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Abstract

Does the public’s approval of their state legislature reflect their satisfaction with the outputs of state government?
Using survey responses from the 2014 Cooperative Congressional Election Study, we consider the roots of public
approval of state legislatures. We find that people are more likely to voice approval of their state legislature when it
produces policy outcomes that correspond with their interests. Liberals view their state legislature more positively
when policy outputs are liberal, while conservatives evaluate their state legislature more favorably when policy
outcomes are conservative. These effects are the most pronounced among those who are the most knowledgeable
about state politics. Using panel data from 2012 to 2014, we also show that changes in state policy liberalism are
associated with changes in state legislative approval. Even though we have reasons to be pessimistic about the quality
of citizens’ assessments of state government, our results demonstrate that citizens evaluate their state legislatures

based on the policy outcomes they provide.
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In a representative democracy, we delegate decisions to
elected officials to act on our behalf. We hope that politi-
cians will work to produce policies that reflect our prefer-
ences, but we risk receiving outcomes that are not
well-aligned with our political desires. For scholars, the
congruence between the choices made by political elites
and the preferences of the public inform the performance
of representative democracy (e.g., Erikson, MacKuen,
and Stimson 2002; Erikson, Wright, and Mclver 1993).
Yet even as scholars are interested in the character of
policy representation afforded by officeholders, does the
same hold true for citizens?

Although we have often assumed that policy respon-
siveness is important to citizens, questions remain about
whether people evaluate governmental institutions based
on the policy outcomes that they provide. When asked
about their expectations of officeholders, people say they
want politicians to listen to their concerns and vote in line
with the concerns of constituents (Grill 2007; Hibbing
and Theiss-Morse 2002). At the national level, this seems
to be confirmed. We see that members of Congress who
vote in ways congruent with their constituents benefit at
the ballot box (Ansolabehere and Jones 2010). As the dis-
tance between policy outcomes and the liberalism of the
public grows, congressional approval falls (Ramirez
2013). At the state level, however, it is less evident that
policy outcomes matter for how people assess state
elected officials. At the dyadic level, scholars find only

weak evidence that state legislators are punished or
rewarded at the polls for their ideological congruence
with their districts (Hogan 2008; Rogers 2017). We con-
sider the public’s responsiveness to state policy out-
comes, exploring whether people evaluate state
legislatures based on the ideological tenor of the policy
outcomes they provide.

Are people more likely to approve of their state legis-
lature when it delivers outcomes that come closer to their
ideological preferences? Or are state policy outcomes
unimportant to how people evaluate the performance of
their state legislature? Using responses from the
Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES), we
explore whether people report higher approval of their
state legislatures when their preferences are better
aligned with the policy outcomes of state government.
We find that increasing levels of state policy liberalism
are associated with greater state legislative approval
among liberals and lower levels of approval among con-
servatives. We also find that those with greater knowl-
edge of state politics are more responsive to the
ideological outcomes of state government than those
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with lower levels of political knowledge. Using the
20122014 CCES panel survey, we show that changes in
state policy liberalism are associated with changes in
state legislative approval over time.

Investigating the consequences of state policy out-
comes for public approval is important for understanding
the character of representative democracy in the states.
Over time, states have taken an increasingly active role in
policymaking, and hold policy authority in many domains
relevant to citizens’ lives—from education to environ-
mental issues to infrastructure and transportation. The
decision to pass one policy versus another has important
consequences—and as such, it is valuable to know if peo-
ple’s evaluations of the performance of their state legisla-
tures are responsive to those policy choices.

This research also informs our understanding of the
connections between public evaluations and policy out-
comes in the states. Scholars have affirmed that public
preferences inform the policy choices made by state
elected officials (Caughey and Warshaw 2018; Erikson,
Wright, and Mclver 1993). Yet this connection is not a
perfect one, as the relationship between policy prefer-
ences and political outcomes varies across states and over
time (Caughey and Warshaw 2018; Lax and Phillips
2012; Pacheco 2013; Wright and Winburn 2002). In con-
sidering this heterogeneity in policy responsiveness, it
seems that policy representation works differently at the
state level than at the national level (Erikson, Wright, and
Mclver 1993). Although elections are important to help-
ing citizens obtain congruent policy outcomes from
national institutions (Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson
2002), they seem less important to encouraging policy
responsiveness in the states (Caughey and Warshaw
2018). State electoral turnover is not necessarily respon-
sive to the policy choices made by state legislators
(Hogan 2008; Rogers 2017).

Given these reservations about the strength of the tie
between the will of the state electorates and the outputs of
state government, it is important to consider whether peo-
ple evaluate state legislatures based on the policy out-
comes of the states. In finding that people are responsive
to the ideological tenor of state policy outcomes, our
results suggest that people are better able to hold state
legislatures responsible for their policy outputs than has
been previously believed. Even in a low-information
domain like state politics where the dyadic ties between
state representatives and their constituents are weak, state
electorates respond to state outcomes in ways that have
the potential to promote collective accountability.

Origins of State Legislative Approval

Why do people approve of their state legislatures?
Broadly speaking, people are more likely to approve of

their statehouse when they feel that state officeholders are
responsive to their concerns (Patterson, Hedlund, and
Boynton 1975; Patterson, Ripley, and Quinlan 1992). In
considering the predictors of state legislative ratings,
approval follows in part from the performance of state
government. When economic optimism is high, unem-
ployment rates are low, and the fiscal health of the state is
strong, people report higher levels of trust and approval
of their state legislature (Flavin 2013; Hamman 2006;
Kelleher and Wolak 2007; Richardson, Konisky, and
Milyo 2012).

