un icameral , non -parti san

legi slature;  so  is M inn eso ta in  19 64  wh en it s legi sl atu re was elected on a non- parti san  basi s,

wh ich leav es a tot al  of  19 1 observ at ion s. Al l financial  fi gu res are exp ressed in con stant,  1982 -

84  d oll ars p er cap it a, usi ng  th e con sum er price in dex.
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peri od we co nsi der, mean gov ern men t spendi ng  in creased stead ily , fro m a lo w of abo ut  67 0

do ll ars per cap ita i n 1964  t o 1812  d oll ars per cap it a i n 199 4. To ex plain th is trend , w e includ e

a nu mber o f obv iou s can did at es. 

Ou r ind epend ent  an d dep end en t vari ab les wi th  su mmary  st ati st ics are sho wn in  Table 1..  W e

in cl ude several  demo graphi c variab les which are co mm onl y used in emp iri cal  stud ies of

go vernm  ent  spen din g.  Am ong  these, po pul ati on  is in cl uded to measure scale econo mies in the

prov isi on of  pu bli c goo ds.  If the deman d for pu bli c goo ds is in elast ic and  publ icl y pro vid ed 

go od s are no t purely  private, then  governm en t spen di ng per capi ta sh oul d decrease wi th

po pu lat ion .

W e also  in cl ude th e percen t of the stat e pop ulatio n residi ng  in  a metro pol it an stati sti cal  area.

St at es wit h man y big  ci ties mig ht well hav e dif feren t spen di ng pat terns th an  th ose which are

pred omi nan tl y urban. . For in stance, they mig ht pro vi de a larger rang e of pub lic go od s for

wh ich a cert ain  po pu lat ion  thresho ld  mu st be reach ed , such  as zoos, theaters, and so  on . 

Fu rt her, urb ani zat io n may creat e uni que pu bl ic goo ds probl em s caused  by  crim e, pol lu tio n,

an d the li ke. Anot her notabl e effect  may be that tig ht lab or an d lan d mark et s lead  to high er

prices for prod uct io n inpu ts, which wou ld in crease governm en t spen di ng if th e demand  fo r

pu bl ic goo ds is price inel astic. W e also use th e gro wth  rate of  po pu lat ion  over th e previo us

fo ur years, sin ce st ates who se pop ul ati on is growi ng  fast may find  them sel ves conf ro nted wit h

an  especiall y h igh  d emand fo r i nfrastru ctu re servi ces such  as h igh ways or schoo ls. 

Personal income per cap ita is expect ed to po sit ively  af fect exp end it ures per capit a.  If  pu bl icl y

prov ided g oo ds are n orm al go ods, w e wou ld ex pect g ov ern men t spendi ng  to  ri se wi th in com e.

Revenue from  federal  go vernm ent  per cap ita is incl ud ed to captu re th e effect s of

in tergo vernm ent al grant s. Lu mp- sum  tran sfers sh oul d hav e a pure in co me eff ect whil e

thi t h ld h i d b titti ff t th d d f t
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serv ices. Th is imp li es an ex pected  p osi tiv e coeffi ci ent  fo r fed eral aid .

St at es wit h sig nif icant  mi neral  reserves rai se operatio ns reven ue by  using  severan ce taxes. If

mi neral  reserves are partl y own ed by  no nresi den ts,  this sh if ts som e of the cost s of

ex pendi tures on to no n-stat e resident s and,  as a resu lt,  is expected to increase sp en din g per

capi ta.  W e t hus in cl ude st at e m ineral p rod uctio n p er capit a. 

