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Figure 7.1 Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) hosts a Rally for Religious Liberty at Bob Jones University, a Christian
university in Greenville, South Carolina, on November 14, 2015. Cruz announced his campaign for president on
March 23, 2015, at Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia. (credit: modification of work by Jamelle Bouie)
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Introduction
The first Republican candidate to throw a hat into the ring for 2016, Ted Cruz had been preparing for his
presidential run since 2013 when he went hunting in Iowa and vacationed in New Hampshire, both key
states in the nomination process.1 He had also strongly opposed the Affordable Care Act while showcasing
his family side by reading Green Eggs and Ham aloud in a filibuster attack on the act.2 If Cruz had been
campaigning all along, why make a grand announcement at Liberty University in 2015?

First, by officially declaring his candidacy at Liberty University, whose stated mission is to provide “a
world-class education with a solid Christian foundation,” Cruz sought to demonstrate that his values
were the same as those of the Christian students before him (Figure 7.1).3 Second, the speech reminded
Christians to vote. As Cruz told the students, “imagine millions of young people coming together and
standing together, saying ‘we will stand for liberty.’”4 Like candidates for office at all levels of U.S.
government, Cruz understood that campaigns must reach out to the voters and compel them to vote or
the candidate will fail miserably. But what brings voters to the polls, and how do they make their voting
decisions? Those are just two of the questions about voting and elections this chapter will explore.
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7.1 Voter Registration

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify ways the U.S. government has promoted voter rights and registration
• Summarize similarities and differences in states’ voter registration methods
• Analyze ways states increase voter registration and decrease fraud

Before most voters are allowed to cast a ballot, they must register to vote in their state. This process may
be as simple as checking a box on a driver’s license application or as difficult as filling out a long form
with complicated questions. Registration allows governments to determine which citizens are allowed
to vote and, in some cases, from which list of candidates they may select a party nominee. Ironically,
while government wants to increase voter turnout, the registration process may prevent various groups of
citizens and non-citizens from participating in the electoral process.

VOTER REGISTRATION ACROSS THE UNITED STATES
Elections are state-by-state contests. They include general elections for president and statewide offices
(e.g., governor and U.S. senator), and they are often organized and paid for by the states. Because political
cultures vary from state to state, the process of voter registration similarly varies. For example, suppose
an 85-year-old retiree with an expired driver’s license wants to register to vote. He or she might be
able to register quickly in California or Florida, but a current government ID might be required prior to
registration in Texas or Indiana.

The varied registration and voting laws across the United States have long caused controversy. In the
aftermath of the Civil War, southern states enacted literacy tests, grandfather clauses, and other
requirements intended to disenfranchise black voters in Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi. Literacy
tests were long and detailed exams on local and national politics, history, and more. They were often
administered arbitrarily with more blacks required to take them than whites.5 Poll taxes required voters to
pay a fee to vote. Grandfather clauses exempted individuals from taking literacy tests or paying poll taxes
if they or their fathers or grandfathers had been permitted to vote prior to a certain point in time. While
the Supreme Court determined that grandfather clauses were unconstitutional in 1915, states continued to
use poll taxes and literacy tests to deter potential voters from registering.6 States also ignored instances of
violence and intimidation against African Americans wanting to register or vote.7

The ratification of the Twenty-Fourth Amendment in 1964 ended poll taxes, but the passage of the Voting
Rights Act (VRA) in 1965 had a more profound effect (Figure 7.2). The act protected the rights of minority
voters by prohibiting state laws that denied voting rights based on race. The VRA gave the attorney
general of the United States authority to order federal examiners to areas with a history of discrimination.
These examiners had the power to oversee and monitor voter registration and elections. States found to
violate provisions of the VRA were required to get any changes in their election laws approved by the
U.S. attorney general or by going through the court system. However, in Shelby County v. Holder (2013), the
Supreme Court, in a 5–4 decision, threw out the standards and process of the VRA, effectively gutting the
landmark legislation.8 This decision effectively pushed decision-making and discretion for election policy
in VRA states to the state and local level. Several such states subsequently made changes to their voter ID
laws and North Carolina changed its plans for how many polling places were available in certain areas.
The extent to which such changes will violate equal protection is unknown in advance, but such changes
often do not have a neutral effect.
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Figure 7.2 The Voting Rights Act (a) was signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson (b, left) on August 6,
1965, in the presence of major figures of the civil rights movement, including Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr.
(b, center).

The effects of the VRA were visible almost immediately. In Mississippi, only 6.7 percent of blacks were
registered to vote in 1965; however, by the fall of 1967, nearly 60 percent were registered. Alabama
experienced similar effects, with African American registration increasing from 19.3 percent to 51.6
percent. Voter turnout across these two states similarly increased. Mississippi went from 33.9 percent
turnout to 53.2 percent, while Alabama increased from 35.9 percent to 52.7 percent between the 1964 and
1968 presidential elections.9

Following the implementation of the VRA, many states have sought other methods of increasing voter
registration. Several states make registering to vote relatively easy for citizens who have government
documentation. Oregon has few requirements for registering and registers many of its voters
automatically. North Dakota has no registration at all. In 2002, Arizona was the first state to offer online
voter registration, which allowed citizens with a driver’s license to register to vote without any paper
application or signature. The system matches the information on the application to information stored at
the Department of Motor Vehicles, to ensure each citizen is registering to vote in the right precinct. Citizens
without a driver’s license still need to file a paper application. More than eighteen states have moved
to online registration or passed laws to begin doing so. The National Conference of State Legislatures
estimates, however, that adopting an online voter registration system can initially cost a state between
$250,000 and $750,000.10

Other states have decided against online registration due to concerns about voter fraud and security.
Legislators also argue that online registration makes it difficult to ensure that only citizens are registering
and that they are registering in the correct precincts. As technology continues to update other areas of state
recordkeeping, online registration may become easier and safer. In some areas, citizens have pressured the
states and pushed the process along. A bill to move registration online in Florida stalled for over a year in
the legislature, based on security concerns. With strong citizen support, however, it was passed and signed
in 2015, despite the governor’s lingering concerns. In other states, such as Texas, both the government and
citizens are concerned about identity fraud, so traditional paper registration is still preferred.

HOW DOES SOMEONE REGISTER TO VOTE?
The National Commission on Voting Rights completed a study in September 2015 that found state
registration laws can either raise or reduce voter turnout rates, especially among citizens who are young
or whose income falls below the poverty line. States with simple voter registration had more registered
citizens.11
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In all states except North Dakota, a citizen wishing to vote must complete an application. Whether the form
is online or on paper, the prospective voter will list his or her name, residency address, and in many cases
party identification (with Independent as an option) and affirm that he or she is competent to vote. States
may also have a residency requirement, which establishes how long a citizen must live in a state before
becoming eligible to register: it is often thirty days. Beyond these requirements, there may be an oath
administered or more questions asked, such as felony convictions. If the application is completely online
and the citizen has government documents (e.g., driver’s license or state identification card), the system
will compare the application to other state records and accept an online signature or affidavit if everything
matches up correctly. Citizens who do not have these state documents are often required to complete paper
applications. States without online registration often allow a citizen to fill out an application on a website,
but the citizen will receive a paper copy in the mail to sign and mail back to the state.

Another aspect of registering to vote is the timeline. States may require registration to take place as much
as thirty days before voting, or they may allow same-day registration. Maine first implemented same-day
registration in 1973. Fourteen states and the District of Columbia now allow voters to register the day of the
election if they have proof of residency, such as a driver’s license or utility bill. Many of the more populous
states (e.g., Michigan and Texas), require registration forms to be mailed thirty days before an election.
Moving means citizens must re-register or update addresses (Figure 7.3). College students, for example,
may have to re-register or update addresses each year as they move. States that use same-day registration
had a 4 percent higher voter turnout in the 2012 presidential election than states that did not.12 Yet another
consideration is how far in advance of an election one must apply to change one’s political party affiliation.
In states with closed primaries, it is important for voters to be allowed to register into whichever party they
prefer. This issue came up during the 2016 presidential primaries in New York, where there is a lengthy
timeline for changing your party affiliation.

Figure 7.3 Moving requires a voter to re-register or update his or her address in the system. Depending on the
state, this notification can sometimes be completed through the Department of Motor Vehicles, as in California.

Some attempts have been made to streamline voter registration. The National Voter Registration Act
(1993), often referred to as Motor Voter, was enacted to expedite the registration process and make it as
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simple as possible for voters. The act required states to allow citizens to register to vote when they sign up
for driver’s licenses and Social Security benefits. On each government form, the citizen need only mark an
additional box to also register to vote. Unfortunately, while increasing registrations by 7 percent between
1992 and 2012, Motor Voter did not dramatically increase voter turnout.13 In fact, for two years following
the passage of the act, voter turnout decreased slightly.14 It appears that the main users of the expedited
system were those already intending to vote. One study, however, found that preregistration may have a
different effect on youth than on the overall voter pool; in Florida, it increased turnout of young voters by
13 percent.15

In 2015, Oregon made news when it took the concept of Motor Voter further. When citizens turn eighteen,
the state now automatically registers most of them using driver’s license and state identification
information. When a citizen moves, the voter rolls are updated when the license is updated. While this
policy has been controversial, with some arguing that private information may become public or that
Oregon is moving toward mandatory voting, automatic registration is consistent with the state’s efforts to
increase registration and turnout.16

Oregon’s example offers a possible solution to a recurring problem for states—maintaining accurate voter
registration rolls. During the 2000 election, in which George W. Bush won Florida’s electoral votes by a
slim majority, attention turned to the state’s election procedures and voter registration rolls. Journalists
found that many states, including Florida, had large numbers of phantom voters on their rolls, voters had
moved or died but remained on the states’ voter registration rolls.17 The Help America Vote Act of 2002
(HAVA) was passed in order to reform voting across the states and reduce these problems. As part of the
Act, states were required to update voting equipment, make voting more accessible to the disabled, and
maintain computerized voter rolls that could be updated regularly.18

Over a decade later, there has been some progress. In Louisiana, voters are placed on ineligible lists if a
voting registrar is notified that they have moved or become ineligible to vote. If the voter remains on this
list for two general elections, his or her registration is cancelled. In Oklahoma, the registrar receives a list of
deceased residents from the Department of Health.19 Twenty-nine states now participate in the Interstate
Voter Registration Crosscheck Program, which allows states to check for duplicate registrations.20 At the
same time, Florida’s use of the federal Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements (SAVE) database has
proven to be controversial, because county elections supervisors are allowed to remove voters deemed
ineligible to vote.21

Despite these efforts, a study commissioned by the Pew Charitable Trust found twenty-four million voter
registrations nationwide were no longer valid.22 Pew is now working with eight states to update their
voter registration rolls and encouraging more states to share their rolls in an effort to find duplicates.23

The National Association of Secretaries of State maintains a website (https://openstax.org/l/
29canivote) that directs users to their state’s information regarding voter registration, identification
policies, and polling locations.

WHO IS ALLOWED TO REGISTER?
In order to be eligible to vote in the United States, a person must be a citizen, resident, and eighteen years
old. But states often place additional requirements on the right to vote. The most common requirement
is that voters must be mentally competent and not currently serving time in jail. Some states enforce
more stringent or unusual requirements on citizens who have committed crimes. Florida and Kentucky
permanently bar felons and ex-felons from voting unless they obtain a pardon from the governor, while
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Mississippi and Nevada allow former felons to apply to have their voting rights restored.24 On the other
end of the spectrum, Vermont does not limit voting based on incarceration unless the crime was election
fraud.25 Maine citizens serving in Maine prisons also may vote in elections.

Beyond those jailed, some citizens have additional expectations placed on them when they register to vote.
Wisconsin requires that voters “not wager on an election,” and Vermont citizens must recite the “Voter’s
Oath” before they register, swearing to cast votes with a conscience and “without fear or favor of any
person.”26

Where to Register?

Across the United States, over twenty million college and university students begin classes each fall, many away
from home. The simple act of moving away to college presents a voter registration problem. Elections are local. Each
citizen lives in a district with state legislators, city council or other local elected representatives, a U.S. House of
Representatives member, and more. State and national laws require voters to reside in their districts, but students are
an unusual case. They often hold temporary residency while at school and return home for the summer. Therefore,
they have to decide whether to register to vote near campus or vote back in their home district. What are the pros and
cons of each option?

Maintaining voter registration back home is legal in most states, assuming a student holds only temporary residency
at school. This may be the best plan, because students are likely more familiar with local politicians and issues. But it
requires the student to either go home to vote or apply for an absentee ballot. With classes, clubs, work, and more, it
may be difficult to remember this task. One study found that students living more than two hours from home were less
likely to vote than students living within thirty minutes of campus, which is not surprising.27

Registering to vote near campus makes it easier to vote, but it requires an extra step that students may forget (Figure
7.4). And in many states, registration to vote in a November election takes place in October, just when students are
acclimating to the semester. They must also become familiar with local candidates and issues, which takes time and
effort they may not have. But they will not have to travel to vote, and their vote is more likely to affect their college and
local town.

Figure 7.4 On National Voter Registration Day in 2012, Roshaunda McLean (a, left), campus director of the
Associated Students of the University of Missouri, and David Vaughn (a, right), a Missouri Student Association
senator, register voters on campus. Cassie Dorman (b, left) and Samantha Peterson (b, right), both eighteen years
old, were just two of the University of Missouri students registering to vote for the first time. (credit a, b: modification
of work by “KOMUnews”/Flickr)

Have you registered to vote in your college area, or will you vote back home? What factors influenced your decision
about where to vote?

Get Connected!
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7.2 Voter Turnout

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify factors that motivate registered voters to vote
• Discuss circumstances that prevent citizens from voting
• Analyze reasons for low voter turnout in the United States

Campaign managers worry about who will show up at the polls on Election Day. Will more Republicans
come? More Democrats? Will a surge in younger voters occur this year, or will an older population cast
ballots? We can actually predict with strong accuracy who is likely to vote each year, based on identified
influence factors such as age, education, and income. Campaigns will often target each group of voters in
different ways, spending precious campaign dollars on the groups already most likely to show up at the
polls rather than trying to persuade citizens who are highly unlikely to vote.

COUNTING VOTERS
Low voter turnout has long caused the media and others to express concern and frustration. A healthy
democratic society is expected to be filled with citizens who vote regularly and participate in the electoral
process. Organizations like Rock the Vote and Project Vote Smart (Figure 7.5) work alongside MTV to
increase voter turnout in all age groups across the United States. But just how low is voter turnout? The
answer depends on who is calculating it and how. There are several methods, each of which highlights a
different problem with the electoral system in the United States.

Figure 7.5 Rock the Vote works with musicians and other celebrities across the country to encourage and register
young people to vote (a). Sheryl Crow was one of Rock the Vote’s strongest supporters in the 2008 election,
subsequently performing at the Midwest Inaugural Ball in January 2009 (b). (credit a: modification of work by Jeff
Kramer; credit b: modification of work by “cliff1066”/Flickr)
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Interested in mobilizing voters? Explore Rock the Vote (https://openstax.org/l/29rockthevote) and The
Voter Participation Center (https://www.voterparticipation.org/our-mission/) for more information.

Calculating voter turnout begins by counting how many ballots were cast in a particular election. These
votes must be cast on time, either by mail or in person. The next step is to count how many people could
have voted in the same election. This is the number that causes different people to calculate different
turnout rates. The complete population of the country includes all people, regardless of age, nationality,
mental capacity, or freedom. We can count subsections of this population to calculate voter turnout. For
instance, the next largest population in the country is the voting-age population (VAP), which consists of
persons who are eighteen and older. Some of these persons may not be eligible to vote in their state, but
they are included because they are of age to do so.28

An even smaller group is the voting-eligible population (VEP), citizens eighteen and older who, whether
they have registered or not, are eligible to vote because they are citizens, mentally competent, and not
imprisoned. If a state has more stringent requirements, such as not having a felony conviction, citizens
counted in the VEP must meet those criteria as well. This population is much harder to measure, but
statisticians who use the VEP will generally take the VAP and subtract the state’s prison population and
any other known group that cannot vote. This results in a number that is somewhat theoretical; however,
in a way, it is more accurate when determining voter turnout.29

The last and smallest population is registered voters, who, as the name implies, are citizens currently
registered to vote. Now we can appreciate how reports of voter turnout can vary. As Figure 7.6 shows,
although 87 percent of registered voters voted in the 2012 presidential election, this represents only 42
percent of the total U.S. population. While 42 percent is indeed low and might cause alarm, some people
included in it are under eighteen, not citizens, or unable to vote due to competency or prison status. The
next number shows that just over 57 percent of the voting-age population voted, and 60 percent of the
voting-eligible population. The best turnout ratio is calculated using the smallest population: 87 percent
of registered voters voted. Those who argue that a healthy democracy needs high voter turnout will look
at the voting-age population or voting-eligible population as proof that the United States has a problem.
Those who believe only informed and active citizens should vote point to the registered voter turnout
numbers instead.

Link to Learning
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Figure 7.6 There are many ways to measure voter turnout depending on whether we calculate it using the total
population, the voting-age population (VAP), the voting-eligible population (VEP), or the total number of registered
voters.

WHAT FACTORS DRIVE VOTER TURNOUT?
Political parties and campaign managers approach every population of voters differently, based on what
they know about factors that influence turnout. Everyone targets likely voters, which are the category of
registered voters who vote regularly. Most campaigns also target registered voters in general, because they
are more likely to vote than unregistered citizens. For this reason, many polling agencies ask respondents
whether they are already registered and whether they voted in the last election. Those who are registered
and did vote in the last election are likely to have a strong interest in politics and elections and will vote
again, provided they are not angry with the political system or politicians.

Some campaigns and civic groups target members of the voting-eligible population who are not registered,
especially in states that are highly contested during a particular election. The Association of Community
Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), which is now defunct, was both lauded and criticized for its
efforts to get voters in low socio-economic areas registered during the 2008 election.30 Similarly, interest
groups in Los Angeles were criticized for registering homeless citizens as a part of an effort to gather
signatures to place propositions on the ballot.31 These potential voters may not think they can vote, but
they might be persuaded to register and then vote if the process is simplified or the information they
receive encourages them to do so.

Campaigns also target different age groups with different intensity, because age is a relatively consistent
factor in predicting voting behavior. Those between eighteen and twenty-five are least likely to vote, while
those sixty-five to seventy-four are most likely. One reason for lower voter turnout among younger citizens
may be that they move frequently.32 Another reason may be circular: Youth are less active in government
and politics, leading the parties to neglect them. When people are neglected, they are in turn less likely to
become engaged in government.33 They may also be unaware of what a government provides. Younger
people are often still in college, perhaps working part-time and earning low wages. They are unlikely to be
receiving government benefits beyond Pell Grants or government-subsidized tuition and loans. They are
also unlikely to be paying taxes at a high rate. Government is a distant concept rather than a daily concern,
which may drive down turnout.

In 2012, for example, the Census Bureau reported that only 53.6 percent of eligible voters between the ages
of eighteen and twenty-four registered and 41.2 percent voted, while 79.7 percent of sixty-five to seventy-
four-year-olds registered and 73.5 percent voted.34 Once a person has retired, reliance on the government
will grow if he or she draws income from Social Security, receives health care from Medicare, and enjoys
benefits such as transportation and social services from state and local governments (Figure 7.7).
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Figure 7.7 On January 7, 2008, John McCain campaigned in New Hampshire among voters holding AARP signs
(a). AARP, formerly the American Association of Retired Persons, is one of the most influential interest groups
because senior citizens are known to vote at nearly double the rate of young people (b), thanks in part to their
increased reliance on government programs as they age. (credit a: modification of work by Ryan Glenn)

Due to consistently low turnout among the young, several organizations have made special efforts to
demonstrate to younger citizens that voting is an important activity. Rock the Vote began in 1990,
with the goal of bringing music, art, and pop culture together to encourage the youth to participate in
government. The organization hosts rallies, festivals, and concerts that also register voters and promote
voter awareness, bringing celebrities and musicians to set examples of civic involvement. Rock the Vote
also maintains a website that helps young adults find out how to register in their state. Citizen Change,
started by Sean “Diddy” Combs and other hip hop artists, pushed slogans such as “Vote or Die” during
the 2004 presidential election in an effort to increase youth voting turnout. These efforts may have helped
in 2004 and 2008, when the number of youth voting in the presidential elections increased (Figure 7.8).35

Figure 7.8
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Making a Difference

In 2008, for the first time since 1972, a presidential candidate intrigued America’s youth and persuaded
them to flock to the polls in record numbers. Barack Obama not only spoke to young people’s concerns but
his campaign also connected with them via technology, wielding texts and tweets to bring together a new
generation of voters (Figure 7.9).

Figure 7.9 On November 5, 2008, union members get ready to hit the streets in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to
“get out the vote” (GOTV) for Barack Obama (a). On August 23, 2008, the Obama campaign texted
supporters directly in order to announce that he had selected Senator Joe Biden (D-DE) as his running mate
(b). (credit a: modification of work by Casie Yoder; credit b: modification of work by “brownpau”/Flickr)

The high level of interest Obama inspired among college-aged voters was a milestone in modern politics. Since
the 1971 passage of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment, which lowered the voting age from 21 to 18, voter turnout in
the under-25 range has been low. While opposition to the Vietnam War and the military draft sent 50.9 percent
of 21- to 24-year-old voters to the polls in 1964, after 1972, turnout in that same age group dropped to below
40 percent as youth became disenchanted with politics. In 2008, however, it briefly increased to 45 percent
from only 32 percent in 2000. Yet, despite high interest in Obama’s candidacy in 2008, younger voters were
less enchanted in 2012—only 38 percent showed up to vote that year.36

What qualities should a presidential or congressional candidate show in order to get college students excited
and voting? Why?

A citizen’s socioeconomic status—the combination of education, income, and social status—may also
predict whether he or she will vote. Among those who have completed college, the 2012 voter turnout rate
jumps to 75 percent of eligible voters, compared to about 52.6 percent for those who have completed only
high school.37 This is due in part to the powerful effect of education, one of the strongest predictors of
voting turnout. Income also has a strong effect on the likelihood of voting. Citizens earning $100,000 to
$149,999 a year are very likely to vote and 76.9 percent of them do, while only 50.4 percent of those who
earn $15,000 to $19,999 vote.38 Once high income and college education are combined, the resulting high
socioeconomic status strongly predicts the likelihood that a citizen will vote.

Race is also a factor. Caucasians turn out to vote in the highest numbers, with 63 percent of white citizens
voting in 2012. In comparison, 62 percent of African Americans, 31.3 percent of Asian Americans, and 31.8
percent of Hispanic citizens voted in 2012. Voting turnout can increase or decrease based upon the political
culture of a state, however. Hispanics, for example, often vote in higher numbers in states where there has

Milestone
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historically been higher Hispanic involvement and representation, such as New Mexico, where 49 percent
of Hispanic voters turned out in 2012.39 In 2016, while Donald Trump rode a wave of discontent among
white voters to the presidency, the fact that Hillary Clinton nearly beat him may have had as much to do
with the record turnout of Latinos in response to numerous remarks on immigration that Trump made
throughout his campaign. Latinos made up 11 percent of the electorate in 2016, up from 10 percent in 2012
and 9 percent in 2008.40

While less of a factor today, gender has historically been a factor in voter turnout. After 1920, when the
Nineteenth Amendment gave women the right to vote, women began slowly turning out to vote, and
now they do so in high numbers. Today, more women vote than men. In 2012, 59.7 percent of men and
63.7 percent of women reported voting.41 While women do not vote exclusively for one political party,
41 percent are likely to identify as Democrats and only 25 percent are likely to identify as Republicans.42

In 2016, a record 73.7 percent of women reporting voting,43 while a record 63.8 percent of men reported
voting. In 2012, these numbers were 71.4 percent for women and 61.6 percent for men. The margin that
Hillary Clinton won was more narrow in Florida than many presumed it would be and may have helped
Donald Trump win that state. Even after allegations of sexual assault and revelations of several instances
of sexism by Mr. Trump, Clinton only won 54 percent of the women’s vote in Florida. In contrast, rural
voters voted overwhelmingly for Trump, at much higher rates than they had for Mitt Romney in 2012.

Check out this website (https://openstax.org/l/29fairvoteorg) to find out who is voting and who isn’t.

WHAT FACTORS DECREASE VOTER TURNOUT?
Just as political scientists and campaign managers worry about who does vote, they also look at why
people choose to stay home on Election Day. Over the years, studies have explored why a citizen might not
vote. The reasons range from the obvious excuse of being too busy (19 percent) to more complex answers,
such as transportation problems (3.3 percent) and restrictive registration laws (5.5 percent).44 With only
57 percent of our voting-age population (VAP) voting in the presidential election of 2012,45 however, we
should examine why the rest do not participate.

One prominent reason for low national turnout is that participation is not mandated. Some countries, such
as Belgium and Turkey, have compulsory voting laws, which require citizens to vote in elections or pay a
fine. This helps the two countries attain VAP turnouts of 87 percent and 86 percent, respectively, compared
to the U.S. turnout of 54 percent. Sweden and Germany automatically register their voters, and 83 percent
and 66 percent vote, respectively. Chile’s decision to move from compulsory voting to voluntary voting
caused a drop in participation from 87 percent to 46 percent.46

Do you wonder what voter turnout looks like in other developed countries? Visit the Pew Research
Center report on international voting turnout (https://openstax.org/l/29pewrescenter) to find out.

Low turnout also occurs when some citizens are not allowed to vote. One method of limiting voter access
is the requirement to show identification at polling places. The impetus for more stringent requirements
for voter ID is to prevent voter fraud, such as someone voting multiple times or someone voting who does
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not meet the requirements to be a voter in that state; however, there is little evidence that such fraud is
taking place. The downside of stricter voter ID laws is that they impact particular groups more so than
others. Minority groups and the elderly, for example, see turnout numbers dampened when voter ID
requirements become more rigorous.

In 2005, the Indiana legislature passed the first strict photo identification law. Voters must provide photo
identification that shows their names match the voter registration records, clearly displays an expiration
date, is current or has expired only since the last general election, and was issued by the state of Indiana
or the U.S. government. Student identification cards that meet the standards and are from an Indiana state
school are allowed.47 Indiana’s law allows voters without an acceptable identification to obtain a free state
identification card.48 The state also extended service hours for state offices that issue identification in the
days leading up to elections.49

The photo identification law was quickly contested. The American Civil Liberties Union and other groups
argued that it placed an unfair burden on people who were poor, older, or had limited finances, while the
state argued that it would prevent fraud. In Crawford v. Marion County Election Board (2008), the Supreme
Court decided that Indiana’s voter identification requirement was constitutional, although the decision left
open the possibility that another case might meet the burden of proof required to overturn the law.50

In 2011, Texas passed a strict photo identification law for voters, allowing concealed-handgun permits
as identification but not student identification. The Texas law was blocked by the Obama administration
before it could be implemented, because Texas was on the Voting Rights Act’s preclearance list. Other
states, such as Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Georgia, and Virginia similarly had laws and districting changes
blocked.51 As a result, Shelby County, Alabama, and several other states sued the U.S. attorney general,
arguing the Voting Rights Act’s preclearance list was unconstitutional and that the formula that
determined whether states had violated the VRA was outdated. In Shelby County v. Holder (2013), the
Supreme Court agreed. In a 5–4 decision, the justices in the majority said the formula for placing states on
the VRA preclearance list was outdated and reached into the states’ authority to oversee elections.52 States
and counties on the preclearance list were released, and Congress was told to design new guidelines for
placing states on the list.

Following the Shelby decision, Texas implemented its photo identification law, leading plaintiffs to bring
cases against the state, charging that the law disproportionally affects minority voters.53 Alabama,
Georgia, and Virginia similarly implemented their photo identification laws, joining Kansas, South
Carolina, Tennessee, and Wisconsin. Some of these states offer low-cost or free identification for the
purposes of voting or will offer help with the completion of registration applications, but citizens must
provide birth certificates or other forms of identification, which can be difficult and/or costly to obtain.

Opponents of photo identification laws argue that these restrictions are unfair because they have an
unusually strong effect on some demographics. One study, done by Reuters, found that requiring a photo
ID would disproportionally prevent citizens aged 18–24, Hispanics, and those without a college education
from voting. These groups are unlikely to have the right paperwork or identification, unlike citizens who
have graduated from college. The same study found that 4 percent of households with yearly incomes
under $25,000 said they did not have an ID that would be considered valid for voting.54 For this reason,
some assert that such changes tend to favor Republicans over Democrats. In the 2018 elections, there were
controversial results and allegations of voter suppression in Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina, three
jurisdictions where elections were very close.55

Another reason for not voting is that polling places may be open only on Election Day. This makes it
difficult for voters juggling school, work, and child care during polling hours (Figure 7.10). Many states
have tried to address this problem with early voting, which opens polling places as much as two weeks
early. Texas opened polling places on weekdays and weekends in 1988 and initially saw an increase in
voting in gubernatorial and presidential elections, although the impact tapered off over time.56 Other
states with early voting, however, showed a decline in turnout, possibly because there is less social
pressure to vote when voting is spread over several days.57 Early voting was used in a widespread manner

Chapter 7 | Voting and Elections 255



across most states in 2016, including Nevada, where 60 percent of votes were cast prior to Election Day.

Figure 7.10 On February 5, 2008, dubbed “Super Duper Tuesday” by the press, twenty-four states held caucuses or
primary elections—the largest simultaneous number of state presidential primary elections in U.S. history. As a result,
over half the Democratic delegates were allocated unusually early in the election season. This polling station, on the
Stanford University campus in Palo Alto, California, had long lines, commonly seen only on Election Day, and nearly
ran out of Democratic ballots. (credit: Josh Thompson)

In a similar effort, Oregon, Colorado, and Washington have moved to a mail-only voting system in which
there are no polling locations, only mailed ballots. These states have seen a rise in turnout, with Colorado’s
numbers increasing from 1.8 million votes in the 2010 congressional elections to 2 million votes in the
2014 congressional elections.58 One argument against early and mail-only voting is that those who vote
early cannot change their minds during the final days of the campaign, such as in response to an “October
surprise,” a highly negative story about a candidate that leaks right before Election Day in November. (For
example, a week before the 2000 election, a Dallas Morning News journalist reported that George W. Bush
had lied about whether he had been arrested for driving under the influence.59) In 2016, two such stories,
one for each nominee, broke just prior to Election Day. First, the Billy Bush Access Hollywood tape showed
a braggadocian Donald Trump detailing his ability to do what he pleases with women, including grabbing
at their genitals. This tape led some Republican officeholders, such as Senator Jeff Flake (R-AZ), to disavow
Trump. However, perhaps eclipsing this episode was the release by former FBI director James Comey of
a letter to Congress re-opening the Hillary Clinton email investigation a mere eleven days prior to the
election. It is impossible to know the exact dynamics of how someone decides to vote, but one theory is
that women jumped from Trump after the Access Hollywood tape emerged, only to go back to supporting
him when the FBI seemed to reopen its investigation. Moreover, we later learned of significant Russian
meddling in the 2016 election. Robert S. Mueller III, a well-respected former FBI director for presidents
from both parties, was appointed as the independent special investigator to delve into matters related to
the 2016 election and potential interaction between Russian actors and American election processes.60 That
investigation has led to a host of Trump campaign and Trump administration officials facing indictments
and convictions, including his campaign manager Paul Manafort, personal attorney Michael Cohen, and
long-time confidant Roger Stone. To date, the president has not faced charges.61

Apathy may also play a role. Some people avoid voting because their vote is unlikely to make a difference
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or the election is not competitive. If one party has a clear majority in a state or district, for instance,
members of the minority party may see no reason to vote. Democrats in Utah and Republicans in
California are so outnumbered that they are unlikely to affect the outcome of an election, and they may
opt to stay home. Because the presidential candidate with the highest number of popular votes receives
all of Utah’s and California’s electoral votes, there is little incentive for some citizens to vote: they will
never change the outcome of the state-level election. These citizens, as well as those who vote for third
parties like the Green Party or the Libertarian Party, are sometimes referred to as the chronic minority.
While third-party candidates sometimes win local or state office or even dramatize an issue for national
discussion, such as when Ross Perot discussed the national debt during his campaign as an independent
presidential candidate in 1992, they never win national elections.