People’s evaluations of their state legislature also
reflect the character of policy processes in the state. At
the national level, mistrust of Congress is thought to be
rooted in fears that legislators are out of touch with the
demands of the public, focused on partisan squabbles and
interest group demands rather than the concerns of the
electorate (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 1995, 2002). As
state legislatures increasingly resemble Congress in terms
of their legislative professionalism, with longer sessions
and larger staffs, their approval falls. People offer warmer
evaluations of citizen legislatures than professionalized
ones (Kelleher and Wolak 2007; Richardson, Konisky,
and Milyo 2012; Squire 1993).

People also lean on their partisanship when asked to
offer their appraisals of their state legislature. People
offer warmer ratings of their state legislature when the
institution is controlled by members of their own party,
and provide more negative assessments of state legisla-
tures controlled by members of the rival party (Banda and
Kirkland 2018; Flavin 2013; Richardson, Konisky, and
Milyo 2012).!

State Policy Outcomes and
Constituent Response

To what extent do people consider state policy outcomes
when considering their feelings about their state legisla-
ture? There are reasons to be pessimistic that citizens are
responsive to the ideological tenor of state policy out-
comes. Voters are often uninformed about matters of state
politics, where nearly half of Americans are unable to
name any branch of state government and even fewer can
name their state legislators (Lyons, Jaeger, and Wolak
2013; Songer 1984). Media coverage of state politics is
often low, reflecting the dwindling presence of reporters
in state capitals as well as the general decline of newspa-
per reporting (Wilson 2014). If people are unaware of the
debates being waged in their state legislature, then the
outputs of state government may not have much of an
imprint on how people evaluate state institutions. In con-
sidering the low levels of citizen knowledge of the specif-
ics of state legislatures, Squire and Moncrief (2015, 210)
pessimistically conclude that “although many people
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may express an opinion about their legislature’s job per-
formance, there might not be much substance behind
those evaluations.”

From the perspective of state legislators, public prefer-
ences are important to how votes are cast, but few legisla-
tors voice worries about being held accountable for their
votes in the statehouse (Jewell 1982). Given the uncon-
troversial nature of many state legislative bills as well as
their limited salience to the electorate, state legislators do
not see policy issues as particularly important to their
chances for reelection. Nearly all incumbents who seek
reelection to the state legislature win it, and many state
legislative elections go uncontested.

Studies of state legislative election results have also
raised doubts about whether the ideological leanings of
state legislators are related to voters’ choices at the ballot
box. In exploring the effects of state legislator ideology
on a lawmaker’s vote share and odds of reelection, Rogers
(2017) finds only modest evidence of electoral punish-
ment for state legislators who are ideologically incongru-
ent with their districts. For state legislators in safe districts
and in states with weak media presence in the state capi-
tol, ideological incongruence may well go unpunished by
voters. Likewise, Hogan (2008) finds only modest evi-
dence that ideologically extreme state legislators are any
more likely to face strong challengers at the next election
as compared with state lawmakers more in step with their
districts. That said, in looking at legislators’ roll call
votes, Birkhead (2015) uncovers stronger evidence of a
tie between state legislative ideology and the preferences
of state electorates. He finds that ideologically extreme
state legislators receive lower vote shares than moderate
representatives, and are more likely to face opposition at
the next election.

Rather than considering the dyadic ties between dis-
tricts and their state legislators (Hogan 2008; Rogers
2017), we instead examine constituents’ reactions to col-
lective policy outcomes in their state, and the degree to
which people evaluate their state legislature in response
to the ideological tenor of state policy outcomes. We
argue that this kind of collective accountability is also
important to state politics. When asking state legislators
how they see their roles as representatives, many see
themselves as representatives of state interests rather than
district ones (Wahlke et al. 1962). We also know that even
when dyadic ties are weak, citizens’ preferences can still
be reflected in policy outcomes through collective repre-
sentation (Weissberg 1978). Indeed, when asking citizens
about what kind of representation they prefer, experimen-
tal studies have shown that citizens value collective rep-
resentation even more than they value dyadic
representation (Harden and Clark 2016).

At the national level, scholars have confirmed that
people are responsive to the ideological tenor of

collective policy outcomes, adjusting their demands of
government in response to liberalism of policy outputs
(Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002; Wlezien 1995).
People also calibrate their attitudes toward governmental
institutions based on the policies those institutions pro-
duce. Congressional approval responds to policy out-
comes, where the public tempers their approval of
Congress when they feel as if there is a discrepancy
between their partisan policy preferences and Congress’s
failure to meet them (Ramirez 2009). When the ideologi-
cal mood of the country diverges from policy results, the
public adjusts its evaluations of Congress accordingly
(Ramirez 2013).