To  m  easure t he eff ect o f p ol iti cal  part ies, we inclu de a v ariab le in ten ded  to capt ure t he am oun t

of  Demo crati c cont ro l of state pol it ics. Thi s vari ab le tak es on  th e val ue 1 if bot h hou ses and

th e gov ern orshi p w ere cont ro lled b y the Demo crats,  minu s 1  for com pl ete Repu bli can  cont rol ,

an d zero oth erw ise. The reason for incl udi ng  th is variable is twof ol d. One is the po ten tial

occu rrence of part isan cycles, i.e.,  a systemat ic di fferen ce in  th e parties’  propensity  to  use the

go vernm  ent  sect or.  Anot her reason is to  capt ure th e fiscal  conserv at iveness of vot ers. Thi s is

im  po rtant becau se we want to  isolate th e eff ect  of  legi slati ve pro fessi onali sm on go vernment 

sp en din g. St ates wit h low deman d for go vernm ent  are also lik ely  to  have no n- pro fessi onal

legi slators.  Th erefo re,  we have to  cont rol  f or the stat es’  pref erences for governm en t spen di ng. 

Th is sh oul d be accou nted f or by  th e inclusio n o f t he demog raphi c and  party  v ari abl es. A not her

vari abl e w e use to  capt ure latent co nservati ven ess i s a du mm y vari ab le equ al  to  on e if a state’ s

vo ters can  init iat e and  ap prove laws by  di rect vot in g. M at su sak a (19 95)  fo un d that  init iat iv e

st at es spend  si gni fi can tly  less th an  no n-i ni tiativ e states; hen ce co ntroll in g for th e init iativ e

sh ou ld all ow  us to  i sol ate t he eff ect o f p ro fessio nalism.

Th e pri mary focus of  th is paper is o n t he ef fect of leg isl at ive prof essional ism . S in ce there is no 

ob vi ous way of measu rin g pro fessio nalism, we have to  rely on  proxy  vari abl es. One su ch

vari abl e is a simp le du mmy  vari abl e whi ch takes on  the val ue on e i f the st at e i n questi on has a

ci ti zen  legi slature.  Th is cl assifi catio n fol low s Kurtz (19 92 ) and has later been ado pted by the



11

Nati onal Con ference of State Legislatures. 7

An ot her ap proach was fo llo wed by Squ ire (1 99 2) who  used  in fo rmatio n on leg islat ive

co mp ensati on , staf f,  an d len gth  of  legi slati ve sessi on to co nst ruct a cont in uou s measure of

prof ession al ism  th at  varies bet ween 0 and 1.  Th e ind ex is co nst ructed by tak ing  th e averag e of

legi slator comp ensat ion , staff mem bers per legi slato r, and  leng th of  sessi on , all measu red 

relativ e to the US  Cong ress. 8 Kin g (199 8)  co nst ru cted a measure simi lar to Squi re’s for the

years that  we consid er.  Th e ind ices dif fer in that  King  uses ex pen di tures on  st aff , whereas

Sq ui re uses the nu mb er of st aff  memb ers. How ever, si nce th e two  are hig hly  correlated, so

are the in di ces. W e use Ki ng ’s  in dex as our measu re of  prof ession al ism , because it is

av ai lab le fo r a nu mb er of years. Thi s allo ws us to  expl oit  the variatio n o f pro fessi onalism over

ti me in  ad di tio n t o the cross sect io nal  vari ati on. 

Th e 196 0’s are com mo nly  vi ew ed as th e onset of a mov ement fo r the professi on ali zat io n of

st at e legi sl atu res. Accord in gly , the mean professi on ali sm score ro se between  19 64 an d 1974 

from   0. 16 to  0. 22,  or by 37. 5 percen t – du ri ng the same peri od state sp end in g rose by 68 per

cent . Prof essio nal ism cont in ued  to  rise du ri ng the 1970 ’s,  but in th e 80’s this in crease lev eled

of f.  Th e mean scores fo r the perio ds 19 84 an d 1994  were 0. 26  an d 0.2 5 resp ectiv ely . The

maxi mum   score also  has risen  co nsi derab ly,  whil e the mi nim um  has rem ain ed ro ugh ly

co nstan t. Co nsequent ly,  th e varian ce of  th e pro fessi onalism sco res also  ro se un til  1984 .

Cali fornia, Ill ino is, M assachusett s,  M i chi gan, and  New York are co nsist ent ly  am ong  the most

prof ession al  legislatures,  whil e Ark ansas,  the Dak ot as,  New Ham psh ire, New  M exi co,  Utah ,

an d W yo min g are am on g the least . There is th us con si derabl e con sistency  wi th  th e qualit ati ve

score.

