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Abstract:This article analyzes Americans’ preferences for making policy at the national versus the subnational level. 
Relying on a Pew Research Center survey question posed in multiple recent years, we investigate the extent to which 
partisanship and ideology are related to support for decentralization. As expected, Republicans and conservatives are 
more supportive of decentralization, whereas Democrats and liberals are less supportive. However, Republicans and 
Democrats respond asymmetrically to changes in party control of the federal government. Republicans’ support for 
decentralization is relatively unaffected by changes in party control, whereas Democrats’ support for decentralization 
increases when Republicans control the federal government. These results indicate that federalism-based appeals in 
American politics tap into stable views about allocation of policy authority on the part of a subset of the electorate and 
in ways that can influence public officials’ support for decentralization.

Evidence for Practice
• Republicans and conservatives in the electorate are generally more supportive of decentralization compared 

with independents and moderates, whereas Democrats and liberals are relatively less supportive.
• Republicans’ views on decentralization are relatively unaffected by changes in party control of the presidency 

and Congress, but Democrats become more supportive of decentralization when Republicans control the 
federal government.

• The greater stability of Republicans’ views on decentralization, in contrast with Democrats’ shifting views, 
indicates that Republican voters may be more likely than Democratic voters to hold their parties’ elected 
representatives accountable for deviating from conventional party positions on national versus subnational 
policy authority.

Public officials tend to advance federalism 
arguments in an opportunistic fashion, 
taking different positions on the benefits of 

centralization versus decentralization depending 
on which party controls the federal government 
(Bulman-Pozen 2014; Kincaid 2004, 26). Republican 
elected officials support decentralization as a general 
matter; but when Republicans win the presidency, 
they are prone to centralize policy authority, as 
occurred on notable occasions during the Ronald 
Reagan and George W. Bush administrations 
(Conlan 1986, 2006; Conlan and Dinan 2007) as 
well as during the Donald Trump administration 
(Stratford 2018). Meanwhile, Democratic elected 
officials generally support centralization; however, 
when Democrats are out of power in Washington, 
D.C., they tout the benefits of decentralizing 
policy authority (Nathan 2006), as illustrated by 
Democratic officials’ embrace of decentralization after 
Republicans gained control of the presidency and 
Congress in the 2016 election (Goelzhauser and Rose 
2017; Kettl 2017).

In recent years, scholars have moved away from 
focusing on public officials’ positions on federalism 
and turned to analyzing federalism preferences 
among the general public. We build on this research 
by analyzing determinants of individuals’ support 
for decentralization and investigating whether that 
support is affected by which party controls the 
presidency and Congress. Addressing these questions 
can contribute to long-standing debates about the 
role and meaning of federalism-based appeals in 
American politics (Derthick 2001; Feeley and Rubin 
2008), particularly debates about whether federalism-
based appeals can influence and constrain individuals’ 
positions on policy questions or whether federalism 
arguments are invariably advanced in an instrumental 
and opportunistic fashion.

We rely on responses to a Pew Research Center 
survey question, also used by Wolak (2016), that 
has been asked consistently in recent years and 
gauges individual support for whether “the federal 
government should run ONLY those things that 
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cannot be run at the local level” (emphasis by Pew). Responses to 
this question from Pew surveys taken in 2003, 2007, 2009, and 
2012 allow us to consider individuals’ preferences for national 
versus subnational policy making during each of three possible 
permutations of party control of the presidency and Congress: 
unified Republican control (2003), unified Democratic control 
(2009), and divided control (2007 and 2012).

To summarize our findings, partisan attachment and ideological 
identification are each independently associated with support for 
decentralization, with Republicans and conservatives generally being 
more supportive of decentralization and Democrats and liberals 
generally being less supportive compared with independents and 
moderates. However, individuals who affiliate with the two major 
parties respond asymmetrically to changes in party control of the 
federal government. Republicans’ support for decentralization is 
relatively unaffected by changes in party control, whereas Democrats’ 
support for decentralization increases when Republicans control the 
federal government. There is also weaker evidence that conservatives’ 
support for decentralization declines when Republicans control 
the federal government, but the effect is smaller than the more 
significant increases in support by liberals under the same conditions.

These findings have several implications. The presence of systematic 
patterns in individuals’ federalism preferences and the relative 
stability of some individuals’ federalism preferences suggest 
that appeals to federalism can be meaningful and not merely 
instrumental. Stability of federalism preferences only holds true 
consistently for Republicans, however. For Democrats and liberals, 
and to a lesser extent for conservatives, federalism arguments are 
more likely to be embraced in an opportunistic fashion.

These conclusions should be of interest to scholars of public 
administration because they signal the potential for public preferences 
on national versus subnational policy authority to influence 
governing officials’ behavior. Scholars have long investigated whether 
public preferences regarding the substantive content of policies 
influence the behavior of governing officials (Miller and Stokes 
1963). Although there is some debate about the degree to which 
public opinion constrains the positions taken and votes cast by public 
officials, scholars have generally concluded that public opinion on 
substantive policy preferences influences policy outcomes to some 
extent, especially on salient issues (Erikson, Wright, and McIver 
1993; Page and Shapiro 1983; Wlezien and Soroka 2007). A key 
contribution of this article is to show that members of the public 
also have preferences on another dimension, regarding which level of 
government should take the lead in enacting policies.

