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Abstract
Contemporary and historical political debates often revolve around principles of 
federalism, in which governing authority is divided across levels of government. 
Despite the prominence of these debates, existing scholarship provides relatively 
limited evidence about the nature and structure of Americans’ preferences for decen-
tralization. We develop a new survey-based measure to characterize attitudes toward 
subnational power and evaluate it with a national sample of more than 2000 Ameri-
can adults. We find that preferences for devolution vary considerably both across 
and within states, and reflect individuals’ ideological orientations and evaluations of 
government performance. Overall, our battery produces a reliable survey instrument 
for evaluating preferences for federalism and provides new evidence that attitudes 
toward institutional arrangements are structured less by short-term political interests 
than by core preferences for the distribution of state authority.

Keywords  Federalism · Devolution · Public opinion · State government

Federalism is implicated in nearly every major policy debate in contemporary 
American politics. Policymaking activity on issues of immigration (Rodriguez, 
2017), gun control (Lund, 2003), drug legalization (Chemerinsky et al., 2015), tax 
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policy (Kincaid, 2017), health care (Gruber & Sommers, 2020), policing (Gerken, 
2017), environmental regulation (Fitzgerald et  al., 1988), and even foreign affairs 
(Goldsmith, 1997) is routinely contested on the basis of whether authority rests with 
national or state and local governments. The coronavirus pandemic and the Supreme 
Court’s 2022 decision to reverse Roe v. Wade further sharpened debates about the 
division of power and responsibility across levels of government (e.g., Haffajee & 
Mello, 2020; Weisman, 2022). The salience and scope of the debate over federal-
ism has led some observers to conclude that it is “without doubt, the most important 
political, legal, and constitutional debate taking place in America today, going to our 
very roots as a nation” (U.S. House, 1995).

Scholarship on federalism often debates whether and how it is associated with 
the quality of representative democracy. On the one hand, this literature finds that 
decentralized institutional arrangements create a more informed and involved pub-
lic (Aidt & Dutta, 2017; Ordeshook & Shvetsova, 1995) and enhance selection 
(Myerson, 2006) and accountability mechanisms (Chhibber & Kollman, 2004). 
Other research, in contrast, argues that federalism is associated with higher rates of 
corruption (Treisman, 2000), reduced government responsiveness to public opin-
ion (Soroka & Wlezien, 2010), and widening political inequality (Grumbach & 
Michener, 2022). While these studies reach mixed conclusions about the implica-
tions of federalism for citizen welfare, they do not study whether decentralization 
itself is consistent with citizens’ preferences over governing arrangements.

How do Americans view the allocation of power between national and state 
government? Existing scholarship offers several competing perspectives. One line 
of argument posits that preferences for local control are associated with traditional 
political orientations (e.g., Green & Guth, 1989), suggesting that individuals with 
more conservative ideologies are more supportive of decentralization. A second 
line of argument suggests that Americans support policymaking by the level of gov-
ernment that is most closely aligned with their own partisan affiliations and politi-
cal interests (Dinan & Heckelman, 2020; Riker, 1964; Wolak, 2016). A third view 
argues that attitudes toward federalism reflect Americans’ relative trust for national 
versus local governing institutions (Hetherington & Nugent, 2001). Still other 
research suggests that evaluations of federal arrangements are shaped by the public’s 
experience with the quality of government across them (Gehring, 2021).

Despite the prominence of federalism in debates over the American political 
system, previous research provides relatively limited evidence about the nature and 
structure of preferences for decentralization. Empirical research on attitudes toward 
federalism has focused on the measurement of confidence assessments and approval 
ratings across levels of government or officials holding positions within them. These 
evaluations appropriately measure what Easton (1975, p. 437) termed “specific sup-
port,” but this research has largely neglected the measurement of diffuse support, 
or “a reservoir of favorable attitudes or good will that helps members to accept or 
tolerate outputs to which they are opposed or the effects of which they see as dam-
aging to their wants” (Easton, 1965, p. 273). While specific support reflects short-
term political evaluations, diffuse support characterizes more fundamental and long-
standing attachments to institutional arrangements. We argue that the latter quantity 
provides a more appropriate assessment of the public’s views about the distribution 
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of power across levels of government apart from their evaluations of contemporary 
political actors.

In this article, we develop a new survey-based measure to characterize Ameri-
cans’ preferences for subnational power and evaluate it with a national sample of 
more than 2000 American adults. We validate the measure by demonstrating its 
relationship with respondents’ preferences for devolution across a number of policy 
domains. Using our new measure, we examine how attitudes toward subnational 
power reflect individuals’ partisan and ideological orientations, political context, 
and evaluations of government performance. We find that respondents do not evalu-
ate questions of federalism merely as expressive partisans, and we find only lim-
ited evidence that attitudes toward federalism reflect the partisan context in which 
respondents live. Instead, views toward decentralization appear to reflect more 
deeply-rooted commitments to federal institutions and comparative evaluations of 
the performance of state governments. Overall, our battery produces a reliable sur-
vey instrument for measuring preferences for federalism and provides new evidence 
about public opinion on the allocation of power in a federal system.

Public Attitudes Toward Federalism

Federalism sits front and center in many of the most important debates in Ameri-
can political history. The Tenth Amendment attempted to assuage concerns among 
Anti-Federalists that the Constitution provided insufficient protections for the 
infringement of state sovereignty by the national government. Following the Civil 
War, Supreme Court jurisprudence routinely addressed the national government’s 
power to compel states to enforce the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment. And in the last century, conflict over states’ rights and federal power 
has emerged over issues including civil rights, gender-based violence, interracial 
and same-sex marriage, abortion, gun control, and marijuana laws (for a selection 
of research on the role of states’ rights in party platforms and policy debates, see, 
e.g., Beienburg, 2018; Melder, 1939; Mettler, 2000; Mooney, 2000; Phillips, 1969; 
Stevens, 2002).