Finally, some voters may view non-voting as a means of social protest or may see volunteering as a better
way to spend their time. Younger voters are more likely to volunteer their time rather than vote, believing
that serving others is more important than voting.62 Possibly related to this choice is voter fatigue. In
many states, due to our federal structure with elections at many levels of government, voters may vote
many times per year on ballots filled with candidates and issues to research. The less time there is between
elections, the lower the turnout.63

7.3 Elections

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Describe the stages in the election process
• Compare the primary and caucus systems
• Summarize how primary election returns lead to the nomination of the party candidates

Elections offer American voters the opportunity to participate in their government with little investment
of time or personal effort. Yet voters should make decisions carefully. The electoral system allows them
the chance to pick party nominees as well as office-holders, although not every citizen will participate in
every step. The presidential election is often criticized as a choice between two evils, yet citizens can play
a prominent part in every stage of the race and influence who the final candidates actually are.

DECIDING TO RUN
Running for office can be as easy as collecting one hundred signatures on a city election form or paying a
registration fee of several thousand dollars to run for governor of a state. However, a potential candidate
still needs to meet state-specific requirements covering length of residency, voting status, and age.
Potential candidates must also consider competitors, family obligations, and the likelihood of drawing
financial backing. His or her spouse, children, work history, health, financial history, and business dealings
also become part of the media’s focus, along with many other personal details about the past. Candidates
for office are slightly more diverse than the representatives serving in legislative and executive bodies, but
the realities of elections drive many eligible and desirable candidates away from running.64

Despite these problems, most elections will have at least one candidate per party on the ballot. In states
or districts where one party holds a supermajority, such as Georgia, candidates from the other party may
be discouraged from running because they don’t think they have a chance to win.65 Candidates are likely
to be moving up from prior elected office or are professionals, like lawyers, who can take time away from
work to campaign and serve in office.66

When candidates run for office, they are most likely to choose local or state office first. For women, studies
have shown that family obligations rather than desire or ambition account for this choice. Further, women
are more likely than men to wait until their children are older before entering politics, and women say that

Chapter 7 | Voting and Elections 257



they struggle to balance campaigning and their workload with parenthood.67 Because higher office is often
attained only after service in lower office, there are repercussions to women waiting so long. If they do
decide to run for the U.S. House of Representatives or Senate, they are often older, and fewer in number,
than their male colleagues (Figure 7.11). As of 2015, only 24.4 percent of state legislators and 20 percent
of U.S. Congress members are women.68 The number of women in executive office is often lower as well.
However, in the 2018 midterm elections, a record number of women and younger members were elected
to national office. Women will make up almost 25 percent of the 116th Congress, and the freshman class is
the youngest incoming group of representatives since 2011.69

Figure 7.11 Those who seek elected office do not generally reflect the demographics of the general public: They are
often disproportionately male, white, and more educated than the overall U.S. population.

Another factor for potential candidates is whether the seat they are considering is competitive or open. A
competitive seat describes a race where a challenger runs against the incumbent—the current office holder.
An open seat is one whose incumbent is not running for reelection. Incumbents who run for reelection are
very likely to win for a number of reasons, which are discussed later in this chapter. In fact, in the U.S.
Congress, 95 percent of representatives and 82 percent of senators were reelected in 2014.70 But when an
incumbent retires, the seat is open and more candidates will run for that seat.

Many potential candidates will also decline to run if their opponent has a lot of money in a campaign war
chest. War chests are campaign accounts registered with the Federal Election Commission, and candidates
are allowed to keep earlier donations if they intend to run for office again. Incumbents and candidates
trying to move from one office to another very often have money in their war chests. Those with early
money are hard to beat because they have an easier time showing they are a viable candidate (one likely
to win). They can woo potential donors, which brings in more donations and strengthens the campaign. A
challenger who does not have money, name recognition, or another way to appear viable will have fewer
campaign donations and will be less competitive against the incumbent.

CAMPAIGN FINANCE LAWS
In the 2012 presidential election cycle, candidates for all parties raised a total of over $1.3 billion dollars
for campaigns.71 Congressional candidates running in the 2014 Senate elections raised $634 million,
while candidates running for the House of Representatives raised $1.03 billion.72 This, however, pales
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in comparison to the amounts raised by political action committees (PACs), which are organizations
created to raise and spend money to influence politics and contribute to candidates’ campaigns. In the 2014
congressional elections, PACs raised over $1.7 billion to help candidates and political parties.73 How does
the government monitor the vast amounts of money that are now a part of the election process?

The history of campaign finance monitoring has its roots in a federal law written in 1867, which prohibited
government employees from asking Naval Yard employees for donations.74 In 1896, the Republican Party
spent about $16 million overall, which includes William McKinley’s $6–7 million campaign expenses.75

This raised enough eyebrows that several key politicians, including Theodore Roosevelt, took note. After
becoming president in 1901, Roosevelt pushed Congress to look for political corruption and influence
in government and elections.76 Shortly after, the Tillman Act (1907) was passed by Congress, which
prohibited corporations from contributing money to candidates running in federal elections. Other
congressional acts followed, limiting how much money individuals could contribute to candidates, how
candidates could spend contributions, and what information would be disclosed to the public.77

While these laws intended to create transparency in campaign funding, government did not have the
power to stop the high levels of money entering elections, and little was done to enforce the laws. In 1971,
Congress again tried to fix the situation by passing the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA), which
outlined how candidates would report all contributions and expenditures related to their campaigns.
The FECA also created rules governing the way organizations and companies could contribute to federal
campaigns, which allowed for the creation of political action committees.78 Finally, a 1974 amendment to
the act created the Federal Election Commission (FEC), which operates independently of government and
enforces the elections laws.

While some portions of the FECA were ruled unconstitutional by the courts in Buckley v. Valeo (1976),
such as limits on personal spending on campaigns by candidates not using federal money, the FEC began
enforcing campaign finance laws in 1976. 79 Even with the new laws and the FEC, money continued to
flow into elections. By using loopholes in the laws, political parties and political action committees donated
large sums of money to candidates, and new reforms were soon needed. Senators John McCain (R-AZ)
and Russ Feingold (former D-WI) cosponsored the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA), also
referred to as the McCain–Feingold Act. McCain–Feingold restricts the amount of money given to political
parties, which had become a way for companies and PACs to exert influence. It placed limits on total
contributions to political parties, prohibited coordination between candidates and PAC campaigns, and
required candidates to include personal endorsements on their political ads. It also limited advertisements
run by unions and corporations thirty days before a primary election and sixty days before a general
election.80

Soon after the passage of the McCain–Feingold Act, the FEC’s enforcement of the law spurred court cases
challenging it. The first, McConnell v. Federal Election Commission (2003), resulted in the Supreme Court’s
upholding the act’s restrictions on how candidates and parties could spend campaign contributions. But
later court challenges led to the removal of limits on personal spending and ended the ban on ads run
by interest groups in the days leading up to an election.81 In 2010, the Supreme Court’s ruling on Citizens
United v. Federal Election Commission led to the removal of spending limits on corporations. Justices in the
majority argued that the BCRA violated a corporation’s free speech rights.82

The court ruling also allowed corporations to place unlimited money into super PACs, or Independent
Expenditure-Only Committees. These organizations cannot contribute directly to a candidate, nor can they
strategize with a candidate’s campaign. They can, however, raise and spend as much money as they please
to support or attack a candidate, including running advertisements and hosting events.83 In 2012, the super
PAC “Restore Our Future” raised $153 million and spent $142 million supporting conservative candidates,
including Mitt Romney. “Priorities USA Action” raised $79 million and spent $65 million supporting
liberal candidates, including Barack Obama. The total expenditure by super PACs alone was $609 million
in the 2012 election and $345 million in the 2014 congressional elections.84

Several limits on campaign contributions have been upheld by the courts and remain in place. Individuals
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may contribute up to $2,700 per candidate per election. This means a teacher living in Nebraska may
contribute $2,700 to Bernie Sanders for his campaign to become to the Democratic presidential nominee,
and if Sanders becomes the nominee, the teacher may contribute another $2,700 to his general election
campaign. Individuals may also give $5,000 to political action committees and $33,400 to a national party
committee. PACs that contribute to more than one candidate are permitted to contribute $5,000 per
candidate per election, and up to $15,000 to a national party. PACs created to give money to only one
candidate are limited to only $2,700 per candidate, however (Figure 7.12).85 The amounts are adjusted
every two years, based on inflation. These limits are intended to create a more equal playing field for the
candidates, so that candidates must raise their campaign funds from a broad pool of contributors.

Figure 7.12

NOMINATION STAGE
Although the Constitution explains how candidates for national office are elected, it is silent on how those
candidates are nominated. Political parties have taken on the role of promoting nominees for offices, such
as the presidency and seats in the Senate and the House of Representatives. Because there are no national
guidelines, there is much variation in the nomination process. States pass election laws and regulations,
choose the selection method for party nominees, and schedule the election, but the process also greatly
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depends on the candidates and the political parties.

States, through their legislatures, often influence the nomination method by paying for an election to help
parties identify the nominee the voters prefer. Many states fund elections because they can hold several
nomination races at once. In 2012, many voters had to choose a presidential nominee, U.S. Senate nominee,
House of Representatives nominee, and state-level legislature nominee for their parties.

The most common method of picking a party nominee for state, local, and presidential contests is the
primary. Party members use a ballot to indicate which candidate they desire for the party nominee. Despite
the ease of voting using a ballot, primary elections have a number of rules and variations that can still
cause confusion for citizens. In a closed primary, only members of the political party selecting nominees
may vote. A registered Green Party member, for example, is not allowed to vote in the Republican or
Democratic primary. Parties prefer this method, because it ensures the nominee is picked by voters who
legitimately support the party. An open primary allows all voters to vote. In this system, a Green Party
member is allowed to pick either a Democratic or Republican ballot when voting.

For state-level office nominations, or the nomination of a U.S. Senator or House member, some states use
the top-two primary method. A top-two primary, sometimes called a jungle primary, pits all candidates
against each other, regardless of party affiliation. The two candidates with the most votes become the
final candidates for the general election. Thus, two candidates from the same party could run against each
other in the general election. In one California congressional district, for example, four Democrats and
two Republicans all ran against one another in the June 2012 primary. The two Republicans received the
most votes, so they ran against one another in the general election in November.86 In 2016, thirty-four
candidates filed to run to replace Senator Barbara Boxer (D-CA). In the end, two Democratic women of
color emerged to compete head-to-head in the general election. California attorney general Kamala Harris
eventually won the seat on Election Day, helping to quadruple the number of women of color in the U.S.
Senate overnight. More often than not, however, the top-two system is used in state-level elections for non-
partisan elections, in which none of the candidates are allowed to declare a political party.

In general, parties do not like nominating methods that allow non-party members to participate in the
selection of party nominees. In 2000, the Supreme Court heard a case brought by the California Democratic
Party, the California Republican Party, and the California Libertarian Party.87 The parties argued that
they had a right to determine who associated with the party and who participated in choosing the party
nominee. The Supreme Court agreed, limiting the states’ choices for nomination methods to closed and
open primaries.

Despite the common use of the primary system, at least five states (Alaska, Hawaii, Idaho, Colorado, and
Iowa) regularly use caucuses for presidential, state, and local-level nominations. A caucus is a meeting
of party members in which nominees are selected informally. Caucuses are less expensive than primaries
because they rely on voting methods such as dropping marbles in a jar, placing names in a hat, standing
under a sign bearing the candidate’s name, or taking a voice vote. Volunteers record the votes and no poll
workers need to be trained or compensated. The party members at the caucus also help select delegates,
who represent their choice at the party’s state- or national-level nominating convention.

The Iowa Democratic Caucus is well-known for its spirited nature. The party’s voters are asked to align
themselves into preference groups, which often means standing in a room or part of a room that has been
designated for the candidate of choice. The voters then get to argue and discuss the candidates, sometimes
in a very animated and forceful manner. After a set time, party members are allowed to realign before
the final count is taken. The caucus leader then determines how many members support each candidate,
which determines how many delegates each candidate will receive.

The caucus has its proponents and opponents. Many argue that it is more interesting than the primary
and brings out more sophisticated voters, who then benefit from the chance to debate the strengths and
weaknesses of the candidates. The caucus system is also more transparent than ballots. The local party
members get to see the election outcome and pick the delegates who will represent them at the national
convention. There is less of a possibility for deception or dishonesty. Opponents point out that caucuses
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take two to three hours and are intimidating to less experienced voters. These factors, they argue, lead to
lower voter turnout. And they have a point—voter turnout for a caucus is generally 20 percent lower than
for a primary.88

Regardless of which nominating system the states and parties choose, states must also determine which
day they wish to hold their nomination. When the nominations are for state-level office, such as governor,
the state legislatures receive little to no input from the national political parties. In presidential election
years, however, the national political parties pressure most states to hold their primaries or caucuses in
March or later. Only Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina are given express permission by the
national parties to hold presidential primaries or caucuses in January or February (Figure 7.13). Both
political parties protect the three states’ status as the first states to host caucuses and primaries, due to
tradition and the relative ease of campaigning in these smaller states.

Figure 7.13 Presidential candidates often spend a significant amount of time campaigning in states with early
caucuses or primaries. In September 2015, Senator Bernie Sanders (a), a candidate for the Democratic nomination,
speaks at the Amherst Democrats BBQ in Amherst, New Hampshire. In July 2015, John Ellis “Jeb” Bush (b), former
Republican governor of Florida, greets the public at the Fourth of July parade in Merrimack, New Hampshire. (credit
a, b: modification of work by Marc Nozell)

Other states, especially large states like California, Florida, Michigan, and Wisconsin, often are frustrated
that they must wait to hold their presidential primary elections later in the season. Their frustration is
reasonable: candidates who do poorly in the first few primaries often drop out entirely, leaving fewer
candidates to run in caucuses and primaries held in February and later. In 2008, California, New York,
and several other states disregarded the national party’s guidelines and scheduled their primaries the first
week of February. In response, Florida and Michigan moved their primaries to January and many other
states moved forward to March. This was not the first time states participated in frontloading and scheduled
the majority of the primaries and caucuses at the beginning of the primary season. It was, however, one of
the worst occurrences. States have been frontloading since the 1976 presidential election, with the problem
becoming more severe in the 1992 election and later.89

Political parties allot delegates to their national nominating conventions based on the number of registered
party voters in each state. California, the state with the most Democrats, sent 548 delegates to the 2016
Democratic National Convention, while Wyoming, with far fewer Democrats, sent only 18 delegates.
When the national political parties want to prevent states from frontloading, or doing anything else they
deem detrimental, they can change the state’s delegate count, which in essence increases or reduces the
state’s say in who becomes the presidential nominee. In 1996, the Republicans offered bonus delegates
to states that held their primaries and caucuses later in the nominating season.90 In 2008, the national
parties ruled that only Iowa, South Carolina, and New Hampshire could hold primaries or caucuses in
January. Both parties also reduced the number of delegates from Michigan and Florida as punishment for
those states’ holding early primaries.91 Despite these efforts, candidates in 2008 had a very difficult time
campaigning during the tight window caused by frontloading.
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One of the criticisms of the modern nominating system is that parties today have less influence over who
becomes their nominee. In the era of party “bosses,” candidates who hoped to run for president needed
the blessing and support of party leadership and a strong connection with the party’s values. Now, anyone
can run for a party’s nomination. The candidates with enough money to campaign the longest, gaining
media attention, momentum, and voter support are more likely to become the nominee than candidates
without these attributes, regardless of what the party leadership wants.

This new reality has dramatically increased the number of politically inexperienced candidates running
for national office. In 2012, for example, eleven candidates ran multistate campaigns for the Republican
nomination. Dozens more had their names on one or two state ballots. With a long list of challengers,
candidates must find more ways to stand out, leading them to espouse extreme positions or display high
levels of charisma. Add to this that primary and caucus voters are often more extreme in their political
beliefs, and it is easy to see why fewer moderates become party nominees. The 2016 primary campaign by
President Donald Trump shows that grabbing the media’s attention with fiery partisan rhetoric can get a
campaign started strong. This does not guarantee a candidate will make it through the primaries, however.

Take a look at Campaigns & Elections (https://openstax.org/l/29campaignsele) to see what hopeful
candidates are reading.

CONVENTION SEASON
Once it is clear who the parties’ nominees will be, presidential and gubernatorial campaigns enter a
quiet period. Candidates run fewer ads and concentrate on raising funds for the fall. This is a crucial
time because lack of money can harm their chances. The media spends much of the summer keeping
track of the fundraising totals while the political parties plan their conventions. State parties host state-
level conventions during gubernatorial elections, while national parties host national conventions during
presidential election years.

Party conventions are typically held between June and September, with state-level conventions earlier
in the summer and national conventions later. Conventions normally last four to five days, with days
devoted to platform discussion and planning and nights reserved for speeches (Figure 7.14). Local media
covers the speeches given at state-level conventions, showing speeches given by the party nominees for
governor and lieutenant governor, and perhaps important guests or the state’s U.S. senators. The national
media covers the Democratic and Republican conventions during presidential election years, mainly
showing the speeches. Some cable networks broadcast delegate voting and voting on party platforms.
Members of the candidate’s family and important party members generally speak during the first few
days of a national convention, with the vice presidential nominee speaking on the next-to-last night and
the presidential candidate on the final night. The two chosen candidates then hit the campaign trail for
the general election. The party with the incumbent president holds the later convention, so in 2016, the
Democrats held their convention after the Republicans.

Link to Learning
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Figure 7.14 Reince Priebus, chairman of the Republican National Committee, opens the Republican National
Convention in Tampa, Florida, on August 28, 2012 (a). Pageantry and symbolism, such as the flag motifs and political
buttons shown on this Wisconsin attendee’s hat (b), reign supreme during national conventions. (credit a, b:
modification of work by Mallory Benedict/PBS NewsHour)

There are rarely surprises at the modern convention. Thanks to party rules, the nominee for each party
is generally already clear. In 2008, John McCain had locked up the Republican nomination in March by
having enough delegates, while in 2012, President Obama was an unchallenged incumbent and hence
people knew he would be the nominee. In 2016, both apparent nominees (Democrat Hillary Clinton and
Republican Donald Trump) faced primary opponents who stayed in the race even when the nominations
were effectively sewn up—Democrat Bernie Sanders and Republican Ted Cruz—though no “convention
surprise” took place. The naming of the vice president is generally not a surprise either. Even if a
presidential nominee tries to keep it a secret, the news often leaks out before the party convention or
official announcement. In 2004, the media announced John Edwards was John Kerry’s running mate. The
Kerry campaign had not made a formal announcement, but an amateur photographer had taken a picture
of Edwards’ name being added to the candidate’s plane and posted it to an aviation message board.

Despite the lack of surprises, there are several reasons to host traditional conventions. First, the parties
require that the delegates officially cast their ballots. Delegates from each state come to the national party
convention to publicly state who their state’s voters selected as the nominee.

Second, delegates will bring state-level concerns and issues to the national convention for discussion, while
local-level delegates bring concerns and issues to state-level conventions. This list of issues that concern
local party members, like limiting abortions in a state or removing restrictions on gun ownership, are
called planks, and they will be discussed and voted upon by the delegates and party leadership at the
convention. Just as wood planks make a platform, issues important to the party and party delegates make
up the party platform. The parties take the cohesive list of issues and concerns and frame the election
around the platform. Candidates will try to keep to the platform when campaigning, and outside groups
that support them, such as super PACs, may also try to keep to these issues.

Third, conventions are covered by most news networks and cable programs. This helps the party nominee
get positive attention while surrounded by loyal delegates, family members, friends, and colleagues. For
presidential candidates, this positivity often leads to a bump in popularity, so the candidate gets a small
increase in favorability. If a candidate does not get the bump, however, the campaign manager has to
evaluate whether the candidate is connecting well with the voters or is out of step with the party faithful.
In 2004, John Kerry spent the Democratic convention talking about getting U.S. troops out of the war in
Iraq and increasing spending at home. Yet after his patriotic and positive convention, Gallup recorded no
convention bump and the voters did not appear more likely to vote for him.
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GENERAL ELECTIONS AND ELECTION DAY
The general election campaign period occurs between mid-August and early November. These elections
are simpler than primaries and conventions, because there are only two major party candidates and a few
minor party candidates. About 50 percent of voters will make their decisions based on party membership,
so the candidates will focus on winning over independent voters and visiting states where the election
is close.92 In 2016, both candidates sensed shifts in the electorate that led them to visit states that were
not recently battleground states. Clinton visited Republican stronghold Arizona as Latino voter interest
surged. Defying conventional campaign movements, Trump spent many hours over the last days of
the campaign in the Democratic Rust Belt states, namely Michigan and Wisconsin. President Trump
ended up winning both states and industrial Pennsylvania by narrow margins, allowing him to achieve a
comfortable majority in the Electoral College.

Debates are an important element of the general election season, allowing voters to see candidates answer
questions on policy and prior decisions. While most voters think only of presidential debates, the general
election season sees many debates. In a number of states, candidates for governor are expected to
participate in televised debates, as are candidates running for the U.S. Senate. Debates not only give voters
a chance to hear answers, but also to see how candidates hold up under stress. Because television and the
Internet make it possible to stream footage to a wide audience, modern campaign managers understand
the importance of a debate (Figure 7.15).

Figure 7.15 Sailors on the USS McCampbell, based out of Yokosuka, Japan, watch the first presidential debate
between President Barack Obama and former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney on October 4, 2012.

In 1960, the first televised presidential debate showed that answering questions well is not the only way
to impress voters. Senator John F. Kennedy, the Democratic nominee, and Vice President Richard Nixon,
the Republican nominee, prepared in slightly different ways for their first of four debates. Although both
studied answers to possible questions, Kennedy also worked on the delivery of his answers, including
accent, tone, facial displays, and body movements, as well as overall appearance. Nixon, however, was
ill in the days before the debate and appeared sweaty and gaunt. He also chose not to wear makeup, a
decision that left his pale, unshaven face vulnerable.93 Interestingly, while people who watched the debate
thought Kennedy won, those listening on radio saw the debate as more of a draw.
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Inside the Debate

Debating an opponent in front of sixty million television voters is intimidating. Most presidential candidates
spend days, if not weeks, preparing. Newspapers and cable news programs proclaim winners and losers, and
debates can change the tide of a campaign. Yet, Paul Begala, a strategist with Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign,
saw debates differently.

In one of his columns for CNN, Begala recommends that candidates relax and have a little fun. Debates are
relatively easy, he says, more like a scripted program than an interview that puts candidates on the spot. They
can memorize answers and deliver them convincingly, making sure they hit their mark. Second, a candidate
needs a clear message explaining why the voters should pick him or her. Is he or she a needed change?
Or the only experienced candidate? If the candidate’s debate answers reinforce this message, the voters will
remember. Third, candidates should be humorous, witty, and comfortable with their knowledge. Trying to be too
formal or cramming information at the last minute will cause the candidate to be awkward or get overwhelmed.
Finally, a candidate is always on camera. Making faces, sighing at an opponent, or simply making a mistake
gives the media something to discuss and can cause a loss. In essence, Begala argues that if candidates wish
to do well, preparation and confidence are key factors.94

Is Begala’s advice good? Why or why not? What positives or negatives would make a candidate’s debate
performance stand out for you as a voter?

While debates are not just about a candidate’s looks, most debate rules contain language that prevents
candidates from artificially enhancing their physical qualities. For example, prior rules have prohibited
shoes that increase a candidate’s height, banned prosthetic devices that change a candidate’s physical
appearance, and limited camera angles to prevent unflattering side and back shots. Candidates and their
campaign managers are aware that visuals matter.

Debates are generally over by the end of October, just in time for Election Day. Beginning with the election
of 1792, presidential elections were to be held in the thirty-four days prior to the “first Wednesday in
December.”95 In 1845, Congress passed legislation that moved the presidential Election Day to the first
Tuesday after the first Monday in November, and in 1872, elections for the House of Representatives were
also moved to that same Tuesday.96 The United States was then an agricultural country, and because a
number of states restricted voting to property-owning males over twenty-one, farmers made up nearly 74
percent of voters.97 The tradition of Election Day to fall in November allowed time for the lucrative fall
harvest to be brought in and the farming season to end. And, while not all members of government were of
the same religion, many wanted to ensure that voters were not kept from the polls by a weekend religious
observance. Finally, business and mercantile concerns often closed their books on the first of the month.
Rather than let accounting get in the way of voting, the bill’s language forces Election Day to fall between
the second and eighth of the month.

THE ELECTORAL COLLEGE
Once the voters have cast ballots in November and all the election season madness comes to a close, races
for governors and local representatives may be over, but the constitutional process of electing a president
has only begun. The electors of the Electoral College travel to their respective state capitols and cast their
votes in mid-December, often by signing a certificate recording their vote. In most cases, electors cast
their ballots for the candidate who won the majority of votes in their state. The states then forward the
certificates to the U.S. Senate.

The number of Electoral College votes granted to each state equals the total number of representatives
and senators that state has in the U.S. Congress or, in the case of Washington, DC, as many electors as
it would have if it were a state. The number of representatives may fluctuate based on state population,
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which is determined every ten years by the U.S. Census, mandated by Article I, Section 2, of the
Constitution. For the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections, there are a total of 538 electors in the Electoral
College, and a majority of 270 electoral votes is required to win the presidency.

Once the electoral votes have been read by the president of the Senate (i.e., the vice president of the United
States) during a special joint session of Congress in January, the presidential candidate who received
the majority of electoral votes is officially named president. Should a tie occur, the sitting House of
Representatives elects the president, with each state receiving one vote. While this rarely occurs, both the
1800 and the 1824 elections were decided by the House of Representatives. As election night 2016 played
out after the polls closed, one such scenario was in play for a tie. However, the states that Hillary Clinton
needed to make that tie were lost narrowly to Trump. Had the tie occurred, the Republican House would
have likely selected Trump as president anyway.

As political parties became stronger and the Progressive Era’s influence shaped politics from the 1890s
to the 1920s, states began to allow state parties rather than legislators to nominate a slate of electors.
Electors cannot be elected officials nor can they work for the federal government. Since the Republican and
Democratic parties choose faithful party members who have worked hard for their candidates, the modern
system decreases the chance they will vote differently from the state’s voters.

There is no guarantee of this, however. Occasionally there are examples of faithless electors. In 2000, the
majority of the District of Columbia’s voters cast ballots for Al Gore, and all three electoral votes should
have been cast for him. Yet one of the electors cast a blank ballot, denying Gore a precious electoral vote,
reportedly to contest the unequal representation of the District in the Electoral College. In 2004, one of
the Minnesota electors voted for John Edwards, the vice presidential nominee, to be president (Figure
7.16) and misspelled the candidate’s last name in the process. Some believe this was a result of confusion
rather than a political statement. In the 2016 election, after a campaign to encourage faithless electors in the
wake of what some viewed as controversial results, there were seven faithless electors: four in the state of
Washington, two in Texas, and one in Hawaii. The electors’ names and votes are publicly available on the
electoral certificates, which are scanned and documented by the National Archives and easily available for
viewing online.

Figure 7.16 In 2004, Minnesota had an error or faithless voter when one elector cast a vote for John Edwards for
president (a). On July 8, 2004, presidential candidate John Kerry and his running mate John Edwards arrive for a
campaign rally in Fort Lauderdale, Florida (b). (credit b: modification of work by Richard Block)
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In forty-eight states and the District of Columbia, the candidate who wins the most votes in November
receives all the state’s electoral votes, and only the electors from that party will vote. This is often called the
winner-take-all system. In two states, Nebraska and Maine, the electoral votes are divided. The candidate
who wins the state gets two electoral votes, but the winner of each congressional district also receives
an electoral vote. In 2008, for example, Republican John McCain won two congressional districts and the
majority of the voters across the state of Nebraska, earning him four electoral votes from Nebraska. Obama
won in one congressional district and earned one electoral vote from Nebraska.98 In 2016, Republican
Donald Trump won one congressional district in Maine, even though Hillary Clinton won the state overall.
This Electoral College voting method is referred to as the district system.

MIDTERM ELECTIONS
Presidential elections garner the most attention from the media and political elites. Yet they are not the
only important elections. The even-numbered years between presidential years, like 2014 and 2018, are
reserved for congressional elections—sometimes referred to as midterm elections because they are in
the middle of the president’s term. Midterm elections are held because all members of the House of
Representatives and one-third of the senators come up for reelection every two years.

During a presidential election year, members of Congress often experience the coattail effect, which gives
members of a popular presidential candidate’s party an increase in popularity and raises their odds of
retaining office. During a midterm election year, however, the president’s party often is blamed for the
president’s actions or inaction. Representatives and senators from the sitting president’s party are more
likely to lose their seats during a midterm election year. Many recent congressional realignments, in which
the House or Senate changed from Democratic to Republican control, occurred because of this reverse-
coattail effect during midterm elections. The most recent example is the 2010 election, in which control of
the House returned to the Republican Party after two years of a Democratic presidency.

7.4 Campaigns and Voting

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Compare campaign methods for elections
• Identify strategies campaign managers use to reach voters
• Analyze the factors that typically affect a voter’s decision

Campaign managers know that to win an election, they must do two things: reach voters with their
candidate’s information and get voters to show up at the polls. To accomplish these goals, candidates and
their campaigns will often try to target those most likely to vote. Unfortunately, these voters change from
election to election and sometimes from year to year. Primary and caucus voters are different from voters
who vote only during presidential general elections. Some years see an increase in younger voters turning
out to vote. Elections are unpredictable, and campaigns must adapt to be effective.

FUNDRAISING
Even with a carefully planned and orchestrated presidential run, early fundraising is vital for candidates.
Money helps them win, and the ability to raise money identifies those who are viable. In fact, the more
money a candidate raises, the more he or she will continue to raise. EMILY’s List, a political action group,
was founded on this principle; its name is an acronym for “Early Money Is Like Yeast” (it makes the dough
rise). This group helps progressive women candidates gain early campaign contributions, which in turn
helps them get further donations (Figure 7.17).
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Figure 7.17 EMILY’s List candidates include members of Congress, such as Tammy Duckworth (D-IL) (a), and
governors, such as Maggie Hassan (b) of New Hampshire, who both ran for U.S. Senate, and won, in 2016. (credit b:
modification of work by Roger H. Goun)

Early in the 2016 election season, several candidates had fundraised well ahead of their opponents. Hillary
Clinton, Jeb Bush, and Ted Cruz were the top fundraisers by July 2015. Clinton reported $47 million,
Cruz with $14 million, and Bush with $11 million in contributions. In comparison, Bobby Jindal and
George Pataki (who both dropped out relatively early) each reported less than $1 million in contributions
during the same period. Bush later reported over $100 million in contributions, while the other Republican
candidates continued to report lower contributions. Media stories about Bush’s fundraising discussed his
powerful financial networking, while coverage of the other candidates focused on their lack of money.
Donald Trump, the eventual Republican nominee and president, showed a comparatively low fundraising
amount in the primary phase as he enjoyed much free press coverage because of his notoriety. He also
flirted with the idea of being an entirely self-funded candidate.

COMPARING PRIMARY AND GENERAL CAMPAIGNS
Although candidates have the same goal for primary and general elections, which is to win, these elections
are very different from each other and require a very different set of strategies. Primary elections are
more difficult for the voter. There are more candidates vying to become their party’s nominee, and party
identification is not a useful cue because each party has many candidates rather than just one. In the
2016 presidential election, Republican voters in the early primaries were presented with a number of
options, including Mike Huckabee, Donald Trump, Jeb Bush, Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, John Kasich, Chris
Christie, Carly Fiorina, Ben Carson, and more. (Huckabee, Christie, and Fiorina dropped out relatively
early.) Democrats had to decide between Hillary Clinton, Bernie Sanders, and Martin O’Malley (who soon
dropped out). Voters must find more information about each candidate to decide which is closest to their
preferred issue positions. Due to time limitations, voters may not research all the candidates. Nor will all
the candidates get enough media or debate time to reach the voters. These issues make campaigning in a
primary election difficult, so campaign managers tailor their strategy.

First, name recognition is extremely important. Voters are unlikely to cast a vote for an unknown. Some
candidates, like Hillary Clinton and Jeb Bush, have held or are related to someone who held national
office, but most candidates will be governors, senators, or local politicians who are less well-known
nationally. Barack Obama was a junior senator from Illinois and Bill Clinton was a governor from Arkansas
prior to running for president. Voters across the country had little information about them, and both
candidates needed media time to become known. While well-known candidates have longer records that
can be attacked by the opposition, they also have an easier time raising campaign funds because their
odds of winning are better. Newer candidates face the challenge of proving themselves during the short
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primary season and are more likely to lose. In 2016, both eventual party nominees had massive name
recognition. Hillary Clinton enjoyed notoriety from having been First Lady, a U.S. senator from New York,
and secretary of state. Donald Trump had name recognition from being an iconic real estate tycoon with
Trump buildings all over the world plus a reality TV star via shows like The Apprentice. With Arnold
Schwarzenegger having successfully campaigned for California governor, perhaps it should not have
surprised the country when Trump was elected president.