An important implication is that public preferences regarding 
policy decentralization can influence the positions taken and votes 
cast by public officials. In particular, Republican presidents and 
members of Congress will be subject to some degree of constituent 
pressure, more so than Democratic presidents and members of 
Congress, to adhere to conventional party positions favoring policy 
decentralization. To be sure, there is not an expectation that public 
officials will be tightly constrained by constituents’ federalism 
preferences. Nevertheless, public preferences on decentralization, 
especially among Republican voters, may make it more difficult 
for Republican officeholders than for Democratic officeholders 

to deviate from traditional party positions on decentralization, 
and in ways that may be enforced through elections, especially 
congressional nominating contests. This is consistent with analyses 
that have concluded that Republican Congress members’ behavior 
“reflects a long-standing preference among their party’s supporters 
for allegiance to ideological principles” and, moreover, “[f ]requently, 
and increasingly, Republican leaders are judged by their perceived 
devotion to ideological principles” (Grossman and Hopkins 2016, 
252, 299).

Review of the Literature
The dominant view for many years was that Americans do not have 
meaningful federalism preferences. According to this conventional 
understanding, individuals have substantive policy preferences 
regarding the policies they support, but they do not have federalism 
preferences about the level of government that should carry about 
these policies. On this view, to the extent that individuals might 
have preferences regarding which level of government should make 
policy, these preferences are not stable and shift depending on which 
party controls the federal government.

In recent decades, scholars have challenged this conventional 
view. Several experimental studies have investigated whether 
individuals have federalism preferences. Jacobs (2017, 591) found 
that Americans do not instinctively “think about federalism 
when evaluating and comparing policy proposals,” but he did 
not rule out the possibility that individuals could under certain 
circumstances and in certain policy areas have preferences regarding 
the intergovernmental distribution of policy authority. In fact, Kam 
and Mikos (2007, 623) concluded that when federalism arguments 
are highlighted in survey questions in such a way that respondents 
are primed to consider federalism issues, Americans do care about 
federalism. After conducting an experiment to gauge support for a 
federal law banning physician-assisted suicide, they concluded that

[The] conventional wisdom characterizing citizens as single-
mindedly interested in only short-term policy outcomes 
is misguided. Policy preferences do matter, but so does 
comparative trust in the state versus federal governments, 
and so does federalism … . Citizens’ beliefs about federalism 
bolster respect for state authority when elite debate frames the 
issue using federalism arguments; citizens who believe that 
the states should control the policy domain are less willing to 
support federal legislation.

Meanwhile, Schneider and Jacoby (2013, 14), using surveys about 
individuals’ preferences for intergovernmental allocation of policy 
authority, along with data on the current intergovernmental 
distribution of responsibility for various policies, concluded that 
“citizens really do have meaningful ideas about intergovernmental 
policy responsibilities” and these ideas are “consistent with the 
realities of governmental policy commitments.”

Other studies, generally operating on the assumption that individuals 
have meaningful federalism preferences, have drawn on public 
opinion surveys to determine whether certain traits are associated 
with support for centralized versus decentralized policy authority. 
Some of these surveys have drawn from respondents in a single 
state (Schneider and Jacoby 2003; Thompson and Elling 1999). 
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Other studies have drawn on national surveys taken at a single point 
in time, such as the Cooperative Congressional Election Survey 
(Konisky 2011; Schneider, Jacoby, and Lewis 2011). Multiyear 
data on individuals’ federalism preferences have been drawn from 
national surveys commissioned by the U.S. Advisory Commission 
on Intergovernmental Relations from the 1970s to the mid-1990s 
and in later years by Cole and Kincaid and colleagues (e.g., Cole and 
Kincaid 2006; Kincaid and Cole 2001). Scholars have also drawn 
on American National Election Studies (ANES) surveys conducted 
between 1980 and 2000 (Hetherington and Nugent 2001; Mullin 
2008). Recently, Wolak (2016) made use of Pew surveys conducted 
on a periodic basis between the late 1980s and early 2010s.

Survey questions used in these studies vary in important ways 
(for comprehensive lists of these questions, see Samples and 
Ekins 2014; Shaw and Reinhart 2001). Certain questions have 
focused on respondents’ level of trust in federal, state, and local 
governments. Other questions have inquired about Americans’ 
degree of confidence in various levels of government. Another set 
of questions has focused specifically on fiscal matters, asking which 
level of government is viewed by respondents as giving them the 
most for their money or asking respondents which tax they view as 
the worst: the federal income tax, state income tax, state sales tax, 
or local property tax. A few questions have focused directly on our 
principal concern in this article: measuring individual preferences 
for centralization versus decentralization of policy responsibility, 
whether generally or regarding specific policies such as disaster 
response or environmental protection.

Several conclusions can be drawn from this literature about the 
political determinants of support for decentralization. Focusing 
on studies that directly investigate individual preferences for 
national versus subnational policy responsibility, partisan and 
ideological identification are highly correlated with support 
for decentralization. Republicans have been found to be more 
supportive of decentralization than Democrats, and conservatives 
are more supportive than liberals (Konisky 2011; Schneider and 
Jacoby 2003; Thompson and Elling 1999), as one would expect 
in view of their philosophical tenets regarding federal and state 
governmental power.

Additionally, scholars have sometimes investigated the possibility 
that individuals’ federalism preferences may shift depending 
on which party controls their state government or the federal 
government. Party composition of the state government does not 
appear to make a difference (Konisky 2011, 96; Wolak 2016, 
474–475). That is, individuals’ preferences for national versus 
subnational responsibility for policy making is unaffected by 
whether their party is in power at the state level, either in the 
governorship or the state legislature. However, Wolak (2016, 
472) concluded that party control of the presidency does make a 
difference, in that individuals’ support for decentralization tends to 
decrease when their party holds the presidency and increase when 
the other party holds the presidency.