How does the American public view federalism? Survey data consistently show 
that Americans hold more positive views of state and local governance than they do 
of the national government. According to Pew Research Center (2018), for instance, 
two-thirds of Americans held favorable ratings of local government in 2018, and 58 
percent viewed state government favorably, while only 35 percent provided favora-
ble evaluations of the federal government. These data describe an American public 
with considerably greater esteem for local rather than national governing authorities.

We study how Americans view the balance of power between national and state 
government. Our focus on public preferences for federalism contributes to research 
that studies public attitudes toward political institutions and procedures (Becher & 
Brouard, 2022; Doherty & Wolak, 2012; Gibson, 1989; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 
2002; Reeves & Rogowski, 2016, 2022). Attitudes about federalism may affect how 
Americans evaluate policy outcomes and political officials across levels of gov-
ernment. As Reeves and Glendening (1976, p. 135) explain, “The attitudes of the 
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citizenry constitute one set of influences on a system’s movement along the centrali-
zation/decentralization continuum.” According to Kam and Mikos (2007, p. 623), 
moreover, “ordinary citizens play a role in policing the limits of federal power... 
because they value federalism.” In addition, attitudes about local control may be 
linked to behavioral outcomes, such as the use of violence against federal employees 
(Nemerever, 2021). Given the salience of federalism and its role in the U.S. political 
system, understanding public views on federalism provides insights into contempo-
rary attitudes about American government.

How Americans Evaluate Federalism

Traditional theories of public opinion leave little room for the American public to 
hold meaningful attitudes toward federal arrangements. Most Americans evince rel-
atively low levels of political knowledge (Campbell et al., 1960; Carpini & Keeter, 
1996) and may have little interest in the details of federalism. According to Dahl 
(2002, p.115), attributing responsibility for policy decisions in a federal system is 
difficult “even for those who spending their lives studying politics,” and citizens 
often misattribute policy decisions to officials at different levels of government 
(Sances, 2017). These perspectives paint a dim portrait about the capacity of the 
American public to possess and express coherent preferences about the distribution 
of power in a federal system. Consistent with this conclusion, studies of federalism 
jurisprudence have argued that “no one besides the justices really cares about feder-
alism” (Tushnet, 2005, p. 277).1 Others argue, however, that Americans have “intui-
tive” beliefs about federalism (Schneider et al., 2011) that exhibit a “comprehensible 
structure” (Arceneaux, 2005, p. 311).2

If Americans have genuine preferences over federalism, how are those prefer-
ences organized? A first perspective suggests that attitudes toward federalism could 
reflect more specific evaluations of officeholders and levels of government. For 
example, public preferences for federal arrangements could reflect their level of trust 
across levels of government. On this view, to the degree the public is more trusting 
of local government vis-à-vis national government, they support vesting policymak-
ing authority in local officials rather than national policymakers. Consistent with 
this perspective, Hetherington and Nugent (2001) argue that trends in devolution 
during the 1980s and 1990s reflected the public’s greater trust in state governments 
relative to the national government.

Alternatively, attitudes toward federalism may be based in core beliefs about 
the distribution of authority across levels of government (e.g., Wolak, 2016). This 
view is reflected in the “federalist theory” of representation outlined by Arceneaux 
(2005, p. 300) which posits that citizens attribute policymaking responsibility to dif-
ferent levels of government and evaluate those governments on the basis of how 
well they perform those responsibilities. According to this perspective, beliefs about 

1  For a contrasting view, see Friedman (2010).
2  See also Roeder (1994).
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federalism reflect long-standing views about political structures rather than short-
term or ephemeral political interests (on the distinction, see, e.g., Easton, 1975). For 
example, attitudes toward states’ rights may comprise a larger set of “traditional val-
ues” (Green & Guth, 1989, p. 50).

Evaluations of federalism may also reflect short-term political conditions. Indi-
viduals’ affinities for copartisan officials and/or their beliefs that copartisan officials 
better serve their interests could link the partisan composition to government with 
evaluations of federalism. For example, when the public’s preferred party controls 
national (but not local government), they may express greater support for central-
izing power at the national level, and vice versa. Kolcak and McCabe (2021) provide 
evidence for this argument in the context of public support for federal intervention 
in states’ administration of the 2020 election. Previous research also indicates that 
Americans are more trusting of the national government when their preferred party 
is in power (Morisi et al., 2019), and scholarship on beliefs about devolution among 
both political elites (Goelzhauser & Rose, 2017; Stratford, 2018) and the mass pub-
lic (Dinan & Heckelman, 2020; Wolak, 2016) indicates that these attitudes are asso-
ciated with individuals’ partisan and political alignments with governing authorities.

Finally, preferences over federalism may be shaped by the public’s evaluations of 
government performance. To the extent Americans believe one level of government 
performs more effectively relative to others, Americans may support greater author-
ity for the high performing level. Arceneaux (2005) terms this criterion the “causal-
responsibility” attribution. This perspective suggests that, observing variation in 
policy performance across levels of government, the public endorses greater author-
ity for the level of government they perceive as most effective. This perspective may 
further explain why preferences for federalism may vary across policy areas (Sch-
neider et  al., 2011; Thompson & Elling, 1999), as Americans perceive that some 
levels of government are more effective in addressing issues of transportation and 
schools while others are more effective in addressing economic and social policies.