At the state level, scholars have shown that the ideo-
logical content of state policy outcomes informs both
policy demands and appraisals of government. In consid-
ering thermostatic responsiveness to social policy,
Pacheco (2013) finds that people’s policy preferences
respond to the ideological tenor of previous state policy
outcomes. Although scholars have not considered the
effects of state policy liberalism for legislative approval,
they have shown that the ideological leanings of the state
parties are consequential for how people appraise govern-
ment. Banda and Kirkland (2018) find that those in states
with ideologically polarized parties are less likely to say
that they trust their state legislature, while Wolak and
McAtee (2013) find partial evidence that the liberalism of
the state parties is related to people’s approval of the
political parties in their state. Flavin (2013) also finds that
ideological similarities between citizens and their state
government can cultivate stronger feelings of trust in
state government.

We consider how the policy outcomes in the states
inform people’s evaluations of their state legislature. We
expect that liberals will be more likely to approve of their
state legislature as the liberalism of state policy increases,
while conservatives will reveal higher approval as the
conservatism of policy outcomes increases. Even if peo-
ple find it difficult to punish or reward their state repre-
sentatives based on their specific job performance, we
believe that people are better equipped to provide feed-
back to state legislatures based on their collective policy
outputs. Voters might not know how their representative
in the state legislature is voting on legislation, but the
general ideological tenor of state policy-making is more
easily observed. Just as citizens form impressions about
the ideological tenor of national political outcomes
(Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002), we expect that
they also take cues from their state environment about the
ideological directions of state policy outcomes.

Even with declines in statehouse reporting, people still
learn about the happenings of state government from the
news (Johnson 2013). Although state representatives may
not receive much individualized news attention,
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the policy debates of the state capitol are more likely to
capture media coverage. The ideological signals from
state legislatures have arguably only sharpened in a time
of increased party polarization (Shor and McCarty 2011)
and sometimes only limited electoral competition
(Shufeldt and Flavin 2012). We see this in people’s
knowledge of state politics, as many know the party bal-
ance in state government even if they do not know the
partisanship of their state representative (Patterson,
Hedlund, and Boynton 1975). Indeed, people’s ability to
correctly identify partisan control of their state legislature
is only modestly lower than their accuracy in identifying
partisan control of Congress.” Even though national poli-
tics receives far more press attention than state politics,
Americans nonetheless still express a strong interest in
state politics. In a 2014 survey, Americans were nearly as
likely to say they were interested in keeping up with news
about state politics as they were to express an interest in
following news about the federal government.?

We expect that state constituents are interested in state
outcomes and able to draw on what news they see about
state government to make inferences about the general
ideological direction of policy outcomes in their state.
Although they may not be well versed on the bills that
come before the state legislature, we believe that they are
able to gauge whether state policy outcomes are moving
to the right or to the left. We further expect that the effects
of state policy liberalism on state legislative approval will
be greatest among those most knowledgeable about their
state legislature.

Data and Measures

To investigate citizens’ responsiveness to the policy out-
comes of state government, we rely on responses to the
2014 CCES. In the preelection wave of the survey,
respondents were asked whether they approved of how
their state legislature is doing their job, on a 4-point
scale ranging from strongly disapprove to strongly
approve.* In 2014, few voiced enthusiastic support for
their state legislature. Only 8 percent said they strongly
approved of the job their state legislature was doing, and
39 percent said they somewhat approved.’ Disapproval
is more common than approval, with 25 percent voicing
strong disapproval and 29 percent saying they some-
what disapproved.

Because we are interested in variations in levels of
approval of state legislatures across the states as well as
how approval varies across contexts as a function of
respondent ideology, we rely on multilevel modeling and
a random intercept random coefficient specification.
Given clustering in survey responses at the state level,
standard estimation approaches run the risk of underesti-
mated standard errors and false positives associated with

the effects of level-2 variables. By using a multilevel
modeling approach, we minimize those risks (Steenbergen
and Jones 2002).5

We consider the imprint of ideology on state legisla-
tive approval using a 7-point measure of self-reported
respondent ideology.” Using a random coefficient specifi-
cation, we allow the effects of ideology to vary across
state contexts, and model that variation as a function of
the liberalism of policy outcomes in the state. As our
measure of the ideological tenor of state policy, we rely
on state policy liberalism scores for 2014, as created by
Caughey and Warshaw (2016). Using a measurement
model and data on 148 policy outcomes across the states,
they create annual scores of state policy liberalism.
Higher scores on this measure indicate greater liberalism
in state policy outcomes. If people’s approval of their
state legislature follows from the policy outputs of state
government, we should expect to see that liberals who
live in states with more liberal policy outcomes will be
more likely to approve of their state legislature than con-
servative respondents in that state. Conservative respon-
dents should likewise offer warmer ratings of their state
legislature when they reside in states with conservative
policy outputs.

We include controls for party control of state govern-
ment, to distinguish whether people are uniquely respon-
sive to the ideological tenor of state policy outcomes
apart from patterns of party control of state government.
We include an item indicating whether the respondent
lives in a state where their own party controls state gov-
ernment and a second reflecting those who reside in a
state where the rival party controls state government.®
Because stronger state economies are traditionally asso-
ciated with higher approval of state legislatures, we con-
trol for state unemployment rates.” We also control for
levels of state legislative professionalism, given that peo-
ple tend to be less trusting and less approving of profes-
sionalized state legislatures (Kelleher and Wolak 2007,
Richardson, Konisky, and Milyo 2012). We rely on scores
created by Bowen and Greene (2014)."° Higher scores
indicate professionalized state legislatures with longer
sessions and higher salaries, while lower scores are tied
to less professionalized citizen legislatures. We expect to
see lower levels of state legislative approval in states with
highly professionalized legislatures.