Second, visibility is crucial when a candidate is one in a long parade of faces. Given that voters will
want to find quick, useful information about each, candidates will try to get the media’s attention and
pick up momentum. Media attention is especially important for newer candidates. Most voters assume
a candidate’s website and other campaign material will be skewed, showing only the most positive
information. The media, on the other hand, are generally considered more reliable and unbiased than a
candidate’s campaign materials, so voters turn to news networks and journalists to pick up information
about the candidates’ histories and issue positions. Candidates are aware of voters’ preference for quick
information and news and try to get interviews or news coverage for themselves. Candidates also benefit
from news coverage that is longer and cheaper than campaign ads.

For all these reasons, campaign ads in primary elections rarely mention political parties and instead
focus on issue positions or name recognition. Many of the best primary ads help the voters identify issue
positions they have in common with the candidate. In 2008, for example, Hillary Clinton ran a holiday
ad in which she was seen wrapping presents. Each present had a card with an issue position listed,
such as “bring back the troops” or “universal pre-kindergarten.” In a similar, more humorous vein, Mike
Huckabee gained name recognition and issue placement with his 2008 primary ad. The “HuckChuck”
spot had Chuck Norris repeat Huckabee’s name several times while listing the candidate’s issue positions.
Norris’s line, “Mike Huckabee wants to put the IRS out of business,” was one of many statements that
repeatedly used Huckabee’s name, increasing voters’ recognition of it (Figure 7.18). While neither of these
candidates won the nomination, the ads were viewed by millions and were successful as primary ads.

Figure 7.18 In February 2008, Chuck Norris speaks at a rally for Mike Huckabee in College Station, Texas. (credit:
modification of work by “ensign_beedrill”/Flickr)

By the general election, each party has only one candidate, and campaign ads must accomplish a different
goal with different voters. Because most party-affiliated voters will cast a ballot for their party’s candidate,
the campaigns must try to reach the independent and undecided, as well as try to convince their party
members to get out and vote. Some ads will focus on issue and policy positions, comparing the two main
party candidates. Other ads will remind party loyalists why it is important to vote. President Lyndon B.
Johnson used the infamous “Daisy Girl” ad, which cut from a little girl counting daisy petals to an atomic
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bomb being dropped, to explain why voters needed to turn out and vote for him. If the voters stayed home,
Johnson implied, his opponent, Republican Barry Goldwater, might start an atomic war. The ad aired once
as a paid ad on NBC before it was pulled, but the footage appeared on other news stations as newscasters
discussed the controversy over it.99 More recently, Mitt Romney used the economy to remind moderates
and independents in 2012 that household incomes had dropped and the national debt increased. The ad’s
goal was to reach voters who had not already decided on a candidate and would use the economy as a
primary deciding factor.

Part of the reason Johnson’s campaign ad worked is that more voters turn out for a general election than
for other elections. These additional voters are often less ideological and more independent, making them
harder to target but possible to win over. They are also less likely to complete a lot of research on the
candidates, so campaigns often try to create emotion-based negative ads. While negative ads may decrease
voter turnout by making voters more cynical about politics and the election, voters watch and remember
them.100

Another source of negative ads is from groups outside the campaigns. Sometimes, shadow campaigns, run
by political action committees and other organizations without the coordination or guidance of candidates,
also use negative ads to reach voters. Even before the Citizens United decision allowed corporations and
interest groups to run ads supporting candidates, shadow campaigns existed. In 2004, the Swift Boat
Veterans for Truth organization ran ads attacking John Kerry’s military service record, and MoveOn
attacked George W. Bush’s decision to commit to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In 2014, super PACs
poured more than $300 million into supporting candidates.101

Want to know how much money federal candidates and PACs are raising? Visit the Campaign Finance
Disclosure Portal at the Federal Election Commission (https://openstax.org/l/29fedelecomm)
website.

General campaigns also try to get voters to the polls in closely contested states. In 2004, realizing that it
would be difficult to convince Ohio Democrats to vote Republican, George W. Bush’s campaign focused on
getting the state’s Republican voters to the polls. The volunteers walked through precincts and knocked on
Republican doors to raise interest in Bush and the election. Volunteers also called Republican and former
Republican households to remind them when and where to vote.102 The strategy worked, and it reminded
future campaigns that an organized effort to get out the vote is still a viable way to win an election.

TECHNOLOGY
Campaigns have always been expensive. Also, they have sometimes been negative and nasty. The 1828
“Coffin Handbill” that John Quincy Adams ran, for instance, listed the names and circumstances of the
executions his opponent Andrew Jackson had ordered (Figure 7.19). This was in addition to gossip and
verbal attacks against Jackson’s wife, who had accidentally committed bigamy when she married him
without a proper divorce. Campaigns and candidates have not become more amicable in the years since
then.

Link to Learning
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Figure 7.19 The infamous “Coffin Handbill” used by John Quincy Adams against Andrew Jackson in the 1828
presidential election.

Once television became a fixture in homes, campaign advertising moved to the airwaves. Television
allowed candidates to connect with the voters through video, allowing them to appeal directly to and
connect emotionally with voters. While Adlai Stevenson and Dwight D. Eisenhower were the first to use
television in their 1952 and 1956 campaigns, the ads were more like jingles with images. Stevenson’s “Let’s
Not Forget the Farmer” ad had a catchy tune, but its animated images were not serious and contributed
little to the message. The “Eisenhower Answers America” spots allowed Eisenhower to answer policy
questions, but his answers were glib rather than helpful.

John Kennedy’s campaign was the first to use images to show voters that the candidate was the choice
for everyone. His ad, “Kennedy,” combined the jingle “Kennedy for me” and photographs of a diverse
population dealing with life in the United States.

The Museum of the Moving Image (https://openstax.org/l/29livinroomcan) has collected presidential
campaign ads from 1952 through today, including the “Kennedy for Me” spot mentioned above. Take a
look and see how candidates have created ads to get the voters’ attention and votes over time.

Over time, however, ads became more negative and manipulative. In reaction, the Bipartisan Campaign
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Reform Act of 2002, or McCain–Feingold, included a requirement that candidates stand by their ad
and include a recorded statement within the ad stating that they approved the message. Although ads,
especially those run by super PACs, continue to be negative, candidates can no longer dodge responsibility
for them.

Candidates are also frequently using interviews on late night television to get messages out. Soft news, or
infotainment, is a new type of news that combines entertainment and information. Shows like The Daily
Show and Last Week Tonight make the news humorous or satirical while helping viewers become more
educated about the events around the nation and the world.103 In 2008, Huckabee, Obama, and McCain
visited popular programs like The Daily Show, The Colbert Report, and Late Night with Conan O’Brien to
target informed voters in the under-45 age bracket. The candidates were able to show their funny sides and
appear like average Americans, while talking a bit about their policy preferences. By fall of 2015, The Late
Show with Stephen Colbert had already interviewed most of the potential presidential candidates, including
Hillary Clinton, Bernie Sanders, Jeb Bush, Ted Cruz, and Donald Trump.

The Internet has given candidates a new platform and a new way to target voters. In the 2000 election,
campaigns moved online and created websites to distribute information. They also began using search
engine results to target voters with ads. In 2004, Democratic candidate Howard Dean used the Internet
to reach out to potential donors. Rather than host expensive dinners to raise funds, his campaign posted
footage on his website of the candidate eating a turkey sandwich. The gimmick brought over $200,000 in
campaign donations and reiterated Dean’s commitment to be a down-to-earth candidate. Candidates also
use social media, such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, to interact with supporters and get the attention
of younger voters.

VOTER DECISION MAKING
When citizens do vote, how do they make their decisions? The election environment is complex and most
voters don’t have time to research everything about the candidates and issues. Yet they will need to make
a fully rational assessment of the choices for an elected office. To meet this goal, they tend to take shortcuts.

One popular shortcut is simply to vote using party affiliation. Many political scientists consider party-line
voting to be rational behavior because citizens register for parties based upon either position preference or
socialization. Similarly, candidates align with parties based upon their issue positions. A Democrat who
votes for a Democrat is very likely selecting the candidate closest to his or her personal ideology. While
party identification is a voting cue, it also makes for a logical decision.

Citizens also use party identification to make decisions via straight-ticket voting—choosing every
Republican or Democratic Party member on the ballot. In some states, such as Texas or Michigan, selecting
one box at the top of the ballot gives a single party all the votes on the ballot (Figure 7.20). Straight-
ticket voting does cause problems in states that include non-partisan positions on the ballot. In Michigan,
for example, the top of the ballot (presidential, gubernatorial, senatorial and representative seats) will be
partisan, and a straight-ticket vote will give a vote to all the candidates in the selected party. But the middle
or bottom of the ballot includes seats for local offices or judicial seats, which are non-partisan. These offices
would receive no vote, because the straight-ticket votes go only to partisan seats. In 2010, actors from the
former political drama The West Wing came together to create an advertisement for Mary McCormack’s
sister Bridget, who was running for a non-partisan seat on the Michigan Supreme Court. The ad reminded
straight-ticket voters to cast a ballot for the court seats as well; otherwise, they would miss an important
election. McCormack won the seat.
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Figure 7.20 Voters in Michigan can use straight-ticket voting. To fill out their ballot, they select one box at the top to
give a single party all the votes on the ballot.

Straight-ticket voting does have the advantage of reducing ballot fatigue. Ballot fatigue occurs when
someone votes only for the top or important ballot positions, such as president or governor, and stops
voting rather than continue to the bottom of a long ballot. In 2012, for example, 70 percent of registered
voters in Colorado cast a ballot for the presidential seat, yet only 54 percent voted yes or no on retaining
Nathan B. Coats for the state supreme court.104

Voters make decisions based upon candidates’ physical characteristics, such as attractiveness or facial
features.105 They may also vote based on gender or race, because they assume the elected official will make
policy decisions based on a demographic shared with the voters. Candidates are very aware of voters’
focus on these non-political traits. In 2008, a sizable portion of the electorate wanted to vote for either
Hillary Clinton or Barack Obama because they offered new demographics—either the first woman or the
first black president. Demographics hurt John McCain that year, because many people believed that at
71 he was too old to be president.106 Hillary Clinton faced this situation again in 2016 as she became the
first female nominee from a major party. In essence, attractiveness can make a candidate appear more
competent, which in turn can help him or her ultimately win.107

Aside from party identification and demographics, voters will also look at issues or the economy when
making a decision. For some single-issue voters, a candidate’s stance on abortion rights will be a major
factor, while other voters may look at the candidates’ beliefs on the Second Amendment and gun control.
Single-issue voting may not require much more effort by the voter than simply using party identification;
however, many voters are likely to seek out a candidate’s position on a multitude of issues before making
a decision. They will use the information they find in several ways.

Retrospective voting occurs when the voter looks at the candidate’s past actions and the past economic
climate and makes a decision only using these factors. This behavior may occur during economic
downturns or after political scandals, when voters hold politicians accountable and do not wish to give
the representative a second chance. Pocketbook voting occurs when the voter looks at his or her personal
finances and circumstances to decide how to vote. Someone having a harder time finding employment
or seeing investments suffer during a particular candidate or party’s control of government will vote
for a different candidate or party than the incumbent. Prospective voting occurs when the voter applies
information about a candidate’s past behavior to decide how the candidate will act in the future. For
example, will the candidate’s voting record or actions help the economy and better prepare him or her to
be president during an economic downturn? The challenge of this voting method is that the voters must
use a lot of information, which might be conflicting or unrelated, to make an educated guess about how
the candidate will perform in the future. Voters do appear to rely on prospective and retrospective voting
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more often than on pocketbook voting.

In some cases, a voter may cast a ballot strategically. In these cases, a person may vote for a second-
or third-choice candidate, either because his or her preferred candidate cannot win or in the hope of
preventing another candidate from winning. This type of voting is likely to happen when there are
multiple candidates for one position or multiple parties running for one seat.108 In Florida and Oregon, for
example, Green Party voters (who tend to be liberal) may choose to vote for a Democrat if the Democrat
might otherwise lose to a Republican. Similarly, in Georgia, while a Libertarian may be the preferred
candidate, the voter would rather have the Republican candidate win over the Democrat and will vote
accordingly.109

One other way voters make decisions is through incumbency. In essence, this is retrospective voting, but it
requires little of the voter. In congressional and local elections, incumbents win reelection up to 90 percent
of the time, a result called the incumbency advantage. What contributes to this advantage and often
persuades competent challengers not to run? First, incumbents have name recognition and voting records.
The media is more likely to interview them because they have advertised their name over several elections
and have voted on legislation affecting the state or district. Incumbents also have won election before,
which increases the odds that political action committees and interest groups will give them money; most
interest groups will not give money to a candidate destined to lose.

Incumbents also have franking privileges, which allows them a limited amount of free mail to
communicate with the voters in their district. While these mailings may not be sent in the days leading
up to an election—sixty days for a senator and ninety days for a House member—congressional
representatives are able to build a free relationship with voters through them.110 Moreover, incumbents
have exiting campaign organizations, while challengers must build new organizations from the ground
up. Lastly, incumbents have more money in their war chests than most challengers.

Another incumbent advantage is gerrymandering, the drawing of district lines to guarantee a desired
electoral outcome. Every ten years, following the U.S. Census, the number of House of Representatives
members allotted to each state is determined based on a state’s population. If a state gains or loses seats
in the House, the state must redraw districts to ensure each district has an equal number of citizens. States
may also choose to redraw these districts at other times and for other reasons.111 If the district is drawn to
ensure that it includes a majority of Democratic or Republican Party members within its boundaries, for
instance, then candidates from those parties will have an advantage.

Gerrymandering helps local legislative candidates and members of the House of Representatives, who
win reelection over 90 percent of the time. Senators and presidents do not benefit from gerrymandering
because they are not running in a district. Presidents and senators win states, so they benefit only from war
chests and name recognition. This is one reason why senators running in 2014, for example, won reelection
only 82 percent of the time.112

Since 1960, the American National Election Studies (https://openstax.org/l/29amnatelestu) has been
asking a random sample of voters a battery of questions about how they voted. The data are available at
the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research at the University of Michigan.
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7.5 Direct Democracy

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify the different forms of and reasons for direct democracy
• Summarize the steps needed to place initiatives on a ballot
• Explain why some policies are made by elected representatives and others by voters

The majority of elections in the United States are held to facilitate indirect democracy. Elections allow
the people to pick representatives to serve in government and make decisions on the citizens’ behalf.
Representatives pass laws, implement taxes, and carry out decisions. Although direct democracy had been
used in some of the colonies, the framers of the Constitution granted voters no legislative or executive
powers, because they feared the masses would make poor decisions and be susceptible to whims. During
the Progressive Era, however, governments began granting citizens more direct political power. States that
formed and joined the United States after the Civil War often assigned their citizens some methods of
directly implementing laws or removing corrupt politicians. Citizens now use these powers at the ballot to
change laws and direct public policy in their states.

DIRECT DEMOCRACY DEFINED
Direct democracy occurs when policy questions go directly to the voters for a decision. These decisions
include funding, budgets, candidate removal, candidate approval, policy changes, and constitutional
amendments. Not all states allow direct democracy, nor does the United States government.

Direct democracy takes many forms. It may occur locally or statewide. Local direct democracy allows
citizens to propose and pass laws that affect local towns or counties. Towns in Massachusetts, for example,
may choose to use town meetings, which is a meeting comprised of the town’s eligible voters, to make
decisions on budgets, salaries, and local laws.113

To learn more about what type of direct democracy is practiced in your state, visit the University of
Southern California’s Initiative & Referendum Institute (https://openstax.org/l/29inirefinst) . This site
also allows you to look up initiatives and measures that have appeared on state ballots.

Statewide direct democracy allows citizens to propose and pass laws that affect state constitutions, state
budgets, and more. Most states in the western half of the country allow citizens all forms of direct
democracy, while most states on the eastern and southern regions allow few or none of these forms (Figure
7.21). States that joined the United States after the Civil War are more likely to have direct democracy,
possibly due to the influence of Progressives during the late 1800s and early 1900s. Progressives believed
citizens should be more active in government and democracy, a hallmark of direct democracy.

Link to Learning
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Figure 7.21 This map shows which states allow citizens to place laws and amendments on the ballot for voter
approval or repeal.

There are three forms of direct democracy used in the United States. A referendum asks citizens to confirm
or repeal a decision made by the government. A legislative referendum occurs when a legislature passes
a law or a series of constitutional amendments and presents them to the voters to ratify with a yes or no
vote. A judicial appointment to a state supreme court may require voters to confirm whether the judge
should remain on the bench. Popular referendums occur when citizens petition to place a referendum on a
ballot to repeal legislation enacted by their state government. This form of direct democracy gives citizens
a limited amount of power, but it does not allow them to overhaul policy or circumvent the government.

The most common form of direct democracy is the initiative, or proposition. An initiative is normally a law
or constitutional amendment proposed and passed by the citizens of a state. Initiatives completely bypass
the legislatures and governor, but they are subject to review by the state courts if they are not consistent
with the state or national constitution. The process to pass an initiative is not easy and varies from state to
state. Most states require that a petitioner or the organizers supporting an initiative file paperwork with
the state and include the proposed text of the initiative. This allows the state or local office to determine
whether the measure is legal, as well as estimate the cost of implementing it. This approval may come at
the beginning of the process or after organizers have collected signatures. The initiative may be reviewed
by the state attorney general, as in Oregon’s procedures, or by another state official or office. In Utah, the
lieutenant governor reviews measures to ensure they are constitutional.

Next, organizers gather registered voters’ signatures on a petition. The number of signatures required is
often a percentage of the number of votes from a past election. In California, for example, the required
numbers are 5 percent (law) and 8 percent (amendment) of the votes in the last gubernatorial election.
This means through 2018, it will take 365,880 signatures to place a law on the ballot and 585,407 to place a
constitutional amendment on the ballot.114

Once the petition has enough signatures from registered voters, it is approved by a state agency or the

Chapter 7 | Voting and Elections 277



secretary of state for placement on the ballot. Signatures are verified by the state or a county elections office
to ensure the signatures are valid. If the petition is approved, the initiative is then placed on the next ballot,
and the organization campaigns to voters.

While the process is relatively clear, each step can take a lot of time and effort. First, most states place a
time limit on the signature collection period. Organizations may have only 150 days to collect signatures,
as in California, or as long as two years, as in Arizona. For larger states, the time limit may pose a dilemma
if the organization is trying to collect more than 500,000 signatures from registered voters. Second, the
state may limit who may circulate the petition and collect signatures. Some states, like Colorado, restrict
what a signature collector may earn, while Oregon bans payments to signature-collecting groups. And the
minimum number of signatures required affects the number of ballot measures. Arizona had more than
sixty ballot measures on the 2000 general election ballot, because the state requires so few signatures to
get an initiative on the ballot. Oklahomans see far fewer ballot measures because the number of required
signatures is higher.

Another consideration is that, as we’ve seen, voters in primaries are more ideological and more likely to
research the issues. Measures that are complex or require a lot of research, such as a lend-lease bond or
changes in the state’s eminent-domain language, may do better on a primary ballot. Measures that deal
with social policy, such as laws preventing animal cruelty, may do better on a general election ballot, when
more of the general population comes out to vote. Proponents for the amendments or laws will take this
into consideration as they plan.

Finally, the recall is one of the more unusual forms of direct democracy; it allows voters to decide whether
to remove a government official from office. All states have ways to remove officials, but removal by voters
is less common. The recall of California Governor Gray Davis in 2003 and his replacement by Arnold
Schwarzenegger is perhaps one of the more famous such recalls. The recent attempt by voters in Wisconsin
to recall Governor Scott Walker show how contentious and expensive a recall can be. Walker spent over
$60 million in the election to retain his seat.115

POLICYMAKING THROUGH DIRECT DEMOCRACY
Politicians are often unwilling to wade into highly political waters if they fear it will harm their chances for
reelection. When a legislature refuses to act or change current policy, initiatives allow citizens to take part
in the policy process and end the impasse. In Colorado, Amendment 64 allowed the recreational use of
marijuana by adults, despite concerns that state law would then conflict with national law. Colorado and
Washington’s legalization of recreational marijuana use started a trend, leading to more states adopting
similar laws.
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Too Much Democracy?

How much direct democracy is too much? When citizens want one policy direction and government prefers
another, who should prevail?

Consider recent laws and decisions about marijuana. California was the first state to allow the use of medical
marijuana, after the passage of Proposition 215 in 1996. Just a few years later, however, in Gonzales v.
Raich (2005), the Supreme Court ruled that the U.S. government had the authority to criminalize the use of
marijuana. In 2009, Attorney General Eric Holder said the federal government would not seek to prosecute
patients using marijuana medically, citing limited resources and other priorities. Perhaps emboldened by the
national government’s stance, Colorado voters approved recreational marijuana use in 2012. Since then, other
states have followed. Twenty-three states and the District of Columbia now have laws in place that legalize the
use of marijuana to varying degrees. In a number of these cases, the decision was made by voters through
initiatives and direct democracy (Figure 7.22).

Figure 7.22 Caption: In 2014, Florida voters considered a proposed amendment to the Florida constitution
that would allow doctors to recommend the use of marijuana for patient use. The ballot initiative received 58
percent of the vote, just short of the 60 percent required to pass in Florida.

So where is the problem? First, while citizens of these states believe smoking or consuming marijuana should
be legal, the U.S. government does not. The Controlled Substances Act (CSA), passed by Congress in 1970,
declares marijuana a dangerous drug and makes its sale a prosecutable act. And despite Holder’s statement,
a 2013 memo by James Cole, the deputy attorney general, reminded states that marijuana use is still illegal.116

But the federal government cannot enforce the CSA on its own; it relies on the states’ help. And while Congress

Finding a Middle Ground
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has decided not to prosecute patients using marijuana for medical reasons, it has not waived the Justice
Department’s right to prosecute recreational use.117

Direct democracy has placed the states and its citizens in an interesting position. States have a legal obligation
to enforce state laws and the state constitution, yet they also must follow the laws of the United States. Citizens
who use marijuana legally in their state are not using it legally in their country. This leads many to question
whether direct democracy gives citizens too much power.

Is it a good idea to give citizens the power to pass laws? Or should this power be subjected to checks and
balances, as legislative bills are? Why or why not?

Direct democracy has drawbacks, however. One is that it requires more of voters. Instead of voting based
on party, the voter is expected to read and become informed to make smart decisions. Initiatives can
fundamentally change a constitution or raise taxes. Recalls remove politicians from office. These are not
small decisions. Most citizens, however, do not have the time to perform a lot of research before voting.
Given the high number of measures on some ballots, this may explain why many citizens simply skip
ballot measures they do not understand. Direct democracy ballot items regularly earn fewer votes than the
choice of a governor or president.

When citizens rely on television ads, initiative titles, or advice from others in determining how to vote,
they can become confused and make the wrong decisions. In 2008, Californians voted on Proposition 8,
titled “Eliminates Rights of Same-Sex Couples to Marry.” A yes vote meant a voter wanted to define
marriage as only between a woman and man. Even though the information was clear and the law was one
of the shortest in memory, many voters were confused. Some thought of the amendment as the same-sex
marriage amendment. In short, some people voted for the initiative because they thought they were voting
for same-sex marriage. Others voted against it because they were against same-sex marriage.118

Direct democracy also opens the door to special interests funding personal projects. Any group can create
an organization to spearhead an initiative or referendum. And because the cost of collecting signatures
can be high in many states, signature collection may be backed by interest groups or wealthy individuals
wishing to use the initiative to pass pet projects. The 2003 recall of California governor Gray Davis faced
difficulties during the signature collection phase, but $2 million in donations by Representative Darrell Issa
(R-CA) helped the organization attain nearly one million signatures.119 Many commentators argued that
this example showed direct democracy is not always a process by the people, but rather a process used by
the wealthy and business.
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ballot fatigue

caucus

chronic minority

closed primary

coattail effect

delegates

district system

early voting

Electoral College

incumbency advantage

incumbent

initiative

midterm elections

open primary

platform

political action committees (PACs)

recall

referendum

residency requirement

shadow campaign

straight-ticket voting

Key Terms

the result when a voter stops voting for offices and initiatives at the bottom of a long ballot

a form of candidate nomination that occurs in a town-hall style format rather than a day-long
election; usually reserved for presidential elections

voters who belong to political parties that tend not to be competitive in national
elections because they are too small to become a majority or because of the Electoral College system
distribution in their state

an election in which only voters registered with a party may vote for that party’s
candidates

the result when a popular presidential candidate helps candidates from his or her party
win their own elections

party members who are chosen to represent a particular candidate at the party’s state- or
national-level nominating convention

the means by which electoral votes are divided between candidates based on who wins
districts and/or the state

an accommodation that allows voting up to two weeks before Election Day

the constitutionally created group of individuals, chosen by the states, with the
responsibility of formally selecting the next U.S. president

the advantage held by officeholders that allows them to often win reelection

the current holder of a political office

law or constitutional amendment proposed and passed by the voters and subject to review by
the state courts; also called a proposition

the congressional elections that occur in the even-numbered years between
presidential election years, in the middle of the president’s term

an election in which any registered voter may vote in any party’s primary or caucus

the set of issues important to the political party and the party delegates

organizations created to raise money for political campaigns and
spend money to influence policy and politics

the removal of a politician or government official by the voters

a yes or no vote by citizens on a law or candidate proposed by the state government

the stipulation that citizen must live in a state for a determined period of time
before a citizen can register to vote as a resident of that state

a campaign run by political action committees and other organizations without the
coordination of the candidate

the practice of voting only for candidates from the same party
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super PACs

top-two primary

voter fatigue

voting-age population

voting-eligible population

winner-take-all system

officially known as Independent Expenditure-Only Committees; organizations that can
fundraise and spend as they please to support or attack a candidate but not contribute directly to a
candidate or strategize with a candidate’s campaign

a primary election in which the two candidates with the most votes, regardless of party,
become the nominees for the general election

the result when voters grow tired of voting and stay home from the polls

the number of citizens over eighteen

the number of citizens eligible to vote

all electoral votes for a state are given to the candidate who wins the most votes
in that state

Summary

7.1 Voter Registration
Voter registration varies from state to state, depending on local culture and concerns. In an attempt to stop
the disenfranchisement of black voters, Congress passed the Voting Rights Act (1965), which prohibited
states from denying voting rights based on race, and the Supreme Court determined grandfather clauses
and other restrictions were unconstitutional. Some states only require that a citizen be over eighteen and
reside in the state. Others include additional requirements. Some states require registration to occur thirty
days prior to an election, and some allow voters to register the same day as the election.

Following the passage of the Help America Vote Act (2002), states are required to maintain accurate voter
registration rolls and are working harder to register citizens and update records. Registering has become
easier over the years; the National Voter Registration Act (1993) requires states to add voter registration to
government applications, while an increasing number of states are implementing novel approaches such
as online voter registration and automatic registration.

7.2 Voter Turnout
Some believe a healthy democracy needs many participating citizens, while others argue that only
informed citizens should vote. When turnout is calculated as a percentage of the voting-age population
(VAP), it often appears that just over half of U.S. citizens vote. Using the voting-eligible population (VEP)
yields a slightly higher number, and the highest turnout, 87 percent, is calculated as a percentage of
registered voters. Citizens older than sixty-five and those with a high income and advanced education are
very likely to vote. Those younger than thirty years old, especially if still in school and earning low income,
are less likely to vote.

Hurdles in a state’s registration system and a high number of yearly elections may also decrease turnout.
Some states have turned to early voting and mail-only ballots as ways to combat the limitations of one-
day and weekday voting. The Supreme Court’s decision in Shelby v. Holder led to states’ removal from
the Voting Rights Act’s preclearance list. Many of these states implemented changes to their election
laws, including the requirement to show photo identification before voting. Globally, the United States
experiences lower turnout than other nations; some counties automatically register citizens or require
citizens to vote.

7.3 Elections
The Federal Election Commission was created in an effort to control federal campaign donations and
create transparency in campaign finance. Individuals and organizations have contribution limits, and
candidates must disclose the source of their funds. However, decisions by the Supreme Court, such as
Citizens United, have voided sections of the campaign finance law, and businesses and organizations may
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now run campaign ads and support candidates for offices. The cases also resulted in the creation of super
PACs, which can raise unlimited funds, provided they do not coordinate with candidates’ campaigns.

The first stage in the election cycle is nomination, where parties determine who the party nominee will be.
State political parties choose to hold either primaries or caucuses, depending on whether they want a fast
and private ballot election or an informal, public caucus. Delegates from the local primaries and caucuses
will go to state or national conventions to vote on behalf of local and state voters.

During the general election, candidates debate one another and run campaigns. Election Day is in early
November, but the Electoral College formally elects the president mid-December. Congressional
incumbents often win or lose seats based on the popularity of their party’s president or presidential
candidate.

7.4 Campaigns and Voting
Campaigns must try to convince undecided voters to vote for a candidate and get the party voters to the
polls. Early money allows candidates to start a strong campaign and attract other donations. The election
year starts with primary campaigns, in which multiple candidates compete for each party’s nomination,
and the focus is on name recognition and issue positions. General election campaigns focus on getting
party members to the polls. Shadow campaigns and super PACs may run negative ads to influence voters.
Modern campaigns use television to create emotions and the Internet to interact with supporters and
fundraise.

Most voters will cast a ballot for the candidate from their party. Others will consider the issues a candidate
supports. Some voters care about what candidates have done in the past, or what they may do in
the future, while others are concerned only about their personal finances. Lastly, some citizens will be
concerned with the candidate’s physical characteristics. Incumbents have many advantages, including war
chests, franking privileges, and gerrymandering.

7.5 Direct Democracy
Direct democracy allows the voters in a state to write laws, amend constitutions, remove politicians from
office, and approve decisions made by government. Initiatives are laws or constitutional amendments
on the ballot. Referendums ask voters to approve a decision by the government. The process for ballot
measures requires the collection of signatures from voters, approval of the measure by state government,
and a ballot election. Recalls allow citizens to remove politicians from office. While direct democracy
does give citizens a say in the policies and laws of their state, it can also be used by businesses and the
wealthy to pass policy goals. Initiatives can also lead to bad policy if voters do not research the measure or
misunderstand the law.

Review Questions

1. Which of the following makes it easy for a
citizen to register to vote?

a. grandfather clause
b. lengthy residency requirement
c. National Voter Registration Act
d. competency requirement

2. Which of the following is a reason to make
voter registration more difficult?

a. increase voter turnout
b. decrease election fraud
c. decrease the cost of elections
d. make the registration process faster

3. What unusual step did Oregon take to increase
voter registration?

a. The state automatically registers all citizens
over eighteen to vote.

b. The state ended voter registration.
c. The state sends every resident a voter

registration ballot.
d. The state allows online voter registration.

4. What effect did the National Voter Registration
Act have on voter registration?
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5. What challenges do college students face with
regard to voter registration?

6. If you wanted to prove the United States is
suffering from low voter turnout, a calculation
based on which population would yield the lowest
voter turnout rate?

a. registered voters
b. voting-eligible population
c. voting-age population
d. voters who voted in the last election

7. What characterizes those most likely to vote in
the next election?

a. over forty-five years old
b. income under $30,000
c. high school education or less
d. residency in the South

8. Why do Belgium, Turkey, and Australia have
higher voter turnout rates than the United States?

a. compulsory voting laws
b. more elections
c. fewer registration laws
d. more polling locations

9. What recommendations would you make to
increase voter turnout in the United States?

10. Why does age affect whether a citizen will
vote?

11. If you were going to predict whether your
classmates would vote in the next election, what
questions would you ask them?