Empirical Studies on Attitudes Toward Federalism

While previous scholarship provides a range of evidence in support of the perspec-
tives outlined above, we argue and propose to rectify two persistent limitations of 
the empirical literature on public preferences for federalism. First, previous research 
has used inconsistent measurement approaches for studying attitudes toward feder-
alism. Perhaps most commonly, attitudes about federalism have been studied using 
comparative measures of trust or confidence in various levels of government (e.g., 
Cole et al., 2004; Kincaid, 2017; Reeves & Glendening, 1976; Wlezien & Soroka, 
2011). Other research studies preferences for federalism using measures of policy 
devolution (e.g., Dinan & Heckelman, 2020; Wolak, 2016). But because scholarship 
has tended not to jointly study trust (or confidence) and beliefs about devolution, it 
is unclear how to relate the findings from research that uses one approach but not the 
other.
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Second, existing measurement approaches do not distinguish what Easton (1975) 
termed specific support from diffuse support. While measures of trust and confi-
dence may be important indicators of affective evaluations, it is unclear whether they 
reflect short-term evaluations of institutional performance, approval of the officials 
serving in those levels of government, more durable views about the distribution 
of authority in a federal system, or something else altogether. Based on the distinc-
tion articulated by Easton (1975) in his conceptualization of regime support, these 
indicators are more akin to measures of specific support rather than diffuse support. 
While the former describes individuals’ satisfaction with the performance and out-
puts of current political authorities, the latter quantity characterizes one’s “commit-
ment to an institution” (Easton, 1975, p. 437, p. 451). Just as, for instance, approval 
ratings of the current president are not synonymous with individuals’ beliefs about 
the institution of the presidency (e.g., Reeves & Rogowski, 2016), evaluations of 
contemporary governments may not be synonymous with preferences toward feder-
alism. Because federalism describes a system of governance, we argue that diffuse 
support provides a more appropriate characterization of public beliefs about federal-
ism than measures based on confidence assessments or approval ratings.

Given these limitations, existing literature provides an incomplete assessment of 
contemporary beliefs about federalism. This omission is surprising because previous 
research finds some evidence to suggest that the public has well-structured beliefs 
in this domain. In their work evaluating attitudes toward devolution, for instance, 
Schneider et  al. (2011, p. 16) conclude that there is “a meaningful unifying char-
acteristic (presumably, a psychological trait such as an attitude) generating the sys-
tematic structure” observed in their survey data. We contribute to this literature by 
focusing on the potential sources of this structure. We do so by developing a new 
battery to measure preferences for federalism and comparing it with attitudes about 
policy devolution and approval ratings across levels of government. These measures 
allow us to provide the most comprehensive evaluation to date of attitudes toward 
the American federal system.

Measuring Preferences for Federalism

We measured public views about the distribution of power between national and 
state governments using a battery we developed and fielded with an online sur-
vey of Americans in May 2020. The survey was carried out by Lucid, which used 
quota sampling to produce a sample that approximates the U.S. adult population 
with respect to gender, age, race and ethnicity, and Census region. A total of 2052 
respondents completed the survey.

At the outset, we emphasize the limitations of using a non-probability sample 
to make generalizations about American public opinion. Table A.1 in the Appen-
dix contains full demographic information about the sample. While the sample is 
broadly representative of the American population, it is also better educated, more 
white, and lower income than the country as a whole. So that the patterns in our 
data can be generalized to the demographic composition of the country, we con-
struct sampling weights based on gender, age, race, Hispanic origin, educational 
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attainment, income, and Census region. We apply these weights in the analyses 
reported below.3 Nevertheless, we exercise caution in making descriptive inferences 
given the potential for differences between our sample and the national popula-
tion on the basis of other (potentially unmeasured or unobservable) characteristics 
beyond those measured here.

Our survey contained three main components: (1) a series of randomly-ordered 
questions canvassing performance evaluations of state and local government, (2) a 
series of questions on devolution across a range of policy areas, and (3) a battery of 
randomly-ordered questions on more general attitudes towards federalism. In the rest 
of this section we describe this third battery of questions, which we call the federal-
ism battery. Additionally, we present summary statistics for the measure and evalu-
ate its properties.

Components of the Federalism Battery

Table 1 displays the text of the ten questions we used to develop the federalism bat-
tery. Following Schneider et al. (2011, Fig. 3), who collapse attitudes toward local 
and state government and distinguish them from attitudes toward national govern-
ment, our questions focus specifically on the relationship between national and state 
government.4 The first item reflects question wording used by the Pew Research 
Center and analyzed in previous scholarship on federalism (e.g., Dinan & Heckel-
man, 2020). The second, third, and fourth items reflect questions used by Schneider 
and Jacoby (2003). We devised the remaining items to measure other theoretically 
relevant aspects of federalism, including perceptions of the relative efficiency, cost-
effectiveness, and innovative qualities of state government vis-à-vis the national 
government and support for state secession. Each question was answered on a four-
point scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (4).5 Table 1 
collapses “strongly” and “somewhat” responses for the purpose of presentation, but 
we retain the full set of response options when constructing the composite measure 
of federalism preferences.

Respondents agreed with the items in the battery at varying rates, suggesting that 
our items provide a more nuanced assessment of attitudes toward federalism than 

4  Of course, this is not the only intergovernmental relationship in federal systems. Future work could 
also incorporate preferences for local control in addition to national and state power, or evaluate attitudes 
on the relationship between state and local government.
5  The absence of a neutral and/or “don’t know” option differs from Schneider and Jacoby (2003). By 
forcing respondents to provide an answer even if they are genuinely ambivalent or unsure, we may risk 
biasing or inducing measurement error in our assessments of preferences toward federalism. While we 
cannot entirely rule out this possibility, our validation exercise below provides evidence that responses to 
the federalism battery are correlated with other attitudes toward federalism in ways that suggest the valid-
ity of the measure.

