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Public Attitudes toward Federalism

The Public’s Preference for Renewed Federalism
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

or much of its history, the United States had

a notably decentralized government struc-

ture. Since the 1930s, the national govern-

ment has undertaken new efforts to regulate

the economy and society and to redistrib-
ute resources. Those new efforts have implied a greater
centralization of authority in Washington. In the past the
public often supported such centralization. Public opinion
about federalism has changed. Voters are more supportive
of decentralized policymaking on many issues where they
previously supported a stronger national role. This shift in

the public mood is consistent with other polling data that
indicates profound distrust in the capacity of the federal
government to act on behalf of the public good. On some
issues, like national defense, much of the public continues
to support national primacy. Such issues are often assigned
to Washington by the Constitution. In contrast, much
polling finds that many citizens believe state and local
governments are likely to perform better than Washington.
Americans support a more decentralized federalism than
in the past both on particular issues and as a general matter
of institutional confidence.
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INTRODUCTION

1t is one of the happy incidents of the federal
system that a single courageous state may, if
its citizens choose, serve as a laboratory; and
try novel social and economic experiments
without risk to the rest of the country.
—Justice Louis Brandeis'

On November 6, 2012, voters in Wash-
ington and Colorado voted to legalize small
amounts of marijuana, even for recreational
purposes. Nevertheless, marijuana remains
illegal under federal law: the Controlled Sub-
stances Act, passed in 1970, prohibited the
use, sale, and cultivation of marijuana for all
states. Since 1970 serious questions have been
raised about the efficacy of federally imposed
marijuana prohibition: the high annual cost to
taxpayers ($3.6 billion), the high arrest rates
of nonviolent marijuana users (half of all drug
arrests), and the deleterious impact on young
people (two-thirds of marijuana possession
arrests involve 18—24 year olds) whose career
prospects are limited by their criminal record. >
The United States thus has two policies toward
marijuana: prohibition and permission, some
states allow its use while others and the federal
government do not. This approach comes from
the division of authority in American federal-
ism, a decentralized system which offers states
the flexibility to have different laws than other
states allowing them to experiment with what
works best for them.

Many experts discuss federalism without
fully explaining its historical significance or cur-
rent meaning and relevance. The concept of fed-
eralism means powers are shared between state
governments in the United States and the fed-
eral government. Throughout history American
federalism has at times meant greater centraliza-
tion of power and administration and at others
decentralization of power and authority. In early
United States history Federalists, responding to
problems linked to the weak central govern-
ment created under the Articles of Confedera-
tion, favored a stronger central state established
by the Constitution of the United States. Even

still, the government remained relatively decen-
tralized until the 1930s, when the national gov-
ernment began to gain power and revenue. To-
day federalism often means devolving national
powers back to state governments.> By “devolv-
ing” powers, contemporary federalists mean de-
centralizing decisionmaking authority such that
state and local governments have more flexibil-
ity to make policies within a state.

Contemporary federalists argue that moving
decisionmaking closer to the voters will be more
efficient, pragmatic, and responsive because
government officials will be in closer proximity
to the voters affected by their decisions.

The example of drug reform suggests one of
the most valuable benefits of federalism: flex-
ibility. Justice Louis Brandeis writing the dis-
senting opinion in New State Ice Co v. Liebmann,
argued that states could serve as laboratories to
experiment with social and economic policy,
without embroiling the whole country in the
effects.

Federalism can also provide individuals choic-
esingovernment. Left to their own devices, states
may offer different mixes of public goods and
policies as well as taxes. For instance, some states
may levy high taxes and offer many public servic-
es and other states may charge lower taxes offer-
ing fewer services. Some states may prioritize job
creation while others may prioritize other goals.
Citizens can then choose to live in the state that
offers the best combination of policies and taxes
(of benefits and costs) given their preferences.
Competition in a federalist framework should
thus gives government powerful incentives to be
more responsive to taxpayers, citizens, and busi-
nesses.* This salutary result occurs because, at
the margin, individuals can choose to move and
businesses can choose to locate or relocate in
new cities or states that offer the best package of
policies. For instance, the state of Texas led the
rest of the nation in job creation at all pay levels
between 2000 and 2013 Likewise Texas ranked
third in population growth since the last census,
adding over 1.3 million residents more than any
other state.