                                                  
7 States identified as  having citizen legislatures are: Arkans as,  Idaho, Louis iana, M aine, M is sis sippi, M ontana,
Nevada,  New Ham  pshire, New M exico,  North C arolina,  North Dakota, Rhode Island, South Dakota,  Utah, 
Verm  ont, W  es t Virginia,  and W yoming.  There are other qualitative indices of this kind. However, the
correlation between these measures is very high, so using any one of them should produce similar results. For a
comparison of those indices, see, e g , King (1998)
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It  can be seen that the st at es whi ch  have ci tizen legislat ures ten d to be sm all  st at es,  wh ich is to

be expected.  Th us we mu st co ntrol fo r popu latio n to ensure that  we are not  measuri ng  th e

sm  al ler sp en din g needs imp li ed by a small po pul ati on . In thi s way,  we are su re that hol din g

po pu lat ion  constan t,  havin g a citi zen l egi sl atu re ch ang es go vernment  sp end in g.

M o st  of  th e dat a were t aken fro m variou s i ssues of  t he St at ist ica l Abstra ct ; mi neral produ cti on 

was tak en from the M i neral s Yea rbo ok, an d the professi on ali sm in dex  was tak en from Kin g

(1 99 8). 

4.  Regress io n Resu lt s

W e begi n wit h a baselin e reg ressio n whi ch ex clu des poli tical  variabl es and  stat e fix ed eff ects. 

Th e result s are di sp lay ed in  co lum n (1)  of  Table 2.9 The fi t of the regression  is good : 90%  of 

th e tot al variatio n are ex pl ain ed by  th e includ ed variables.  W e fi nd  th at go vernment 

ex pendi tures respo nd  po sit iv ely  to  federal  aid,  mi neral  prod uct ion , met rop ol itan pop ulatio n, 

an d income. Gov ern ment spend ing  was neg ati vely rel at ed to po pul ati on  si ze.  All these

co ef ficien ts are sig nif icant ly dif feren t fro m zero , except  the one for min eral pro du cti on. 

Acco rdi ng to  th e poi nt est im ates, a one percent  in crease in fed eral aid  in creased go vernment 

sp en din g by 2/3  percent  on  average. An increase in  mineral  prod uct io n by one percent  led to

an  increase in gov ernment sp end ing  of 0.02  percent . W hi le th e coef fi cient is no t sig nif icant  in 

th is sp eci fi cat ion , it does become sign ifi cant when pol iti cal vari ab les or stat e fix ed eff ects are

in cl uded, so  th ere i s some supp ort  f or the hypo thesi s t hat  stat es ex port t ax es throu gh the u se of

severan ce taxes. An increase of  po pu lat ion  by one percent reduced ex pen dit ure by abo ut 0.0 7

percent . Assumi ng a pri ce el ast ici ty  of  -0 .4 , this woul d transl ate into  a co ngesti on  param et er

of   δ ≅  0.8 3, ind icati ng a sub stant ial  am ou nt of co ngesti on .10 An increase of  per cap ita inco me

                                                  
9 Except for the professionalism score, population change, democratic control, and the initiative dummy, all
variables are measured in natural logarithms.



13

by  one percent was asso ciated with  an increase in sp end ing  by abou t 0.4 5 percen t. As

ex pected, go vernment  provi ded good s are no rm al goo ds.  A one percent  in crease in the sh are

of  t he state’s pop ul ati on li vin g i n met rop ol itan areas increased spendi ng by  0. 18 percent. 

To  this sp ecifi cat io n, in co lum n (2)  we ad d the po li tical variables.  Th e exp lan ato ry  po wer of

th e mod el in creases,  an d a W ald  test  of  th e nul l hyp oth esi s that the co eff icien ts on  al l three

po li tical variables are zero  can be rej ect ed  at  th e one percent  level. The tabl e sho ws that states

wi th  an  in it iat ive had spend ing  th at  was sig nif icant ly low er th an st ates wit hou t the in iti at ive.