3  Unweighted results for the analyses presented below are shown in Appendix A. While the weights 
occasionally have minor implications for the descriptive patterns shown in Table 1 and the magnitudes 
of the regression coefficients presented below, none of our substantive inferences depend on applying the 
survey weights.



119

1 3

Political Behavior (2024) 46:111–134	

any single indicator could. For example, about two-thirds of respondents agreed that 
“the federal government should run only those things that cannot be run at the state 
or local level,” similar to levels of support recorded in surveys conducted by the Pew 
Research Center and analyzed by Dinan and Heckelman (2020). Consistent with this 
view, the sample also reported high levels of agreement with statements that “the 
national government is involved with too many aspects of American society” (61 
percent) and that “state governments should take on more responsibility” (84 per-
cent). However, a large majority (79 percent) also agreed that “national government 
should do more to try and solve pressing problems.”6

The new items we created further describe a public with relatively complex views 
about federalism. In asking respondents to comparatively evaluate the characteris-
tics of state and local governments, we find that large majorities believed that state 
governments address problems faster (77 percent), more cost-effectively (68 per-
cent), and with better ideas (81 percent) than the national government. Responses 
to other items suggest, however, that the public does not hold uniformly limited 
views about the role of the national government. For example, a majority endorsed 
the supremacy of national statutes relative to state law (59 percent) and disagreed 
that the federal government should only be responsible for military affairs (59 per-
cent). Respondents were split about whether states should have the right to secede 
if they are dissatisfied with the national government (45 percent support, 55 percent 
oppose).7 Overall, the patterns displayed in Table 1 provide new information about 
Americans’ views toward the federal system.

We used the responses to the items in Table 1 to calculate an additive index of 
public preferences for federalism. To calculate this index, we used the full four-
point response options for each of the ten indicators, where larger values indicated 
increased support for state rather than national power. The items in Table  1 with 
the (RC) identifier were reverse coded to be consistent with this interpretation. We 
then rescaled the values of this measure so that they ranged between zero and one. 
Overall, the scale appears to produce an internally consistent and reliable measure of 
federalism preferences, as the Cronbach’s alpha is 0.72.8

6  The results for these three questions are generally similar (though not identical) to those reported in 
Schneider and Jacoby (2003), who use a sample from South Carolina and a five-point scale with a neutral 
middle option.
7  The secession figure is somewhat higher than what some previous polls have found. For instance, 30 
percent of respondents in a poll conducted by CBS in 2013 supported allowing a state to secede if its cit-
izens voted to do so (CBS News, 2013) and 25 percent of Americans supported a similar item in a 2010 
poll conducted by the Pew Research Center. One potential explanation for the relatively higher support 
for our secession item is that it asks about the right to secede as opposed to being in favor of secession. 
It is also possible that our findings reflected the particular context during which our survey was con-
ducted. For example, a 2021 poll conducted by the UVA Center for Politics found than 40 to 50 percent 
of Americans favored secession (see https://​cente​rforp​oliti​cs.​org/​cryst​alball/​artic​les/​new-​initi​ative-​explo​
res-​deepp​ersis​tent-​divid​es-​betwe​en-​biden-​and-​trump-​voters/. Evaluating potential change over time is an 
important opportunity for future research.
8  Factor analysis indicated that the items loaded on a single factor, which was the modal result across 
a number of factor retention criteria. Table B.1 shows the loadings for each item on a single factor. All 
items load fairly strongly with the exception of the item asking respondents whether the national govern-
ment should do more to solve pressing problems in society. Table B.1 also shows loadings for models 
with two and three retained factors. We do see some evidence that the three items assessing the effi-
ciency, cost-effectiveness, and superiority of ideas of state government may comprise a distinctive fac-

https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/articles/new-initiative-explores-deeppersistent-divides-between-biden-and-trump-voters/
https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/articles/new-initiative-explores-deeppersistent-divides-between-biden-and-trump-voters/
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Figure  1 displays the distribution of respondents’ federalism preferences.9 The 
mean score is nearly in the center of the range, reflecting the mixed aggregate pat-
terns shown in Table  1. Moreover, relatively few respondents have scores at the 
extreme ends of the range, suggesting that most Americans do not hold absolutist 
views about state versus national control of government.10 

Measurement Validation

We validate our federalism measure by studying its relationship with attitudes 
toward policy devolution. To the extent Americans possess coherent preferences for 
federal arrangements, we would expect that their general views toward federalism 
would be associated with their attitudes about which level of government should 
exert control over specific policy areas.11

We measured preferences for policy devolution by asking respondents whether 
local, state, or federal government ought to have primary control over nine differ-
ent issue areas: education, roads and infrastructure, economic affairs, foreign affairs, 
environmental policy, health policy, social welfare, law enforcement, and criminal 
justice.12 A respondent has a preference for devolution if they believe that policy 
control ought to be at the state or local level rather than at the federal level. Overall, 
we find that preferences for devolution vary across issue areas. For example, nearly 
three-quarters of respondents (74 percent) preferred devolution to address roads and 
infrastructure while less than half of respondents preferred devolution in the areas of 
foreign affairs and defense (20 percent), environmental policy (39 percent), and eco-
nomic affairs (46 percent). For the most part, partisan differences in preferences for 
devolution were relatively small in magnitude, although Republicans and Democrats 

