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In a nutshell

• U.S. evidence that governors‘ term lenghts reduce overall size of 

public budgets by affecting their incentives and selection

•  Large effect: 7% reduction in spending

• Ambitious and well-executed paper

• Important question and interesting findings

• Nice data, esp. on politicians‘ background

• Recommended!
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Political accountability in democracies

1. Periodic elections are the main instrument through which voters 

can hold politicians accountable 

2. Appropriate checks and balances are another (complementary) 

instrument, which create a conflict of interest between the executive 

and the legislature (Persson, Roland and Tabellini QJE 1997)

• The paper is about the economic effects of #1 not #2
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Executive term length

• Term length reduces voters’ ability to hold politicians accountable for 

their fiscal policy choices

• But longer terms…

• … can also increase the value of holding office, in turn improving the 

selection of politicians

• … are widely used (esp. 4 years)

• Conclusions similar to the literature on term limits (Besley and Case 

QJE 1995; Smart and Sturm JPubE 2013)
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Why care… today? 

• 2 reform clusters: post-WW2 and 1970s (almost no 

changes post-1975, cf. Fig 3)

• Short-term fiscal dynamics are explored

• Would the U.S. follow a significantly different trajectory 

today?

• Have state constitutions produced long-term economic 

effects? 

• Use e.g. synthetic control methods for multiple treated 

units with partly staggered adoption (Abadie and L’Hour 

JASA 2021)

• What are the policy implications? Shall we increase 

term length further or is 4-year optimal? 
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Why improved selection of politicians?

• Term length increases the value of holding 

office, in turn improving the selection of 

politicians (that is, better educated and better 

experienced)

• No clear theoretical support for this idea:

• Value of holding office can be non-monetary: 

reputation, prestige

• Securing a revenue stream for longer may also 

attract candidates with less outside options 

• In general: improve theoretical frameworks
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De jure power, de facto power: confounders

• Confounding constitutional

features: term limits (again)!
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Besley and Case (QJE 1995)

• De facto effects of de jure

features: divided governments!

Bernecker (JPubE 2016)



All my best!
thomaslambert.org
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