Theory
We investigate two sets of questions regarding Americans’ views 
about federalism. First, we investigate which political factors are 
associated with support for decentralization, focusing on partisan 

affiliation and ideological identification. In particular, we expect 
that Republican affiliation will be associated with greater support for 
decentralization and Democratic affiliation with less support, and 
that conservatives will be more supportive of decentralization and 
liberals less supportive. Second, we investigate whether individuals’ 
support for decentralization is stable or whether it shifts in response 
to partisan control of the federal government. A study by Wolak 
(2016) considered whether Republicans and Democrats express 
higher or lower levels of support for decentralization depending on 
whether a Republican or Democrat holds the presidency. Similar 
to Wolak, we are interested in whether individuals’ support for 
decentralization is influenced by partisan control of the national 
government. However, we expect that individuals are affected not 
only by which party controls the presidency but also by which 
party controls Congress. That is, individuals would be conscious 
of whether control of the federal government is divided, with one 
party controlling the presidency and the other party controlling at 
least one house of Congress, or unified, with one party controlling 
both the presidency and Congress.

In particular, when comparing a situation of divided government 
with a situation of unified Republican control or unified 
Democratic control, we investigate whether Democrats are more 
supportive of decentralization when the federal government is under 
Republican control and whether Republicans are especially more 
likely to support decentralization when the federal government is 
under Democratic control. We also consider similar possibilities for 
the behavior of self-identified liberals and conservatives.

We further investigate whether shifts in individuals’ federalism 
preferences in response to changes in partisan control of the federal 
government are distributed in a symmetrical fashion between 
Republicans and Democrats and also between conservatives and 
liberals. Several recent studies have found asymmetry in the way 
members of the two major parties approach policy questions 
(e.g., Grossman and Hopkins 2016; Hetherington and Rudolph 
2015). In highlighting a “fundamental and long-standing partisan 
asymmetry” among supporters of the Democratic and Republican 
parties, Grossman and Hopkins concluded that the Democratic 
Party “draws its strongest electoral backing from members of 
discrete social groups who perceive themselves and their fellow 
group members as benefiting from specific government policies and 
programs intended to ameliorate various forms of social inequality.” 
The Republican Party, by contrast, is “more accurately characterized 
as the vehicle of an ideological movement” whose members “voice 
support for the abstract values of small government and cultural 
traditionalism” (Grossman and Hopkins 2016, 2, 3).

These differences between the parties are particularly evident 
in the treatment of federalism in the party platforms. In 2016, 
Republicans included a stand-alone section on federalism 
declaring that “federalism is a cornerstone of our constitutional 
system” and urging a general rebalancing of power toward state 
governments (Republican National Committee 2016, 15). By 
contrast, the Democratic platform discussed the balance of 
national and subnational power only in the context of particular 
policies, supporting greater federal involvement in many policy 
areas but praising state and local innovation in certain policy areas 
(Democratic National Committee 2016, esp. 25, 31).
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Based on these differences in the two parties, with Republicans 
more committed to upholding institutional principles and 
Democrats more committed to achieving policy goals, we expect to 
find asymmetry in the responses of Republicans (and conservatives) 
and Democrats (and liberals) to changes in party control of the 
federal government. In particular, we expect Republicans (and 
conservatives) to be more likely than Democrats (and liberals) to 
hold stable federalism preferences that do not shift depending on 
which party controls the federal government.

Methods and Data
To measure decentralization preferences, we use responses to a Pew 
Research Center survey posed in 2003, 2007, 2009, and 2012 that 
included a question asking whether “the federal government should 
run ONLY those things that cannot be run at the local level.” 
Those responding to the Pew survey question were asked to indicate 
whether they “completely agree,” “mostly agree,” “mostly disagree,” 
or “completely disagree” with the statement. This question was 
posed to roughly one-half of the people surveyed by Pew in each 
of these years. The percentage of people expressing a specific view 
on decentralization was either 94 percent or 95 percent each year. 
Only about 5 percent responded “don’t know” or refused to answer, 
comparable to the response rate for most of the other Pew questions.

Relying on answers to this Pew survey question in these four years 
has several advantages over other approaches to investigating 
individuals’ federalism preferences. Some prior studies have 
relied on surveys conducted on a one-time basis, whether surveys 
conducted in a single state or a single national survey (Konisky 
2011; Schneider and Jacoby 2003; Schneider, Jacoby, and Lewis 
2011; Thompson and Elling 1999). Although these studies provide 
a snapshot of individuals’ federalism preferences, it is difficult to 
determine the stability of partisan and ideological preferences over 
time.

Other research has made use of survey questions asked on a 
consistent basis. For instance, in surveys conducted by the Advisory 
Commission on Intergovernmental Relations and in later years 
commissioned by Cole and Kincaid and colleagues, respondents 
were asked about their level of trust in local, state, and federal 
governments and which level of government they feel gives them 
the most for their money (e.g., Cole and Kincaid 2006; Kincaid 
and Cole 2001). These questions, while clearly pertinent to 
understanding individual views on intergovernmental relations, are 
not as directly targeted to assessing preferences for centralization 
versus decentralization of policy authority. Other survey questions 
have been asked in multiple years and are more directly focused on 
measuring federalism preferences. For instance, an ANES question 
posed at various times between 1980 and 2000 asked whether “the 
government in Washington is getting too powerful for the good 
of the country and individual person” (Mullin 2008), and various 
Gallup questions have been posed through the years, including 
one posed from 2002 to the present, asking “Do you think the 
federal government today has too much power, has about the right 
amount of power, or has too little power?” (Gallup 2017). These 
final questions about the extent of federal power, and particularly 
the Gallup questions, are more directly focused on federalism 
preferences than some other questions; nevertheless, they are still 
not as helpful in focusing, in a comparative sense, on respondents’ 

views on vesting policy authority at the national versus the 
subnational level, in a way achieved by the Pew question.