Footnote 8 (continued)
tor. However, because we do not have strong theoretical expectations about the multidimensional nature 
of attitudes toward federalism, we are reluctant to interpret these patterns more definitively. Due to the 
variation in the item loadings for the single factor model, we replicate all analyses below using the factor 
loadings to create a measure of federalism preferences that ranges between zero and one. These results 
are shown in Appendix B. This alternative measurement strategy does not change our substantive infer-
ences.
9  Figure B.1 in the Appendix shows the distribution of federalism preferences when they are calculated 
using the factor loadings. This measure is correlated with the additive index at .93.
10  Figure C.1 in the Appendix shows how preferences for federalism vary across states. We make these 
comparisons more tentatively since our sample is not designed to be representative at the state level and 
many states have relatively small samples. Interestingly, though, the figure suggests that state level pref-
erences toward federalism are not neatly distinguished on the basis of partisan control of the governor-
ship (though in some cases gubernatorial partisanship is not neatly aligned with the public’s or the legis-
lature’s preferences).
11  As Thompson and Elling (1999) show, the public may prefer for multiple levels of government to be 
involved in a given policy area. For the purposes of validating our measure of preferences for national 
versus state power, however, we focus on evaluating whether our measure of preferences for national 
power map onto an individual’s preferences for primary control over specific policy domains.
12  We show an image of the survey instrument in Figure C.2.
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differed by four to twelve percentage points in support for devolution on education, 
roads and infrastructure, health policy and social welfare.13

We estimate linear probability models to predict preferences for devolution across 
each issue area. Table  2 presents the results, where the dependent variable is an 
indicator for whether a respondent prefers devolution in the relevant policy domain. 
Our main independent variable is respondents’ federalism scores from Fig. 1. Given 
how we coded responses to the federalism battery, we expect a positive relationship 
between our battery and each of the dependent variables, which would indicate that 
individuals who report abstract preferences for state power relative to national power 
are more likely to support policy devolution. To distinguish whether federalism pref-
erences reflect individuals’ general ideological orientations, we control for respond-
ents’ ideological self-placements on a five-point scale from “very conservative” (1) 
to “very liberal” (5). We created indicators for respondents who identified as Repub-
licans or Democrats, treating leaners as partisans. Thus, independents are the omit-
ted category. We also include several demographic controls for income (scaled to 
range between 0 and 1), race, Hispanic origin, individuals with college degrees, and 
gender. Because political culture and context can vary across states and may affect 
how respondents evaluate national versus state power, we include state fixed effects 
in our models. Standard errors are clustered by state.

We find that respondents with greater preferences for federalism as measured by 
our battery are more likely to prefer policy devolution to the state or local level. This 
relationship is positively signed in eight of the nine issue areas and is statistically 
distinguishable from zero in seven of them.14 Interestingly, the magnitude of the 
relationship varies somewhat across policy areas. Just as preferences for devolution 
may vary across policy areas (Schneider et al., 2011), so too might the relationship 
between diffuse attitudes toward federalism and devolution in a particular policy 
domain. And, as the final column of Table 2 shows, this relationship holds when 
calculating each respondents’ average preferences for devolution across all issues, 
where the coefficient for federalism preferences is again positive and statistically 
significant. These results lend support for the validity of our measure of federalism 
preferences.

Predictors of Preferences for Federalism

Using our measure of preferences for federalism, we now investigate how these 
attitudes are associated with individual characteristics and political context. We 
begin by evaluating how partisanship and ideology are associated with respondents’ 

14  The coefficient for federalism preferences is negatively signed for the foreign affairs policy domain, 
though it is small in magnitude and not distinguishable from zero. Note, too, that preferences for devolu-
tion were weakest in this issue area. We find similar patterns when using the factor score based measure 
rather than the additive index, as the coefficient for federalism preferences is positively signed in eight of 
the nine issue areas and statistically distinguishable from zero in five. The composition measure is also 
positive and statistically significant. See Table B.2.

13  Descriptive statistics for the aggregate sample and by party are shown in Table C.1.
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preferences for federalism. We include indicators for respondents who identified 
as Republicans and Democrats along with respondents’ five-point ideological self-
placements, where larger values indicate individuals who reported more liberal ori-
entations. As before, we include demographic controls and cluster standard errors 
on state.

Table 3 presents our results. The results in column (1) provide little evidence that 
partisanship is systematically associated with preferences for federalism. The coef-
ficients for the indicators for both partisan indicators are small in magnitude and 
neither is statistically distinguishable from zero. However, we do find evidence of a 
link between ideological self-placements and views toward federalism. The coeffi-
cient for Ideology is negative and statistically significant, indicating that individuals 
with more liberal orientations have lower scores on our federalism battery. Respond-
ents with more conservative ideologies are more supportive of state power vis-à-
vis national power compared with individuals with more liberal ideological beliefs. 
These results provide support for the claim that attitudes toward federalism are asso-
ciated with individuals’ underlying ideological orientations.

Column (2) reports results when our model includes state fixed effects. In this 
specification, the coefficients for partisanship reflect difference within states rather 
than cross-sectionally within the entire sample. We find similar results as in column 
(1). The model provides evidence of a link between ideology and attitudes toward 
federalism but no evidence that Republicans and Democrats have systematically dif-
ferent views about federalism.15

Note: Histogram of scores on federalism battery. Larger values indicate 
respondents who support state power vis-à-vis federal power. The sample 
average is denoted with the dashed line.