We also include a control for party competition in the
states. At the national level, party conflict tends to be
associated with lower levels of confidence in Congress
(Durr, Gilmour, and Wolbrecht 1997; Ramirez 2009). But
at the state level, measures of divided government and
party conflict seem unrelated to people’s approval of state
legislatures (Banda and Kirkland 2018; Hamman 2006;
Kelleher and Wolak 2007). In fact, some have suggested
that party competition might promote positivity toward
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Table 1. Policy Congruence and State Legislative Approval.

State legislative approval, 2014

State policy liberalism
Ideology
Policy Liberalism X ldeology
Own party control of state government
Opposing party control of state government
Legislative professionalism
State unemployment rate
History of single party control of state politics
Congressional approval
Follows politics
Knowledge of partisan control of state legislature
Education
Age
Nonwhite
Female
Cutpoint |
Cutpoint 2
Cutpoint 3
Variance components
Variance, intercept
Variance, ideology
Covariance, intercept, and ideology
Deviance
N (number of states)

-0.524* (0.062)
~0.029 (0.028)
0.178* (0.019)
1.058* (0.064)
-0.435* (0.084)
-0.081* (0.037)
-0.141* (0.065)
-2.190* (0.843)
3.163* (0.134)
0.302* (0.068)
-0.067* (0.018)
-0.124* (0.064)
0.000 (0.001)
0.094* (0.042)
0.020 (0.033)
-1.598* (0.425)
0.164 (0.425)
3.258* (0.423)

0.424* (0.085)
0.037* (0.007)
-0.105* (0.024)
91,572
42,442 (48)

Source. Cooperative Congressional Election Study (2014).
Multilevel ordered logit estimates, standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05.

state government, as people are more likely to feel that
their views are represented in politics in states with higher
levels of party competition (Flavin and Shufeldt 2016;
Wolak 2018). We test this by including a control for the
level of party competition in the states. We rely on an
index of state party competition created by Hinchliffe and
Lee (2016) constructed from data on the closeness of
elections for state legislative seats and governor’s races.
The measure is reverse-coded, where high scores on this
measure indicate places where one party dominates in
state elections and low scores represent states with strong
two-party competition. At the individual level, we include
controls for the respondents’ attention to politics as well
as their knowledge of partisan control of the state legisla-
ture, to explore whether familiarity of state politics is
associated with greater criticism (Hibbing and Theiss-
Morse 1995)."" We control for congressional approval to
capture individual differences in negativity of affect
toward government. Finally, we control for respondents’
educational attainment, age, race, and gender.12
Multilevel ordered logit results are shown in Table 1.
We confirm a significant interaction effect associated
with respondent ideology and the liberalism of state

policy outcomes. In the appendix, we plot the marginal
effects for state policy liberalism, which demonstrate that
policy outcomes inform state legislative approval for all
but political moderates. For liberals, increasing policy
liberalism is associated with greater approval of state leg-
islatures, while for conservatives, increasing liberalism is
associated with declines in state legislative approval.

In Figure 1, we show predicted levels of state legisla-
tive approval across the range of state policy outcomes
for those who identify as very liberal as well as those who
identify as very conservative. To simplify the presenta-
tion, our plot sums the probability of strongly approving
and somewhat approving of the state legislature to show
overall probability of approving one’s state legislature
across different state contexts."> Consider the case of a
state with particularly conservative state policy outcomes.
In this context, a person who identifies as very conserva-
tive would have a 70 percent likelihood of approving of
their state legislature, while a person who self-identifies
as very liberal has only a 21 percent predicted probability
of approving of their state legislature. As the liberalism of
the state’s policy outcomes increases, the approval rat-
ings of conservatives decline as the ratings of liberals
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Figure |. Predicted approval of state legislatures, by state policy liberalism.

To simplify the interpretation of the ordered logit results, we present the predicted probability of approving of the state legislature as the sum
of the predicted probability of strongly approving and somewhat approving of the state legislature. The histogram reflects the distribution of
respondents across the range of policy liberalism in the states. Predicted probabilities are based on the model reported in Table |, with other

variables set at their means.

increase. For a state at the highest level of policy liberal-
ism, a strong conservative has only a 25 percent probabil-
ity of approving of the state legislature, while a strong
liberal has a 68 percent probability of approving of the
legislature."* For ideologues, their views of their state
legislature reflect in part the ideological tenor of the pol-
icy outcomes that the state provides.

In Table 2, we report the predicted probabilities of
state legislative approval at high and low levels of the
control variables. We confirm that people are more likely
to approve of their state legislature when state govern-
ment is controlled by members of one’s own party, and
less likely to approve when party control is held by the
opposing party. Likewise, state economic health has the
expected effect on state legislative approval, where mov-
ing from the highest level of state unemployment to the
lowest increases the predicted probability of approving of
the state legislature from 39 to 54 percent.

Consistent with prior studies, we confirm that people
report higher approval of amateur state legislatures com-
pared with professionalized ones. Interestingly, people
report higher approval of state legislatures in states with a

history of party competition for control for state govern-
ment than in places dominated by one-party control of
state government. This is contrary to national-level evi-
dence that partisan conflict hurts congressional approval
(Durr, Gilmour, and Wolbrecht 1997), and is consistent
with state-level evidence that party competition is valued
in the states as a signal of responsiveness to voters (Flavin
and Shufeldt 2016; Wolak 2018). Those who express
greater interest in politics are more likely to approve of
the job their state legislature is doing, while greater edu-
cation and higher political knowledge tend to be associ-
ated with more negative ratings of the state legislature.
Generalized favorability toward government, as captured
by our indicator of congressional approval, is associated
with greater approval of the state legislature as well.