To determine which factors are associated with preferences for or 
against decentralization, we conduct regression analyses. We focus 
on the percentage of respondents who “agree” in some fashion 
with the Pew federalism statement and consider this a measure 
of support for decentralization. Thus, our dependent variable 
is a binary indicator that takes the value of 1 if the respondent 
either “completely” or “mostly” agrees with statement and 0 if 
the respondent either “completely” or “mostly” disagrees with the 
statement. We discard those respondents who “don’t know” or 
refused to answer.

Regarding our independent variables, our primary focus is political 
orientation, for which we create separate binary indicators for 
Republicans, Democrats, and individuals not affiliated with either 
of the two major parties.1 Respondents were asked to identify their 
ideological views as “very conservative,” “conservative,” “moderate,” 
“liberal,” or “very liberal.” We create a binary “conservative” variable 
to indicate respondents who selected either of the first two choices 
and a binary “liberal” variable to indicate respondents who selected 
either of the last two choices. Self-described “moderates” thus 
represent the default against which conservatives and liberals are 
compared.

We also control for demographic characteristics found to be 
associated with federalism preferences (Dinan and Heckelman 
2019; Konisky 2011; Schneider and Jacoby 2003; Thompson and 
Elling 1999). We include dummy variables for men, blacks, and 
evangelicals (as self-reported by respondents). Pew records age 
in years and income and educational achievement in hierarchal 
categories.2 We use log forms for age, income, and education to 
account for a possible nonlinear effect across categories. Finally, 
following Pew, residency is coded as 1 for urbanites, 2 for 
suburbanites, and 3 for rural residents.

Table 1 presents mean levels of support for decentralization across 
all categories. Approximately three-fourths of all respondents 
(other than the 5 percent who answered “don’t know” or 
refused to answer) indicated some level of agreement with the 
decentralization statement. Not surprisingly, differences based 
on self-reported political orientation are larger than for any 
demographic characteristic. Compared with moderates, liberals are 
12 percentage points less likely and conservatives are 8.7 percentage 
points more likely to support decentralization, translating into 20.7 
percentage point differential between liberals and conservatives. 
Meanwhile, Democrats are 9.1 percentage points less likely to 
support decentralization than are independents, and Republicans 
are 9.3 percentage points more likely than independents, resulting 
in Democrats being 18.4 percentage points less likely than 
Republicans to support decentralization. These differences between 
ideological characterization and partisan affiliation may or may not 
represent distinct comparisons, as conservatives are more likely to 
affiliate with Republicans and liberals more likely to affiliate with 
Democrats, yet in our sample, there are twice as many conservatives 
as liberals but more Democrats than Republicans. Later, we test 
for the impact of party affiliation and ideology simultaneously by 
including measures for both in the same specification.
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Among the demographic characteristics we considered, the largest 
differences are that black respondents are 11.8 percentage points 
less supportive of decentralization compared with other races, 
and urbanites are 7.2 percentage points less likely to support 
decentralization compared with those residing in rural areas. There 
is no significant difference in support for decentralization across 
genders or for those below versus those at or above the income 
category representing the sample median ($40,000–$50,000). 
Decentralization was most strongly favored in 2007 (a year 
representing divided control), but the other three years were not 
significantly different from each other. Support for decentralization 
is surprisingly uniform across geographic regions.

Results
We test which factors are associated with individuals’ support for 
decentralization by creating multivariate regressions, pooling all the 
individual responses to Pew’s decentralization question in 2003, 
2007, 2009, and 2012. Because our dependent variable is binary, we 

use logit analysis with Huber/White robust estimates derived from 
the quasi-maximum likelihood (QML) method. As the binary is 
coded 1 for agreement and 0 for disagreement, positive coefficients 
indicate which factors are associated with greater support for 
decentralization, and negative coefficients indicate factors associated 
with greater support for centralization.

We report estimates in column I of table 2 using initially only 
political orientation variables. Dummy variables are used to 
represent Republicans and Democrats with independents as the 
omitted category, and conservatives and liberals with moderates as 
the omitted category. The intercept thus represents average level 
of support for decentralization among self-described moderate 
independents. As expected, Republicans and conservatives are 
significantly more likely to favor decentralization relative to 

Table 1 Support for Decentralization, Stratified by Categories

N Support (%) Difference

All 4,954 74.9
Political orientation
Party

Republican 1,278 84.7 9.1*
Democrat 1,578 66.3 −9.3*
Independent/other 1,992 75.6

Ideology
Conservative 1,887 82.7 8.7*
Liberal 980 62.0 −12.0*
Moderate 1,886 74.0

Demographic characteristics
Gender

Male 2,412 75.5 1.1
Female 2,542 74.4

Race
Black 646 64.4 −11.8*
Other 4,308 76.2

Age
18–50 2,464 73.2 −3.7*
> 50 2,409 76.9

Education
High school graduate or less 1,781 74.7 −0.3
Beyond high school graduate 3,162 75.0

Income
< $40,000 1,834 74.0 −1.3
≥ $40,000 2,457 75.3

Religion
Evangelical 1,699 77.8 4.3*
Other 3,255 73.5

Residence
Urban 1,422 71.5 −7.2*
Suburban 2,247 75.3 −3.4*
Rural 887 78.7

Region
Northeast 888 72.9 −2.8
South 1,938 75.0 −0.7
West 943 75.8 0.1
Midwest 1,185 75.7
Year
2003 1,220 73.7 0.6
2007 929 78.6 5.5*
2009 1,409 75.4 2.3
2012 1,396 73.1

*Indicates p ≤ .05 for difference from support level of last grouping in the same 
category.