Fig. 1   Distribution of federalism battery scores

15  When using the factor score measure of federalism preferences, we find positive, and generally statis-
tically significant, coefficients for the partisan indicators. These patterns suggest that both Democrats and 
Republicans have more favorable attitudes toward federalism than political Independents, but they also 
support the finding from Table 3 that there are no major differences in views toward federalism between 
members of different parties. See Table B.3.
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State Political Context and Preferences for Federalism

While an individual’s partisan affiliation may not be predictive of her attitude toward 
federalism, these beliefs may vary with state political context. For example, indi-
viduals who share the partisanship of state government officials might be more 
supportive of those officials’ policy agendas and express greater trust in state gov-
ernment more generally. In turn, individuals whose state officials share their parti-
sanship may support greater power for states relative to the national government. 
Likewise, individuals who have more favorable evaluations of their state govern-
ment may also express greater support for state power relative to federal power. We 
test these hypotheses with two sets of measures. In the first, we create indicators 

Table 3   Predictors of federalism 
preferences

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors clus-
tered on states in parentheses. Data are weighted to national popula-
tion parameters on age, gender, race, Hispanic origin, income, edu-
cational attainment, and Census region. The dependent variable is 
respondents’ federalism preferences
*p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests)

(1) (2)

Republican 0.008
(0.012)

0.006
(0.012)

Democrat 0.010
(0.014)

0.004
(0.013)

Ideology − 0.021*
(0.004)

− 0.019*
(0.004)

Income − 0.020
(0.013)

− 0.022
(0.013)

Age (decades) − 0.012*
(0.003)

− 0.013*
(0.003)

Black 0.019
(0.014)

0.019
(0.014)

Asian American 0.007
(0.015)

0.005
(0.017)

Other race/ethnicity − 0.033
(0.017)

− 0.035
(0.018)

Hispanic 0.021
(0.014)

0.017
(0.014)

College degree − 0.014
(0.008)

− 0.011
(0.007)

Woman − 0.005
(0.008)

− 0.005
(0.008)

State fixed effects No Yes
Observations 2052 2052
Adjusted R2 0.059 0.082
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for Same-party governor and Opposite-party governor. The former measure takes 
a value of 1 if the respondent and her state’s governor are from the same party, and 
zero otherwise. The latter measure takes a value of 1 if the respondent and her gov-
ernor are from opposite parties, and zero otherwise. Thus, Independents have values 
of zero for both indicators.

For the second measure, we use Gubernatorial approval. This variable indexes 
respondents’ approval ratings of their state’s governor, which were measured on 
five-point scales from “strongly disapprove” to “strongly approve.” We rescaled this 
measure to range between zero and one, where larger values indicate respondents 
who evaluated their governor more favorably. In all our models, we again include 
controls for self-identified ideology and demographic characteristics, as well as state 
fixed effects.16

The first column of Table 4 shows the result of a model that includes indicators 
for respondents’ partisan alignments with their state’s governor. The coefficient 
for Same-party governor is positive but small in magnitude and is not statistically 
significant. Likewise, the coefficient for Opposite-party governor is positive, but 
it too is small in magnitude and statistically indistinguishable from zero. Column 
(2) shows the results when accounting for Gubernatorial approval. The coefficient 
for this covariate is positive and statistically significant, indicating that increased 
approval of one’s governor is associated with greater support for state power relative 
to national power. Column (3) shows results when jointly accounting for partisan 
alignment with the government and respondents’ approval of the governor relative 
to the president. We continue to find little evidence that partisan alignment with 
state government is associated with attitudes toward federalism. We also continue 
to find that Gubernatorial approval is positive and statistically distinguishable from 
zero. However, the magnitude of its relationship with respondents’ federalism pref-
erences is relatively small. A one-unit change in Gubernatorial approval—that is, 
from “strongly disapprove” to “strongly approve”—is associated with an increase 
in federalism preferences equivalent to about one-quarter of a standard deviation.17 
Overall, we find little evidence that attitudes about federalism are simply a reflection 
of an individual’s partisan context.18 This finding contrasts with results presented 

16  We include controls for partisanship only in the models that do not include Same-party governor and 
Opposite-party governor, since these variables are perfectly collinear with respondent partisanship.
17  The standard deviation of the federalism preferences measure is 0.14.
18  We provide additional evidence for this claim in two additional analyses. First, when using the fac-
tor score measure of federalism, we continue to find little difference in views about federalism based on 
whether an individual is a copartisan or counterpartisan of the governor, though we do find a positive 
association between gubernatorial approval and federalism preferences. See Table B.4. Second, we used 
an alternative measure to characterize individuals’ partisan alignment with state government. Rather than 
construct a measure based solely on the governor’s partisanship, we based it on partisan control of the 
state legislature as well as the governorship. This measure takes a value of one if a respondent shared the 
partisanship of the party that controlled the state legislature and the governorship, a value of 0.5 in states 
with divided party control, and a value of zero if both branches are controlled by the party opposite the 
respondent’s. We omitted independents for the purposes of this analysis. Using this measure, the coef-
ficient estimate for partisan alignment is extremely small in magnitude and indistinguishable from zero. 
See Table C.2.
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in Dinan and Heckelman (2020), who show that Democrats and Republicans differ 
systematically in their preferences for devolution. They further show that these pref-
erences are sensitive to changes in political context, particularly among Democrats. 
While we find in Table C.1 that preferences for policy devolution vary somewhat 
with partisanship, we find no evidence in Table 3 that individuals’ partisanship is 
associated with more general preferences for the allocation of power across state 
and national government. Furthermore, Table 4 provides no evidence that individ-
uals’ partisan contexts are associated with their views toward federalism. Instead, 
we find relatively consistent evidence that respondents’ ideological orientations are 
connected with their views toward federalism, suggesting that these preferences are 
rooted in more deeply-seated political values. Finally, the results presented above 
provide some evidence that greater satisfaction with state relative to national gov-
ernment is associated with increased support for state power, though the findings are 
modest in magnitude.