Political Knowledge and the Effects
of State Policy Liberalism
We next consider the possibility of heterogeneity in the

effects of ideology and state policy outcomes, condi-
tional on people’s levels of political sophistication. We
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Table 2. Predicted Probabilities of State Legislative Approval.

Pr(Strongly Pr(Somewhat Pr(Somewhat Pr(Strongly
approve) approve) disapprove) disapprove)
Own party control of state government .08 .55 .28 .10
Opposing party control of state government .02 26 40 32
Divided government .03 35 .39 23
Minimum, state unemployment rate .05 49 32 A3
Maximum, state unemployment rate .03 .36 .39 22
Minimum, state legislative professionalism .05 46 35 A5
Maximum, state legislative professionalism .02 .30 40 27
Minimum, party competition in state elections .02 .30 40 27
Maximum, party competition in state elections .04 A45 .35 .16
Minimum, knowledge of state politics .04 42 37 .18
Maximum, knowledge of state politics .03 .39 .38 .20
Minimum, follows politics .03 35 .39 22
Maximum, follows politics .04 42 37 .18
Minimum, congressional approval .02 .26 40 33
Maximum, congressional approval 29 61 .09 .02
Less than a high school degree .04 42 .37 .18
Graduate degree .03 39 .38 .20
Nonwhite .04 40 .38 .19
White .04 42 37 .18

Source. Cooperative Congressional Election Study (2014).

Predicted probabilities based on results in Table I, holding other variables at their means.

have proposed that citizens monitor the outcomes of
state government and use the information they gather
about policy outcomes to inform their evaluations of
state legislative performance. If this is the case, then we
should expect to see greater responsiveness to state pol-
icy liberalism among those with higher levels of knowl-
edge of state politics. To test this, we interact state
policy liberalism and respondent ideology with our
measure of knowledge of partisan control of the state
legislature. In Table 3, we confirm a significant three-
way interaction effect, indicating that the relationship
between ideology and state liberalism varies with
respondents’ knowledge of state politics.

In Figure 2, we plot the marginal effects of state pol-
icy liberalism over the range of respondent ideology for
those at high, low, and median levels of state political
knowledge. We find the strongest marginal effects for
state policy liberalism among those who are most
knowledgeable about their state legislature. Among
those at the median level of political knowledge, we
find a significant marginal effect for state policy liberal-
ism over most of the range of respondent ideology, but
the effect is smaller in magnitude than is observed
among those with higher state political knowledge.
Among those who are at the lowest level of political
knowledge, we fail to find a significant marginal effect
for state liberalism over the range of respondent ideol-
ogy. The effects of state policy liberalism on state

legislative approval are concentrated among those who
are more knowledgeable about politics in their state.

Changes in Policy Liberalism
and Changes in State Legislative
Approval

We find that liberals offer warmer ratings of their state
legislature when they reside in states with liberal policy
outcomes and that conservatives report higher approval
when residing in states with conservative policy out-
comes, and that the strength of this association increases
with the sophistication of state constituents. Because our
results are robust to controls for patterns of party control
of state government, this suggests that the effects of state
policy reflect more than just the congruence between
conservative state governments and their conservative-
leaning electorates. But to further demonstrate that the
public is responsive to the ideological content of state
policy outcomes, we next look at the dynamics of state
legislative approval. Using panel data, we consider how
people’s approval of their state legislature varies as a
function of the changing liberalism of policy outcomes in
the states.

We rely on the subset of respondents that partici-
pated in both the 2012 and 2014 CCES as participants
in the panel survey portion of the CCES." As our
dependent variable, we consider changes in people’s
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Table 3. Political Knowledge, Policy Congruence, and State Legislative Approval.

State legislative approval, 2014

State policy liberalism
Ideology
State political knowledge
Policy Liberalism X ldeology
Policy Liberalism X State Political Knowledge
Ideology X State Political Knowledge
Policy Liberalism X Ideology X Political Knowledge
Own party control of state government
Opposing party control of state government
Legislative professionalism
State unemployment rate
History of single party control of state politics
Follows politics
Education
Congressional approval
Age
Nonwhite
Female
Cutpoint |
Cutpoint 2
Cutpoint 3
Variance components
Variance, intercept
Variance, ideology
Variance, state political knowledge
Covariance, intercept, and ideology
Covariance, intercept, and political knowledge
Covariance, ideology, and political knowledge
Deviance
N (number of states)

-0.053 (0.072)
0.070% (0.028)
0.116 (0.075)
0.024 (0.023)
0.400% (0.047)
0.096* (0.025)
0.144* (0.017)
.059* (0.060)
0.334* (0.078)
0.068* (0.023)
0.188* (0.045)
2.249* (0.794)
0.327* (0.065)
0.130% (0.067)
3.138% (0.112)
0.000 (0.001)
0.088* (0.044)
0.035 (0.034)
.664* (0.339)
0.137 (0.342)
3.278* (0.336)

