Longer terms are the only way to get effective leaders
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Members of the Michigan Legislature are in the unique position of choosing their own leaders, but they are also stuck with the leaders they choose. And in our 13-year study of the Legislature, we found that, after term limits, they often come to regret their choices. As a newcomer it is hard, perhaps impossible, to cast an informed vote for these leaders.

Leaders in the Michigan Legislature are elected just after fall elections, even before new members are sworn in.

This system worked well enough when there were just a few newcomers in each new session of the Legislature. But all that changed with term limits. Because of term limits, a third to a half of the Michigan House rolls over, depending upon the election. Out with the six-year olds and in with the next class of novice representatives, most of whom have never worked with any of the candidates running for leadership positions. But these House newcomers still must vote. One legislator said, “I hope to tell freshmen – this vote is thrown at you, and you don’t know the impact. I was not prepared to make the decision.”

After term limits took effect, leadership qualities such as experience, intelligence and knowledge were mentioned less often among the reasons legislators voted for a leadership candidate. Newly elected representatives said they wanted “A strong leader, a person who can stand up to the other party and can also raise money for the caucus,” as well as someone “who can represent the caucus, especially to the media.” But the characteristics that we found newly elected legislators wanted most in their leaders were decisiveness or assertiveness.

Across the 460 interviews we conducted in four House and three Senate sessions between 1998 to 2010, we found that legislators elected after terms limits regularly objected to the tactics used by leaders they elected and the committee chairs their leaders selected. They noted cases of bullying by more senior colleagues, instances in which time and information were rationed in committee hearings and chamber leaders who stepped in and took control of the committee away from the committee chair. Moreover, legislators said that the leadership wants mindless acquiescence or “robots” rather than people who think and ask questions during caucus meetings. More generally, post-term-limits legislators complain about a lack of comity and courtesy in both chambers and in committee meetings.

Although we heard more of these complaints in the House than in the Senate, in the Senate the amount of conflict in committees increased substantially after term limits — more than it did in the House.

So what is the solution? Longer terms are the only way to produce more experienced and effective leaders. In California, where term limits were the same as Michigan’s (three 2-year terms in the House and two 4-year terms in the Senate), voters changed the limits to permit a total of 12 years of service in either chamber. This reduced total service for some legislators by two years, but it offers a way to develop experience in the lower chamber.

This meant chamber leaders could serve for a few terms, work their way up through chairing minor committees and then major committees and establish a reputation before their colleagues, fresh off the campaign trail, vote them into some of the most influential positions in state government.

Leaders with the option of serving again have an incentive to treat colleagues respectfully in order to be elected for another term as the caucus leader. And committee chairs might have time to once again become experts on the issues before their committees. Experience matters in state legislatures, and experienced leadership matters even more. We have far too little of either now. And it shows.
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