Th is su ppo rt s the fi ndi ng of  M atsu saka (19 95 ). The tabl e also show s that dem ocrati c con tro l

led to an in crease i n g overn men t spendi ng,  b ut the coef ficient is in sig nif icant .

Th e coeffi ci ent  on  the pro fessi onali sm sco re is po si tiv e and  si gni fi can t at one percent .

Acco rdi ng to  th e est imate,  an increase in th e prof essio nal ism score by one percent  was

asso ciated  w ith  an  i ncrease in gov ernment sp end ing  b y approx imatel y 0.1 8 p ercen t. Gi ven  th at 

we cont rol  for fiscal conservat iveness by in clu din g party variables and  th e ini tiati ve dum my ,

th is seems non- tri vi al.  M atsusaka (1 995 ) includ es mo re sop hi sti cat ed  variabl es to measu re

id eo log y, an d find s that these hav e no exp lanat ory  power. Th us,  we feel  co nf ident th at the

ef fect we measu re is du e t o pro fessi onalism itself .

As a fu rth er test,  i n colu mn  (3 ) o f Table 2, we in clu de st ate f ixed eff ect s w hi ch sho ul d capt ure

st at es’  latent dem an d for go vernment  servi ces. The resu lts clearly  indi cat e that the ef fect of

prof ession al ism  on  g overnm en t spen di ng survi ves th e inclusio n o f fix ed eff ects:  th e coeffi ci ent 

esti mat e is a bit sm all er (t he imp li ed elast ici ty is 0. 12) , but  st il l sign if icantl y dif feren t from 

zero  at  on e percen t.  Th is lends ad di tio nal  supp ort  to the hy pot hesis th at th e effect s of

prof ession al ism  do  not occur becau se st ates wit h pro fessio nal legi sl atu res have a hi gh dem an d

fo r gov ern ment servi ces.
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W e also  ran reg ressi ons usin g Squi re’s (19 92 , 1998 ) pro fessi onalism ind ex fo r the years

19 86  an d 199 5, wit h essent ially  un ch ang ed resul ts.  Addi tio nally , we used a dumm y variab le

fo r cit izen leg isl at ures, an d foun d that states wi th  ci tizen  legislatures sp ent  ap proxi mat el y 350

do ll ars less per cap ita th an  st ates wit h pro fessio nal or hyb rid  legi slatures. This amou nted to

ab ou t 1 2%  of  mean ex pen dit ures. 11

A fi nal  co ncern  in  the est im ati on is th e assumed exo gen eit y of the regressors in equ ati on (2 ).

Fi rst, sin ce so me federal ai d prog rams inclu de mat ch ing  prov isi ons, fed eral aid  may dep end 

on  stat e exp end itu res and th us itsel f be end ogenou s.  Secon d,  th e pro fessio nalism sco re mig ht 

al so  be en do gen ous. W e therefore reran the regressio n with  two- stage least  squares, treati ng 

federal  revenue an d pro fessi onalism as end og eno us.  W e used  Demo crati c cont ro l and th e

percent age of the po pul ati on  en rol led in pri mary or second ary scho ol s as instru men ts. The

resu lts − rep ort ed in  co lum n (4)  of  Tabl e 2 for the case wi th out  fi xed effect s − are essen ti all y

un ch ang ed. 

Al to get her, the resu lts in di cat e that prof essio nal ism is a sign ifi cant det ermin ant  of govern men t

sp en din g. Perhaps becau se of  great er su scept ibi lit y to int erest  grou p pressu re,  or due to mo re

ex tensi ve lo gro lli ng , legi sl atu res tend  to  spen d more the mo re pro fessi onal their members. 

Ad vo cat es of  term li mit s mig ht view thi s as sup port for th ei r posi ti on,  bu t we sho ul d stress

th at  si nce we have not sep arated out  th e eff ect s of red uced ten ure from  th e oth er po ten tial

ef fects of  redu ced  p rof essio nal ism , thi s i nf erence w oul d seem u nwarrant ed. 