Table 2 Determinants of Support for Decentralization

I. Political II. Demographic
III. Region and 

Year

Constant 1.108** −0.063 −0.180
(17.01) (−0.15) (−0.41)

Political orientation
Republican 0.378** 0.373** 0.363**

(3.79) (3.28) (3.18)
Democrat −0.354** −0.363** −0.366**

(−4.53) (−3.98) (−4.00)
Conservative 0.367** 0.275** 0.291**

(4.31) (2.85) (2.99)
Liberal −0.424** −0.390** −0.383**

(−4.88) (−3.98) (−3.91)
Demographic characteristics
Male 0.044 0.033

(0.55) (0.42)
Black −0.187 −0.175

(−1.56) (−1.44)
Age 0.279** 0.327**

(2.79) (3.20)
Education −0.136 −0.116

(−1.10) (−0.94)
Income 0.063 0.061

(0.82) (0.80)
Evangelical 0.165* 0.176*

(1.86) (1.94)
Residence 0.095* 0.106*

(1.68) (1.84)
Region controls
Northeast −0.079

(−0.66)
South −0.096

(−0.94)
West 0.098

(0.81)
Year effects
2007 0.124

(1.02)
2009 −0.145

(−1.26)
2012 −0.239**

(−2.30)
N 4,675 3,745 3,745
Regression SE 0.425 0.425 0.424
Likelihood ratio statistic 198.68 185.24 200.43

Notes: Estimation by logit with QML-derived robust z-statistics in parentheses. De-
pendent variable is a binary indicator coded 1 for agreement (either “completely 
agree” or “mostly agree”) with the statement “The federal government should 
run ONLY those things that cannot be run at the local level.”
*p ≤ .10; **p ≤ .05.
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independents and moderates, whereas Democrats and liberals 
are significantly less likely to favor decentralization relative to 
independents and moderates. We note that there is a strong party 
effect even controlling for ideology.

The reported estimates are logit coefficients. To better interpret 
marginal effects, we evaluate the impact on the estimated probability of 
supporting decentralization, averaged across all observations. As these 
are dummy variables, we find the difference in the estimated probability 
when each individual is coded first as being Republican and then as 
being independent (i.e., neither Republican nor Democrat), taking 
the observed ideology as given. We then do the same assuming that 
each respondent is a Democrat in comparison to being independent. 
Similarly, we find the estimated marginal impact of ideology by first 
treating each respondent as conservative against being moderate (i.e., 
neither conservative nor liberal) while retaining the actual values for the 
partisan variables. Finally, we find the average difference in probabilities 
when coding each respondent as liberal and then moderate.

Republicans of all ideological stripes are more likely to favor 
decentralization, approximately 6.16 percentage points more 
likely than independents. Democrats are 6.93 percentage points 
less likely than independents to favor decentralization. Likewise, 
conservatives are on average 6.25 percentage points more likely to 
favor decentralization than are moderates, regardless of whether 
they align with the Republican Party. Similarly, in the opposite 
direction, liberals are on average 8.69 percentage points less likely 
than moderates to support decentralization controlling for their 
affiliation or nonaffiliation with the Democratic Party. Wald tests 
also reveal equality in the magnitude of the marginal effect between 
Republicans and Democrats and between conservatives and liberals. 
Combined, conservative Republicans are 28.29 percentage points 
more likely than liberal Democrats to support decentralization.

We next add various demographic controls in column II of 
table 2. We find that age, religion, and residency affect support 
for decentralization, whereas gender, race, education, and income 
do not. In particular, greater support for decentralization is found 
among older respondents, evangelicals, and rural residents.

More important, we find that the results for political orientation are 
qualitatively similar to before. There is virtually no change in the 
marginal estimates of the partisanship variables, and the ideological 
effects are only modestly reduced in magnitude (but not statistical 
significance), with conservatives and liberals now estimated to be, 
on average, 4.72 percentage points more likely and 7.79 percentage 
points less likely, respectively, to support decentralization than 
moderates. Conservative Republicans are 26 percentage points 
more likely than liberal Democrats to support decentralization—
practically the same as without the demographic controls.

As indicated in table 1, there are unequal numbers of Pew 
respondents in surveys conducted across the years. Consequently, 
there are far more observations from the 2003 (1,037) and 2012 
(1,126) surveys than from 2007 (761) and 2009 (821). In the 
final column of table 2, we add year dummies, excluding the first 
year (2003). This is equivalent to transforming each variable as 
the deviation from its mean for that year, and coefficient estimates 
are driven by the cross-sectional influence. We also control for 

the respondent’s region. Although we did not initially find any 
significant geographic differences in table 1, it is still possible that 
the political variables are conflating regional effects, which could 
emerge when accounting for demographic asymmetries.

We find that only the last year (2012) dummy shows a significant 
association with federalism responses, indicating that in the most 
recent survey, respondents are 2.05 percentage points less likely to 
agree with the statement than in any previous year, controlling for 
the other respondent characteristics. The effect is small, however, and 
does not represent the continuation of a prior trend. Furthermore, 
inclusion of the year dummies does not affect the signs, magnitudes, 
or significance of the estimated coefficients for any of the other 
variables. This suggests that the estimates in the first two columns 
are not largely affected by unequal sample sizes over time. Region 
remains unimportant. The regional dummies are neither individually 
nor jointly significant (p-value on joint test = 0.33).