Performance Evaluations and Attitudes toward Federalism

In a final set of analyses, we consider how individuals’ performance evaluations 
of state and national government are associated with their attitudes toward feder-
alism. In particular, we consider whether individuals who report greater satisfac-
tion with their state government’s performance relative to national government 
express stronger preferences for state power. While Gehring (2021) presents evi-
dence for this hypothesis in a cross-national setting, to our knowledge no stud-
ies investigate this possibility in the context of the United States. We address 
this question in the context of the COVID-19 global pandemic. Our survey was 
fielded several months into the pandemic’s spread in the United States. There-
fore, every respondent was “treated” by the country’s national policy response 
to the pandemic, while responses varied significantly across state lines as gover-
nors and other policymakers adopted divergent means of addressing the crisis.19 
State-level variation in pandemic response thus is likely to generate variation in 
respondents’ approval of their governors. We asked respondents four questions 
to evaluate their state’s handling of the COVID-19 pandemic along fivepoint 
scales, where larger values indicate greater approval or agreement. In addition to 
a question that asked about respondents’ general approval of how state officials 
have handled the pandemic on a five-point scale, they were asked each of the 
following20:

•	 My state’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic was aggressive. (strongly disa-
gree [1]/strongly agree [5])

19  Policy responses also varied by locality, though our analysis focuses on state-level variation.
20  A neutral middle option was available in each set of response options. The distribution of responses to 
each question is shown in Table C.3 in the Appendix.
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•	 My state’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic was appropriate. (strongly disa-
gree [1]/strongly agree [5])

•	 Compared to other states, how would you rate the performance of your state 
government’s response to coronavirus and COVID-19? (much worse [1]/
much better [5])

Table 4   Partisan alignment, 
gubernatorial approval, and 
preferences for federalism

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors clus-
tered on states in parentheses. Data are weighted to national popula-
tion parameters on age, gender, race, Hispanic origin, income, edu-
cational attainment, and Census region. The dependent variable is 
respondents’ federalism preferences
*p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests)

(1) (2) (3)

Same-party governor 0.012
(0.012)

0.004
(0.012)

Opposite-party governor 0.002
(0.013)

0.001
(0.012)

Gubernatorial approval 0.039*
(0.014)

0.037*
(0.013)

Republican 0.005
(0.012)

Democrat 0.001
(0.012)

Ideology − 0.021*
(0.004)

− 0.020*
(0.004)

− 0.021*
(0.004)

Income − 0.002
(0.013)

− 0.022
(0.013)

− 0.022
(0.013)

Age (decades) − 0.012*
(0.003)

− 0.013*
(0.003)

− 0.013*
(0.003)

Black 0.020
(0.013)

0.020
(0.014)

0.019
(0.013)

Asian American 0.007
(0.015)

0.005
(0.016)

0.005
(0.016)

Other race/ethnicity − 0.033*
(0.017)

− 0.034
(0.018)

− 0.035
(0.017)

Hispanic 0.022
(0.014)

0.018
(0.014)

0.018
(0.014)

College degree − 0.014
(0.008)

− 0.009
(0.007)

− 0.009
(0.007)

Woman − 0.004
(0.008)

− 0.006
(0.008)

− 0.006
(0.008)

State fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Observations 2052 2052 2052
Adjusted R2 0.060 0.089 0.089
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We created a measure of State job performance by averaging the five-point 
responses to each question.21 We then rescaled the measure to range from zero and 
one, where larger values indicate higher performance ratings of state government. 
We estimate regression models that include this composite measure as a predictors 
of attitudes toward federalism. We again include demographic and political controls, 
estimate models with state fixed effects, and cluster standard errors on state.

Table  5 shows these results. The model reported in column (1) shows that the 
coefficient for State job performance is positive and statistically significant, indi-
cating that individuals who evaluated their state’s pandemic response more approv-
ingly expressed stronger preferences for state power. Column (2) includes state fixed 
effects, so that the coefficients now compare among respondents living in the same 
state. We again find that the coefficient is positive and statistically significant, indi-
cating that individuals in a given state who were more approving of their state’s 
response to the pandemic expressed greater support for state power.

The results in Table 5 provide evidence that Americans’ attitudes toward federal-
ism are at least partially responsive to their performance evaluations of state govern-
ment. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals who perceived their 
state as responding more effectively supported more authority for state government 
relative to national government.

We acknowledge the challenges in interpreting our ordinary least squares esti-
mates as causal estimates as they are likely to be biased. In particular, individuals’ 
evaluations of state governmental performance could be endogenous to their federal-
ism preferences. To address this possibility, and to further explore the relationship 
between state outcomes and respondents’ evaluations, we instrument evaluations 
of state job performance with the percentage of individuals in a given respondent’s 
county confirmed with COVID-19 at the time of the survey. The intuition for this 
specification is that local experiences with the COVID-19 pandemic are likely to 
affect beliefs about federalism only through their impact on respondents’ evaluations 
of state government.

The results of the instrumental variables analysis and further discussion are 
included in Appendix Section D.1. Our two stage least squares estimates are con-
sistent with those presented in Table 5. Local experiences with the COVID-19 pan-
demic are positively associated with state government evaluations in the first stage 
model; moreover, the second stage model shows a statistically significant relation-
ship with federalism preferences. While we do not wish to overinterpret the esti-
mates because our instrument is relatively weak, the findings provide support for a 
causal link between state government performance and preferences for the allocation 
of state power.

Overall, our results suggest that evaluations of federalism appear to reflect both 
ideological commitments and evaluations of government performance. Moreover, 
we find suggestive evidence that these evaluations of government performance are 
not completely uncoupled from real policy outcomes, implying that preferences for 
state power are in part shaped by sub-national government’s agendas and actions.