0.305* (0.092)
0.044* (0.009)
0.009* (0.005)
0.086* (0.031)
-0.012 (0.020)
-0.001 (0.006)
90,289
42,442 (48)

Source. Cooperative Congressional Election Study (2014).
Multilevel ordered logit estimates, standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05.

approval of their state legislature from 2012 to 2014.
The measure ranges from —3 to 3. Higher scores indi-
cate those who offered higher levels of approval in
2014, while negative scores reflect those whose opin-
ions of their state legislature declined over the period.
To explore how people respond to policy changes in
their state, we use a differenced measure of changes in
state policy outcomes from 2012 to 2014, again using
the annual estimates of state policy liberalism from
Caughey and Warshaw (2016). By looking at only the
changes in policy liberalism, we essentially remove
the distinctive histories of the states that have lead
them to have a slate of liberal or conservative policy
traditions and focus instead on the contemporary
political climate of the states. It represents a tough test
of our theory, as changes in policy liberalism tend to
be modest over this time period.

We interact state changes in policy liberalism with the
respondents’ self-reported ideology. We expect that con-
servatives will increase their support of their state legisla-
ture when policy outcomes move to the right, while
liberals will be more likely to approve of their state legis-
lature when policy outcomes take a left turn between
2012 and 2014."® We control for shifts in partisan control
of state government, as well as changes in state unem-
ployment rates from 2012 to 2014."7 We include mea-
sures of changes in political attention, knowledge, and
congressional approval, and the same slate of demo-
graphic controls as in Table 1.

Results of the random intercept random coefficient
multilevel regression model are shown in Table 4."® We
find that changes in state policy liberalism are associated
with changes in public approval of state legislatures.'’ In
states where policy outcomes shifted to the right, strong
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Figure 2. Marginal effect of state policy liberalism of state legislative approval, by level of state political knowledge and

ideological identification.

The marginal effects of state policy liberalism are based on the model reported in Table 3, with other variables set at their means.

conservatives are more likely to approve of their state
legislature and strong liberals offer more negative evalu-
ations of their state legislature. In Figure 3, we show the
marginal effects of changes in state policy liberalism
across the range of respondent ideology. For those who
say they are liberal or very liberal, greater policy liberal-
ism is significantly related to higher levels of approval, as
indicated by the significant positive marginal effects. For
moderates and left-leaning centrists, changes in state pol-
icy liberalism are unrelated to changes in state legislative
approval. For those who identify as conservatives,
changes in policy liberalism have a significant negative
marginal effect, one that increases in size with the strength
of conservative identification.

To demonstrate the size of these effects, consider two
states in the sample: Mississippi and New Jersey. Each
saw a similar magnitude shift in policy liberalism from
2012 to 2014—but in opposing directions, as state policy
outcomes moved to the right in Mississippi and to the left

in New Jersey.”’ How do these policy changes connect to
people’s evaluations of their state legislature? The effects
depend on the ideological leanings of the state constitu-
ent. When New Jersey moves left on state policy from
2012 to 2014, strong liberals in the state offer a warmer
evaluation of their state legislature, with a predicted level
of approval that is 0.08 points greater, all else equal. For
strong conservatives in the same state, public approval of
the state legislature is predicted to be 0.09 points lower.
The converse holds in the case of Mississippi’s move
toward more conservative public policy outcomes from
2012 to 2014. In a case where state policy outcomes
shifted to the right, strong conservatives in Mississippi
report warmer evaluations of their state legislature, with a
predicted level of approval that is 0.09 points greater, all
other variables at their means. Strong liberals in the state
seem to express their displeasure at this right turn, where
predicted state legislative approval is 0.07 points lower,
all else equal. Changes in state policy outcomes are
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Table 4. The Effects of Changes in State Policy Liberalism on Changes in State Legislative Approval.

Change in state legislative approval, 2012 to 2014

Change in state policy liberalism over period
Ideology
Ideology X Change in State Policy Liberalism
Change in own party control of state government
Change in opposing party control of state government
Change in state unemployment rate over period
Change in congressional approval
Change in attention to politics
Change in state political knowledge
Education
Age
Nonwhite
Female
Constant
Variance components
Variance, intercept
Variance, ideology
Covariance, intercept, and ideology
Deviance
N (number of states)

-0.343* (0.079)
0.023 (0.019)
0.106* (0.030)
0.122 (0.082)
-0.216* (0.088)
-0.127* (0.047)
0.464* (0.056)
-0.010 (0.121)
0.018 (0.019)
0.060 (0.054)
0.002 (0.001)
0.015 (0.051)
0.008 (0.028)
-0.420* (0.140)

0.106* (0.041)
0.014* (0.006)
-0.034* (0.013)
13,927
7,898 (49)

Source. Cooperative Congressional Election Study (2012-2014) panel.

Multilevel regression estimates, standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05.

Marginal effect of changes in state policy liberalism

-0'6 -
-0. 8 -
_1 L
Very Conservative Somewhat Middle of the Somewhat Liberal Very liberal
conservative conservative road liberal

Respondent ideology

Figure 3. Marginal effects of changes in state policy liberalism on changes in state legislative approval.
Marginal effects of changes in state policy liberalism are based on the estimates reported in Table 4.
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associated with changes in how people evaluate their
state legislature.