5.  Conclus io n

Th is paper considered determ inants of stat e gov ern ment exp en dit ures.  W e di scovered  stat e

legi slatures wh ose memb ers received low  pay,  had small staff s, and  met for short sessio ns

sp en t l ess p er cit izen.  W h il e we h av e n ot id ent ifi ed  an y cau sal  relatio nsh ip s, it seems cl ear t hat 
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th e incent iv es for prof essio nal  legi slatures to  legi slate to  th e ben efi t of special int erest 

grou ps and  t o stri ke lo gro ll ing  deal s d iff er from th e i ncent ives f aced by ci tizen legislat ors.

Th e recent  refo rm mo vem ent s for im po sin g term limi ts st emm ed  in  part  from wi despread 

di ssati sfact ion  wi th  profession al legislat ures.  Part  of  th is di ssati sfacti on , in turn, seems to  be

du e to excessiv e gov ern men t spendi ng . This paper sug gests an  al ternativ e to term lim its,

namely a red uct ion  i n t he level  of  l egi slati ve pro fessi onali sm. 

W e shou ld st ress, ho wev er,  t hat  it  is d iff icult  to  draw  no rm ati ve co ncl usi on s f rom  our fin di ng. 

Fi rst, we have not  show n that prof essio nal  legi slatu res sp en d more than  ci ti zen s wan t

(alt hou gh th is is on e possib le int erpretat io n).  M o re im portantl y, assessin g the no rm ati ve

prop ert ies of inst it uti onal struct ure obvi ou sly  in vo lves a numb er of  aspects, incl ud ing  th e

qu al ity  of  legi slati on,  wh ich is not ori ously  hard to  measu re. Hence,  si mpl y com parin g

sp en din g l ev els do es no t all ow inf erences ab out  th e overal l eff ici en cy of an  in sti tu tio n.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

 Mean  Std. Dev.  Minimum  Maximum

State General Expenditure 1292.65 719.71 377.66 7173.70

Professionalism 0.22 0.12 0.05 0.74

Democratic control 0.57 0.56 -1.00 1.00

Initiative 0.42 0.50 0.00 1.00

Revenue from federal government 345.55 163.73 87.70 1122.72

Mineral production 759.58 2472.02 1.76 28829.32

Population 4591.74 4881.17 338.00 31408.00

Personal income 11054.04 2806.57 4816.13 19597.84

Population growth 9.28 11.94 -7.20 78.70

Percent metropolitan population 48.10 33.84 0.00 100.00



17

Table 2. Regression results.

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4)

Professionalism 0.81 0.56 0.56

(4.12) *** (3.38) *** (3.12) ***

Democratic control 0.01 -0.01

(0.41) (-1.17)

Initiative -0.08 -0.09

(-3.64) *** (-3.79) ***

South 0.22 0.03

(0.55) (0.75)

Revenue from federal government 0.67 0.53 0.40 0.64

(1 0.33) *** (11.09) *** (11.62) *** (7.83) ***

Mineral production 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.03

(1 .4 3) (2.41) ** (2.09) ** (2.71) ***

Population -0 .0 7 -0.12 -0.12 -0.11

(- 3.72) *** (-4.59) *** (-4.21) *** (-4.51) ***

Personal income 0.45 0.46 0.23 0.40

(2 .2 2) ** (4.44) *** (2.14) ** (3.51) ***

Population growth -3.53E-04 4.52E-04 4.46E-04 5.55E-04

(-0.29) (0.46) (0.55) (0.52)

Percent metropolitan population 0.18 0.08 0.14 0.13

(3.61) *** (3.88) *** (3.70) *** (3.18) ***

Constant -1.29 0.18 0.55

(-0.64) (0.19) (0.59)

Year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes

State dummies No No Yes No

R2 0.90 0.92 0.97 0.93

Adjusted R2 0.89 0.91 0.96 0.92

Note: T-values, computed using White heteroscedasticity consistent standard errors, in parentheses.  Asterisks

indicate statistical significance at 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***). State and year fixed effects not reported. No.
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