We note that the four survey waves represent different combinations 
of partisan government control, being conducted during a time when 
the federal government was under unified Republican control (2003), 
under unified Democratic control (2009), and twice during years of 
divided federal government (2007 and 2012). We exploit this fact by 
investigating whether there are shifts in support for decentralization 
among partisans and ideologues depending on party control of the 
federal government. In table 3, we include a series of interaction 
terms for years when the federal government is unified under 

Table 3 Interactions of Respondent Types with Unified Government Years

I. Party II. Ideology

Constant −0.216
(−0.49)

−0.063
(−0.14)

Republican respondent 0.445**
(3.03)

0.371**
(3.26)

Republican respondent × Unified Republican 
government

−0.106
(−0.50)

Republican respondent × Unified Democratic 
government

−0.208
(−0.94)

Democrat respondent −0.470**
(−4.27)

−0.353**
(−3.85)

Democrat respondent × Unified Republican 
government

0.392**
(2.66)

Democrat respondent × Unified Democratic 
government

−0.033
(−0.21)

Conservative respondent 0.278**
(2.87)

0.392**
(3.24)

Conservative respondent × Unified Republican 
government

−0.277*
(−1.70)

Conservative respondent × Unified Democratic 
government

−0.135
(−0.76)

Liberal respondent −0.381**
(−3.87)

−0.533**
(−4.42)

Liberal respondent × Unified Republican 
government

0.398**
(2.25)

Liberal respondent × Unified Democratic 
government

0.144
(0.73)

Regression SE 0.424 0.424
LR-statistic 198.17 196.70

Notes: N = 3,745. Estimation by logit with QML-derived robust z-statistics in 
parentheses. Dependent variable is binary indicator coded 1 for agreement (either 
“completely agree” or “mostly agree”) with the statement “The federal govern-
ment should run ONLY those things that cannot be run at the local level.” All 
regressions control for demographic variables and regions listed in table 2.
*p ≤ .10. **p ≤ .05.
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Republican or Democratic control.3 First, we create interactions for 
the partisanship variables where coefficients on the isolated party 
identification variables represent the marginal effect of partisanship 
in the divided control years. Coefficients for the interaction terms 
thus represent changes in support relative to a year of divided 
control. Then we replace the party identification interactions with 
interactions for the ideological variables, where the default represents 
the marginal effect of being conservative or liberal during a divided 
control year and the interaction identifies if the marginal effect differs 
in a year of unified Republican or unified Democrat control.

In table 3, the two party affiliation dummies are each interacted 
separately with unified Republican control and unified Democratic 
control indicators in column I, and similar interactions are 
created for the ideological variables in column II.4 To assist with 
interpretation of the coefficient estimates, we present in table 4 
calculated marginal effects stratified by political orientation, 
for years of unified Republican or unified Democrat control. 
These marginal effects are relative to the baseline support for 
decentralization from surveys administered in years of divided 
control (2007 and 2012).

Focusing initially on column I of table 3, the isolated Republican 
dummy coefficient reveals that Republicans are significantly more 
likely than independents to support decentralization specifically 
during years of divided government. The interaction terms indicate 
that Republican responses do not significantly differ from their 
norm in the divided years during the other years. This suggests that 
Republicans maintain a steady level of aversion to centralization 
that is independent of which party controls the federal government. 
Thus, the marginal effects reported in the first row of table 4 are 
quite small and not statistically significant.

In contrast, our results indicate that Democratic (column I) and 
liberal (column II) opposition to decentralization is significantly 
weakened when Republicans control both the presidency and 
Congress. As shown in table 4, these respondents are roughly 
8 percentage points more likely to support decentralization in 
this environment. There is no significant change under unified 
Democratic control of the federal government. Column II of table 3 
and the third row of table 4 also reveals conservatives becoming less 
supportive of decentralization under unified Republican federal 
government, but the change is almost half as small as for liberals (in 
the opposite direction) and estimated to be statistically significant at a 
much lower level (p = .09). Thus, the symmetry between Republicans 
and Democrats and between conservatives and liberals identified in 
table 2 when the relationships for partisan and ideological responses 
are assumed to be fixed (or averaged) for all years is undermined 
in table 3 when partisan and ideological responses are allowed to 

vary depending on partisan control of the federal government.5 
In particular, Democrats are 9.33 percentage points less likely than 
independents to support decentralization in a period of divided 
government, but they are only 1.55 percentage points less likely 
than independents to support decentralization when Republicans 
control both branches. Put another way (table 4), Democrats are 
7.90 percentage points more likely to support decentralization when 
the federal government is controlled by Republicans (74.4 percent) 
than they are when control is split between the two parties (66.5 
percent), representing a 12 percent change in their attitude toward 
decentralization. The gap between Democrats and independents is 
marginally greater compared with unified Democratic control, but 
not to a statistically significant extent.

When control of the federal government is divided between the 
two major parties, liberals are estimated to be 10.93 percentage 
points less likely than moderates to support decentralization, but 
the difference is estimated to fall to a 2.56 percentage point lower 
likelihood of supporting decentralization during a period of unified 
Republican control. Thus, liberals are 8.36 percentage points, or 18 
percent, more supportive of decentralization on average during a 
period of unified Republican control (72.6 percent) compared with 
a period of divided government (63.9 percent).

For conservatives, support for decentralization is 6.51 percentage 
points greater than for moderates when the federal government 
is divided. The differential falls to only 2.06 percentage points 
when Republicans control the federal government. Conservatives’ 
support for decentralization under unified Republican control (77.0 
percent) thus represents a 4.45percentage point, or 5.5 percent, 
differential relative to years of divided government (81.4 percent). 
The estimated effect is small enough, however, that the difference is 
statistically significant at only the 91.4 percent level of confidence.