12. A state might hold a primary instead of a
caucus because a primary is ________.

a. inexpensive and simple
b. transparent and engages local voters
c. faster and has higher turnout
d. highly active and promotes dialog during

voting

13. Which of the following citizens is most likely
to run for office?

a. Maria Trejo, a 28-year-old part-time
sonogram technician and mother of two

b. Jeffrey Lyons, a 40-year-old lawyer and
father of one

c. Linda Tepsett, a 40-year-old full-time
orthopedic surgeon

d. Mark Forman, a 70-year-old retired
steelworker

14. Where and when do Electoral College electors
vote?

a. at their precinct, on Election Day
b. at their state capitol, on Election Day
c. in their state capitol, in December
d. in Washington D.C., in December

15. In which type of election are you most likely
to see coattail effects?

a. presidential
b. midterm
c. special
d. caucuses

16. What problems will candidates experience
with frontloading?

17. Why have fewer moderates won primaries
than they used to?

18. How do political parties influence the state’s
primary system?

19. Why do parties prefer closed primaries to
open primaries?

20. Susan is currently working two part-time jobs
and is frustrated about the poor economy. On
Election Day, she votes for every challenger on the
ballot, because she feels the president and
Congress are not doing enough to help her. What
type of vote did she cast?

a. retrospective
b. prospective
c. pocketbook
d. straight ticket
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21. Which factor is most likely to lead to the
incumbency advantage for a candidate?

a. candidate’s socioeconomic status
b. gerrymandering of the candidate’s district
c. media’s support of the candidate
d. candidate’s political party

22. In what ways is voting your party
identification an informed choice? In what ways is
it lazy?

23. Do physical characteristics matter when
voters assess candidates? If so, how?

24. Which of the following is not a step in the
initiative process?

a. approval of initiative petition by state or
local government

b. collection of signatures
c. state-wide vote during a ballot election
d. signature or veto by state governor

25. A referendum is not purely direct democracy
because the ________.

a. voters propose something but the governor
approves it

b. voters propose and approve something but
the legislature also approves it

c. government proposes something and the
voters approve it

d. government proposes something and the
legislature approves it

26. What problems would a voter face when
trying to pass an initiative or recall?

27. Why do some argue that direct democracy is
simply a way for the wealthy and businesses to
get their own policies passed?

Critical Thinking Questions

28. What factors determine whether people turn out to vote in U.S. elections?

29. What can be done to increase voter turnout in the United States?

30. In what ways do primary elections contribute to the rise of partisanship in U.S. politics?

31. How does social media affect elections and campaigns? Is this a positive trend? Why or why not?

32. Should states continue to allow ballot initiatives and other forms of direct democracy? Why or why
not?
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Chapter 8

The Media

Figure 8.1 On August 8, 2015, activists for Black Lives Matter in Seattle commandeered presidential candidate
Bernie Sanders’ campaign rally in an effort to get their message out. (credit: modification of work by Tiffany Von
Arnim)

Chapter Outline
8.1 What Is the Media?
8.2 The Evolution of the Media
8.3 Regulating the Media
8.4 The Impact of the Media

Introduction
Democratic primary candidate Bernie Sanders arrived in Seattle on August 8, 2015, to give a speech
at a rally to promote his presidential campaign. Instead, the rally was interrupted—and eventually co-
opted—by activists for Black Lives Matter (Figure 8.1).1 Why did the group risk alienating Democratic
voters by preventing Sanders from speaking? Because Black Lives Matter had been trying to raise
awareness of the treatment of black citizens in the United States, and the media has the power to elevate
such issues.2 While some questioned its tactics, the organization’s move underscores how important the
media are to gaining recognition, and the lengths to which organizations are willing to go to get media
attention.3

Freedom of the press and an independent media are important dimensions of a liberal society and a
necessary part of a healthy democracy. “No government ought to be without censors,” said Thomas
Jefferson, “and where the press is free, no one ever will.”4 What does it mean to have a free news media?
What regulations limit what media can do? How do the media contribute to informing citizens and
monitoring politicians and the government, and how do we measure their impact? This chapter explores
these and other questions about the role of the media in the United States.
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8.1 What Is the Media?

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain what the media are and how they are organized
• Describe the main functions of the media in a free society
• Compare different media formats and their respective audiences

Ours is an exploding media system. What started as print journalism was subsequently supplemented
by radio coverage, then network television, followed by cable television. Now, with the addition of the
Internet, blogs and social media—a set of applications or web platforms that allow users to immediately
communicate with one another—give citizens a wide variety of sources for instant news of all kinds. The
Internet also allows citizens to initiate public discussion by uploading images and video for viewing,
such as videos documenting interactions between citizens and the police, for example. Provided we are
connected digitally, we have a bewildering amount of choices for finding information about the world. In
fact, some might say that compared to the tranquil days of the 1970s, when we might read the morning
newspaper over breakfast and take in the network news at night, there are now too many choices in
today’s increasingly complex world of information. This reality may make the news media all the more
important to structuring and shaping narratives about U.S. politics. Or the proliferation of competing
information sources like blogs and social media may actually weaken the power of the news media relative
to the days when news media monopolized our attention.

MEDIA BASICS
The term media defines a number of different communication formats from television media, which share
information through broadcast airwaves, to print media, which rely on printed documents. The collection
of all forms of media that communicate information to the general public is called mass media, including
television, print, radio, and Internet. One of the primary reasons citizens turn to the media is for news. We
expect the media to cover important political and social events and information in a concise and neutral
manner.

To accomplish its work, the media employs a number of people in varied positions. Journalists and
reporters are responsible for uncovering news stories by keeping an eye on areas of public interest, like
politics, business, and sports. Once a journalist has a lead or a possible idea for a story, he or she researches
background information and interviews people to create a complete and balanced account. Editors work
in the background of the newsroom, assigning stories, approving articles or packages, and editing content
for accuracy and clarity. Publishers are people or companies that own and produce print or digital media.
They oversee both the content and finances of the publication, ensuring the organization turns a profit and
creates a high-quality product to distribute to consumers. Producers oversee the production and finances
of visual media, like television, radio, and film.

The work of the news media differs from public relations, which is communication carried out to improve
the image of companies, organizations, or candidates for office. Public relations is not a neutral information
form. While journalists write stories to inform the public, a public relations spokesperson is paid to help an
individual or organization get positive press. Public relations materials normally appear as press releases
or paid advertisements in newspapers and other media outlets. Some less reputable publications, however,
publish paid articles under the news banner, blurring the line between journalism and public relations.

MEDIA TYPES
Each form of media has its own complexities and is used by different demographics. Millennials (currently
aged 21–37) are more likely to get news and information from social media, such as YouTube, Twitter, and
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Facebook, while Baby Boomers (currently aged 54–72) are most likely to get their news from television,
either national broadcasts or local news (Figure 8.2).

Figure 8.2 Age greatly influences the choice of news sources. Baby Boomers are more likely to get news and
information from television, while members of Generation X and Millennials are more likely to use social media.

Television alone offers viewers a variety of formats. Programming may be scripted, like dramas or
comedies. It may be unscripted, like game shows or reality programs, or informative, such as news
programming. Although most programs are created by a television production company, national
networks—like CBS or NBC—purchase the rights to programs they distribute to local stations across the
United States. Most local stations are affiliated with a national network corporation, and they broadcast
national network programming to their local viewers.

Before the existence of cable and fiber optics, networks needed to own local affiliates to have access to
the local station’s transmission towers. Towers have a limited radius, so each network needed an affiliate
in each major city to reach viewers. While cable technology has lessened networks’ dependence on aerial
signals, some viewers still use antennas and receivers to view programming broadcast from local towers.

Affiliates, by agreement with the networks, give priority to network news and other programming chosen
by the affiliate’s national media corporation. Local affiliate stations are told when to air programs or
commercials, and they diverge only to inform the public about a local or national emergency. For example,
ABC affiliates broadcast the popular television show Once Upon a Time at a specific time on a specific day.
Should a fire threaten homes and businesses in a local area, the affiliate might preempt it to update citizens
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on the fire’s dangers and return to regularly scheduled programming after the danger has ended.

Most affiliate stations will show local news before and after network programming to inform local viewers
of events and issues. Network news has a national focus on politics, international events, the economy,
and more. Local news, on the other hand, is likely to focus on matters close to home, such as regional
business, crime, sports, and weather.5 The NBC Nightly News, for example, covers presidential campaigns
and the White House or skirmishes between North Korea and South Korea, while the NBC affiliate in
Los Angeles (KNBC-TV) and the NBC affiliate in Dallas (KXAS-TV) report on the governor’s activities or
weekend festivals in the region.

Cable programming offers national networks a second method to directly reach local viewers. As the name
implies, cable stations transmit programming directly to a local cable company hub, which then sends
the signals to homes through coaxial or fiber optic cables. Because cable does not broadcast programming
through the airwaves, cable networks can operate across the nation directly without local affiliates. Instead
they purchase broadcasting rights for the cable stations they believe their viewers want. For this reason,
cable networks often specialize in different types of programming.

The Cable News Network (CNN) was the first news station to take advantage of this specialized format,
creating a 24-hour news station with live coverage and interview programs. Other news stations quickly
followed, such as MSNBC and FOX News. A viewer might tune in to Nickelodeon and catch family
programs and movies or watch ESPN to catch up with the latest baseball or basketball scores. The Cable-
Satellite Public Affairs Network, known better as C-SPAN, now has three channels covering Congress, the
president, the courts, and matters of public interest.

Cable and satellite providers also offer on-demand programming for most stations. Citizens can purchase
cable, satellite, and Internet subscription services (like Netflix) to find programs to watch instantly,
without being tied to a schedule. Initially, on-demand programming was limited to rebroadcasting old
content and was commercial-free. Yet many networks and programs now allow their new programming
to be aired within a day or two of its initial broadcast. In return they often add commercials the user cannot
fast-forward or avoid. Thus networks expect advertising revenues to increase.6

The on-demand nature of the Internet has created many opportunities for news outlets. While early media
providers were those who could pay the high cost of printing or broadcasting, modern media require just
a URL and ample server space. The ease of online publication has made it possible for more niche media
outlets to form. The websites of the New York Times and other newspapers often focus on matters affecting
the United States, while channels like BBC America present world news. FOX News presents political
commentary and news in a conservative vein, while the Internet site Daily Kos offers a liberal perspective
on the news. Politico.com is perhaps the leader in niche journalism.

Unfortunately, the proliferation of online news has also increased the amount of poorly written material
with little editorial oversight, and readers must be cautious when reading Internet news sources. Sites
like Buzzfeed allow members to post articles without review by an editorial board, leading to articles of
varied quality and accuracy. The Internet has also made publication speed a consideration for professional
journalists. No news outlet wants to be the last to break a story, and the rush to publication often leads
to typographical and factual errors. Even large news outlets, like the Associated Press, have published
articles with errors in their haste to get a story out.

The Internet also facilitates the flow of information through social media, which allows users to instantly
communicate with one another and share with audiences that can grow exponentially. Facebook and
Twitter have millions of daily users. Social media changes more rapidly than the other media formats.
While people in many different age groups use sites like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, other sites
like Snapchat and Yik Yak appeal mostly to younger users. The platforms also serve different functions.
Tumblr and Reddit facilitate discussion that is topic-based and controversial, while Instagram is mostly
social. A growing number of these sites also allow users to comment anonymously, leading to increases in
threats and abuse. The site 4chan, for example, was linked to the 2015 shooting at an Oregon community
college.7
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Regardless of where we get our information, the various media avenues available today, versus years ago,
make it much easier for everyone to be engaged. The question is: Who controls the media we rely on? Most
media are controlled by a limited number of conglomerates. A conglomerate is a corporation made up of a
number of companies, organizations, and media networks. In the 1980s, more than fifty companies owned
the majority of television and radio stations and networks. By 2011, six conglomerates controlled most
of the broadcast media in the United States: CBS Corporation, Comcast, Time Warner, 21st Century Fox
(formerly News Corporation), Viacom, and The Walt Disney Company (Figure 8.3).8 With the Disney-Fox
merger scheduled to close in March 2019, this number will be reduced to five. The Walt Disney Company,
for example, owns the ABC Television Network, ESPN, A&E, and Lifetime, in addition to the Disney
Channel. Viacom owns BET, Comedy Central, MTV, Nickelodeon, and VH1. Time Warner owns Cartoon
Network, CNN, HBO, and TNT, among others. While each of these networks has its own programming,
in the end, the conglomerate can make a policy that affects all stations and programming under its control.

Figure 8.3 In 1983, fifty companies owned 90 percent of U.S. media. By 2012, just six conglomerates controlled the
same percentage of U.S. media outlets.

Conglomerates can create a monopoly on information by controlling a sector of a market. When a media
conglomerate has policies or restrictions, they will apply to all stations or outlets under its ownership,
potentially limiting the information citizens receive. Conglomerate ownership also creates circumstances
in which censorship may occur. iHeartMedia (formerly Clear Channel Media) owns music, radio, and
billboards throughout the United States, and in 2010, the company refused to run several billboard ads
for the St. Pete Pride Festival and Promenade in St. Petersburg, Florida. The festival organizers said the
content of two ads, a picture of same-sex couples in close contact with one another, was the reason the ads
were not run. Because iHeartMedia owns most of the billboards in the area, this limitation was problematic
for the festival and decreased awareness of the event. Those in charge of the festival viewed the refusal as
censorship.9

Newspapers too have experienced the pattern of concentrated ownership. Gannett Company, while also
owning television media, holds a large number of newspapers and news magazines in its control. Many of
these were acquired quietly, without public notice or discussion. Gannett’s 2013 acquisition of publishing
giant A.H. Belo Corporation caused some concern and news coverage, however. The sale would have
allowed Gannett to own both an NBC and a CBS affiliate in St. Louis, Missouri, giving it control over
programming and advertising rates for two competing stations. The U.S. Department of Justice required
Gannett to sell the station owned by Belo to ensure market competition and multi-ownership in St. Louis.10
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If you are concerned about the lack of variety in the media and the market dominance of media
conglomerates, the non-profit organization, Free Press (https://openstax.org/l/29freepressnet) , tracks
and promotes open communication.

These changes in the format and ownership of media raise the question whether the media still operate
as an independent source of information. Is it possible that corporations and CEOs now control the
information flow, making profit more important than the impartial delivery of information? The reality is
that media outlets, whether newspaper, television, radio, or Internet, are businesses. They have expenses
and must raise revenues. Yet at the same time, we expect the media to entertain, inform, and alert us
without bias. They must provide some public services, while following laws and regulations. Reconciling
these goals may not always be possible.

FUNCTIONS OF THE MEDIA
The media exist to fill a number of functions. Whether the medium is a newspaper, a radio, or a television
newscast, a corporation behind the scenes must bring in revenue and pay for the cost of the product.
Revenue comes from advertising and sponsors, like McDonald’s, Ford Motor Company, and other large
corporations. But corporations will not pay for advertising if there are no viewers or readers. So all
programs and publications need to entertain, inform, or interest the public and maintain a steady stream
of consumers. In the end, what attracts viewers and advertisers is what survives.

The media are also watchdogs of society and of public officials. Some refer to the media as the fourth estate,
with the branches of government being the first three estates and the media equally participating as the
fourth. This role helps maintain democracy and keeps the government accountable for its actions, even if a
branch of the government is reluctant to open itself to public scrutiny. As much as social scientists would
like citizens to be informed and involved in politics and events, the reality is that we are not. So the media,
especially journalists, keep an eye on what is happening and sounds an alarm when the public needs to
pay attention.11

The media also engages in agenda setting, which is the act of choosing which issues or topics deserve
public discussion. For example, in the early 1980s, famine in Ethiopia drew worldwide attention, which
resulted in increased charitable giving to the country. Yet the famine had been going on for a long time
before it was discovered by western media. Even after the discovery, it took video footage to gain the
attention of the British and U.S. populations and start the aid flowing.12 Today, numerous examples
of agenda setting show how important the media are when trying to prevent further emergencies or
humanitarian crises. In the spring of 2015, when the Dominican Republic was preparing to exile Haitians
and undocumented (or under documented) residents, major U.S. news outlets remained silent. However,
once the story had been covered several times by Al Jazeera, a state-funded broadcast company based in
Qatar, ABC, the New York Times, and other network outlets followed.13 With major network coverage came
public pressure for the U.S. government to act on behalf of the Haitians.14

Link to Learning
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Christiane Amanpour on “What Should Be News?”

The media are our connection to the world. Some events are too big to ignore, yet other events, such as the
destruction of Middle Eastern monuments or the plight of foreign refugees, are far enough from our shores that
they often go unnoticed. What we see is carefully selected, but who decides what should be news?

As the chief international correspondent for CNN, Christiane Amanpour is one media decision maker (Figure
8.4). Over the years, Amanpour has covered events around the world from war to genocide. In an interview
with Oprah Winfrey, Amanpour explains that her duty, and that of other journalists, is to make a difference in the
world. To do that, “we have to educate people and use the media responsibly.”15 Journalists cannot passively
sit by and wait for stories to find them. “Words have consequences: the stories we decide to do, the stories we
decide not to do . . . it all matters.”16

Figure 8.4 Christiane Amanpour accepts the award for the Association for International Broadcasting’s
Personality of the Year on November 4, 2015. (credit: AIB (Association for International Broadcasting))

As Amanpour points out, journalists are often “on the cutting edge of reform,” so if they fail to shed light on
events, the results can be tragic. One of her biggest regrets was not covering the genocide in Rwanda in
1994, which cost nearly a million lives. She said the media ignored the event in favor of covering democratic
elections in South Africa and a war in Bosnia, and ultimately she believes the media failed the people. “If we
don’t respect our profession and we see it frittering away into the realm of triviality and sensationalism, we’ll
lose our standing,” she said. “That won’t be good for democracy. A thriving society must have a thriving press.”

This feeling of responsibility extends to covering moral topics, like genocide. Amanpour feels there shouldn’t
be equal time given to all sides. “I’m not just a stenographer or someone with a megaphone; when I report,
I have to do it in context, to be aware of the moral conundrum. . . . I have to be able to draw a line between
victim and aggressor.”

Amanpour also believes the media should cover more. When given the full background and details of events,
society pays attention to the news. “Individual Americans had an incredible reaction to the [2004 Indian
Ocean] tsunami—much faster than their government’s reaction,” she said. “Americans are a very moral and
compassionate people who believe in extending a helping hand, especially when they get the full facts instead
of one-minute clips.” If the news fulfills its responsibility, as she sees it, the world can show its compassion and
help promote freedom.

Insider Perspective
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Why does Amanpour believe the press has a responsibility to report all that they see? Are there situations in
which it is acceptable to display partiality in reporting the news? Why or why not?

Before the Internet, traditional media determined whether citizen photographs or video footage would
become “news.” In 1991, a private citizen’s camcorder footage showed four police officers beating an
African American motorist named Rodney King in Los Angeles. After appearing on local independent
television station, KTLA-TV, and then the national news, the event began a national discussion on police
brutality and ignited riots in Los Angeles.17 The agenda-setting power of traditional media has begun
to be appropriated by social media and smartphones, however. Tumbler, Facebook, YouTube, and other
Internet sites allow witnesses to instantly upload images and accounts of events and forward the link
to friends. Some uploads go viral and attract the attention of the mainstream media, but large network
newscasts and major newspapers are still more powerful at initiating or changing a discussion.

The media also promote the public good by offering a platform for public debate and improving citizen
awareness. Network news informs the electorate about national issues, elections, and international news.
The New York Times, Los Angeles Times, NBC Nightly News, and other outlets make sure voters can easily
find out what issues affect the nation. Is terrorism on the rise? Is the dollar weakening? The network
news hosts national debates during presidential elections, broadcasts major presidential addresses, and
interviews political leaders during times of crisis. Cable news networks now provide coverage of all these
topics as well.

Local news has a larger job, despite small budgets and fewer resources (Figure 8.5). Local government and
local economic policy have a strong and immediate effect on citizens. Is the city government planning on
changing property tax rates? Will the school district change the way Common Core tests are administered?
When and where is the next town hall meeting or public forum to be held? Local and social media provide
a forum for protest and discussion of issues that matter to the community.

Figure 8.5 Meetings of local governance, such as this meeting of the Independence City Council in Missouri, are
rarely attended by more than gadflies and journalists. (credit: "MoBikeFed"/Flickr)

Want a snapshot of local and state political and policy news? The magazine Governing
(https://openstax.org/l/29governing) keeps an eye on what is happening in each state, offering articles
and analysis on events that occur across the country.
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294 Chapter 8 | The Media

This OpenStax book is available for free at http://cnx.org/content/col26739/1.4

https://openstax.org/l/29governing
https://openstax.org/l/29governing


While journalists reporting the news try to present information in an unbiased fashion, sometimes the
public seeks opinion and analysis of complicated issues that affect various populations differently, like
healthcare reform and the Affordable Care Act. This type of coverage may come in the form of editorials,
commentaries, Op-Ed columns, and blogs. These forums allow the editorial staff and informed columnists
to express a personal belief and attempt to persuade. If opinion writers are trusted by the public, they have
influence.

Walter Cronkite, reporting from Vietnam, had a loyal following. In a broadcast following the Tet Offensive
in 1968, Cronkite expressed concern that the United States was mired in a conflict that would end in
a stalemate.18 His coverage was based on opinion after viewing the war from the ground.19 Although
the number of people supporting the war had dwindled by this time, Cronkite’s commentary bolstered
opposition. Like editorials, commentaries contain opinion and are often written by specialists in a field.
Larry Sabato, a prominent political science professor at the University of Virginia, occasionally writes his
thoughts for the New York Times. These pieces are based on his expertise in politics and elections.20 Blogs
offer more personalized coverage, addressing specific concerns and perspectives for a limited group of
readers. Nate Silver’s blog, FiveThirtyEight, focuses on elections and politics.

8.2 The Evolution of the Media

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Discuss the history of major media formats
• Compare important changes in media types over time
• Explain how citizens learn political information from the media

The evolution of the media has been fraught with concerns and problems. Accusations of mind control,
bias, and poor quality have been thrown at the media on a regular basis. Yet the growth of communications
technology allows people today to find more information more easily than any previous generation. Mass
media can be print, radio, television, or Internet news. They can be local, national, or international. They
can be broad or limited in their focus. The choices are tremendous.

PRINT MEDIA
Early news was presented to local populations through the print press. While several colonies had printers
and occasional newspapers, high literacy rates combined with the desire for self-government made Boston
a perfect location for the creation of a newspaper, and the first continuous press was started there in 1704.21

Newspapers spread information about local events and activities. The Stamp Tax of 1765 raised costs for
publishers, however, leading several newspapers to fold under the increased cost of paper. The repeal of
the Stamp Tax in 1766 quieted concerns for a short while, but editors and writers soon began questioning
the right of the British to rule over the colonies. Newspapers took part in the effort to inform citizens of
British misdeeds and incite attempts to revolt. Readership across the colonies increased to nearly forty
thousand homes (among a total population of two million), and daily papers sprang up in large cities.22

Although newspapers united for a common cause during the Revolutionary War, the divisions that
occurred during the Constitutional Convention and the United States’ early history created a change.
The publication of the Federalist Papers, as well as the Anti-Federalist Papers, in the 1780s, moved the
nation into the party press era, in which partisanship and political party loyalty dominated the choice
of editorial content. One reason was cost. Subscriptions and advertisements did not fully cover printing
costs, and political parties stepped in to support presses that aided the parties and their policies. Papers
began printing party propaganda and messages, even publicly attacking political leaders like George
Washington. Despite the antagonism of the press, Washington and several other founders felt that freedom
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of the press was important for creating an informed electorate. Indeed, freedom of the press is enshrined
in the Bill of Rights in the first amendment.

Between 1830 and 1860, machines and manufacturing made the production of newspapers faster and less
expensive. Benjamin Day’s paper, the New York Sun, used technology like the linotype machine to mass-
produce papers (Figure 8.6). Roads and waterways were expanded, decreasing the costs of distributing
printed materials to subscribers. New newspapers popped up. The popular penny press papers and
magazines contained more gossip than news, but they were affordable at a penny per issue. Over time,
papers expanded their coverage to include racing, weather, and educational materials. By 1841, some
news reporters considered themselves responsible for upholding high journalistic standards, and under
the editor (and politician) Horace Greeley, the New-York Tribune became a nationally respected newspaper.
By the end of the Civil War, more journalists and newspapers were aiming to meet professional standards
of accuracy and impartiality.23

Figure 8.6 Benjamin Day (a) founded the first U.S. penny press, The Sun, in 1833. The Sun, whose front page from
November 26, 1834, is shown above (b), was a morning newspaper published in New York from 1833 to 1950.

Yet readers still wanted to be entertained. Joseph Pulitzer and the New York World gave them what they
wanted. The tabloid-style paper included editorial pages, cartoons, and pictures, while the front-page
news was sensational and scandalous. This style of coverage became known as yellow journalism. Ads
sold quickly thanks to the paper’s popularity, and the Sunday edition became a regular feature of the
newspaper. As the New York World’s circulation increased, other papers copied Pulitzer’s style in an effort
to sell papers. Competition between newspapers led to increasingly sensationalized covers and crude
issues.

In 1896, Adolph Ochs purchased the New York Times with the goal of creating a dignified newspaper
that would provide readers with important news about the economy, politics, and the world rather than
gossip and comics. The New York Times brought back the informational model, which exhibits impartiality
and accuracy and promotes transparency in government and politics. With the arrival of the Progressive
Era, the media began muckraking: the writing and publishing of news coverage that exposed corrupt
business and government practices. Investigative work like Upton Sinclair’s serialized novel The Jungle
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led to changes in the way industrial workers were treated and local political machines were run. The
Pure Food and Drug Act and other laws were passed to protect consumers and employees from unsafe
food processing practices. Local and state government officials who participated in bribery and corruption
became the centerpieces of exposés.

Some muckraking journalism still appears today, and the quicker movement of information through the
system would seem to suggest an environment for yet more investigative work and the punch of exposés
than in the past. However, at the same time there are fewer journalists being hired than there used to
be. The scarcity of journalists and the lack of time to dig for details in a 24-hour, profit-oriented news
model make investigative stories rare.24 There are two potential concerns about the decline of investigative
journalism in the digital age. First, one potential shortcoming is that the quality of news content will
become uneven in depth and quality, which could lead to a less informed citizenry. Second, if investigative
journalism in its systematic form declines, then the cases of wrongdoing that are the objects of such
investigations would have a greater chance of going on undetected.

In the twenty-first century, newspapers have struggled to stay financially stable. Print media earned $44.9
billion from ads in 2003, but only $16.4 billion from ads in 2014.25 Given the countless alternate forms of
news, many of which are free, newspaper subscriptions have fallen. Advertising and especially classified
ad revenue dipped. Many newspapers now maintain both a print and an Internet presence in order
to compete for readers. The rise of free news blogs, such as the Huffington Post, have made it difficult
for newspapers to force readers to purchase online subscriptions to access material they place behind a
digital paywall. Some local newspapers, in an effort to stay visible and profitable, have turned to social
media, like Facebook and Twitter. Stories can be posted and retweeted, allowing readers to comment and
forward material.26 Yet, overall, newspapers have adapted, becoming leaner—though less thorough and
investigative—versions of their earlier selves.

RADIO
Radio news made its appearance in the 1920s. The National Broadcasting Company (NBC) and the
Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) began running sponsored news programs and radio dramas.
Comedy programs, such as Amos ’n’ Andy, The Adventures of Gracie, and Easy Aces, also became popular
during the 1930s, as listeners were trying to find humor during the Depression (Figure 8.7). Talk shows,
religious shows, and educational programs followed, and by the late 1930s, game shows and quiz shows
were added to the airwaves. Almost 83 percent of households had a radio by 1940, and most tuned in
regularly.27
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Figure 8.7 The “golden age of radio” included comedy shows like Easy Aces, starring Goodman and Jane Ace (a),
and Amos ’n’ Andy, starring Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll, shown here celebrating their program’s tenth
anniversary in 1938 (b). These programs helped amuse families during the dark years of the Depression.

Not just something to be enjoyed by those in the city, the proliferation of the radio brought
communications to rural America as well. News and entertainment programs were also targeted to rural
communities. WLS in Chicago provided the National Farm and Home Hour and the WLS Barn Dance. WSM
in Nashville began to broadcast the live music show called the Grand Ole Opry, which is still broadcast
every week and is the longest live broadcast radio show in U.S. history.28

As radio listenership grew, politicians realized that the medium offered a way to reach the public in
a personal manner. Warren Harding was the first president to regularly give speeches over the radio.
President Herbert Hoover used radio as well, mainly to announce government programs on aid and
unemployment relief.29 Yet it was Franklin D. Roosevelt who became famous for harnessing the political
power of radio. On entering office in March 1933, President Roosevelt needed to quiet public fears about
the economy and prevent people from removing their money from the banks. He delivered his first radio
speech eight days after assuming the presidency:

“My friends: I want to talk for a few minutes with the people of the United States about
banking—to talk with the comparatively few who understand the mechanics of banking, but
more particularly with the overwhelming majority of you who use banks for the making of
deposits and the drawing of checks. I want to tell you what has been done in the last few days,
and why it was done, and what the next steps are going to be.”30

Roosevelt spoke directly to the people and addressed them as equals. One listener described the chats as
soothing, with the president acting like a father, sitting in the room with the family, cutting through the
political nonsense and describing what help he needed from each family member.31 Roosevelt would sit
down and explain his ideas and actions directly to the people on a regular basis, confident that he could
convince voters of their value.32 His speeches became known as “fireside chats” and formed an important
way for him to promote his New Deal agenda (Figure 8.8). Roosevelt’s combination of persuasive rhetoric
and the media allowed him to expand both the government and the presidency beyond their traditional
roles.33
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Figure 8.8 As radio listenership became widespread in the 1930s (a), President Franklin D. Roosevelt took
advantage of this new medium to broadcast his “fireside chats” and bring ordinary Americans into the president’s
world (b). (credit a: modification of work by George W. Ackerman; credit b: modification of work by the Library of
Congress)

During this time, print news still controlled much of the information flowing to the public. Radio news
programs were limited in scope and number. But in the 1940s the German annexation of Austria, conflict
in Europe, and World War II changed radio news forever. The need and desire for frequent news updates
about the constantly evolving war made newspapers, with their once-a-day printing, too slow. People
wanted to know what was happening, and they wanted to know immediately. Although initially reluctant
to be on the air, reporter Edward R. Murrow of CBS began reporting live about Germany’s actions from
his posts in Europe. His reporting contained news and some commentary, and even live coverage during
Germany’s aerial bombing of London. To protect covert military operations during the war, the White
House had placed guidelines on the reporting of classified information, making a legal exception to the
First Amendment’s protection against government involvement in the press. Newscasters voluntarily
agreed to suppress information, such as about the development of the atomic bomb and movements of the
military, until after the events had occurred.34

The number of professional and amateur radio stations grew quickly. Initially, the government exerted
little legislative control over the industry. Stations chose their own broadcasting locations, signal strengths,
and frequencies, which sometimes overlapped with one another or with the military, leading to tuning
problems for listeners. The Radio Act (1927) created the Federal Radio Commission (FRC), which made the
first effort to set standards, frequencies, and license stations. The Commission was under heavy pressure
from Congress, however, and had little authority. The Communications Act of 1934 ended the FRC and
created the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), which continued to work with radio stations
to assign frequencies and set national standards, as well as oversee other forms of broadcasting and
telephones. The FCC regulates interstate communications to this day. For example, it prohibits the use of
certain profane words during certain hours on public airwaves.

Prior to WWII, radio frequencies were broadcast using amplitude modulation (AM). After WWII,
frequency modulation (FM) broadcasting, with its wider signal bandwidth, provided clear sound with less
static and became popular with stations wanting to broadcast speeches or music with high-quality sound.
While radio’s importance for distributing news waned with the increase in television usage, it remained
popular for listening to music, educational talk shows, and sports broadcasting. Talk stations began to gain
ground in the 1980s on both AM and FM frequencies, restoring radio’s importance in politics. By the 1990s,
talk shows had gone national, showcasing broadcasters like Rush Limbaugh and Don Imus.

In 1990, Sirius Satellite Radio began a campaign for FCC approval of satellite radio. The idea was to
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broadcast digital programming from satellites in orbit, eliminating the need for local towers. By 2001, two
satellite stations had been approved for broadcasting. Satellite radio has greatly increased programming
with many specialized offerings, such as channels dedicated to particular artists. It is generally
subscription-based and offers a larger area of coverage, even to remote areas such as deserts and oceans.
Satellite programming is also exempt from many of the FCC regulations that govern regular radio stations.
Howard Stern, for example, was fined more than $2 million while on public airwaves, mainly for his
sexually explicit discussions.35 Stern moved to Sirius Satellite in 2006 and has since been free of oversight
and fines.