21  The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for these four items is .82. Factor analysis indicates that 
these items load on a single dimension.
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Conclusion

Conflicts between state and national authority are omnipresent in policy debates in 
American politics. At the elite level, these debates often reflect partisan politics. For 
instance, though Democratic officials tend to advocate for more centralized, national 
authority, policy disagreements with Republican figures in national government are 
sometimes accompanied of the assertion of local prerogative by Democratic officials 
serving in local positions.22 Yet, at least among elites, these debates often invoke 

Table 5   Evaluations of state 
government performance and 
preferences for federalism

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors clus-
tered on states in parentheses. Data are weighted to national popula-
tion parameters on age, gender, race, Hispanic origin, income, edu-
cational attainment, and Census region. The dependent variable is 
respondents’ federalism preferences
*p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests)

(1) (2)

State job performance 0.081*
(0.016)

0.078*
(0.018)

Republican 0.003
(0.012)

0.000
(0.012)

Democrat 0.003
(0.013)

− 0.002
(0.012)

Ideology − 0.022*
(0.004)

− 0.020*
(0.004)

Income − 0.025*
(0.012)

− 0.025
(0.013)

Age (decades) − 0.014*
(0.003)

− 0.015*
(0.003)

Black 0.022
(0.14)

0.021
(0.015)

Asian American 0.008
(0.015)

0.005
(0.016)

Other race/ethnicity − 0.029
(0.016)

− 0.032
(0.017)

Hispanic 0.021
(0.015)

0.018
(0.015)

College degree − 0.021
(0.008)

− 0.009
(0.007)

Woman − 0.005
(0.007)

− 0.005
(0.008)

State fixed effects No Yes
Observations 2052 2052
Adjusted R2 0.078 0.099

22  See, e.g., Dara Lind, March 8, 2018, “Sanctuary cities, explained,” Vox; available at https://​www.​vox.​
com/​policy-​and-​polit​ics/​2018/3/​8/​17091​984/​sanct​uary-​cities-​city-​state​illeg​al-​immig​ration-​sessi​ons.

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/3/8/17091984/sanctuary-cities-city-stateillegal-immigration-sessions
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/3/8/17091984/sanctuary-cities-city-stateillegal-immigration-sessions


130	 Political Behavior (2024) 46:111–134

1 3

more abstract principles related to the importance of local control. Are these factors 
reflected in Americans’ views about federalism? Addressing this question is impor-
tant for characterizing how Americans view the distribution of power and under-
standing how elite debates resonate with the American public.

We present a new measure of public preferences for federalism. Our measure-
ment approach follows Easton (1965, 1975), who distinguishes evaluations of politi-
cal authorities from evaluations of political systems. The components of our fed-
eralism battery were designed to measure the latter quantity. Thus, while existing 
research focuses largely on performance evaluations and approval ratings of local, 
state, and national government, our measure focuses attention on respondents’ core 
beliefs about the distribution of authority in a federal system. This approach allows 
us to evaluate the presence and correlates of attitudes about national and state power 
that may structure evaluations of federalism in individual policy domains (see, e.g., 
Schneider et al., 2011).

Using our measure of diffuse attitudes about the distribution of power across 
national and state governments, we uncover several new findings about the predic-
tors of attitudes toward federalism. First, we show that neither individuals’ partisan-
ship nor their partisan alignment with governing officials predicts support for state 
power vis-`a-vis national power. Second, these beliefs are more strongly and reliably 
associated with ideological orientations, where individuals with more conservative 
self-reported ideologies express greater support for state rather than national con-
trol. This evidence may suggest that federalism preferences are more deeply-rooted 
in core political values than they are in more ephemeral partisan debates. Third, we 
provided evidence that preferences toward federalism may reflect respondents’ eval-
uations of the performance of state government. As individuals believe that state 
authorities more effectively address contemporary problems, they express greater 
support for state power.

Our findings provide a starting point for additional research about the political 
significance of Americans’ attitudes about federalism. We invite further research to 
employ and revise our measure of preferences for federalism and to study the condi-
tions under which they are relevant for understanding political debates. Indeed, our 
analysis did not probe all relevant factors that may structure beliefs about federalism 
and the distribution of political power. For example, prior research has highlighted 
the role of regional equity in evaluations of federalism (Kincaid & Cole, 2016). To 
the degree that the federal government is perceived to treat states fairly in distribut-
ing resources, the public may be more accepting of national power than if the fed-
eral government is perceived to allocate resources in a more biased manner. We also 
did not account for the relationship between state and local government. Individu-
als may also have preferences for the relationship between local and state power, 
and these relationships may also vary with the relative performance of local govern-
ments. Exploring these possibilities can enrich our knowledge about how the public 
evaluates the distribution of authority across multiple levels of government.

Of course, our analyses have important limitations. Respondents’ attributes and 
political contexts were not randomly assigned, and thus our findings are correla-
tional in nature. Additional research is needed to study how these factors are caus-
ally related to views about federalism. It would also be useful to evaluate temporal 
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variation in the attitudes reported in our study. Our survey was conducted during the 
2020 COVID-19 pandemic, when the relationship between state and national gov-
ernment may have been especially salient. Understanding whether attitudes toward 
federalism are stable at the aggregate and individual levels would shed additional 
light on the nature of these beliefs. Finally, our research leaves unanswered the ques-
tion of whether and how these attitudes might structure how individuals evaluate 
specific politics and government actions. For example, do individuals view policies 
differently depending on which level of government implements them, in ways that 
vary with their more abstract beliefs about federalism? This is an important agenda 
for future scholarship.
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