Because of the subjective nature of how respondents might interpret 
the adjectives “completely” versus “mostly” in their level of agreement 
or disagreement with the Pew federalism statement, we treat them 
the same by pooling the two agreement choices and by pooling the 
two disagreement choices to create a binary response variable. To 
check robustness of our findings, we ran additional regressions based 
on table 3 specifications but keeping each category separate and using 
an ordered probit on the categorical data. Estimated coefficients for 
all variables and the interaction terms retain the same signs and levels 
of significance. To conserve space, specific estimates are not reported 
here but are available from the authors upon request.

Discussion
Our main purpose in this article is investigating the influence 
of partisan affiliation and ideological attachment on support for 
decentralization and determining whether associations between 
partisanship and ideology and support for decentralization are 
stable or shift depending on which party is in power in the 
federal government. Consistent with other studies, we find 
that Republicans are more supportive of decentralization, as 
are conservatives, whereas Democrats are more supportive of 
centralization, as are liberals. In addition, partisan affiliation and 
ideological attachment are independently associated with support 
for decentralization. That is, Republicans are more supportive of 
decentralization than are independents and Democrats, even when 

Table 4 Change in Percentage of Respondents Supporting Decentralization 
Relative to Years of Divided Control

Respondent Type Party Control

Unified Republican Unified Democrat

Republican −1.52 −3.09
Democrat +7.90** −0.72
Conservative −4.45* −2.09
Liberal +8.36** +3.16

*p ≤ .10. **p ≤ .05.
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controlling for the general tendency of Republicans to identify as 
conservatives. These separate effects of partisanship and ideology 
also hold true for Democrats and liberals.

We also find that individuals’ federalism preferences shift depending 
on which party controls the presidency and Congress, but this 
is only true for Democrats and liberals and to a lesser extent for 
conservatives, but not for Republicans. Democrats and liberals 
become more supportive of decentralization, and conservatives less 
supportive, when Republicans control the presidency and Congress, 
compared with divided or unified Democratic control. However, 
Republicans do not undergo similar shifts in response to changes 
in party control of the presidency and Congress. There is not a 
statistically significant change in Republicans’ federalism preferences 
during periods of unified Democratic control and unified 
Republican control of the federal government relative to years of 
divided control.

This conclusion about asymmetry in the response to changes in 
partisan control of the federal government differs from Wolak’s 
(2016) conclusion in her study examining shifts in partisan 
control of the presidency using the same Pew question. Wolak 
concluded that Republicans and Democrats both shifted in their 
support for decentralization depending on who was in the White 
House. The differences between Wolak’s findings and ours may be 
attributable to our inclusion of party control of Congress as well 
as the presidency. By considering the three different type of party 
control—divided government, unified Republican control, and 
unified Democratic control—and comparing federalism preferences 
under divided government with federalism preferences under 
unified Republican control and unified Democratic control, we may 
be better positioned to measure continuing changes in individuals’ 
federalism preferences.

In any case, our findings are clear regarding the asymmetrical 
nature of shifting support for decentralization on the part of 
Republicans and Democrats. Republicans hold relatively stable 
federalism preferences. Their support of decentralization remains 
relatively constant whether Republicans or Democrats are in 
control of the federal government. Democrats are not as consistent 
in their federalism preferences. They are more likely to oppose 
decentralization than are independents or Republicans in general, 
but they become significantly less opposed than otherwise when 
Republicans control the presidency and Congress.

The stability of Republicans’ federalism preferences, in contrast 
with the shifting nature of Democrats’ federalism preferences, 
can be compared with other recent scholarship focusing on 
asymmetry in Republicans’ and Democrats’ political views. On one 
hand, our findings stand in contrast with those of Hetherington 
and Rudolph (2015, 9), who focused on individuals’ trust in 
the federal government and found that Democrats’ trust in the 
federal government was relatively stable but that Republicans’ 
trust fluctuated significantly depending on whether a Republican 
held the presidency. These differences in our respective findings 
(Republicans’ stability regarding federalism preferences compared 
with Democrats’ stability regarding trust in the federal government) 
suggest that individuals’ preferences for making policy at the 
national or subnational level differ in key ways from their level 

of trust in the federal government, thereby providing further 
confirmation of our decision to measure individuals’ federalism 
preferences from a survey question directly addressing preferences 
regarding federalism rather than in an indirect fashion drawing from 
survey responses about levels of trust in government.

On the other hand, our findings are broadly consistent with those 
of Grossman and Hopkins (2016), who found that Republicans 
are more focused on ideological commitments and abstract values, 
whereas Democrats are more focused on policy outcomes and 
programmatic benefits. Our conclusion about the asymmetrical 
nature of shifts in the federalism preferences of Republicans and 
Democrats can be understood as flowing from these underlying 
differences in the concerns and motivations of members of 
the two parties. Republicans’ federalism preferences, and their 
greater likelihood of supporting decentralization, are rooted in a 
commitment to the value of decentralization and not as likely to 
change depending on which party controls the federal government. 
Democrats’ federalism preferences, and their greater likelihood of 
supporting centralization, are less rooted in a commitment to the 
value of centralization; they are more driven by a pragmatic concern 
with policy outcomes and therefore more sensitive to shifts in party 
control of the federal government.