TELEVISION
Television combined the best attributes of radio and pictures and changed media forever. The first official
broadcast in the United States was President Franklin Roosevelt’s speech at the opening of the 1939
World’s Fair in New York. The public did not immediately begin buying televisions, but coverage of World
War II changed their minds. CBS reported on war events and included pictures and maps that enhanced
the news for viewers. By the 1950s, the price of television sets had dropped, more televisions stations were
being created, and advertisers were buying up spots.

As on the radio, quiz shows and games dominated the television airwaves. But when Edward R. Murrow
made the move to television in 1951 with his news show See It Now, television journalism gained its
foothold (Figure 8.9). As television programming expanded, more channels were added. Networks such
as ABC, CBS, and NBC began nightly newscasts, and local stations and affiliates followed suit.

Figure 8.9 Edward R. Murrow’s move to television increased the visibility of network news. In The Challenge of
Ideas (1961) pictured above, Murrow discussed the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the United States
alongside films stars such as John Wayne.

Even more than radio, television allows politicians to reach out and connect with citizens and voters in
deeper ways. Before television, few voters were able to see a president or candidate speak or answer
questions in an interview. Now everyone can decode body language and tone to decide whether
candidates or politicians are sincere. Presidents can directly convey their anger, sorrow, or optimism
during addresses.

The first television advertisements, run by presidential candidates Dwight D. Eisenhower and Adlai
Stevenson in the early 1950s, were mainly radio jingles with animation or short question-and-answer
sessions. In 1960, John F. Kennedy’s campaign used a Hollywood-style approach to promote his image as
young and vibrant. The Kennedy campaign ran interesting and engaging ads, featuring Kennedy, his wife
Jacqueline, and everyday citizens who supported him.
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Television was also useful to combat scandals and accusations of impropriety. Republican vice presidential
candidate Richard Nixon used a televised speech in 1952 to address accusations that he had taken money
from a political campaign fund illegally. Nixon laid out his finances, investments, and debts and ended
by saying that the only election gift the family had received was a cocker spaniel the children named
Checkers.36 The “Checkers speech” was remembered more for humanizing Nixon than for proving he
had not taken money from the campaign account. Yet it was enough to quiet accusations. Democratic vice
presidential nominee Geraldine Ferraro similarly used television to answer accusations in 1984, holding a
televised press conference to answer questions for over two hours about her husband’s business dealings
and tax returns.37

In addition to television ads, the 1960 election also featured the first televised presidential debate. By that
time most households had a television. Kennedy’s careful grooming and practiced body language allowed
viewers to focus on his presidential demeanor. His opponent, Richard Nixon, was still recovering from a
severe case of the flu. While Nixon’s substantive answers and debate skills made a favorable impression
on radio listeners, viewers’ reaction to his sweaty appearance and obvious discomfort demonstrated that
live television had the potential to make or break a candidate.38 In 1964, Lyndon B. Johnson was ahead
in the polls, and he let Barry Goldwater’s campaign know he did not want to debate.39 Nixon, who ran
for president again in 1968 and 1972, declined to debate. Then in 1976, President Gerald Ford, who was
behind in the polls, invited Jimmy Carter to debate, and televised debates became a regular part of future
presidential campaigns.40

Visit American Rhetoric (https://openstax.org/l/29americanrhet) for free access to speeches, video,
and audio of famous presidential and political speeches.

Between the 1960s and the 1990s, presidents often used television to reach citizens and gain support
for policies. When they made speeches, the networks and their local affiliates carried them. With few
independent local stations available, a viewer had little alternative but to watch. During this “Golden Age
of Presidential Television,” presidents had a strong command of the media.41

Some of the best examples of this power occurred when presidents used television to inspire and comfort
the population during a national emergency. These speeches aided in the “rally ’round the flag”
phenomenon, which occurs when a population feels threatened and unites around the president.42 During
these periods, presidents may receive heightened approval ratings, in part due to the media’s decision
about what to cover.43 In 1995, President Bill Clinton comforted and encouraged the families of the
employees and children killed at the bombing of the Oklahoma City Federal Building. Clinton reminded
the nation that children learn through action, and so we must speak up against violence and face evil acts
with good acts.44

Following the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington on September 11, 2001, President George
W. Bush’s bullhorn speech from the rubble of Ground Zero in New York similarly became a rally. Bush
spoke to the workers and first responders and encouraged them, but his short speech became a viral
clip demonstrating the resilience of New Yorkers and the anger of a nation.45 He told New Yorkers, the
country, and the world that Americans could hear the frustration and anguish of New York, and that the
terrorists would soon hear the United States (Figure 8.10).

Link to Learning
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Figure 8.10 Presidents Clinton and Bush were both called upon to calm the people after mass killings. In April 1996,
President Bill Clinton and First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton lay flowers at the site of the former Alfred P. Murrah
federal building just before the one-year anniversary of the Oklahoma City bombing (a). Three days after the terrorist
attacks of 9/11 brought down the World Trade Center in New York City, George W. Bush declares to the crowd, “I can
hear you! The rest of the world hears you! And the people . . . and the people who knocked these buildings down will
hear all of us soon!” (b)

Following their speeches, both presidents also received a bump in popularity. Clinton’s approval rating
rose from 46 to 51 percent, and Bush’s from 51 to 90 percent.46

NEW MEDIA TRENDS
The invention of cable in the 1980s and the expansion of the Internet in the 2000s opened up more options
for media consumers than ever before. Viewers can watch nearly anything at the click of a button, bypass
commercials, and record programs of interest. The resulting saturation, or inundation of information, may
lead viewers to abandon the news entirely or become more suspicious and fatigued about politics.47 This
effect, in turn, also changes the president’s ability to reach out to citizens. For example, viewership of
the president’s annual State of the Union address has decreased over the years, from sixty-seven million
viewers in 1993 to thirty-two million in 2015.48 Citizens who want to watch reality television and movies
can easily avoid the news, leaving presidents with no sure way to communicate with the public.49 Other
voices, such as those of talk show hosts and political pundits, now fill the gap.

Electoral candidates have also lost some media ground. In horse-race coverage, modern journalists analyze
campaigns and blunders or the overall race, rather than interviewing the candidates or discussing their
issue positions. Some argue that this shallow coverage is a result of candidates’ trying to control the
journalists by limiting interviews and quotes. In an effort to regain control of the story, journalists begin
analyzing campaigns without input from the candidates.50 The use of social media by candidates provides
a countervailing trend. President Trump’s hundreds of election tweets are the stuff of legend. These tweets
kept his press coverage up, although they also were problematic for him at times. The final days of the
contest saw no new tweets from Trump as he attempted to stay on message.
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The First Social Media Candidate

When president-elect Barack Obama admitted an addiction to his Blackberry, the signs were clear: A new
generation was assuming the presidency.51 Obama’s use of technology was a part of life, not a campaign
pretense. Perhaps for this reason, he was the first candidate to fully embrace social media.

While John McCain, the 2008 Republican presidential candidate, focused on traditional media to run his
campaign, Obama did not. One of Obama’s campaign advisors was Chris Hughes, a cofounder of Facebook.
The campaign allowed Hughes to create a powerful online presence for Obama, with sites on YouTube,
Facebook, MySpace, and more. Podcasts and videos were available for anyone looking for information about
the candidate. These efforts made it possible for information to be forwarded easily between friends and
colleagues. It also allowed Obama to connect with a younger generation that was often left out of politics.

By Election Day, Obama’s skill with the web was clear: he had over two million Facebook supporters, while
McCain had 600,000. Obama had 112,000 followers on Twitter, and McCain had only 4,600.52

Are there any disadvantages to a presidential candidate’s use of social media and the Internet for campaign
purposes? Why or why not?

The availability of the Internet and social media has moved some control of the message back into
the presidents’ and candidates’ hands. Politicians can now connect to the people directly, bypassing
journalists. When Barack Obama’s minister, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, was accused of making
inflammatory racial sermons in 2008, Obama used YouTube to respond to charges that he shared Wright’s
beliefs. The video drew more than seven million views.53 To reach out to supporters and voters, the White
House maintains a YouTube channel and a Facebook site, as did the recent Republican Speaker of the
House of Representatives, John Boehner.

Social media, like Facebook, also placed journalism in the hands of citizens: citizen journalism occurs
when citizens use their personal recording devices and cell phones to capture events and post them on
the Internet. In 2012, citizen journalists caught both presidential candidates by surprise. Mitt Romney was
taped by a bartender’s personal camera saying that 47 percent of Americans would vote for President
Obama because they were dependent on the government.54 Obama was recorded by a Huffington Post
volunteer saying that some Midwesterners “cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like
them” due to their frustration with the economy.55 More recently, as Donald Trump was trying to close
out the fall 2016 campaign, his musings about having his way with women were revealed on the infamous
Billy Bush Access Hollywood tape. These statements became nightmares for the campaigns. As journalism
continues to scale back and hire fewer professional writers in an effort to control costs, citizen journalism
may become the new normal.56

Another shift in the new media is a change in viewers’ preferred programming. Younger viewers,
especially members of Generation X and Millennials, like their newscasts to be humorous. The popularity
of The Daily Show and The Colbert Report demonstrate that news, even political news, can win young
viewers if delivered well.57 Such soft news presents news in an entertaining and approachable manner,
painlessly introducing a variety of topics. While the depth or quality of reporting may be less than ideal,
these shows can sound an alarm as needed to raise citizen awareness (Figure 8.11).58

Milestone
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Figure 8.11 In June 2009, Stephen Colbert of The Colbert Report took his soft news show on the road, heading to
Iraq for a week. During the first episode, Colbert interviewed Ray Odierno, commanding general of the coalition
forces stationed in Iraq. (credit: The U.S. Army)

Viewers who watch or listen to programs like John Oliver’s Last Week Tonight are more likely to be
aware and observant of political events and foreign policy crises than they would otherwise be.59 They
may view opposing party candidates more favorably because the low-partisan, friendly interview styles
allow politicians to relax and be conversational rather than defensive.60 Because viewers of political
comedy shows watch the news frequently, they may, in fact, be more politically knowledgeable than
citizens viewing national news. In two studies researchers interviewed respondents and asked knowledge
questions about current events and situations. Viewers of The Daily Show scored more correct answers than
viewers of news programming and news stations.61 That being said, it is not clear whether the number of
viewers is large enough to make a big impact on politics, nor do we know whether the learning is long
term or short term.62

Becoming a Citizen Journalist

Local government and politics need visibility. College students need a voice. Why not become a citizen
journalist? City and county governments hold meetings on a regular basis and students rarely attend. Yet
issues relevant to students are often discussed at these meetings, like increases in street parking fines, zoning
for off-campus housing, and tax incentives for new businesses that employ part-time student labor. Attend
some meetings, ask questions, and write about the experience on your Facebook page. Create a blog to
organize your reports or use Storify to curate a social media debate. If you prefer videography, create a
YouTube channel to document your reports on current events, or Tweet your live video using Periscope or
Meerkat.

Not interested in government? Other areas of governance that affect students are the university or college’s
Board of Regents meetings. These cover topics like tuition increases, class cuts, and changes to student
conduct policies. If your state requires state institutions to open their meetings to the public, consider attending.
You might be the one to notify your peers of changes that affect them.

What local meetings could you cover? What issues are important to you and your peers?

Get Connected!
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8.3 Regulating the Media

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify circumstances in which the freedom of the press is not absolute
• Compare the ways in which the government oversees and influences media programming

The Constitution gives Congress responsibility for promoting the general welfare. While it is difficult to
define what this broad dictate means, Congress has used it to protect citizens from media content it deems
inappropriate. Although the media are independent participants in the U.S. political system, their liberties
are not absolute and there are rules they must follow.

MEDIA AND THE FIRST AMENDMENT
The U.S. Constitution was written in secrecy. Journalists were neither invited to watch the drafting, nor
did the framers talk to the press about their disagreements and decisions. Once it was finished, however,
the Constitution was released to the public and almost all newspapers printed it. Newspaper editors also
published commentary and opinion about the new document and the form of government it proposed.
Early support for the Constitution was strong, and Anti-Federalists (who opposed it) argued that their
concerns were not properly covered by the press. The eventual printing of The Federalist Papers, and the
lesser-known Anti-Federalist Papers, fueled the argument that the press was vital to American democracy.
It was also clear the press had the ability to affect public opinion and therefore public policy.63

The approval of the First Amendment, as a part of the Bill of Rights, demonstrated the framers’ belief that
a free and vital press was important enough to protect. It said:

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.”

This amendment serves as the basis for the political freedoms of the United States, and freedom of the
press plays a strong role in keeping democracy healthy. Without it, the press would not be free to alert
citizens to government abuses and corruption. In fact, one of New York’s first newspapers, the New York
Weekly Journal, began under John Peter Zenger in 1733 with the goal of routing corruption in the colonial
government. After the colonial governor, William Cosby, had Zenger arrested and charged with seditious
libel in 1835, his lawyers successfully defended his case and Zenger was found not guilty, affirming the
importance of a free press in the colonies (Figure 8.12).
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Figure 8.12 In defending John Peter Zenger against charges of libel against colonial governor William Cosby,
Andrew Hamilton argued that a statement is not libelous if it can be proved. (credit: modification of work by the
Library of Congress)

The media act as informants and messengers, providing the means for citizens to become informed and
serving as a venue for citizens to announce plans to assemble and protest actions by their government.
Yet the government must ensure the media are acting in good faith and not abusing their power. Like the
other First Amendment liberties, freedom of the press is not absolute. The media have limitations on their
freedom to publish and broadcast.

Slander and Libel
First, the media do not have the right to commit slander, speak false information with an intent to harm
a person or entity, or libel, print false information with an intent to harm a person or entity. These acts
constitute defamation of character that can cause a loss of reputation and income. The media do not have
the right to free speech in cases of libel and slander because the information is known to be false. Yet on
a weekly basis, newspapers and magazines print stories that are negative and harmful. How can they do
this and not be sued?

First, libel and slander occur only in cases where false information is presented as fact. When editors or
columnists write opinions, they are protected from many of the libel and slander provisions because they
are not claiming their statements are facts. Second, it is up to the defamed individual or company to bring
a lawsuit against the media outlet, and the courts have different standards depending on whether the
claimant is a private or public figure. A public figure must show that the publisher or broadcaster acted in
“reckless disregard” when submitting information as truth or that the author’s intent was malicious. This
test goes back to the New York Times v. Sullivan (1964) case, in which a police commissioner in Alabama
sued over inaccurate statements in a newspaper advertisement.64 Because the commissioner was a public
figure, the U.S. Supreme Court applied a stringent test of malice to determine whether the advertisement
was libel; the court deemed it was not.

A private individual must make one of the above arguments or argue that the author was negligent in not
making sure the information was accurate before publishing it. For this reason, newspapers and magazines
are less likely to stray from hard facts when covering private individuals, yet they can be willing to
stretch the facts when writing about politicians, celebrities, or public figures. But even stretching the truth
can be costly for a publisher. In 2010, Star magazine published a headline, “Addiction Nightmare: Katie
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Drug Shocker,” leading readers to believe actress Katie Holmes was taking drugs. While the article in the
magazine focuses on the addictive quality of Scientology sessions rather than drugs, the implication and
the headline were different. Because drugs cause people to act erratically, directors might be less inclined
to hire Holmes if she were addicted to drugs. Thus Holmes could argue that she had lost opportunity
and income from the headline. While the publisher initially declined to correct the story, Holmes filed a
$50 million lawsuit, and Star’s parent company American Media, Inc. eventually settled. Star printed an
apology and made a donation to a charity on Holmes’ behalf.65

Classified Material
The media have only a limited right to publish material the government says is classified. If a newspaper
or media outlet obtains classified material, or if a journalist is witness to information that is classified,
the government may request certain material be redacted or removed from the article. In many instances,
government officials and former employees give journalists classified paperwork in an effort to bring
public awareness to a problem. If the journalist calls the White House or Pentagon for quotations on a
classified topic, the president may order the newspaper to stop publication in the interest of national
security. The courts are then asked to rule on what is censored and what can be printed.

The line between the people’s right to know and national security is not always clear. In 1971, the Supreme
Court heard the Pentagon Papers case, in which the U.S. government sued the New York Times and the
Washington Post to stop the release of information from a classified study of the Vietnam War. The Supreme
Court ruled that while the government can impose prior restraint on the media, meaning the government
can prevent the publication of information, that right is very limited. The court gave the newspapers the
right to publish much of the study, but revelation of troop movements and the names of undercover
operatives are some of the few approved reasons for which the government can stop publication or
reporting.

During the second Persian Gulf War, FOX News reporter Geraldo Rivera convinced the military to embed
him with a U.S. Army unit in Iraq to provide live coverage of its day-to-day activities. During one of the
reports he filed while traveling with the 101st Airborne Division, Rivera had his camera operator record
him drawing a map in the sand, showing where his unit was and using Baghdad as a reference point.
Rivera then discussed where the unit would go next. Rivera was immediately removed from the unit and
escorted from Iraq.66 The military exercised its right to maintain secrecy over troop movements, stating
that Rivera’s reporting had given away troop locations and compromised the safety of the unit. Rivera’s
future transmissions and reporting were censored until he was away from the unit.

MEDIA AND FCC REGULATIONS
The liberties enjoyed by newspapers are overseen by the U.S. court system, while television and radio
broadcasters are monitored by both the courts and a government regulatory commission.

The Radio Act of 1927 was the first attempt by Congress to regulate broadcast materials. The act was
written to organize the rapidly expanding number of radio stations and the overuse of frequencies. But
politicians feared that broadcast material would be obscene or biased. The Radio Act thus contained
language that gave the government control over the quality of programming sent over public airwaves,
and the power to ensure that stations maintained the public’s best interest.67

The Communications Act of 1934 replaced the Radio Act and created a more powerful entity to monitor
the airwaves—a seven-member Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to oversee both radio and
telephone communication. The FCC, which now has only five members (Figure 8.13), requires radio
stations to apply for licenses, granted only if stations follow rules about limiting advertising, providing a
public forum for discussion, and serving local and minority communities. With the advent of television,
the FCC was given the same authority to license and monitor television stations. The FCC now also
enforces ownership limits to avoid monopolies and censors materials deemed inappropriate. It has no
jurisdiction over print media, mainly because print media are purchased and not broadcast.
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Figure 8.13 In June 2018, the leadership of the FCC included (from left to right) Jessica Rosenworcel, Michael
O'Rielly, Ajit Pai, and Brendan Carr. (credit: Federal Communications Commission)

Concerned about something you heard or viewed? Would you like to file a complaint about an obscene
radio program or place your phone number on the Do Not Call list? The FCC (https://openstax.org/l/
29fccgov) oversees each of these.

To maintain a license, stations are required to meet a number of criteria. The equal-time rule, for instance,
states that registered candidates running for office must be given equal opportunities for airtime and
advertisements at non-cable television and radio stations beginning forty-five days before a primary
election and sixty days before a general election. Should WBNS in Columbus, Ohio, agree to sell Senator
Marco Rubio thirty seconds of airtime for a presidential campaign commercial, the station must also sell all
other candidates in that race thirty seconds of airtime at the same price. This rate cannot be more than the
station charges favored commercial advertisers that run ads of the same class and during the same time
period.68 More importantly, should Fox5 in Atlanta give Bernie Sanders five minutes of free airtime for an
infomercial, the station must honor requests from all other candidates in the race for five minutes of free
equal air time or a complaint may be filed with the FCC.69 In 2015, Donald Trump, when he was running
for the Republican presidential nomination, appeared on Saturday Night Live. Other Republican candidates
made equal time requests, and NBC agreed to give each candidate twelve minutes and five seconds of air
time on a Friday and Saturday night, as well as during a later episode of Saturday Night Live.70

The FCC does waive the equal-time rule if the coverage is purely news. If a newscaster is covering a
political rally and is able to secure a short interview with a candidate, equal time does not apply. Likewise,
if a news programs creates a short documentary on the problem of immigration reform and chooses to
include clips from only one or two candidates, the rule does not apply.71 But the rule may include shows
that are not news. For this reason, some stations will not show a movie or television program if a candidate
appears in it. In 2003, Arnold Schwarzenegger and Gary Coleman, both actors, became candidates in
California’s gubernatorial recall election. Television stations did not run Coleman’s sitcom Diff’rent Strokes
or Schwarzenegger’s movies, because they would have been subject to the equal time provision. With 135
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candidates on the official ballot, stations would have been hard-pressed to offer thirty-minute and two-
hour time slots to all.72 Even the broadcasting of the president’s State of the Union speech can trigger the
equal-time provisions. Opposing parties in Congress now use their time immediately following the State
of the Union to offer an official rebuttal to the president’s proposals.73

While the idea behind the equal-time rule is fairness, it may not apply beyond candidates to supporters of
that candidate or of a cause. Hence, there potentially may be a loophole in which broadcasters can give free
time to just one candidate’s supporters. In the 2012 Wisconsin gubernatorial recall election, Scott Walker’s
supporters were allegedly given free air time to raise funds and ask for volunteers while opponent Tom
Barrett’s supporters were not.74 According to someone involved in the case, the FCC declined to intervene
after a complaint was filed on the matter, saying the equal-time rule applied only to the actual candidates,
and that the case was an instance of the now-dead fairness doctrine.75 The fairness doctrine was instituted
in 1949 and required licensed stations to cover controversial issues in a balanced manner by providing
listeners with information about all perspectives on any controversial issue. If one candidate, cause, or
supporter was given an opportunity to reach the viewers or listeners, the other side was to be given a
chance to present its side as well. The fairness doctrine ended in the 1980s, after a succession of court
cases led to its repeal by the FCC in 1987, with stations and critics arguing the doctrine limited debate of
controversial topics and placed the government in the role of editor.76

The FCC also maintains indecency regulations over television, radio, and other broadcasters, which limit
indecent material and keep the public airwaves free of obscene material.77 While the Supreme Court has
declined to define obscenity, it is identified using a test outlined in Miller v. California (1973).78 Under
the Miller test, obscenity is something that appeals to deviants, breaks local or state laws, and lacks
value.79 The Supreme Court determined that the presence of children in the audience trumped the right
of broadcasters to air obscene and profane programming. However, broadcasters can show indecent
programming or air profane language between the hours of 10 p.m. and 6 a.m.80

The Supreme Court has also affirmed that the FCC has the authority to regulate content. When a George
Carlin skit was aired on the radio with a warning that material might be offensive, the FCC still censored it.
The station appealed the decision and lost.81 Fines can range from tens of thousands to millions of dollars,
and many are levied for sexual jokes on radio talk shows and nudity on television. In 2004, Janet Jackson’s
wardrobe malfunction during the Super Bowl’s half-time show cost the CBS network $550,000.

While some FCC violations are witnessed directly by commission members, like Jackson’s exposure at
the Super Bowl, the FCC mainly relies on citizens and consumers to file complaints about violations
of equal time and indecency rules. Approximately 2 percent of complaints to the FCC are about radio
programming and 10 percent about television programming, compared to 71 percent about telephone
complaints and 15 percent about Internet complaints.82 Yet what constitutes a violation is not always clear
for citizens wishing to complain, nor is it clear what will lead to a fine or license revocation. In October
2014, parent advocacy groups and consumers filed complaints and called for the FCC to fine ABC for
running a sexually charged opening scene in the drama Scandal immediately after It’s the Great Pumpkin,
Charlie Brown—without an ad or the cartoon’s credits to act as a buffer between the very different types of
programming.83 The FCC did not fine ABC.

The Telecommunications Act of 1996 brought significant changes to the radio and television industries. It
dropped the limit on the number of radio stations (forty) and television stations (twelve) a single company
could own. It also allowed networks to purchase large numbers of cable stations. In essence, it reduced
competition and increased the number of conglomerates. Some critics, such as Common Cause, argue
that the act also raised cable prices and made it easier for companies to neglect their public interest
obligations.84 The act also changed the role of the FCC from regulator to monitor. The Commission
oversees the purchase of stations to avoid media monopolies and adjudicates consumer complaints against
radio, television, and telephone companies.

An important change in government regulation of the press in the name of the fairness of coverage
relates to net neutrality. Net neutrality rules were promulgated in 2015 by the Obama administration.
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These regulations required internet service providers to give everyone equal access to their services
and disallowed biased charging of internet access fees. Early in the Trump Administration, the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) reversed that course by throwing out the policy of net neutrality.85

Watch Dog or Paparazzi?

We expect the media to keep a close eye on the government. But at what point does the media coverage cross
from informational to sensational?

In 2012, former secretary of state Hillary Clinton was questioned about her department’s decisions regarding
the U.S. consulate in Benghazi, Libya. The consulate had been bombed by militants, leading to the death of an
ambassador and a senior service officer. It was clear the United States had some knowledge that there was a
threat to the consulate, and officials wondered whether requests to increase security at the consulate had been
ignored. Clinton was asked to appear before a House Select Committee to answer questions, and the media
began its coverage. While some journalists limited their reporting to Benghazi, others did not. Clinton was
hounded about everything from her illness (dubbed the “Benghazi-flu”) to her clothing to her facial expressions
to her choice of eyeglasses.86 Even her hospital stay was questioned.87 Some argued the expanded coverage
was due to political attacks on Clinton, who at that time was widely perceived to be the top contender for the
Democratic presidential nomination in 2016.88 Republican majority leader Kevin McCarthy later implied that
the hearings were an attempt to make Clinton look untrustworthy.89 Yet Clinton was again brought before the
House Select Committee on Benghazi as late as October 2015 (Figure 8.14).

Figure 8.14 On October 22, 2015, the House Select Committee on Benghazi listened to testimony from
former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton for close to eleven hours.

This coverage should lead us to question whether the media gives us the information we need, or the
information we want. Were people concerned about an attack on U.S. state officials working abroad, or did
they just want to read rumors and attacks on Clinton? Did Republicans use the media’s tendency to pursue a
target as a way to hurt Clinton in the polls? If the media gives us what we want, the answer seems to be that
we wanted the media to act as both watchdog and paparazzi.

How should the press have acted in this case if it were behaving only as the watchdog of democracy?

Finding a Middle Ground
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MEDIA AND TRANSPARENCY
The press has had some assistance in performing its muckraking duty. Laws that mandate federal and
many state government proceedings and meeting documents be made available to the public are called
sunshine laws. Proponents believe that open disagreements allow democracy to flourish and darkness
allows corruption to occur. Opponents argue that some documents and policies are sensitive, and that the
sunshine laws can inhibit policymaking.

While some documents may be classified due to national or state security, governments are encouraged to
limit the over-classification of documents. The primary legal example for sunshine laws is the Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA), passed in 1966 and signed by President Lyndon B. Johnson. The act requires the
executive branch of the U.S. government to provide information requested by citizens and was intended
to increase openness in the executive branch, which had been criticized for hiding information. Citizens
wishing to obtain information may request documents from the appropriate agencies, and agencies may
charge fees if the collection and copying of the requested documentation requires time and labor.90

FOIA also identifies data that does not need to be disclosed, such as human resource and medical
records, national defense records, and material provided by confidential sources, to name a few.91 Not all
presidents have embraced this openness, however. President Ronald Reagan, in 1981, exempted the CIA
and FBI from FOIA requests.92 Information requests have increased significantly in recent years, with U.S.
agencies receiving over 700,000 requests in 2014, many directed to the Departments of State and Defense,
thus creating a backlog.93

Want to request a government document but unsure where to start? If the agency is a part of the U.S.
government, the Freedom of Information Act (https://openstax.org/l/29foiagov) portal will help you
out.

Few people file requests for information because most assume the media will find and report on important
problems. And many people, including the press, assume the government, including the White House,
sufficiently answers questions and provides information about government actions and policies. This
expectation is not new. During the Civil War, journalists expected to have access to those representing
the government, including the military. But William Tecumseh Sherman, a Union general, maintained
distance between the press and his military. Following the publication of material Sherman believed to be
protected by government censorship, a journalist was arrested and nearly put to death. The event spurred
the creation of accreditation for journalists, which meant a journalist must be approved to cover the White
House and the military before entering a controlled area. All accredited journalists also need approval by
military field commanders before coming near a military zone.94

To cover war up close, more journalists are asking to travel with troops during armed conflict. In 2003,
George W. Bush’s administration decided to allow more journalists in the field, hoping the concession
would reduce friction between the military and the press. The U.S. Department of Defense placed fifty-
eight journalists in a media boot camp to prepare them to be embedded with military regiments in Iraq.
Although the increase in embedded journalists resulted in substantial in-depth coverage, many journalists
felt their colleagues performed poorly, acting as celebrities rather than reporters.95

The line between journalists’ expectation of openness and the government’s willingness to be open has
continued to be a point of contention. Some administrations use the media to increase public support
during times of war, as Woodrow Wilson did in World War I. Other presidents limit the media in order to
limit dissent. In 1990, during the first Persian Gulf War, journalists received all publication material from
the military in a prepackaged and staged manner. Access to Dover, the air force base that receives coffins
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of U.S. soldiers who die overseas, was closed. Journalists accused George H. W. Bush’s administration
of limiting access and forcing them to produce bad pieces. The White House believed it controlled the
message.96 The ban was later lifted.

In his 2008 presidential run, Barack Obama promised to run a transparent White House.97 Yet once in
office, he found that transparency makes it difficult to get work done, and so he limited access and
questions. In his first year in office, George W. Bush, who was criticized by Obama as having a closed
government, gave 147 question-and-answer sessions with journalists, while Obama gave only 46. Even
Helen Thomas, a long-time liberal White House press correspondent, said the Obama administration tried
to control both information and journalists (Figure 8.15).98

Figure 8.15 President Barack Obama and White House correspondent Helen Thomas set aside their differences
over transparency to enjoy cupcakes in honor of their shared birthday on August 4, 2009.

Because White House limitations on the press are not unusual, many journalists rely on confidential
sources. In 1972, under the cloak of anonymity, the associate director of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, Mark Felt, became a news source for Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, political reporters
at the Washington Post. Felt provided information about a number of potential stories and was Woodward’s
main source for information about President Richard Nixon’s involvement in a series of illegal activities,
including the break-in at Democratic Party headquarters in Washington’s Watergate office complex.
The information eventually led to Nixon’s resignation and the indictment of sixty-nine people in his
administration. Felt was nicknamed “Deep Throat,” and the journalists kept his identity secret until 2005.99

The practice of granting anonymity to sources is sometimes referred to as reporter’s privilege. Fueled by
the First Amendment’s protection of the press, journalists have long offered to keep sources confidential
to protect them from government prosecution. To illustrate, as part of the investigation into the outing
of Valerie Plame as a CIA officer, New York Times reporter Judith Miller was jailed for refusing to reveal
“Scooter” Libby, Vice President Dick Cheney’s chief of staff, as her confidential government source.100

Reporter’s privilege has increased the number of instances in which whistleblowers and government
employees have given journalists tips or documents to prompt investigation into questionable government
practices. Edward Snowden’s 2013 leak to the press regarding the U.S. government’s massive internal
surveillance and tapping program was one such case.

In 1972, however, the Supreme Court determined that journalists are not exempt from subpoenas and that
courts could force testimony to name a confidential source. Journalists who conceal a source and thereby
protect him or her from being properly tried for a crime may spend time in jail for contempt of court. In the
case of Branzburg v. Hayes (1972), three journalists were placed in contempt of court for refusing to divulge
sources.101 The journalists appealed to the Supreme Court. In a 5–4 decision, the justices determined that
freedom of the press did not extend to the confidentiality of sources. A concurring opinion did state that
the case should be seen as a limited ruling, however. If the government needed to know a source due to a
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criminal trial, it could pursue the name of that source.102

More recently, the Supreme Court refused to hear an appeal from New York Times journalist James Risen,
who was subpoenaed and ordered to name a confidential source who had provided details about a U.S.
government mission designed to harm Iran’s nuclear arms program. Risen was finally released from the
subpoena, but the battle took seven years and the government eventually collected enough other evidence
to make his testimony less crucial to the case.103 Overall, the transparency of the government is affected
more by the executive currently holding office than by the First Amendment.

8.4 The Impact of the Media

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify forms of bias that exist in news coverage and ways the media can present biased coverage
• Explain how the media cover politics and issues
• Evaluate the impact of the media on politics and policymaking

In what ways can the media affect society and government? The media’s primary duty is to present us
with information and alert us when important events occur. This information may affect what we think
and the actions we take. The media can also place pressure on government to act by signaling a need for
intervention or showing that citizens want change. For these reasons, the quality of the media’s coverage
matters.