It is important to note that the magnitude of these
effects are not large. Given a standard deviation’s increase
in state policy liberalism, we would expect that a strong
liberal’s approval to be 0.12 points greater, while a strong
conservative’s approval would be 0.14 points lower, all
else equal. This represents about a fifth of a standard
deviation change on a measure that runs from —3 to 3.
This small effect size reflects in part the relative stability
of people’s levels of state legislative approval over this
period, as about 60 percent of the sample offers the same
rating of their state legislature in 2012 as in 2014.%' Even
so, the effects of state policy liberalism remain compara-
ble in magnitude to the effects of changing state eco-
nomic conditions. Over this period, a standard deviation’s
increase in state unemployment rates would lead to an
expected drop in state legislative approval by 0.09 points.
Compared with shifts in party control of state govern-
ment, the effects of shifts in state policy liberalism are
smaller in magnitude. For those in a state that shifted
from a time of divided party control in the 2012 survey to
unified out-party control in the 2014 survey wave, we
would expect a drop in state legislative approval of 0.22
points. In sum, we find that changes in economic condi-
tions, partisan control of state government, and the ideo-
logical tenor of state policy outcomes all inform changes
in public approval of state legislatures.

Conclusion

We demonstrate that the ideological tenor of state policy
outcomes informs people’s evaluations of their state leg-
islature. Liberals are more likely to approve of their state
legislature when state governments deliver liberal policy
outcomes, while conservatives offer warmer ratings of
state legislatures in the face of conservative policy out-
comes. As state policy outcomes shift to the right or left,
people seem to update their ratings of the state legisla-
ture, giving more favorable ratings to state legislative
chambers in states where policy outcomes have shifted in
the direction of their own ideological leanings.

These findings are important evidence of the respon-
siveness of state electorates to the policy actions of state
governments. We have reason to be pessimistic about
state electorate’s attentiveness to state political outcomes.
Because states can be low-information environments, we
may worry about how much voters know about state gov-
ernment, and the degree to which state legislative elec-
tions ultimately serve as checks on the choices made by
state representatives. Even so, our results indicate that
citizens react to the policy outcomes that their state gov-
ernments produce. This is consistent with other evidence
that suggests that citizens use cues and heuristics to hold

officeholders responsible in other low-information
domains. Even as we know that many voters might not be
able to recall the specific votes cast by their member of
Congress, they are able to hold their representative
accountable for casting out-of-step votes (Ansolabehere
and Jones 2010). And even as many may struggle to name
the specific bills that populate the agenda at the state leg-
islature, our evidence suggests that citizens are respon-
sive to the content of state policy outcomes overall.
Although voters might not always use their state legisla-
tors’ votes to inform their choices on Election Day (Hogan
2008; Rogers 2017), their feelings about the state legisla-
ture are responsive to the ideological tenor of policy out-
comes in the aggregate. Because people’s approval of
their state legislature is associated with their vote choices
in state legislative elections (Rogers 2016), these results
suggest a possible pathway of how state legislatures may
be held accountable for state policy outcomes.

Our results push back against popular assumptions
that people are singularly partisan in how they think
about their state legislature. Although we confirm that
people like state legislatures more when the state govern-
ment is controlled by members of one’s own party, we
also show that people are responsive to more than just
shared partisanship. For state legislatures, this means that
the policy outcomes they produce are consequential for
their standing in the eyes of the public. When state legis-
latures work to move policy outcomes to the left or to the
right, citizens respond to these changes. In this way,
members of state legislative bodies have influence over
how the institution is perceived. In passing legislation
that appeals to as many state constituents as possible,
state legislatures can increase their popularity in the
electorate.

Our results also help explain overall levels of public
approval of state legislatures. Surveys have regularly
shown that more people disapprove of their state legis-
lature than approve of it (Rosenthal 2008; Squire and
Moncrief 2015). This might reflect people’s general
cynicism toward legislatures (Hibbing and Theiss-
Morse 1995). But if approval of state legislatures is
responsive to the ideological content of state policy
outcomes, then it is perhaps less surprising to find high
levels of pessimism about state institutions. In pushing
policy outcomes in a liberal direction, state legislatures
will not only secure support among liberals in the elec-
torate but also inspire the ire of conservative constitu-
ents. Ideological policy change in either direction will
tend to leave opposing segments of the electorate
unhappy. Given this, states will find it challenging to
secure broad support among both liberal and conserva-
tive ideologues in the electorate. Even as states are col-
ored red or blue on eclectoral maps, state electorates
remain ideologically heterogeneous. In Gallup surveys,
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even the reddest states on the map have less than a
majority of self-identified conservatives (Newport
2015). As levels of ideological polarization in the

Appendix

electorate climb (Shor and McCarty 2011), it will likely
become even more difficult for state legislatures to
boost their standing in the public though policy changes.

0.8

Marginal effect of state policy liberalism

-0_ 8 L
Very Conservative Somewhat Middle of the Somewhat Liberal Very liberal
conservative conservative road liberal
Respondentideology

Figure Al. Marginal effects of policy liberalism, by respondent ideology.
Marginal effects are based on the estimates in Table I.
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Notes

1.

However, in their study of how people evaluate the Ohio
General Assembly, Patterson, Ripley, and Quinlan (1992)
fail to find evidence that ideology is predictive of state
legislative approval. We build on this work by consider-
ing whether the effects of ideology on approval are con-
ditioned on the ideological tone of policy outcomes across
the fifty states.