We note that differences in the stability of federalism preferences 
are stronger along partisan than ideological dimensions, in a way 
broadly consistent with the findings of Barber and Pope (2019) 
about the greater influence of partisanship than ideology in guiding 
public opinion. We found that whereas Republican preferences 
on federalism remain relatively stable and Democratic preferences 
are more fluid depending on the composition of government, 
both liberals and conservatives converge toward (but do not 
achieve) moderates’ average inclination regarding federalism when 
Republicans control the federal government. Liberals become more 
supportive of decentralization and conservatives less so, relative to 
their support when neither party has control of both branches of the 
federal government. These findings about the greater importance 
of partisanship (and particularly Republican Party affiliation) 
relative to ideology in constraining federalism preferences can be 
understood as part of a general recent phenomenon in U.S. politics, 
where ideology is actually “less powerful than the pull of the spirit 
of party” in motivating public opinion (Barber and Pope 2019, 53).

Conclusion
An implication of this study for public administration and 
governance is that Republican voters may be more likely than 
Democratic voters to hold public officials accountable for 
deviating from conventional party positions on national versus 
subnational authority for policy making. Democratic officials who 
embrace decentralization when Republicans control the federal 
government may be less likely to suffer retribution from Democratic 
voters, who are more likely to view federalism arguments in an 
instrumental fashion. By contrast, Republican officials who embrace 
centralization when Republicans control the federal government 
may be more likely to be penalized by Republican voters, who hold 
stable views on federalism and expect their party’s elected officials 
to align with the party’s traditional federalism principles. Pressure 
on Republican officials to maintain support of decentralization 
may be applied by Republican constituents who closely follow the 



242 Public Administration Review • March | April 2020

positions taken and votes cast by Republican officials on federalism 
issues (Grossman and Hopkins 2016, 296). Accountability can 
also be manifested through the electoral process, in congressional 
primaries. During the early 2010s, several Republican congressional 
incumbents were unseated, in part for what was perceived as 
insufficient fidelity to decentralization among other traditional 
party principles, while other Republican lawmakers barely survived 
primary challenges (Gamkhar and Pickerill 2011, 369–370). 
These experiences had an effect on Republican governing officials 
more generally, by making them more willing to align with party 
positions on federalism among other matters (Boatright 2013, 218).

Looking ahead to further study in this area, survey research on 
individuals’ federalism preferences has been conducted on a 
sporadic basis in recent years. Questions about individuals’ trust and 
confidence in various levels of government are posed on a regular 
basis; but few survey questions inquire directly into individuals’ 
preference for entrusting policy responsibility to national versus 
subnational governments. Public administration scholars would 
benefit from survey researchers posing questions that directly test 
Americans’ federalism preferences on a more frequent basis. Doing 
so would facilitate further investigation of questions with important 
implications for public officials’ approach to federalism issues.

Notes
1. This final category of individuals not affiliated with either of the two major 

parties includes those responding that they are “independent” as well as those 
indicating that they had “no preference” and those indicating that they were 
affiliated with some “Other” party.

2. In regard to income, in 2003, Pew offered respondents eight options: (1) under 
$10,000, (2) $10,000 to under $20,000, (3) $20,000 to under $30,000, (4) 
$30,000 to under $40,000, (5) $40,000 to under $50,000, (6) $50,000 to under 
$75,000, (7) $75,000 to under $100,000, and (8) $100,00 or more. But in 
2007, 2009, and 2012, Pew separated the eighth and final category into two 
categories: (8) $100,000 to under $150,000 and (9) $150,000 or more. For 
consistency in coding, we treat the new ninth category the same as category 8, so 
that income is coded 1–8 for all years.

 In regard to educational achievement, in 2003, 2007, and 2009, Pew offered 
respondents seven options: (1) none, or grade 1–8; (2) high school incomplete 
(grades 9–11); (3) High school graduate (grade 12 or GED certificate); (4) 
business, technical, or vocational school after high school; (5) some college, no 
four-year degree; (6) college graduate (BS, BA, or other four-year degree); and 
(7) postgraduate training or professional schooling after college (e.g., toward a 
master’s degree or PhD or law or medical school). But in 2012, Pew slightly 
changed the fourth and fifth options so that they read: (4) some college, no 
degree (includes community college); (5) two-year associate degree from a 
college or university. Additionally, Pew separated the seventh and final category 
into two categories: (7) some postgraduate or professional schooling, no 
postgraduate degree; (8) postgraduate or professional degree, including master’s, 
doctorate, medical or law degree (e.g., MA, MS, PhD, MD, JD). For consistency 
across all years, we combined the fourth and fifth categories from each year into 
a single category, and we combined the seventh and eighth categories in 2012 
into a single category. Thus, we have six matching categories, so that educational 
achievement is coded 1–6.

3. All regressions in table 3 include controls for the demographic and region 
variables described before, but to focus attention on the political interactions, we 
do not report in the table estimates of any of the demographic or region control 
variables. They are available from the authors upon request.

4. The specifications in table 3 presume that the federalism preferences of 
independents and moderates are not influenced by party control. We also ran 
additional regressions allowing for time-variant behavior from these respondents 
by including additional dummy variables for unified Republican and unified 
Democrat control, along with the interaction terms. The effect of, for example, 
conservative respondents in a unified Republican government year becomes 
slightly more complicated to visualize but can be found by adding together the 
coefficients on the conservative dummy, unified Republican government 
dummy, and their interaction. Coefficients for the isolated government dummies 
by themselves then represent changes by independents or moderates compared 
with a year of divided government. Our estimates indicate the coefficients on the 
isolated government dummies are not statistically different from zero (regardless 
of whether the interactions involve partisan or ideological variables), supporting 
our simpler specification in table 3. None of the estimated impacts reported in 
tables 3 or 4 are qualitatively affected by the addition of the two isolated 
government control variables, so for ease of presentation, we rely on the simpler 
specification. Estimates from these additional regressions are available upon 
request.

5. Estimates in table 3 are quantitatively similar when interactions are placed on 
only one party respondent or ideology identification at a time in separate 
regressions.
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