MEDIA EFFECTS AND BIAS
Concerns about the effects of media on consumers and the existence and extent of media bias go back to the
1920s. Reporter and commentator Walter Lippmann noted that citizens have limited personal experience
with government and the world and posited that the media, through their stories, place ideas in citizens’
minds. These ideas become part of the citizens’ frame of reference and affect their decisions. Lippmann’s
statements led to the hypodermic theory, which argues that information is “shot” into the receiver’s mind
and readily accepted.104

Yet studies in the 1930s and 1940s found that information was transmitted in two steps, with one person
reading the news and then sharing the information with friends. People listened to their friends, but not
to those with whom they disagreed. The newspaper’s effect was thus diminished through conversation.
This discovery led to the minimal effects theory, which argues the media have little effect on citizens and
voters.105 By the 1970s, a new idea, the cultivation theory, hypothesized that media develop a person’s
view of the world by presenting a perceived reality.106 What we see on a regular basis is our reality. Media
can then set norms for readers and viewers by choosing what is covered or discussed.

In the end, the consensus among observers is that media have some effect, even if the effect is subtle.
This raises the question of how the media, even general newscasts, can affect citizens. One of the ways
is through framing: the creation of a narrative, or context, for a news story. The news often uses frames
to place a story in a context so the reader understands its importance or relevance. Yet, at the same time,
framing affects the way the reader or viewer processes the story.

Episodic framing occurs when a story focuses on isolated details or specifics rather than looking broadly
at a whole issue. Thematic framing takes a broad look at an issue and skips numbers or details. It looks
at how the issue has changed over a long period of time and what has led to it. For example, a large,
urban city is dealing with the problem of an increasing homeless population, and the city has suggested
ways to improve the situation. If journalists focus on the immediate statistics, report the current percentage
of homeless people, interview a few, and look at the city’s current investment in a homeless shelter,
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the coverage is episodic. If they look at homelessness as a problem increasing everywhere, examine the
reasons people become homeless, and discuss the trends in cities’ attempts to solve the problem, the
coverage is thematic. Episodic frames may create more sympathy, while a thematic frame may leave the
reader or viewer emotionally disconnected and less sympathetic (Figure 8.16).

Figure 8.16 Civil war in Syria has led many to flee the country, including this woman living in a Syrian refugee camp
in Jordan in September 2015. Episodic framing of the stories of Syrian refugees, and their deaths, turned government
inaction into action. (credit: Enes Reyhan)

For a closer look at framing and how it influences voters, read “How the Media Frames Political
Issues” (https://openstax.org/l/29scotlondoness) , a review essay by Scott London.

Framing can also affect the way we see race, socioeconomics, or other generalizations. For this reason, it is
linked to priming: when media coverage predisposes the viewer or reader to a particular perspective on a
subject or issue. If a newspaper article focuses on unemployment, struggling industries, and jobs moving
overseas, the reader will have a negative opinion about the economy. If then asked whether he or she
approves of the president’s job performance, the reader is primed to say no. Readers and viewers are able
to fight priming effects if they are aware of them or have prior information about the subject.

COVERAGE EFFECTS ON GOVERNANCE AND CAMPAIGNS
When it is spotty, the media’s coverage of campaigns and government can sometimes affect the way
government operates and the success of candidates. In 1972, for instance, the McGovern-Fraser reforms
created a voter-controlled primary system, so party leaders no longer pick the presidential candidates.
Now the media are seen as kingmakers and play a strong role in influencing who will become the
Democratic and Republican nominees in presidential elections. They can discuss the candidates’ messages,
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vet their credentials, carry sound bites of their speeches, and conduct interviews. The candidates with the
most media coverage build momentum and do well in the first few primaries and caucuses. This, in turn,
leads to more media coverage, more momentum, and eventually a winning candidate. Thus, candidates
need the media.

In the 1980s, campaigns learned that tight control on candidate information created more favorable media
coverage. In the presidential election of 1984, candidates Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush began
using an issue-of-the-day strategy, providing quotes and material on only one topic each day. This strategy
limited what journalists could cover because they had only limited quotes and sound bites to use in their
reports. In 1992, both Bush’s and Bill Clinton’s campaigns maintained their carefully drawn candidate
images by also limiting photographers and television journalists to photo opportunities at rallies and
campaign venues. The constant control of the media became known as the “bubble,” and journalists were
less effective when they were in the campaign’s bubble. Reporters complained this coverage was campaign
advertising rather than journalism, and a new model emerged with the 1996 election.107

Campaign coverage now focuses on the spectacle of the season, rather than providing information about
the candidates. Colorful personalities, strange comments, lapse of memories, and embarrassing revelations
are more likely to get air time than the candidates’ issue positions. Donald Trump may be the best example
of shallower press coverage of a presidential election. Some argue that newspapers and news programs
are limiting the space they allot to discussion of the campaigns.108 Others argue that citizens want to see
updates on the race and electoral drama, not boring issue positions or substantive reporting.109 It may
also be that journalists have tired of the information games played by politicians and have taken back
control of the news cycles.110 All these factors have likely led to the shallow press coverage we see today,
sometimes dubbed pack journalism because journalists follow one another rather than digging for their
own stories. Television news discusses the strategies and blunders of the election, with colorful examples.
Newspapers focus on polls. In an analysis of the 2012 election, Pew Research found that 64 percent of
stories and coverage focused on campaign strategy. Only 9 percent covered domestic issue positions; 6
percent covered the candidates’ public records; and, 1 percent covered their foreign policy positions.111

For better or worse, coverage of the candidates’ statements get less air time on radio and television, and
sound bites, or clips, of their speeches have become even shorter. In 1968, the average sound bite from
Richard Nixon was 42.3 seconds, while a recent study of television coverage found that sound bites had
decreased to only eight seconds in the 2004 election.112 The clips chosen to air were attacks on opponents
40 percent of the time. Only 30 percent contained information about the candidate’s issues or events.
The study also found the news showed images of the candidates, but for an average of only twenty-five
seconds while the newscaster discussed the stories.113

This study supports the argument that shrinking sound bites are a way for journalists to control the story
and add their own analysis rather than just report on it.114 Candidates are given a few minutes to try to
argue their side of an issue, but some say television focuses on the argument rather than on information.
In 2004, Jon Stewart of Comedy Central’s The Daily Show began attacking the CNN program Crossfire for
being theater, saying the hosts engaged in reactionary and partisan arguing rather than true debating.115

Some of Stewart’s criticisms resonated, even with host Paul Begala, and Crossfire was later pulled from the
air.116

The media’s discussion of campaigns has also grown negative. Although biased campaign coverage dates
back to the period of the partisan press, the increase in the number of cable news stations has made
the problem more visible. Stations like FOX News and MSNBC are overt in their use of bias in framing
stories. During the 2012 campaign, seventy-one of seventy-four MSNBC stories about Mitt Romney were
highly negative, while FOX News’ coverage of Obama had forty-six out of fifty-two stories with negative
information (Figure 8.17). The major networks—ABC, CBS, and NBC—were somewhat more balanced,
yet the overall coverage of both candidates tended to be negative.117
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Figure 8.17 Media coverage of campaigns is increasingly negative, with cable news stations demonstrating more
bias in their framing of stories during the 2012 campaign.

Due in part to the lack of substantive media coverage, campaigns increasingly use social media to relay
their message. Candidates can create their own sites and pages and try to spread news through supporters
to the undecided. In 2012, both Romney and Obama maintained Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube accounts
to provide information to voters. Yet, on social media, candidates still need to combat negativity, from
both the opposition and supporters. Stories about Romney that appeared in the mainstream media were
negative 38 percent of the time, while his coverage in Facebook news was negative 62 percent of the time
and 58 percent of the time on Twitter.118 In the 2016 election cycle, both party nominees heavily used
social media. Donald Trump’s scores of tweets became very prominent as he tweeted during Clinton’s
convention acceptance speech and sometimes at all hours of the night. Clinton also used Twitter, but less
so than Trump, though arguably staying better on message. Trump tended to rail on about topics and at
one point was even drawn into a Twitter battle with Senator Elizabeth Warren (D-MA). Hillary Clinton
also used Facebook for longer messages and imaging.

Once candidates are in office, the chore of governing begins, with the added weight of media attention.
Historically, if presidents were unhappy with their press coverage, they used personal and professional
means to change its tone. Franklin D. Roosevelt, for example, was able to keep journalists from printing
stories through gentleman’s agreements, loyalty, and the provision of additional information, sometimes
off the record. The journalists then wrote positive stories, hoping to keep the president as a source. John F.
Kennedy hosted press conferences twice a month and opened the floor for questions from journalists, in
an effort to keep press coverage positive.119

When presidents and other members of the White House are not forthcoming with information, journalists
must press for answers. Dan Rather, a journalist for CBS, regularly sparred with presidents in an effort
to get information. When Rather interviewed Richard Nixon about Vietnam and Watergate, Nixon was
hostile and uncomfortable.120 In a 1988 interview with then-vice president George H. W. Bush, Bush
accused Rather of being argumentative about the possible cover-up of a secret arms sale with Iran:

Rather: I don’t want to be argumentative, Mr. Vice President.
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Bush: You do, Dan.
Rather: No—no, sir, I don’t.
Bush: This is not a great night, because I want to talk about why I want to be president, why
those 41 percent of the people are supporting me. And I don’t think it’s fair to judge my whole
career by a rehash of Iran. How would you like it if I judged your career by those seven minutes
when you walked off the set in New York? 121

One of the more profound changes with President Trump compared to prior presidents revolves around
his relationship with the press. Trump rarely holds press conferences, choosing instead to tweet what he
is thinking to the world. Whereas previous presidents spent much effort to cultivate relationships with
the media in order to court public opinion, Trump has instead criticized the media as untrustworthy and
producing "fake news." This approach has led to critical coverage of the president across all but a few
press outlets. Moreover, President Trump's attack on the media has led key outlets, like CNN and the
Washington Post, to take action. CNN sued in federal court to get one of their news reporters (Jim Acosta)
reinstated on the White House beat after he was thrown out of the West Wing. The Washington Post has
run the tagline "Democracy Dies in Darkness" on its website regularly since President Trump began his
assault on the free press.122

Cabinet secretaries and other appointees also talk with the press, sometimes making for conflicting
messages. The creation of the position of press secretary and the White House Office of Communications
both stemmed from the need to send a cohesive message from the executive branch. Currently, the White
House controls the information coming from the executive branch through the Office of Communications
and decides who will meet with the press and what information will be given.

But stories about the president often examine personality, or the president’s ability to lead the country,
deal with Congress, or respond to national and international events. They are less likely to cover the
president’s policies or agendas without a lot of effort on the president’s behalf.123 When Obama first
entered office in 2009, journalists focused on his battles with Congress, critiquing his leadership style and
inability to work with Representative Nancy Pelosi, then Speaker of the House. To gain attention for his
policies, specifically the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), Obama began traveling the
United States to draw the media away from Congress and encourage discussion of his economic stimulus
package. Once the ARRA had been passed, Obama began travelling again, speaking locally about why the
country needed the Affordable Care Act and guiding media coverage to promote support for the act.124

Congressional representatives have a harder time attracting media attention for their policies. House and
Senate members who use the media well, either to help their party or to show expertise in an area, may
increase their power within Congress, which helps them bargain for fellow legislators’ votes. Senators and
high-ranking House members may also be invited to appear on cable news programs as guests, where
they may gain some media support for their policies. Yet, overall, because there are so many members
of Congress, and therefore so many agendas, it is harder for individual representatives to draw media
coverage.125

It is less clear, however, whether media coverage of an issue leads Congress to make policy, or whether
congressional policymaking leads the media to cover policy. In the 1970s, Congress investigated ways to
stem the number of drug-induced deaths and crimes. As congressional meetings dramatically increased,
the press was slow to cover the topic. The number of hearings was at its highest from 1970 to 1982, yet
media coverage did not rise to the same level until 1984.126 Subsequent hearings and coverage led to
national policies like DARE and First Lady Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” campaign (Figure 8.18).
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Figure 8.18 First Lady Nancy Reagan speaks at a “Just Say No” rally in Los Angeles on May 13, 1987 (a). The Drug
Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) is an anti-drug, anti-gang program founded in 1983 by a joint initiative of the
Los Angeles Police Department and the Los Angeles Unified School District.

Later studies of the media’s effect on both the president and Congress report that the media has a stronger
agenda-setting effect on the president than on Congress. What the media choose to cover affects what the
president thinks is important to voters, and these issues were often of national importance. The media’s
effect on Congress was limited, however, and mostly extended to local issues like education or child
and elder abuse.127 If the media are discussing a topic, chances are a member of Congress has already
submitted a relevant bill, and it is waiting in committee.

COVERAGE EFFECTS ON SOCIETY
The media choose what they want to discuss. This agenda setting creates a reality for voters and politicians
that affects the way people think, act, and vote. Even if the crime rate is going down, for instance, citizens
accustomed to reading stories about assault and other offenses still perceive crime to be an issue.128

Studies have also found that the media’s portrayal of race is flawed, especially in coverage of crime and
poverty. One study revealed that local news shows were more likely to show pictures of criminals when
they were African American, so they overrepresented blacks as perpetrators and whites as victims.129 A
second study found a similar pattern in which Latinos were underrepresented as victims of crime and as
police officers, while whites were overrepresented as both.130 Voters were thus more likely to assume that
most criminals are black and most victims and police officers are white, even though the numbers do not
support those assumptions.

Network news similarly misrepresents the victims of poverty by using more images of blacks than
whites in its segments. Viewers in a study were left believing African Americans were the majority
of the unemployed and poor, rather than seeing the problem as one faced by many races.131 The
misrepresentation of race is not limited to news coverage, however. A study of images printed in national
magazines, like Time and Newsweek, found they also misrepresented race and poverty. The magazines
were more likely to show images of young African Americans when discussing poverty and excluded the
elderly and the young, as well as whites and Latinos, which is the true picture of poverty.132

Racial framing, even if unintentional, affects perceptions and policies. If viewers are continually presented
with images of African Americans as criminals, there is an increased chance they will perceive members
of this group as violent or aggressive.133 The perception that most recipients of welfare are working-age
African Americans may have led some citizens to vote for candidates who promised to reduce welfare
benefits.134 When survey respondents were shown a story of a white unemployed individual, 71 percent
listed unemployment as one of the top three problems facing the United States, while only 53 percent did
so if the story was about an unemployed African American.135
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Word choice may also have a priming effect. News organizations like the Los Angeles Times and the
Associated Press no longer use the phrase “illegal immigrant” to describe undocumented residents. This
may be due to the desire to create a “sympathetic” frame for the immigration situation rather than a
“threat” frame.136

Media coverage of women has been similarly biased. Most journalists in the early 1900s were male, and
women’s issues were not part of the newsroom discussion. As journalist Kay Mills put it, the women’s
movement of the 1960s and 1970s was about raising awareness of the problems of equality, but writing
about rallies “was like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall.”137 Most politicians, business leaders, and other
authority figures were male, and editors’ reactions to the stories were lukewarm. The lack of women in the
newsroom, politics, and corporate leadership encouraged silence.138

In 1976, journalist Barbara Walters became the first female coanchor on a network news show, The ABC
Evening News. She was met with great hostility from her coanchor Harry Reasoner and received critical
coverage from the press.139 On newspaper staffs, women reported having to fight for assignments to well-
published beats, or to be assigned areas or topics, such as the economy or politics, that were normally
reserved for male journalists. Once female journalists held these assignments, they feared writing about
women’s issues. Would it make them appear weak? Would they be taken from their coveted beats?140

This apprehension allowed poor coverage of women and the women’s movement to continue until women
were better represented as journalists and as editors. Strength of numbers allowed them to be confident
when covering issues like health care, childcare, and education.141

The Center for American Women in Politics (https://openstax.org/l/29cawprutgers) researches the
treatment women receive from both government and the media, and they share the data with the public.

The media’s historically uneven coverage of women continues in its treatment of female candidates. Early
coverage was sparse. The stories that did appear often discussed the candidate’s viability, or ability to win,
rather than her stand on the issues.142 Women were seen as a novelty rather than as serious contenders
who needed to be vetted and discussed. Modern media coverage has changed slightly. One study found
that female candidates receive more favorable coverage than in prior generations, especially if they are
incumbents.143 Yet a different study found that while there was increased coverage for female candidates,
it was often negative.144 And it did not include Latina candidates.145 Without coverage, they are less likely
to win.

The historically negative media coverage of female candidates has had another concrete effect: Women
are less likely than men to run for office. One common reason is the effect negative media coverage
has on families.146 Many women do not wish to expose their children or spouses to criticism.147 In
2008, the nomination of Sarah Palin as Republican candidate John McCain’s running mate validated this
concern (Figure 8.19). Some articles focused on her qualifications to be a potential future president or
her record on the issues. But others questioned whether she had the right to run for office, given she had
young children, one of whom has developmental disabilities.148 Her daughter, Bristol, was criticized for
becoming pregnant while unmarried.149 Her husband was called cheap for failing to buy her a high-priced
wedding ring.150 Even when candidates ask that children and families be off-limits, the press rarely honors
the requests. So women with young children may wait until their children are grown before running for
office, if they choose to run at all.
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Figure 8.19 When Sarah Palin found herself on the national stage at the Republican Convention in September
2008, media coverage about her selection as John McCain’s running mate included numerous questions about her
ability to serve based on personal family history. Attacks on candidates’ families lead many women to postpone or
avoid running for office. (credit: Carol Highsmith)
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agenda setting

beat

citizen journalism

cultivation theory

digital paywall

equal-time rule

fairness doctrine

framing

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)

hypodermic theory

indecency regulations

libel

mass media

minimal effects theory

muckraking

party press era

priming

prior restraint

public relations

reporter’s privilege

slander

soft news

sunshine laws

yellow journalism

Key Terms

the media’s ability to choose which issues or topics get attention

the coverage area assigned to journalists for news or stories

video and print news posted to the Internet or social media by citizens rather than the
news media

the idea that media affect a citizen’s worldview through the information presented

the need for a paid subscription to access published online material

an FCC policy that all candidates running for office must be given the same radio and
television airtime opportunities

a 1949 Federal Communications Commission (FCC) policy, now defunct, that required
holders of broadcast licenses to cover controversial issues in a balanced manner

the process of giving a news story a specific context or background

a federal statute that requires public agencies to provide certain
types of information requested by citizens

the idea that information is placed in a citizen’s brain and accepted

laws that limit indecent and obscene material on public airwaves

printed information about a person or organization that is not true and harms the reputation of the
person or organization

the collection of all media forms that communicate information to the general public

the idea that the media have little effect on citizens

news coverage focusing on exposing corrupt business and government practices

period during the 1780s in which newspaper content was biased by political partisanship

the process of predisposing readers or viewers to think a particular way

a government action that stops someone from doing something before they are able to do
it (e.g., forbidding someone to publish a book he or she plans to release)

biased communication intended to improve the image of people, companies, or
organizations

the right of a journalist to keep a source confidential

spoken information about a person or organization that is not true and harms the reputation of
the person or organization

news presented in an entertaining style

laws that require government documents and proceedings to be made public

sensationalized coverage of scandals and human interest stories
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Summary

8.1 What Is the Media?
The media encompass all communications that transmit facts or information to citizens and includes
the mass media in print and on the radio, television, and Internet. Television takes many forms, such
as local, network, cable, or satellite. Historically, programming was transmitted from networks to local
stations and broadcast via the airwaves, while fiber-optic cables now allow for national programming
to transmit directly. Technological advances allow on-demand and streaming access for programming,
leading to changes in advertising and scheduling practices. Conglomerates are large media corporations
that own many stations and other companies; therefore, they can create a monopoly and decrease the flow
of information to the public. The media serves to entertain the public, watch for corruption, set the national
agenda, and promote the public good. In each of these roles, the media informs the public about what is
happening and signals when citizens should act.

8.2 The Evolution of the Media
Newspapers were vital during the Revolutionary War. Later, in the party press era, party loyalty governed
coverage. At the turn of the twentieth century, investigative journalism and muckraking appeared, and
newspapers began presenting more professional, unbiased information. The modern print media have
fought to stay relevant and cost-efficient, moving online to do so.

Most families had radios by the 1930s, making it an effective way for politicians, especially presidents, to
reach out to citizens. While the increased use of television decreased the popularity of radio, talk radio
still provides political information. Modern presidents also use television to rally people in times of crisis,
although social media and the Internet now offer a more direct way for them to communicate. While
serious newscasts still exist, younger viewers prefer soft news as a way to become informed.

8.3 Regulating the Media
While freedom of the press is an important aspect of the Bill of Rights, this freedom is not absolute and may
be regulated by the U.S. government. The press cannot libel or slander individuals or publish information
about troop movements or undercover operatives. The Federal Communications Commission can enforce
limits on television and radio programming by fining or revoking licenses. Broadcast material cannot be
obscene, and indecent programs can be broadcast only between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. Stations must also give
political candidates equal time for advertising and interviews.

The media help governments maintain transparency. Sunshine laws require some governments and
government agencies to make meeting documents public. Some presidents have encouraged journalists
and allowed questioning while others have avoided the press. Lack of openness by government officials
leads journalists to use confidential sources for important or classified information. The Supreme Court
does not give the press complete freedom to keep sources confidential, though the government can choose
whom it prosecutes for hiding sources.

8.4 The Impact of the Media
Writers began to formally study media bias in the 1920s. Initially, the press was seen as being able to place
information in our minds, but later research found that the media have a minimal effect on recipients.
A more recent theory is that the media cultivates our reality by presenting information that creates our
perceptions of the world. The media does have the ability to frame what it presents, and it can also prime
citizens to think a particular way, which changes how they react to new information.

The media’s coverage of electoral candidates has increasingly become analysis rather than reporting.
Sound bites from candidates are shorter. The press now provides horse-race coverage on the campaigns
rather than in-depth coverage on candidates and their positions, forcing voters to look for other sources,
like social media, for information. Current coverage of the government focuses more on what the president
does than on presidential policies. Congress, on the other hand, is rarely affected by the media. Most topics
discussed by the media are already being discussed by members of Congress or its committees.
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The media frame discussions and choose pictures, information, and video to support stories, which may
affect the way people vote on social policy and in elections.

Review Questions

1. A local station that broadcasts national
network programming is called a(an) ________
station.

a. affiliate
b. cable
c. digital
d. network

2. Cable programming is often ________.
a. local
b. national
c. network
d. sports

3. A conglomerate is a corporation that ________.
a. owns all television news stations in a state
b. owns many businesses and media networks
c. owns only radio stations
d. owns only televisions and newspapers

4. When acting as an agenda setter, the media
________.

a. decides which issues deserve public
attention

b. covers presidential campaigns equally
c. reports on corruption in government
d. brings in advertising revenue for the media

corporation

5. How can conglomerates censor information?

6. In what ways is media responsible for
promoting the public good?

7. Why is social media an effective way to spread
news and information?

8. Newspapers during the Revolutionary War
period tended to ________.

a. give fake news and sensationalize stories
b. unite the colonists and provide information

about the British
c. print party propaganda
d. attack colonial politicians

9. Muckraking occurs when newspapers
________.

a. investigate problems in government and
business

b. investigate actions of celebrities
c. print sensational news on the front page to

sell papers
d. print more editorials and opinion pieces to

sell papers

10. Radio quiz shows and comedy shows were
most popular in the ________.

a. 1900s
b. 1930s
c. 1970s
d. 1990s

11. Television news became a regular feature
during ________ due to the public’s demand for
________ to explain current events.

a. WWI; images and maps
b. Great Depression; charts and tables
c. WWII; images and maps
d. Vietnam War; charts and tables

12. Why did Franklin D. Roosevelt’s fireside
chats help the president enact his policies?

13. How have modern presidents used television
to reach out to citizens?

14. Why is soft news good at reaching out and
educating viewers?

15. In which circumstance would the courts find
libel?

a. A reporter uses a source that incorrectly
states a celebrity is using drugs.

b. A columnist writes his opinion about
whether an actor is hiding a drug problem.

c. A television reporter delivers a story about
increased drug use at the local college.

d. A reporter writes that local college students
are drug dealers but has no sources.
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16. The Supreme Court determined that the right
of the press to print classified material ________.

a. is obsolete, and the press may never print
classified material

b. is partial, and the press may print classified
material only if it does not compromise
troops or covert operatives

c. is complete, and the press may print
anything it likes

d. has not yet been defined

17. The Federal Communications Commission
oversees the programming of which entities?

a. television
b. television and radio
c. television, radio, and satellite
d. television, radio, satellite, and cable

18. Which of the following is a reasonable
exception to the Freedom of Information Act?

a. medical records for government employees
b. budget for the Department of Labor
c. minutes from a president’s cabinet meeting
d. transcript of meetings between Department

of State negotiators and Russian trade
negotiators

19. Why is it a potential problem that the equal-
time rule does not apply to candidates’
supporters?

20. Under what circumstances might a journalist
be compelled to give up a source?

21. Which of the following is an example of
episodic framing?

a. a story on drug abuse that interviews
addicts and discusses reasons for addiction
and government responses to help addicts

b. a story on how drug abuse policy has
changed since 1984

c. a story on candidates’ answers to a drug
question in a debate

d. a story detailing arguments against needle
exchange programs

22. According to research, why might a woman
decide not to run for office?

a. She feels the work is too hard.
b. She fears her positions will be covered too

closely by the press.
c. She fears the media will criticize her family.
d. She fears the campaign will be too

expensive.

23. Media coverage of a race tends to ________.
a. accurately portray all races equally
b. accurately portray whites and blacks as

victims
c. overrepresent whites and the elderly as

poor
d. overrepresent African Americans as poor

24. How might framing or priming affect the way
a reader or viewer thinks about an issue?

25. Why would inaccurate coverage of race and
gender affect policy or elections?

Critical Thinking Questions

26. In what ways can the media change the way a citizen thinks about government?

27. In what ways do the media protect people from a tyrannical government?

28. Should all activities of the government be open to media coverage? Why or why not? In what
circumstances do you think it would be appropriate for the government to operate without transparency?

29. Have changes in media formats created a more accurate, less biased media? Why or why not?

30. How does citizen journalism use social media to increase coverage of world events?
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Chapter 14

State and Local Government

Figure 14.1 In February 2015, parents, students, and teachers rallied against proposed cuts in education funding in
the state budget put forth by Arizona governor Doug Ducey. Education policy and administration is primarily a state
and local matter. (credit: modification of work by Andy Blackledge)

Chapter Outline
14.1 State Power and Delegation
14.2 State Political Culture
14.3 Governors and State Legislatures
14.4 State Legislative Term Limits
14.5 County and City Government

Introduction
Controversial national policy decisions by lawmakers and justices tend to grab headlines and dominate
social media, while state and local government matters often evoke less enthusiasm. Yet, if we think about
which level of government most directly affects us on a daily basis, it is undoubtedly the level closest to us,
including our city, county, school districts, and state government. Whether it is by maintaining roads we
drive on each day, supplying clean water with which we brush our teeth, or allocating financial support to
higher education, state and local government provides resources that shape our everyday lives, including
your final tuition bill (Figure 14.1).

How do state and local governments gain the authority to make these decisions, and how are their
actions guided by cultural and other differences between the states? What tensions exist between national
and state governments on policy matters, and what unique powers do mayors and governors enjoy? By
answering these and other questions, this chapter explores the role of state and local governments in our
lives.
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14.1 State Power and Delegation

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain how the balance of power between national and state governments shifted with the

drafting and ratification of the Constitution
• Identify parts of the Constitution that grant power to the national government and parts that

support states’ rights
• Identify two fiscal policies by which the federal government exerts control over state policy

decisions

When the framers met at the Constitutional Convention in 1787, they had many competing tensions to
resolve. For instance, they had to consider how citizens would be represented in the national government,
given population differences between the states. In addition, they had to iron out differences of opinion
about where to concentrate political power. Would the legislative branch have more authority than the
executive branch, and would state governments retain as many rights as they had enjoyed under the
Articles of Confederation?

Here we look at the manner in which power was divided between the national and state governments,
first under the Articles of Confederation and then under the U.S. Constitution. As you read, observe the
shifting power dynamic between the national government and subnational governments at the state and
local level.

STATE POWER AT THE FOUNDING
Before the ratification of the Constitution, the state governments’ power far exceeded that held by the
national government. This distribution of authority was the result of a conscious decision and was
reflected in the structure and framework of the Articles of Confederation. The national government was
limited, lacking both a president to oversee domestic and foreign policy and a system of federal courts to
settle disputes between the states.

Restricting power at the national level gave the states a great deal of authority over and independence from
the federal government. Each state legislature appointed its own Congressional representatives, subject to
recall by the states, and each state was given the authority to collect taxes from its citizens. But limiting
national government power was not the delegates’ only priority. They also wanted to prevent any given
state from exceeding the authority and independence of the others. The delegates ultimately worked to
create a level playing field between the individual states that formed the confederation. For instance, the
Articles of Confederation could not be amended without the approval of each state, and each state received
one vote in Congress, regardless of population.1

It wasn’t long after the Articles of Confederation were established that cracks began to appear in their
foundation. Congress struggled to conduct business and to ensure the financial credibility of the new
country’s government. One difficulty was its inability to compel the individual states to cover their portion
of Revolutionary War debt. Attempts to recoup these funds through the imposition of tariffs were vetoed
by states with a vested financial interest in their failure.2

Given the inherent weaknesses in the system set up by the Articles, in 1787 the delegates came together
once again to consider amendments to the Articles, but they ended up instead considering a new design
for the government (Figure 14.2). To produce more long-term stability, they needed to establish a more
effective division of power between the federal and state governments. Ultimately, the framers settled
on a system in which power would be shared: The national government had its core duties, the state
governments had their duties, and other duties were shared equally between them. Today this structure
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of power sharing is referred to as federalism.

Figure 14.2 The Articles of Confederation, written in 1777 and adopted in 1781, established the first government of
the United States. The Articles were replaced by the Constitution in 1787.

The Constitution allocated more power to the federal government by effectively adding two new branches:
a president to head the executive branch and the Supreme Court to head the judicial branch. The specific
delegated or expressed powers granted to Congress and to the president were clearly spelled out in the
body of the Constitution under Article I, Section 8, and Article II, Sections 2 and 3.

In addition to these expressed powers, the national government was given implied powers that, while
not clearly stated, are inferred. These powers stem from the elastic clause in Article I, Section 8, of the
Constitution, which provides Congress the authority “to make all Laws which shall be necessary and
proper for carrying into Execution the Foregoing powers.” This statement has been used to support the
federal government’s playing a role in controversial policy matters, such as the provision of healthcare,
the expansion of power to levy and collect taxes, and regulation of interstate commerce. Finally, Article VI
declared that the U.S. Constitution and any laws or treaties made in connection with that document were
to supersede constitutions and laws made at the state level. This clause, better known as the supremacy
clause, makes clear that any conflict in law between the central (or federal) government and the regional
(or state) governments is typically resolved in favor of the central government.

Although the U.S. Constitution clearly allocated more power to the federal government than had been the
case under the Articles of Confederation, the framers still respected the important role of the states in the
new government. The states were given a host of powers independent of those enjoyed by the national
government. As one example, they now had the power to establish local governments and to account
for the structure, function, and responsibilities of these governments within their state constitutions. This
gave states sovereignty, or supreme and independent authority, over county, municipal, school and other
special districts.

States were also given the power to ratify amendments to the U.S. Constitution. Throughout U.S. history,
all amendments to the Constitution except one have been proposed by Congress and then ratified by
either three-fourths of the state legislatures or three-fourths of the state conventions called for ratification
purposes. This process ensures that the states have a voice in any changes to the Constitution. The
Twenty-First Amendment (repealing the Eighteenth Amendment’s prohibition on alcohol) was the only
amendment ratified using the state ratifying convention method. Although this path has never been
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taken, the U.S. Constitution even allows for state legislatures to take a direct and very active role in the
amendment proposal process. If at least two-thirds of the state legislatures apply for a national convention,
constitutional amendments can be proposed at the convention.

Debating the Need for a National Convention

As of 2018, twenty-eight states had passed applications to hold a national convention. These states are
pushing for the opportunity to propose a constitutional amendment requiring the national government to
balance its budget in the same way most states are mandated to do. For a national convention to be held,
at least thirty-four states must submit applications. Thus, only six states currently stand in the way of the first
national convention in U.S. history.3

Proponents see the convention as an opportunity to propose an amendment they argue is necessary to
reduce federal spending and promote fiscal responsibility. The exploding Federal budget deficit adds to these
concerns and may create more support for such a process. If not, proponents nevertheless believe the growing
roster of states favoring a convention may encourage Congress to take action on its own.