2.

In the 2014 Congressional Election Study (CCES), 58
percent correctly identified the party in control of the
House of Representatives, compared with 49 percent
who correctly named the party in control of the lower
chamber of their state legislature. Sixty percent named
the party that controlled the U.S. Senate, while 50 per-
cent correctly identified the party that controlled the
state senate.

Forty-four percent said they were very interested in fol-
lowing news about the federal government, while 38
percent said they were very interested in following news
about state government. Only 15 percent said they are not
very interested or not at all interested in following state
politics. The survey was conducted by the Pew Research
Center for the People and the Press from November 17 to
December 15, 2014.

The question wording piped in the specific name of the
state legislature for the respondents’ state of residence. We
use survey weights here and in the models reported below.
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5.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

We exclude those who do not offer an evaluation of their
state legislature, which represents about 13 percent of the
total respondents in the survey. As such, our results gen-
eralize only to the subset of respondents who are willing
to express an opinion about their state legislature. In the
supplementary appendix, we report the results of a robust-
ness check where respondents who answer “not sure” are
coded as a middle category between “somewhat agree”
and “somewhat disagree.” In this model, we confirm the
same substantive pattern of results.

We report the equations for our multilevel modeling speci-
fications in the supplementary appendix.

Higher values on the measure indicate greater conservatism.
The baseline category includes independents and those
states under divided party government. We find that the
effects of policy liberalism are robust to other specifica-
tions of party control of state government, including indi-
cators of same-party versus opposing party control of the
state legislature. In practice, the measures are substan-
tively similar and highly correlated. In the 2014 CCES,
less than 5 percent of the sample lives in a state where
their own party controls the state legislature but not the
governor’s office.

We use the seasonally adjusted state unemployment rate
from October of the year of the survey.

We rely on scores from 2010 to 2011, using the first dimen-
sion of their legislative professionalism measure. The
measure is highly correlated with the Squire index of leg-
islative professionalism. We test for the possibility that the
tie between ideology and state outcomes is conditioned on
state legislative professionalism, but fail to find evidence
of a significant three-way interaction effect. Results of this
model are reported in the supplementary appendix.
Interest in politics is measured on a 4-point scale from fol-
lowing politics hardly ever to following politics most of
the time. State political knowledge is constructed as the
sum of correct answers to partisan control of the statehouse
and the state senate.

We also considered a control for whether the state held
state legislative elections in 2014, but it is not a significant
predictor of state legislative approval.

In the supplementary appendix, we present predicted prob-
ability plots for the full multilevel ordered logit model.
We also considered whether the congruence between
policy outcomes and the relative liberalism of the state
electorate was associated with state legislative approval,
but fail to find a significant interaction effect between the
share of liberals and the policy liberalism measure.

Some evidence suggests that the participants in the 2012—
2014 CCES panel are more politically sophisticated than
the participants in the 2014 CCES cross-sectional survey.
In the 2014 CCES cross-section, 44 percent correctly iden-
tified the party in control of both chambers of their state
legislature. In the 2012-2014 panel, closer to 55 percent
correctly identified partisan control of the state legislature.
This may bias in favor of finding effects for changes in
state policy liberalism, given that we find that sophisti-
cated citizens are more responsive to state policy outcomes
than less sophisticated citizens.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

We rely on self-reported ideology from the 2014 wave of
the survey, given our interest in how changes in policy out-
comes are differently evaluated by those on the right ver-
sus those on the left. Ideology is generally stable over the
panel waves. Two-thirds of the panelists report the same
self-placement in 2012 and 2014, and only around 6 per-
cent move more than one place on the ideological scale
over this period.

Changes in party control are measured as the difference
between the 2012 and 2014 party control items. We do
not include measures of changes in state legislative pro-
fessionalism or party competition, given data limitation as
well as our expectation that these vary minimally over a
two-year period. We lack data to test whether changes in
legislative professionalism lead to changes in legislative
approval, as the annual measure is not available for years
after 2010. We tested whether changes in party competi-
tion led to changes in state legislative approval and fail to
find evidence of this.

We use multilevel regression rather than multilevel ordered
logit given that the change score is a 7-point scale that
approaches a normal distribution. We find the same pattern
of results if we instead use multilevel ordered logit.

In the appendix, we present an alternative specification
where we model levels of state legislative approval in
2014 as a function of approval in 2012, the interaction
of ideology and state policy liberalism in 2014, and the
interaction of ideology and changes in state policy liberal-
ism from 2012 to 2014. In this robustness check, we con-
firm that changes in state policy liberalism conditionally
inform evaluations of state legislative approval in a similar
fashion.

Neither state saw a shift in party control of state govern-
ment over this time period. Policy outcomes shifted 0.27
points in the liberal direction from 2012 to 2014 in New
Jersey and —0.25 points in Mississippi.

It is also important to note that we cannot assert that
changes in state legislative approval and changes in state
policy liberalism are causally related. Reverse causality
might contribute to the relationship we observe, and we
cannot rule out endogeneity due to some third factor that
contributes to both changes in state policy outcomes and
changes in how people evaluate their state legislature.

Supplemental Material

Replication code and data available at: https://doi.org/10.7910/
DVN/4R47XY. Supplemental materials for this article are
available with the manuscript on the Political Research
Quarterly (PRQ) website.
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