Opponents feel a balanced budget amendment is not realistic given the need for emergency spending in the
event of an economic recession. They also worry about the spending cuts and/or tax increases the federal
government would have to impose to consistently balance the budget. Some states fear a balanced-budget
requirement would limit the federal government’s ability to provide them with continued fiscal support. Finally,
other opponents argue that states balance only their operating budgets, while themselves assuming massive
amounts of debt for capital projects.

But perhaps the greatest fear is of the unknown. A national convention is unprecedented, and there is no limit
to the number of amendments delegates to such a convention might propose. However, such changes would
still need to be ratified by three-fourths of the state legislatures or state conventions before they could take
effect.

What are the potential benefits of a national constitutional convention? What are the risks? Are the benefits
worth the risks? Why or why not?

Despite the Constitution’s broad grants of state authority, one of the central goals of the Anti-Federalists,
a group opposed to several components of the Constitution, was to preserve state government authority,
protect the small states, and keep government power concentrated in the hands of the people. For this
reason, the Tenth Amendment was included in the Bill of Rights to create a class of powers, known as
reserved powers, exclusive to state governments. The amendment specifically reads, “The powers not
delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the
States respectively, or to the people.” In essence, if the Constitution does not decree that an activity should
be performed by the national government and does not restrict the state government from engaging in it,
then the state is seen as having the power to perform the function. In other words, the power is reserved
to the states.

Besides reserved powers, the states also retained concurrent powers, or responsibilities shared with the
national government. As part of this package of powers, the state and federal governments each have
the right to collect income tax from their citizens and corporate tax from businesses. They also share
responsibility for building and maintaining the network of interstates and highways and for making and
enforcing laws (Figure 14.3). For instance, many state governments have laws regulating motorcycle and
bicycle helmet use, banning texting and driving, and prohibiting driving under the influence of drugs or
alcohol.

Finding a Middle Ground
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Figure 14.3 State (and sometimes local) governments regulate items having to do with highway safety, such as laws
against cellphone use while driving. (credit right: modification of work by “Lord Jim”/Flickr)

THE EVOLUTION OF STATE POWER
Throughout U.S. history, the national and state governments have battled for dominance over the
implementation of public policy and the funding of important political programs. Upon taking office
in 1933 during the Great Depression (1929–1939), President Franklin D. Roosevelt initiated a series of
legislative proposals to boost the economy and put people back to work. The enacted programs allowed
the federal government to play a broader role in revitalizing the economy while greatly expanding its
power. However, this result was not without its critics. Initially, the Supreme Court overturned several key
legislative proposals passed under Roosevelt, reasoning that they represented an overreach of presidential
authority and were unconstitutional, such as Schechter Poultry Corp. v. United States.4 Eventually, however,
the Supreme Court shifted direction to reflect public opinion, which was decisively behind the president
and the need for government intervention in a time of economic turmoil.5

Just three decades later, during the 1964 presidential election campaign, incumbent President Lyndon
B. Johnson declared a “War on Poverty,” instituting a package of Great Society programs designed
to improve circumstances for lower-income Americans across the nation. The new programs included
Medicare and Medicaid, which are health insurance programs for seniors and low-income citizens
respectively, and the food stamp program, which provides food assistance to low-income families. These
initiatives greatly expanded the role of the federal government in providing a social safety net.6 State and
local governments became partners in their implementation and also came to rely on the financial support
they received from the federal government in the form of program grants.7

As the federal government’s role in policy creation expanded, so did its level of spending. Spending by the
federal government began to surpass that of state and local governments shortly after 1940 (Figure 14.4).
It spiked temporarily during the Great Depression and again during World War II, resuming a slow climb
with the implementation of Johnson’s Great Society programs noted above.
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Figure 14.4 After spiking during World War II, spending by the federal government has consistently exceeded that of
state and local governments. Between 2000 and 2010, the gap between federal and state spending steadily widened.

Growing financial resources gave the federal government increased power over subnational governments.
This increased power was because it could use categorical grants to dictate the terms and conditions state
governments had to meet to qualify for financial assistance in a specific policy area. Over time, the federal
government even began to require state and local governments to comply with legislative and executive
authorizations when funding was not attached. These requests from the federal government are referred
to as unfunded mandates and are a source of dissatisfaction to political actors at the state and local level.
To provide more transparency to state and local governments and reduce the federal government’s use of
mandates, the Unfunded Mandates Reform Act was passed in 1995. This act requires the Congressional
Budget Office to provide information about the cost of any proposed government mandate that exceeds a
specified threshold before the bill can be considered in Congress.8

Explore the latest news on federal mandates at the Congressional Budget Office
(https://openstax.org/l/29fedmandates) and the Catalog of Cost Shifts to States
(https://openstax.org/l/29catcostshifts) at the National Conference of State Legislatures website.

Despite the national government’s power to pass and fund policy that affects lower-level governments,
states still have gained considerable headway since the late twentieth century. For instance, with the
passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act in 1996, known as
the welfare reform bill, states were given great discretion over the provision of welfare. The federal
government reduced its level of monetary support for the program and, in exchange, the states gained
more authority over its implementation. States were able to set more restrictive work requirements, to
place caps on the number of family members who could receive aid, and to limit the length of time

Link to Learning
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someone could qualify for government assistance.9

Since then, states have been granted the flexibility to set policy across a number of controversial policy
areas. For instance, a wide array of states require parental consent for abortions performed on minors, set
waiting periods before an abortion can be performed, or require patients to undergo an ultrasound before
the procedure. As another example, currently, almost half the states allow for the use of medical marijuana
and three states have fully legalized it, despite the fact that this practice stands in contradiction to federal
law that prohibits the use and distribution of marijuana.

For more on these two controversial policy areas, explore ”An Overview of State Abortion Laws”
(https://openstax.org/l/29stateabortlaw) and ”State Medical Marijuana Laws.” (https://openstax.org/
l/29medmarijlaws)

Today, it is not uncommon to see a patchwork of legal decisions granting states more discretion in some
policy areas, such as marijuana use, while providing the federal government more authority in others, such
as same-sex marriage. Decisions about which level controls policy can reflect the attitudes of government
officials and the public, political ideology and the strategic advantage of setting policy on a state-by-state
basis, and the necessity of setting uniform policy in the face of an economic downturn or unanticipated
national security threat. What has not changed over time is the central role of the U.S. Supreme Court’s
views in determining how power should be distributed in a federalist system.

POWER AT THE SUBSTATE LEVEL
The U.S. Constitution is silent on the dispersion of power between states and localities within each state.
The fact that states are mentioned specifically and local jurisdictions are not has traditionally meant that
power independent of the federal government resides first with the state. Through their own constitutions
and statutes, states decide what to require of local jurisdictions and what to delegate. This structure
represents the legal principle of Dillon’s Rule, named for Iowa Supreme Court justice John F. Dillon.
Dillon argued that state actions trump those of the local government and have supremacy.10 In this view,
cities and towns exist at the pleasure of the state, which means the state can step in and dissolve them
or even take them over. Indeed, most states have supremacy clauses over local governments in their
constitutions.

However, for practical purposes, state and local governments must work together to ensure that citizens
receive adequate services. Given the necessity of cooperation, many states have granted local governments
some degree of autonomy and given them discretion to make policy or tax decisions.11 This added
independence is called home rule, and the transfer of power is typically spelled out within a charter.
Charters are similar to state constitutions: they provide a framework and a detailed accounting of local
government responsibilities and areas of authority. Potential conflicts can come up over home rule. For
example, in 2015, the State of Texas overruled a fracking ban imposed by the City of Denton.12

Like state governments, local governments prioritize spending on building and maintaining the
transportation infrastructure, supporting educational institutions, promoting community protection, and
funding healthcare.13 As shown in Figure 14.5, local governments, just like state governments, receive a
sizeable chunk of their revenue from grants and transfers from other levels of the government. The next
biggest source of revenue for local governments is property tax collections.

Link to Learning
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Figure 14.5 The largest source of revenue for local governments is grants and transfers from other levels of the
government. The next biggest source is property tax collections.

Property taxes can be assessed on homes, land, and businesses. The local government’s reliance on
property tax revenue can be problematic for a number of reasons. First, unlike sales tax, the collection of
which is spaced out in small increments across multiple transactions, property tax is collected in one or
two lump sums and is therefore highly visible and unpopular.14 In fact, in response to tax rate increases,
many states have placed legal or constitutional limits on regional governments’ ability to raise property
taxes. The trend began in California with the 1978 passage of Proposition 13. This citizen-driven initiative
capped the real estate tax at 1 percent of the cash value of property and stopped the practice of reassessing
properties for tax purposes whenever a home in the neighborhood was sold.15 After its passage, a number
of other states followed suit, making it more difficult for states to reap the rewards of sharp increases in
the market value of property.

Another drawback to local governments’ reliance on property tax is that property values vary with the
economic health of a given area, the quality of school districts, and the overall desirability of a state,
municipality, or county. Significant parcels of land in many cities are also tax-exempt, including property
occupied by colleges, churches, and other nonprofit organizations. Boston is a good example as almost 50
percent of the assessed value of property is tax-exempt.16 College towns face the same challenge.

When the mortgage crisis began in 2007, property values decreased in many areas of the country, and
many homeowners defaulted on their mortgages because their homes were now worth less than they
had borrowed to buy them. With the decline in property values, local governments faced a loss in tax
revenue at the same time states were cutting back on aid; tax collections were also down because of
economic conditions and the inability to derive income tax from internet sales. A number of municipalities
filed for bankruptcy in the face of fiscal distress during the economic recession. Perhaps the best known
municipality was Detroit, Michigan, which filed for Chapter 9 bankruptcy in 2013 (Figure 14.6).
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Figure 14.6 This photo shows the wreckage of the ballroom at the Lee Plaza Hotel in Detroit, Michigan. Once a
landmark, this building is an example of the city’s crumbling infrastructure. (credit: modification of work by Mike
Boening)

Detroit filed for bankruptcy due to massive debt obligations and demands for repayment that it could not
meet due to a perfect storm of economic and democratic factors. The city owed money to investors who
had loaned it money, and it had liabilities resulting from its failure to fulfill its pension and healthcare
obligations to city workers. The bankruptcy allowed the city time to develop an exit strategy and negotiate
with creditors and union representatives in an effort to restructure its debt load.17 Indeed, Detroit recently
emerged from bankruptcy and has started to rebuild economically.

Detroit’s fiscal condition only highlights the unique challenges municipalities face. Local governments
have to provide many of the same services as state and national governments, but they are often
constrained by the boundaries the state prescribes. They may not have the authority to raise revenue above
a certain threshold, and they do not have the ability to pass expenses on to another level of government
because they lack sovereignty.

14.2 State Political Culture

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Compare Daniel Elazar’s three forms of political culture
• Describe how cultural differences between the states can shape attitudes about the role of

government and citizen participation
• Discuss the main criticisms of Daniel Elazar’s theory

Some states, such as Alaska, are endowed with natural resources. They can use their oil or natural gas
reserves to their advantage to fund education or reduce taxes. Other states, like Florida, are favored with
a climate that attracts tourists and retirees each winter, drawing in revenues to support infrastructure
improvements throughout the state. These differences can lead to strategic advantages in the economic
fortunes of a state, which can translate into differences in the levels of taxes that must be collected from
citizens.

But their economic fortunes are only one component of what makes individual states unique. Theorists
have long proposed that states are also unique as a function of their differing political cultures, or their
attitudes and beliefs about the functions and expectations of the government. In the book, American
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Federalism: A View from the States, Daniel Elazar first theorized in 1966 that the United States could be
divided into three distinct political cultures: moralistic, individualistic, and traditionalistic (Figure 14.7).
The diffusion of these cultures throughout the United States is attributed to the migratory patterns of
immigrants who settled in and spread out across the country from the east to the west coast. These settlers
had distinct political and religious values that influenced their beliefs about the proper role of government,
the need for citizen involvement in the democratic process, and the role of political parties.

Figure 14.7 Daniel Elazar posited that the United States can be divided geographically into three types of political
cultures—individualistic, moralistic, and traditionalistic—which spread with the migratory patterns of immigrants
across the country.

MORALISTIC POLITICAL CULTURE
In Elazar’s framework, states with a moralistic political culture see the government as a means to better
society and promote the general welfare. They expect political officials to be honest in their dealings with
others, put the interests of the people they serve above their own, and commit to improving the area they
represent. The political process is seen in a positive light and not as a vehicle tainted by corruption. In
fact, citizens in moralistic cultures have little patience for corruption and believe that politicians should be
motivated by a desire to benefit the community rather than by a need to profit financially from service.

Moralistic states thus tend to support an expanded role for government. They are more likely to believe
government should promote the general welfare by allocating funds to programs that will benefit the
poor. In addition, they see it as the duty of public officials to advocate for new programs that will benefit
marginal citizens or solve public policy problems, even when public pressure to do so is nonexistent.

The moralistic political culture developed among the Puritans in upper New England. After several
generations, these settlers moved westward, and their values diffused across the top of the United States
to the upper Great Lakes. In the middle of the 1800s, Scandinavians and Northern Europeans joined this
group of settlers and reinforced the Puritans’ values. Together, these groups pushed further west through
the northern portion of the Midwest and West and then along the West Coast.18
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States that identify with this culture value citizen engagement and desire citizen participation in all forms
of political affairs. In Elazar’s model, citizens from moralistic states should be more likely to donate their
time and/or resources to political campaigns and to vote. This occurs for two main reasons. First, state
law is likely to make it easier for residents to register and to vote because mass participation is valued.
Second, citizens who hail from moralistic states should be more likely to vote because elections are truly
contested. In other words, candidates will be less likely to run unopposed and more likely to face genuine
competition from a qualified opponent. According to Elazar, the heightened competition is a function of
individuals’ believing that public service is a worthwhile endeavor and an honorable profession.

Oregon’s Efforts to Expand the Voting Franchise

In 1998, Oregon became the first state to switch to mail-in voting when citizens passed a ballot measure for
it to take effect. In March 2015, Governor Kate Brown took another step to expand the voting franchise. She
signed a bill into law that makes voter registration automatic for all citizens in the state with a driver’s license.
These citizens will now be automatically registered to vote in elections and will receive a mail-in ballot before
Election Day unless they specifically opt out with the Oregon secretary of state’s office.

In the United States, Oregon is the first to institute automatic voter registration, and it anticipates adding several
hundred thousand residents to its voter participation list with the passage of this bill.19 However, the new law
lacks the support of Republicans in the state legislature. These party members believe automatic registration
makes the voting process too easy for citizens and coerces them into voting.20 Others argue that Oregon’s new
law is a positive move. They believe the change is a step in the right direction for democracy and will encourage
participation in elections. If Oregon’s law were to be adopted across the United States, it would affect about
fifty million citizens, the number who are believed to be eligible to vote but who remain unregistered.21

What are the benefits of Oregon’s automatic voter registration policy? Are there any drawbacks? What
advantages and disadvantages might arise if this policy were adopted nationwide?

Finally, in Elazar’s view, citizens in moralistic cultures are more likely to support individuals who earn
their positions in government on merit rather than as a reward for party loyalty. In theory, there is less
incentive to be corrupt if people acquire positions based on their qualifications. In addition, moralistic
cultures are more open to third-party participation. Voters want to see political candidates compete
who are motivated by the prospect of supporting the broader community, regardless of their party
identification.

INDIVIDUALISTIC POLITICAL CULTURE
States that align with Elazar’s individualistic political culture see the government as a mechanism for
addressing issues that matter to individual citizens and for pursuing individual goals. People in this
culture interact with the government in the same manner they would interact with a marketplace. They
expect the government to provide goods and services they see as essential, and the public officials
and bureaucrats who provide them expect to be compensated for their efforts. The focus is on meeting
individual needs and private goals rather than on serving the best interests of everyone in the community.
New policies will be enacted if politicians can use them to garner support from voters or other interested
stakeholders, or if there is great demand for these services on the part of individuals.

According to Elazar, the individualist political culture originated with settlers from non-Puritan England
and Germany. The first settlements were in the mid-Atlantic region of New York, Pennsylvania, and New
Jersey and diffused into the middle portion of the United States in a fairly straight line from Ohio to
Wyoming.

Given their focus on pursuing individual objectives, states with an individualistic mindset will tend to

Milestone
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advance tax breaks as a way of trying to boost a state’s economy or as a mechanism for promoting
individual initiative and entrepreneurship. For instance, New Jersey governor Chris Christie made
headlines in 2015 when discussing the incentives he used to attract businesses to the state. Christie
encouraged a number of businesses to move to Camden, where unemployment has risen to almost 14
percent, by providing them with hundreds of millions of dollars in tax breaks.22 The governor hopes
these corporate incentives will spur job creation for citizens who need employment in an economically
depressed area of the state.

Since this theoretical lens assumes that the objective of politics and the government is to advance
individual interests, Elazar argues that individuals are motivated to become engaged in politics only if
they have a personal interest in this area or wish to be in charge of the provision of government benefits.
They will tend to remain involved if they get enjoyment from their participation or rewards in the form
of patronage appointments or financial compensation. As a result of these personal motivations, citizens
in individualistic states will tend to be more tolerant of corruption among their political leaders and less
likely to see politics as a noble profession in which all citizens should engage.

Finally, Elazar argues that in individualistic states, electoral competition does not seek to identify the
candidate with the best ideas. Instead it pits against each other political parties that are well organized and
compete directly for votes. Voters are loyal to the candidates who hold the same party affiliation they do.
As a result, unlike the case in moralistic cultures, voters do not pay much attention to the personalities of
the candidates when deciding how to vote and are less tolerant of third-party candidates.

TRADITIONALISTIC POLITICAL CULTURE
Given the prominence of slavery in its formation, a traditionalistic political culture, in Elazar’s argument,
sees the government as necessary to maintaining the existing social order, the status quo. Only elites
belong in the political enterprise, and as a result, new public policies will be advanced only if they reinforce
the beliefs and interests of those in power.

Elazar associates traditionalistic political culture with the southern portion of the United States, where it
developed in the upper regions of Virginia and Kentucky before spreading to the Deep South and the
Southwest. Like the individualistic culture, the traditionalistic culture believes in the importance of the
individual. But instead of profiting from corporate ventures, settlers in traditionalistic states tied their
economic fortunes to the necessity of slavery on plantations throughout the South.

When elected officials do not prioritize public policies that benefit them, those on the social and economic
fringes of society can be plagued by poverty and pervasive health problems. For example, although Figure
14.8 shows that poverty is a problem across the entire United States, the South has the highest incidence.
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the South also leads the nation in self-
reported obesity, closely followed by the Midwest.23 These statistics present challenges for lawmakers not
only in the short term but also in the long term, because they must prioritize fiscal constraints in the face
of growing demand for services.
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Figure 14.8 While the greatest percentage of those living below the poverty line in the United States is found in the
South, migration and immigration patterns over the past fifty years have resulted in a significant increase in the
percentage of the nation’s poor being located in the West.

While moralistic cultures expect and encourage political participation by all citizens, traditionalistic
cultures are more likely to see it as a privilege reserved for only those who meet the qualifications. As
a result, voter participation will generally be lower in a traditionalistic culture, and there will be more
barriers to participation (e.g., a requirement to produce a photo ID at the voting booth). Conservatives
argue that these laws reduce or eliminate fraud on the part of voters, while liberals believe they
disproportionally disenfranchise the poor and minorities and constitute a modern-day poll tax.

Visit the National Conference of State Legislatures for an overview of Voter Identification Requirements
(https://openstax.org/l/29voteridreq) by state.

Finally, under a traditionalistic political culture, Elazar argues that party competition will tend to occur
between factions within a dominant party. Historically, the Democratic Party dominated the political
structure in the South before realignment during the civil rights era. Today, depending on the office being
sought, the parties are more likely to compete for voters.

CRITIQUES OF ELAZAR’S THEORY
Several critiques have come to light since Elazar first introduced his theory of state political culture fifty
years ago. The original theory rested on the assumption that new cultures could arise with the influx of
settlers from different parts of the world; however, since immigration patterns have changed over time, it
could be argued that the three cultures no longer match the country’s current reality. Today’s immigrants
are less likely to come from European countries and are more likely to originate in Latin American and
Asian countries.24 In addition, advances in technology and transportation have made it easier for citizens
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to travel across state lines and to relocate. Therefore, the pattern of diffusion on which the original theory
rests may no longer be accurate, because people are moving around in more, and often unpredictable,
directions.

It is also true that people migrate for more reasons than simple economics. They may be motivated
by social issues such as widespread unemployment, urban decay, or low-quality health care of schools.
Such trends may aggravate existing differences, for example the difference between urban and rural
lifestyles (e.g., the city of Atlanta vs. other parts of Georgia), which are not accounted for in Elazar’s
classification. Finally, unlike economic or demographic characteristics that lend themselves to more precise
measurement, culture is a comprehensive concept that can be difficult to quantify. This can limit its
explanatory power in political science research.

14.3 Governors and State Legislatures

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify the formal powers and responsibilities of modern-day governors
• List the basic functions performed by state legislatures
• Describe how state legislatures vary in size, diversity, party composition, and professionalism

Public opinion regarding Congress has reached a dismal low, with more than 80 percent of those surveyed
in 2014 saying they do not feel most members of Congress deserve to be reelected.25 This attitude stems
from partisan rivalry, media coverage that has capitalized on the conflict, fiscal shutdowns, and the general
perception that Congress is no longer engaged in lawmaking.

The picture looks quite different at the subnational level, at least where lawmaking is concerned. State
representatives and senators have been actively engaged in the lawmaking function, grabbing national
attention at times for their controversial and highly partisan policies. Governors have been active in
promoting their own policy agendas, either in cooperation with the state legislature or in opposition to it.
Among the early 2016 Republican presidential contenders, nine were current or former state governors.26

Increasingly, governors are using their office and the policies they have signed into law as a platform to
gain national attention and to give voters a sense of their priorities should they ascend to the highest office
in the country, the presidency.

GOVERNORS IN CHARGE
Anyone elected to the office of governor assumes tremendous responsibility overnight. He or she becomes
the spokesperson for the entire state and their political party, accepts blame or praise for handling
decision-making in times of crisis, oversees the implementation of public policy, and helps shepherd
legislation through the lawmaking process. These tasks require a great deal of skill and demand that
governors exhibit different strengths and personality traits. Governors must learn to work well with other
lawmakers, bureaucrats, cabinet officials, and with the citizens who elected them to office in the first place.
The water crisis in Flint, Michigan, provides a good case in point.

Governors have tremendous power over the legislative branch because they serve year-round and hold
office alone. They also command wide press coverage by virtue of being the leading elected official in
their state. Finally, while there are variations in degree across the states, most governors have more power
relative to their state legislatures than does the U.S. president relative to the U.S. Congress. State executive
power flows from factors such as the propensity of state legislatures to meet for only part of the year and
their resulting reliance for information on the governor and his/her administration, stronger formal tools
(e.g., line-item vetoes), budget-cutting discretion, and the fact that state legislators typically hold down
another job besides that of legislator.
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Three of the governor’s chief functions are to influence the legislative process through an executive
budget proposal, a policy agenda, and vetoes. Just as the president gives a State of the Union address
once a year, so too do governors give an annual State of the State address before the state legislature
(Figure 14.9). In this speech, they discuss economic and political achievements, cite data that supports
their accomplishments, and overview the major items on their legislative agenda. This speech signals
to members of the state legislature what priorities are high on the governor’s list. Those who share the
governor’s party affiliation will work with him or her to see these goals achieved. Given that governors
need the cooperation of state legislators to get their bills introduced and steered through the lawmaking
process, they make developing good relationships with lawmakers a priority. This can entail helping
lawmakers address the concerns of their constituents, inviting legislators to social events and meals, and
scheduling weekly meetings with legislative leaders and committee chairs to discuss policy.27

Figure 14.9 Then-governor Nikki Haley delivers her 2015 State of the State address from the State House in
Columbia, South Carolina, on January 21, 2015.

In addition to providing a basic list of policy priorities, governors also initiate a budget proposal in most
states. Here they indicate funding priorities and spell out the amounts that will be appropriated to various
state agencies under their discretion. When the economy is strong, governors may find themselves in the
enviable position of having a surplus of tax revenue. That allows them some flexibility to decide whether
they want to reduce taxes, direct funds toward a new initiative or program, allocate more funds to current
programs, restore funds that were cut during times of fiscal distress, or save surplus revenue in a rainy-
day account.28 Moreover, when cuts must be made, especially when the legislature is not in session, it is
typically the governor or his or her finance director who makes the call on what gets cut.

Having introduced his or her priorities, the governor will work on the sidelines to steer favored bills
through the legislative process. This may entail holding meetings with committee chairs or other
influential lawmakers concerning their legislative priorities, working with the media to try to get favorable
coverage of legislative priorities, targeting advocacy organizations to maintain pressure on resistant
lawmakers, or testifying in legislative hearings about the possible impacts of the legislation.29

Once legislation has made its way through the lawmaking process, it comes to the governor’s desk for
signature. If a governor signs the bill, it becomes law, and if the governor does not like the terms of the
legislation he or she can veto, or reject, the entire bill. The bill can then become law only if a supermajority
of legislators overrides the veto by voting in favor of the bill. Since it is difficult for two-thirds or more
of state legislators to come together to override a veto (it requires many members of the governor’s own
party to vote against him or her), the simple act of threatening to veto can be enough to get legislators to
make concessions to the governor before he or she will pass the legislation.

The ability to veto legislation is just one of the formal powers governors have at their disposal. Formal
powers are powers the governor may exercise that are specifically outlined in state constitutions or state
law.30 Unlike U.S. presidents, many governors also have additional veto powers at their disposal, which
enhances their ability to check the actions of the legislative branch. For instance, most states provide
governors the power of the line-item veto. The line-item veto gives governors the ability to strike out a
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line or individual portions of a bill while letting the remainder pass into law. In addition, approximately
30 percent of governors have the power of an amendatory veto, which allows them to send a bill back
to the legislature and request a specific amendment to it. Finally, a small number of governors, including
the governor of Texas, also have the power of a reduction veto, which allows them to reduce the budget
proposed in a piece of legislation.31

The Vanna White and Frankenstein Vetoes in Wisconsin

Although the line-item, reduction, and amendatory vetoes give governors tremendous power to adjust
legislation and to check the legislative branch, the most powerful and controversial vetoes, which have allowed
governors to make selective deletions from a bill before signing, are dubbed the “Vanna White” veto and the
“Frankenstein” veto. (Vanna White hosts the popular game show “Wheel of Fortune,” in which contestants
guess what a phrase is based on a limited number of letters. As they guess the letters, White indicates the
correct letters within the puzzle.) These powers have a colorful history in the state of Wisconsin, where voters
have limited their influence on two occasions.

The first occurred in 1990 when voters passed a provision restricting the governor’s ability to use the “Vanna
White” veto to change a bill by crossing out specific letters within a given word in order to create a new word.
After this restriction took effect, the “Frankenstein” veto came into practice, which allowed a governor to remove
individual words, numbers, or passages from a bill and string the remaining text together (like the fictional Dr.
Frankenstein’s monster) in an effort to alter the original intent of the legislation.32

As an example of the Frankenstein veto, when an appropriations bill was sent to Wisconsin governor James
E. Doyle for signature in 2005, Doyle scrapped over seven hundred words from a passage that would have
appropriated millions of dollars to transportation. The words that remained in the bill redirected those funds to
education. Lawmakers were outraged, but they were not able to override the veto.33

Then, in 2007, Governor Doyle used the veto once again to raise property taxes almost 2 percent.34 As a result
of these controversial moves, the state house and senate passed a referendum to end the ability of governors
to create a new sentence by combining words from two or more other sentences. A legislative referendum is
a measure passed by the state legislature, such as a constitutional amendment, that goes to the voters for
final approval.35 This referendum went to the voters for approval or rejection in the 2008 election, and the
voters banned the practice. Governors in Wisconsin and all the states still have tremendous power to shape
legislation, however, through the other types of vetoes discussed in this chapter.

Should any state governor have the powers referred to as the “Vanna White” and “Frankenstein” vetoes?
What advantage, if any, might state residents gain from their governor’s ability to alter the intent of a bill the
legislature has approved and then sign it into law?

Besides the formal power to prepare the budget and veto legislation, legislators also have the power to
call special sessions of the legislature for a wide array of reasons. For instance, sessions may be called
to address budgetary issues during an economic downturn, to put together a redistricting plan, or to
focus intensively on a particular issue the governor wants rectified immediately.36 In some states, only the
governor has the power to call a special session, while in other states this power is shared between the
legislative and the executive branches.

Insider Perspective
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For more details on the calling of legislative Special Sessions (https://openstax.org/l/29legspecsess)
visit the National Conference of State Legislatures website.

Although governors have a great deal of power in the legislative arena, this is not their only area of
influence. First, as leaders in their political party, governors often work to raise money for other political
figures who are up for reelection. A governor who has high public approval ratings may also make
campaign appearances on behalf of candidates in tough reelection fights across the state. Governors can
draw in supporters, contributions, and media attention that can be beneficial to other political aspirants,
and the party will expect them to do their part to ensure the greatest possible number of victories for
their candidates. Second, as the spokesperson for their state, governors make every effort to sell the
state’s virtues and unique characteristics, whether to the media, to other citizens across the United States,
to potential business owners, or to legislative leaders in Washington, DC. Governors want to project a
positive image of their state that will encourage tourism, relocation, and economic investment within its
boundaries. Collectively, governors make a mark through the National Governors Association, which is a
powerful lobbying force in the nation’s capital.

For example, Texas governor Greg Abbott made headlines in 2015 for writing to the CEO of General
Electric (GE), urging the company to relocate its corporate headquarters from Connecticut, which had just
raised its corporate tax rate, to Texas.37 As his state’s spokesperson, Abbott promoted Texas’s friendly
corporate tax structure and investment in transportation and education funding in hopes of enticing GE
to relocate there and bring economic opportunities with it. The company has since decided to relocate
to Boston, after receiving incentives, worth up to $145 million, from Massachusetts officials.38 Another
example involved Texas governor Rick Perry touring California in 2014 in order to bring prospective
businesses from the Golden State to Texas. In what was arguably the biggest round of lobbying by
state and local governments toward a big business, Amazon recently conducted a search for a second
corporate headquarters. After months of consideration, hundreds of op-eds extolling the virtues of locating
in particular communities, Amazon picked two sites—Arlington, Virginia and Long Island City, New
York—where it plans to spend over $2 billion at each site.39

In March 2015, the governor of Virginia, Terry McAuliffe, and the mayor of Chicago, Rahm Emanuel,
both sent letters to corporate heads in Indiana after controversy erupted around the passage of that state’s
Religious Freedom Restoration Act.40 This bill is designed to restrict government intrusion into people’s
religious beliefs unless there is a compelling state interest. It also provides individuals and businesses
with the ability to sue if they feel their religious rights have been violated. However, opponents feared
the law would be used as a means to discriminate against members of the LGBT community, based on
business owners’ religious objections to providing services for same-sex couples.41 In the media firestorm
that followed the Indiana law’s passage, several prominent companies announced they would consider
taking their business elsewhere or cancelling event contracts in the state if the bill were not amended.42

This led opportunistic leaders in the surrounding area to make appeals to these companies in the hope of
luring them out of Indiana. Ultimately, the bill was clarified, likely due in part to corporate pressure on
the state to do so.43 The clarification made it clear that the law could not be used to refuse employment,
housing, or service based on an individual’s sexual orientation or gender identity.44

Controversial legislation like the Religious Freedom Restoration Act is only one of the many
environmental factors that can make or break a governor’s reputation and popularity. Other challenges
and crises that may face governors include severe weather, terrorist attacks, immigration challenges, and
budget shortfalls.

New Jersey governor Chris Christie gained national attention in 2012 over his handling of the aftermath
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of Hurricane Sandy, which caused an estimated $65 billion worth of damage and cost the lives of over
150 individuals along the East Coast of the United States.45 Christie was famously photographed with
President Obama during their joint tour of the damaged areas, and the governor subsequently praised
the president for his response (Figure 14.10). Some later criticized Christie for his remarks because of the
close proximity between the president’s visit and Election Day, along with the fact that the Republican
governor and Democratic president were from opposite sides of the political aisle. Critics felt the governor
had betrayed his party and that the publicity helped the president win reelection.46 Others praised the
governor for cooperating with the president and reaching across the partisan divide to secure federal
support for his state in a time of crisis.47

Figure 14.10 New Jersey governor Chris Christie (right) hosted President Obama (center) during the president’s
visit to the state in October 2012 following the destruction brought by Hurricane Sandy (a). After viewing the damage
along the coastline of Brigantine, New Jersey, Christie and Obama visited residents at the Brigantine Beach
Community Center (b).

If severe winter weather is forecasted or in the event of civil unrest, governors also have the power to
call upon the National Guard to assist residents and first responders or aid in storm recovery (Figure
14.11). When governors declare a state of emergency, National Guard troops can be activated to go into
local areas and assist with emergency efforts in whatever capacity they are needed.48 In 2015, many
governors in the New England region called press conferences, worked with snow-removal crews and
local government officials, set up emergency shelters, and activated travel bans or curfews in the face of
crippling snowstorms.49 When winter storms fail to bring predicted levels of snow, however, politicians
can be left to field criticism that they instigated unnecessary panic.50 Governors feel the weight of their
decisions as they try to balance the political risks of overreacting and the human costs of letting the state
be caught unprepared for these and other major natural disasters. As the chief spokesperson, they take all
the blame or all the credit for their actions. With that said, it is important to note that presidents can enlist
the National Guard for federal service as well.
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Figure 14.11 Following a massive snowstorm in November 2014, New York governor Andrew Cuomo ordered the
mobilization of more than five hundred members of the National Guard to assist with snow removal and traffic control.
Here soldiers shovel snow from the roof of the Absolut Care senior center in Orchard Park, New York. (credit: Luke
Udell, U.S. Army National Guard)

Governors also have the power to spare or enhance the lives of individuals convicted of crimes in their
state. Although they may choose to exercise this formal power only during the closing days of their term,
if at all, most governors have the authority to grant pardons just as U.S. presidents do. A pardon absolves
someone of blame for a crime and can secure his or her release from prison. Governors can also commute
sentences, reducing the time an individual must serve,51 if there are doubts about the person’s guilt,
concerns about his or her mental health, or reason to feel the punishment was inappropriately harsh. In
the past ten years, the governors of New Jersey and Illinois have commuted the sentences of all inmates on
death row before repealing the death penalty in their states.52

Despite the tremendous formal powers that go with the job, being governor is still personally and
professionally challenging. The demands of the job are likely to restrict time with family and require
forgoing privacy. In addition, governors will often face circumstances beyond their control. For instance,
the state legislature may include a majority of members who do not share the governor’s party affiliation.
This can make working together more challenging and lead to less cooperation during the legislative
session. Another challenge for governors is the plural executive, which refers to the fact that many state
officials, such as the lieutenant governor, attorney general, and secretary of state are elected independently
from the governor; hence, the governor has no direct control over them the way a president might have
sway over U.S. executive officials. Governors can also face spending restrictions due to the economic
climate in their state. They may have to make unpopular decisions that weaken their support among
voters. The federal government can mandate that states perform some function without giving them any
funds to do so. Finally, as we saw above, governors can be swept up in crises or natural disasters they did
not anticipate and could not have foreseen. This can drain their energy and hamper their ability to generate
good public policy.53

THE FUNCTIONS OF STATE LEGISLATURES
State legislatures serve three primary functions. They perform a lawmaking function by researching,
writing, and passing legislation. Members represent their districts and work to meet requests for help from
citizens within it. Finally, legislatures perform an oversight function for the executive branch.

All state representatives and senators serve on committees that examine, research, investigate, and vote
on legislation that relates to the committee’s purpose, such as agriculture, transportation, or education.
The number of bills introduced in any given session varies. Some state legislatures have more restrictive
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rules concerning the number of bills any one member can sponsor. Legislators get ideas for bills from
lobbyists of various types of interest groups, ranging from corporate groups to labor unions to advocacy
organizations. Ideas for bills also come from laws passed in other state legislatures, from policy that
diffuses from the federal government, from constituents or citizens in the officeholder’s district who
approach them with problems they would like to see addressed with new laws, and from their own
personal policy agenda, which they brought to office with them. Finally, as we explored previously,
legislators also work with the governor’s agenda in the course of each legislative session, and they must
pass a budget for their state either every year or every two years.

Most bills die in committee and never receive a second or third reading on the floor of the legislature.
Lawmaking requires frequent consensus, not just among the legislators in a given house but also between
the two chambers. In order for a bill to become law, it must pass through both the state house and the state
senate in identical form before going to the governor’s desk for final signature.

Besides generating public policy, state legislatures try to represent the interests of their constituents.
Edmund Burke was a political philosopher who theorized that representatives are either delegates or
trustees.54 A delegate legislator represents the will of those who elected him or her to office and acts
in their expressed interest, even when it goes against personal belief about what is ultimately in the
constituency’s best interest. On the other hand, trustees believe they were elected to exercise their own
judgment and know best because they have the time and expertise to study and understand an issue. Thus,
a trustee will be willing to vote against the desire of the constituency so long as he or she believes it is in
the people’s best interest. A trustee will also be more likely to vote his or her conscience on issues that are
personal to him or her, such as on same-sex marriage or abortion rights.

Regardless of whether representatives adopt a delegate or a trustee mentality, they will all see it as their
duty to address the concerns and needs of the people they represent. Typically, this will entail helping
members in the district who need assistance or have problems with the government they want addressed.
For instance, a constituent may write an elected official asking for help dealing with the bureaucracy such
as in a decision made by tax commission, requesting a letter of recommendation for acceptance into a
military academy, or proposing a piece of legislation the member can help turn into a law.

Legislators also try to bring particularized benefits back to their district. These benefits might include
money that can be spent on infrastructure improvements or grants for research. Finally, members will
accept requests from local government officials or other constituents to attend parades, ribbon-cutting
ceremonies, or other celebratory events within their district (Figure 14.12). They will also work with
teachers and faculty to visit classes or meet with students on field trips to the state capitol.

Figure 14.12 To celebrate the opening of the new Loyola Avenue streetcar line, the mayor of New Orleans, Mitch
Landrieu, marched with the St. Augustine “Marching 100” on January 28, 2013. (credit: U.S. Department of
Transportation)
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The last primary function of state legislators is to oversee the bureaucracy’s implementation of public
policy, ensuring it occurs in the manner the legislature intended. State legislatures may request that agency
heads provide testimony about spending in hearings, or they may investigate particular bureaucratic
agencies to ensure that funds are being disbursed as desired.55 Since legislators have many other
responsibilities and some meet for only a few months each year, they may wait to investigate until a
constituent or lobbyist brings a problem to their attention.

THE COMPOSITION OF STATE LEGISLATURES
In most states, the legislative function is divided between two bodies: a state house and a state senate. The
only exception is Nebraska, which has a unicameral state senate of forty-nine members. State legislatures
vary a great deal in terms of the number of legislators in the house and senate, the range of diversity across
the membership, the partisan composition of the chamber relative to the governor’s affiliation, and the
degree of legislative professionalism. This variation can lead to differences in the type of policies passed
and the amount of power legislatures wield relative to that of the governor.

According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, at forty members, Alaska’s is the smallest
state (or lower) house, while New Hampshire’s is the largest at four hundred. State senates range in size
from twenty members in Alaska to sixty-seven members in Minnesota. The size of the institution can have
consequences for the number of citizens each member represents; larger bodies have a smaller legislator-
to-constituent ratio (assuming even populations). Larger institutions can also complicate legislative
business because reaching consensus is more difficult with more participants.56

The term length in the state house is frequently two years, while in the state senate it is more commonly
four years. These differences have consequences, too, because representatives in the state house, with
the next election always right around the corner, will need to focus on their reelection campaigns more
frequently than senators. On the other hand, state senators may have more time to focus on public policy
and become policy generalists because they each must serve on multiple committees due to their smaller
numbers.

The number of legislators and term length (https://openstax.org/l/29legtermleng) varies by state.

In 2018, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures, women made up 25.4 percent of
the nation’s state legislators. However, the number varies a great deal across states (Figure 14.13).
For instance, in Arizona and Vermont, women account for around 40 percent of the state legislative
membership. However, they make up less than 16 percent of the legislatures in Alabama, Louisiana,
Oklahoma, South Carolina, West Virginia, and Wyoming.57
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Figure 14.13 In 2019, only one-quarter of state legislators across the United States were women. However, the
percentage of women in state legislature varies greatly from state to state.

Data on minority representatives is more difficult to obtain, but 2009 estimates from the National
Conference of State Legislatures paired with census estimates from 2010 show that African Americans
and Latinos are both underrepresented in state government relative to their percentage of the population.
In 2009, African Americans made up approximately 9 percent of state legislators, compared to the 13
percent of the population they constitute nationwide. On the other hand, Latino representatives made up
approximately 3 percent of state legislators relative to their 14 percent of the total population in the United
States.58 The proportion of Latinos in the legislature is highest in Arizona, California, New Mexico, and
Texas, while the proportion of African Americans is highest in Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi.

Scholars in political science have spent a great deal of time researching the impact of women and
minorities on the legislative process and on voter participation and trust. Some research demonstrates
that female and minority representatives are more likely to advocate for policies that are of interest to
or will benefit minorities, women, and children.59 Other research suggests that the presence of African
American and Latino representatives increases voter turnout by these groups.60 Thus, increased diversity
in state legislatures can have consequences for voter engagement and for the type of legislation pursued
and passed within these bodies.
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You can compare the numbers and percentages of women in state legislature
(http://www.openstax.org/l/29NCSLwomen) , state by state.

You can also compare the numbers and percentages of African American representatives
(https://openstax.org/l/29NCSLafamer) .

Similar information about Latino representation in state legislatures (https://openstax.org/l/
29NCSLlatino) is also available.

As of early January 2019, twenty-two states had Republican majorities in the state house and senate, while
in fourteen states Democratic majorities were the norm. In thirteen states, party control was split so that the
Democratic Party maintained control of one house while the Republican Party maintained control of the
other.61 Figure 14.14 illustrates the partisan composition across the United States. Note that states in New
England and the West Coast are more likely to be unified behind the Democratic Party, while Republicans
control legislatures throughout the South and in large parts of the Midwest. This alignment largely reflects
differing political ideologies, with the more liberal, urban areas of the country leaning Democratic while
the more conservative, rural areas are Republican.

Figure 14.14 This map illustrates which party is in control of the house and senate within each state. When one
party controls the senate and another party controls the house, the partisan composition is split. Alaska is white
because the lower house allows for ruling by bipartisan coalition.

Like diversity, party composition has consequences for policymaking. Governors who are not from the
same party as the one controlling the legislature can find it more difficult to achieve their agenda. This
governing circumstance is popularly referred to as divided government. In a time of divided government,
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a governor may have to work harder to build relationships and to broker consensus. In addition, when
state party control is divided between the legislative and executive branches, the governor may find
that legislators are more likely to muster the numbers to overturn at least some of their vetoes. In
contrast, when the governor’s own party controls the legislature—a situation known as unified
government—conventional wisdom suggests that they will have a smoother and more productive
relationship with the legislature.

Party composition also matters for the overall legislative agenda. The party in power will elect party
members to the top leadership posts in the state house and senate, and it will determine who sits on each
of the committees. Committees are chaired by members of the majority party, and the composition of
these committees is skewed toward members affiliated with the party in power. This gives the majority
party an advantage in meeting its policy objectives and relegates the minority party to the position of
obstructionists. In addition, while Republicans and Democrats are both concerned about education, health
care, transportation, and other major policy areas, the two parties have different philosophies about what
is in the best interest of their citizens and where funds should be allocated to meet those needs. The result
is vastly different approaches to handling pressing public policy problems across the states.

As a whole, state legislatures have become progressively more professional. Political scientist Peverill
Squire, at several points throughout his career, has measured the degree of state legislative professionalism
with a ranking across the fifty states.62 Legislative professionalism is assessed according to three key
factors: state legislators’ salary, the length of time they are in session, and the number of staff at their
disposal. Members of professional or full-time legislatures tend to consider legislative service their full-
time occupation, and they are paid enough not to require a second occupation. They also have larger staffs
to assist with their work, and they tend to be in session for much of the year. On the other end of the
spectrum are citizen, or part-time, legislatures. Representatives and senators in these legislatures do not
enjoy the same perks as their counterparts in professional legislatures. Generally, salary is much lower
and so is staff assistance. Members typically need to seek outside employment to supplement their income
from legislative work, and the legislature will meet for only a brief period of time during the year.

Between these two extremes are hybrid legislatures. Their members are compensated at a higher rate than
in citizen legislatures, but they are still likely to need outside employment to make an income equal to
what they were making prior to taking office. These representatives and senators will have some staff
assistance but not as much as in a professional legislature. Finally, members in hybrid legislatures will
not consider their service to constitute a full-time occupation, but they will spend more than part of their
time conducting legislative business. As Figure 14.15 shows, California, New York, and Pennsylvania are
home to some of the most professional legislatures in the country. On the other hand, New Hampshire,
North Dakota, Wyoming, and South Dakota are among the states that rank lowest on legislative
professionalism.63
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Figure 14.15 This map illustrates the degree of professionalism within state legislatures. States in purple and green
tend to meet full-time and have larger staff and salaries, while the opposite conditions exist in states colored in
orange and red. States in blue fall somewhere in the middle of these conditions.

Like the other indicators discussed above, legislative professionalism also affects the business of state
legislatures. In professional legislatures, elections tend to be more competitive, and the cost of running for
a seat is higher because the benefits of being elected are greater. This makes these seats more attractive,
and candidates will tend not to run unless they perceive themselves as well qualified. Since the benefits
are more generous, elected officials will tend to stay in office longer and develop more policy expertise as a
result. This experience can give professional legislatures an edge when dealing with the governor, because
they are likely to be in session for about the same amount of time per year as the governor and have the
necessary staff to assist them with researching and writing public policy.64

The legislative pay (https://openstax.org/l/29legislapay) varies across states.

Compare the size of legislative staffs (https://openstax.org/l/29legisstaff15) across states for the
years 1979, 1988, 1996, 2003, and 2009.
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14.4 State Legislative Term Limits

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Describe the history of state legislative term limits
• Compare the costs and benefits of term limits

Term limits restrict the length of time a member can serve in the state legislature by capping either lifetime
service or the number of consecutive terms. The term limits movement gained momentum in the 1990s,
spreading across a wide array of state legislative institutions. Today, fifteen states have imposed term
limits on their state house and state senate members. On the other hand, six states, one as recently as 2004,
have repealed the term limits imposed on them by the electorate, through either judicial action in the state
Supreme Courts or through legislative action in the state legislature.65

THE BASICS OF TERM LIMITS
Under consecutive term limits, a member can serve for only a specified period of time in either the state
house or the state senate, most commonly eight years. To try to regain a seat in the legislature once the
limit has been met, the member will have to wait to run for office again. If the member succeeds, the clock
will reset and the legislator may once again serve up to the limit set by the state. In states with a lifetime
ban, such as Oklahoma, members can serve only one time for the number of years allotted, and they are
not permitted to run for office again (Figure 14.16).66

Figure 14.16 Fifteen states currently have some form of term limits. This chart depicts which states have
consecutive term limits or lifetime bans and how long a member can serve under each scenario.

The first term limits were enacted in 1990 in California, Colorado, and Oklahoma. In 1992, eight more
states followed suit in one large wave. The last state to enact term limits on legislative members was
Nebraska in 2000.67 However, term limits did not stay in effect in all these states; many state supreme
courts repealed them and declared them unconstitutional for a variety of reasons (Figure 14.17). For
instance, in Massachusetts and Washington, term limits were deemed unconstitutional because they
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affected candidate qualifications to compete for a given office. The courts ruled that changes to those
qualifications could be made only by amending the state constitution, not by voters changing the state
law.68

Figure 14.17 A number of states have tried to enact term limits on members of the legislature only to see the laws
later repealed by the state legislature or ruled unconstitutional by the state supreme court.

ADVANTAGES OF TERM LIMITS
In many cases, the movement to institute term limits was initiated by voters and passed through citizen
initiatives, which allow citizens to place a proposed law or constitutional amendment on the ballot for a
popular vote.69 Proponents of term limits felt new blood was needed in state legislatures to bring fresh
ideas and perspectives to lawmaking. In addition, they hoped term limits would compel turnover among
members by shortening the time anyone could serve and by reducing the tendency for elected officials to
make legislative service their career. In conjunction with this thinking, some supporters hoped term limits
would increase the motivation to make good public policy. If members were less focused on reelection and
knew they could not serve more than a certain number of years, perhaps they would get right down to the
business of making laws and produce innovative policy within a narrow window of time.70

For other proponents, the hope was that term limits would increase diversity within the chamber by
encouraging more women, members of racial and ethnic minority groups, members of the minority
party, and people with unconventional occupations to run for office because seats would be open more
frequently. In addition, supporters speculated that increased turnover might prompt higher rates of
electoral competition and voter interest. Finally, they believed the loss of long-term legislators due to
term limits would allow new members and younger legislators to assume leadership positions within the
chamber and committees, creating another way to bring fresh approaches to the lawmaking process. 71
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Working to Expand Term Limits

One pro–term limits advocacy group, U.S. Term Limits, is dedicated to the expansion of term limits across
the United States. Its members work to prevent states from repealing limits that are already in place. They
also support efforts by citizens to institute term limits in states where they are not currently in place, and in
Congress, where the Supreme Court declared them unconstitutional.72

If you support their cause, you can follow the link below to learn more about these efforts or to participate
directly. Write a letter to the editor encouraging the adoption of term limits in a given state, or encourage your
member of Congress to sign a pledge agreeing to cosponsor and vote for an amendment to the Constitution to
adopt term limits. You can also sign an online petition to support the adoption of term limits at the federal level
or make a donation to a term-limit advocacy group.

What is your state’s policy on term limits? If limits are in place, how have they changed your representation in
the state capitol? If they are not in place, what effect would adopting them have on your representation? There
is no comparable national movement against term limits, why do you think that is the case? Based on your
answers, do you favor term limits or not, and why?

For more information about supporting term limits, visit U.S. Terms (https://openstax.org/l/
29protermadv) an advocacy group for term limits.

DISADVANTAGES OF TERM LIMITS
Although proponents have many reasons for supporting term limits, opponents also have compelling
reasons for not supporting their implementation in the state legislature. In addition, research by political
scientists has uncovered a number of negative consequences since term limits took effect.

Although proponents argued that term limits would increase legislative diversity, research comparing
the rate of female and minority representation in term-limited and non-term-limited states does not bear
out this expectation. There is no statistically significant difference in diversity between the two groups of
states.73 Although term limits may have produced more open seats, additional barriers to holding office
can still exist and affect the willingness of women and minorities to run for office. In addition, women and
minorities are subject to the same term limits as men, and given their low numbers among candidates for
office, on balance a legislature can lose more women or minorities than it gains.

Term limits also affect the power structure between the legislative and executive branches and the key
sources from whom legislators draw information about bills before the chamber. Research demonstrates
that, post-term limits, legislators became more likely to consult with lobbyists to gain information about
legislation under consideration than had been the case before term limits.74 This is likely the result of
legislators having less policy expertise and political experience as a function of having fewer years in
office, being younger when they first enter legislative service, reducing institutional memory and expertise
within the chamber as a whole due to member turnover, or all the above. Interest groups may thus enjoy
greater ability to set the agenda and push for policy that favors their organization. This same research also
found that under term limits state legislators feel they have lost power relative to the governor and to
various bureaucratic agency officials.75 This presumed loss of power could damage the state legislature’s
ability to adequately check the actions of the executive branch and to perform legislative functions, such
as oversight.

Get Connected!
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Finally, term limits could affect voter enthusiasm and turnout if voters are disappointed they cannot
retain legislators they like or have developed a positive relationship with. Once term limits take effect, all
legislators are at the voters’ mercy, regardless of the skill or talent they may bring to the office.

14.5 County and City Government

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify the differences between county and municipal governments in terms of their

responsibilities and funding sources
• Describe the two primary types of municipal government and the three basic types of county

government

County and city governments make up an important component of the overall structure of the
government. Not only do they affect citizens directly; it is also easier for citizens to interact with local
government officials because their offices and the community’s school board or city council meetings are
often close by. Despite this fact, voter turnout in local elections tends to be lower than in state and national
elections. Municipal and county governments differ in structure and purpose in several ways.

COUNTY GOVERNMENT
County governments serve a larger geographical area than cities and towns, but a smaller area than states.
They are created by the state government and typically operate under provisions set out in the state
constitution. As such, they are essentially administrative units of the state. Census estimates from 2012
indicate that there are just over three thousand counties in the United States.76 County systems usually
take one of three basic forms: the commission system, the council-administrator system, and the council-
elected executive system.

The most common form of county government is the commission system. Under this structure, an elected
commission, which generally consists of a small number of commissioners, serves as the governing body
within the county, performing all legislative and executive functions. These include adopting a budget,
passing county resolutions, and hiring and firing county officials.77

Under the council-administrator system, the voters elect council members to serve for a specified period
of time, and the council in turn appoints an administrator to oversee the operation of the government. The
administrator serves at the directive of the council and can be terminated by the council. The goal of this
arrangement is to divide administrative and policymaking responsibilities between the elected council and
the appointed administrator.78

Under a council-elected executive system, the voters elect both the members of the council and the
executive. The executive performs functions similar to those of the state governor. For instance, he or she
can veto the actions of the council, draft a budget, and provide suggestions regarding public policy.79

Although the tasks they perform can vary from state to state, most counties have a courthouse that houses
county officials, such as the sheriff, the county clerk, the assessor, the treasurer, the coroner, and the
engineer. These officials carry out a variety of important functions and oversee the responsibilities of
running a county government. For instance, the county coroner investigates the cause of death when
suspicious circumstances are present. The county clerk oversees the registration of voters and also certifies
election results for the county. In addition, this officeholder typically keeps the official birth, death, and
marriage records. The county treasurer oversees the collection and distribution of funds within the county,
while the county assessor conducts property tax evaluations and informs individual citizens or business
owners of their right to contest the appraised value of their property. Finally, a county engineer will
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oversee the maintenance and construction of county infrastructure.80 In short, counties help to maintain
roads and bridges, courthouses and jails, parks and pools, and public libraries, hospitals, and clinics.81 To
provide these services, county governments typically rely on property tax revenue, a portion of sales tax
receipts, and funds from intergovernmental transfers by way of federal or state grants.

CITY GOVERNMENT
Municipal governments oversee the operation and functions of cities and towns. Census estimates for
2012 show just over 19,500 municipal governments and nearly 16,500 township governments in the United
States.82 The vast majority of municipal governments operate on one of two governing models: a mayor-
council system or a council-manager system.

Under the mayor-council system voters elect both a mayor and members of the city council. The city
council performs legislative functions and the mayor the executive functions. Under this system, the mayor
may be given a great deal of authority or only limited powers.83 Under a strong mayor system, the mayor
will be able to veto the actions of the council, appoint and fire the heads of city departments, and produce
a budget. Under a weak mayor system, the mayor has little authority compared to the council and acts in
a ceremonial capacity as a spokesperson for the city.84

In a council-manager system of government, either the members of the city council are elected by voters
along with a mayor who presides over the council, or the voters elect members of the city council and
the mayor is chosen from among them. In either case, the city council will then appoint a city manager to
carry out the administrative functions of the municipal government. This frees the city council to address
political functions such as setting policy and formulating the budget.85

Municipal governments are responsible for providing clean water as well as sewage and garbage disposal.
They must maintain city facilities, such as parks, streetlights, and stadiums (Figure 14.18). In addition,
they address zoning and building regulations, promote the city’s economic development, and provide law
enforcement, public transportation, and fire protection. Municipal governments typically rely on property
tax revenue, user fees from trash collection and the provision of water and sewer services, a portion of
sales tax receipts, and taxes on business.

Figure 14.18 The Sporting Park in Kansas City, Kansas, is home to various sporting events. The stadium first
opened for business in 2011, and taxpayers financed $146 million of the total cost to build the stadium, an office park,
and a youth soccer complex.86 (credit: Wesley Fryer)
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The International City/County Management Association (ICMA) provides networking opportunities,
professional development, and statistical data in order to support local government leaders and other
individuals throughout the world. Visit the ICMA Priorities (https://openstax.org/l/29ICMAprior) page to
learn what makes a better leader and how you might improve your local community.

Link to Learning
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amendatory veto

charter

commission system

consecutive term limits

council-administrator system

council-elected executive system

council-manager system

delegate legislator

Dillon’s Rule

expressed powers

formal powers

home rule

implied powers

individualistic political culture

lifetime ban

line-item veto

mayor-council system

moralistic political culture

Key Terms

a veto that allows a governor to send a bill back to the legislature with a message
requesting a specific amendment

a document that provides a framework and detailed account of local government responsibilities
and areas of authority

an elected commission that serves as the governing body within a given county

caps allowing a member of the legislature to serve for only a specified period of
time in either the state house or senate and forcing a wait before the member can run again

an elected council that appoints an administrator to oversee the operation
of the county government

a county government in which voters elect both the members of the
council and the executive

a structure of government in which elected members of the city council appoint
a city manager to carry out administrative functions

a legislator who represents the will of those who elected him or her to office and acts
in their expressed interest, even when it goes against a personal belief about what is ultimately in the
constituency’s best interest

a legal principle that holds state power and actions above those of local governments and
declares state governments to be sovereign relative to local governments

those powers specifically provided to the Congress and the president in the U.S.
Constitution

those powers a governor may exercise that are specifically outlined in the state
constitution or state law

principle that provides local governments some degree of independence from the state
government, typically detailed in a charter

those powers not specifically detailed in the U.S. Constitution but inferred as necessary
to achieve the objectives of the national government

a culture that views the government as a mechanism for addressing
issues that matter to individual citizens and for pursuing individual goals

a rule that members can serve only one time in the state legislature for the number of years
allotted and may not run again

a state governor’s ability to strike out a line or individual portions of a bill while letting
the remainder pass into law

a structure of government in which both city council members and the mayor are
elected by voters

a culture that views the government as a means to better society and promote
the general welfare

552 Chapter 14 | State and Local Government

This OpenStax book is available for free at http://cnx.org/content/col26739/1.4



pardon

reduction veto

term limits

traditionalistic political culture

trustee

a governor’s action to absolve someone of blame for a crime and secure his or her release from
prison

a governor’s authority to reduce the amount budgeted in a piece of legislation

rules that restrict the length of time a member can serve in the state legislature

a culture that views the government as necessary to maintaining the
existing social order or the status quo

an officeholder who believes he or she was elected to exercise judgment and to know best by
virtue of having the time and expertise to study and understand an issue

Summary

14.1 State Power and Delegation
The power structure of government established in the Articles of Confederation was rebalanced in the
Constitution to ensure that both the central and the regional governments had some degree of authority
and autonomy. Federal and state governments have managed to work out sharing power throughout
history, with the federal government often using fiscal policy to encourage compliance from the states. The
taxing power of local governments means they face unique pressures during economic downturns.

14.2 State Political Culture
Daniel Elazar’s theory argues, based on the cultural values of early immigrants who settled in different
regions of the country, the United States is made up of three component cultures: individualistic,
moralistic, and traditionalistic. Each culture views aspects of government and politics differently,
particularly the nature and purpose of political competition and the role of citizen participation. Critics of
the theory say the arrival of recent immigrants from other parts of the globe, the divide between urban and
rural lifestyles in a particular state, and new patterns of diffusion and settlement across states and regions
mean the theory is no longer an entirely accurate description of reality.

14.3 Governors and State Legislatures
Governors are called upon to work with the state legislature in the lawmaking process, to be the head
of their political party, and to be the chief spokespersons and crisis managers for their states. State
constitution or state statutes give many governors the power to veto legislation, pardon or commute the
sentences of convicted criminals, author a state budget, and call a special session of the state legislature.
The three key functions performed by state legislatures are lawmaking, constituency service, and
oversight. Legislatures differ in size, diversity, party composition, and level of professionalism across the
fifty states.

14.4 State Legislative Term Limits
Whether they cap lifetime service or consecutive terms, term limits have become popular in many states,
though some have overturned them as unconstitutional. Proponents believe term limits increase voter
participation, encourage more women and minorities to run for office, and help bring diversity and fresh
ideas to the legislature. Opponents point to research showing that diversity has not increased in term-limit
states, and that younger and less experienced legislators tend to rely more on lobbyists for information
about proposed bills. Finally, voters disappointed at losing their favorites may fail to go to the polls.

14.5 County and City Government
County governments can adopt the commission system, the council-administrator system, and the council-
elected executive system of government to carry out their functions, which usually include the work
of the sheriff, the county clerk, the assessor, the treasurer, the coroner, and the engineer. Municipal
governments can use the mayor-council system or the council-manager system and manage services such
as the provision of clean water, park maintenance, and local law enforcement. Cities and counties both rely
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on tax revenues, especially property taxes, to fund their provision of services.

Review Questions

1. ________ dictate the terms and conditions state
governments would have to meet in order to
qualify for financial assistance in a specific policy
area.

a. Categorical grants
b. Block grants
c. Unfunded mandates
d. Crossover sanctions

2. The Tenth Amendment created a class of
powers exclusive to state governments. These
powers are referred to as ________.

a. enumerated powers
b. implied powers
c. reserved powers
d. none of the above

3. Dillon’s Rule gives local governments the
freedom and flexibility to make decisions for
themselves.

a. True
b. False

4. Under the Articles of Confederation, the
federal government was quite weak relative to the
states. What changes were made to strengthen the
role of the federal government under the U.S.
Constitution?

5. In a ________ political culture, the government
is seen as a mechanism for maintaining the
existing social order or status quo.

a. moralistic
b. individualistic
c. traditionalistic
d. nativistic

6. Under a ________ political culture, citizens will
tend to be more tolerant of corruption from their
political leaders and less likely to see politics as a
noble profession in which all citizens should
engage.

a. moralistic
b. individualistic
c. traditionalistic
d. nativistic

7. ________ was the first state to institute all mail-
in voting and automatic voter registration.

a. California
b. Oregon
c. Washington
d. New York

8. A ________ is an officeholder who represents
the will of those who elected him or her and acts
in constituents’ expressed interest.

a. delegate
b. trustee
c. politico
d. citizen

9. In a ________ legislature, members tend to
have low salaries, shorter sessions, and few staff
members to assist them with their legislative
functions.

a. professional
b. citizen
c. hybrid
d. unicameral

10. A(n) ________ veto allows the governor to
cross out budget lines in the legislature-approved
budget, while signing the remainder of the budget
into law.

a. amendatory
b. line-item
c. reduction
d. Frankenstein

11. Which branch would you consider to be
closest to the people? Why?

12. Under consecutive term limits, legislators can
serve one time for the number of years allotted
and are not permitted to ever compete for the
office again.

a. True
b. False
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13. The most common term limit across the states
that have imposed them is ________ years.

a. four
b. six
c. eight
d. twelve

14. When term limits have been overturned, the
most common method was ________.

a. a bill passed by the state legislature
b. a decision by the state Supreme Court
c. a voter referendum
d. a governor’s decree

15. Term limits have produced a statistically
significant increase in the number of women
serving in state legislatures.

a. True
b. False

16. Currently, ________ states have term limits in
place.

a. five
b. ten
c. fifteen
d. twenty

17. Under the mayor-council system, the
________.

a. legislative and executive responsibilities are
separated

b. political and administrative functions are
separated

c. mayor chairs the city council
d. city council selects the mayor

18. Which of the following is not one of the three
forms of county government?

a. the commission system
b. the council-elected executive system
c. the mayor-council system
d. the council-administrator system

19. What are the primary responsibilities of
municipal governments?

Critical Thinking Questions

20. What are the advantages and disadvantages of having so many levels of subnational governments in
the United States? Explain.

21. In which level of substate government would you be most likely to get involved? Why?

22. Is it preferable for representatives in the state legislature to behave as trustees or as delegates? Why?

23. Do term limits seem to have more advantages or disadvantages? Defend your answer.

Suggestions for Further Study

Council of State Governments. 2014. The Book of the States. Lexington, KY: The Council of State
Governments.

Elazar, Daniel. 1972. American Federalism: A View from the States, 2nd ed. New York: Thomas Y. Crowell
Company.

Governing: The State and Localities (http://www.governing.com/).

National Association of Counties (http://www.naco.org/).

National Conference of State Legislatures (http://www.ncsl.org/).

National Governors Association (http://www.nga.org/cms/home.html).

National League of Cities (http://www.nlc.org/).
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