To be clear, federalism should not be used to
infringe on individual rights. There are certain



basic, unalienable rights protected by the U.S.
Constitution that state and local governments
cannot take away The states may not violate
the protections contained in the Bill of Rights.
Moreover, under the Fourteenth Amendment,
states may not deny citizens equal protection of
the laws or due process rights. Other limits on
states and the national government may exist in
the Ninth Amendment.

Debates over federalism might benefit from
an understanding of what issues the public
thinks the federal government should primarily
handle and what issues they would prefer their
state and local governments to deal with, why
they feel that way, and how those views have
changed over time. This policy analysis reviews
public opinion surveys conducted from 1948
to the present, including a new Cato Institute
poll, asking Americans about what level of gov-
ernment they trust most, which offers them
the most for their money, and which level of
government is best suited to handle a number
of separate issues. We find that the public sup-
ports a more decentralized federalism in many
ways. This support has grown over time.

A SHIFT TOWARD FEDERALISM:
1973 TO 2013

Our analysis of dozens of public opinion sur-
veys conducted over the past several decades
reveals that Americans generally have shifted
in favor of a more devolved federalism. The
Cato Institute commissioned a YouGov poll as
another method to measure how opinion has
changed about federalism. (See Appendix for full
poll results.) We replicated a Harris Poll question
asked 40 years ago in 1973 about whether major
policy decisions about a number of issues should
be made at the federal, state, or local level. Using
the exact same wording as the survey question
in 1973, the results allow us to measure how the
public’s view of the federal government’s role on
a number of important issues has evolved over
the past four decades.

On nearly every issue asked in the 1973 Har-
ris survey, Americans have shifted away from
a preference for federal-level decisionmak-

ing, particularly on environmental protection,
drug reform, prison reform, and health care
(see Figure 1). In 1973 majorities favored pri-
marily federal-level decisionmaking for pol-
lution control (58%) and drug reform (55%),
while near majorities favored federal control
for prison reform (50%) and health insurance
(49%). Now majorities favor state and local
decisionmaking on pollution control (56%),
drug reform (61%), prison reform (68%), and
health insurance (62%). While Americans con-
tinue to favor national-level decisionmaking
for entitlement reform and scientific research,
support has declined since 1973. On a number
of issues, including welfare, transportation,
and housing, Americans have consistently fa-
vored state and local control, and support has
continued to increase.

There has been little change in public atti-
tudes when it comes to national defense; 9 in
10 Americans continue to view this as the fed-
eral government’s job. Similarly there has been
little change regarding education: only 2 in 10
Americans views this as primarily a federal re-

sponsibility.
ISSUES

The following sections delve deeper into
public attitudes across a variety of important
public policy issues. We find that Americans
prefer that their state legislatures and city gov-
ernments have most of the decisionmaking
authority when it comes to welfare programs,
education, law enforcement, transportation,
housing, drug laws, prisons, health insurance,
and the environment. Compared to earlier
eras, the public has shifted considerably on
the latter four issues. We will show that while
the public is divided on who should decide gun
control policy and same-sex marriage legality,
Americans lean toward federalism.

The public does believe the federal govern-
ment should have greater say about national
defense issues, immigration, entitlement re-
form, protecting civil rights, determining rules
on scientific research and safety standards, and
abortion legality. These attitudes are generally in
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Figure 1

Public Support for Federal Primacy in Decisionmaking, by Issue Area, 1973 and 2013

For each item on

this list tell me if you think the major

decisions about it should be made at the
federal, state, or local level.

m 2013

m 1973

National Defense
Social Security
Cancer Research
Pollution Control
Drug Reform
Prison Reform
Health Insurance
Welfare

Transportation 22

Housing 18

25

Education 23

28

85

29

Source: Cato Institute/YouGov Poll, December 2013; Harris, 1973.

line with a constitutional interpretation of fed-
eral responsibilities. The Constitution accords
the national government power over defense
and immigration. Civil rights are national con-
stitutional protections applied to the states; the
same could be said, more controversially, about
abortion. Entitlement policies are not required
by the Constitution; they are enacted by the U.S.
Congress and would be reformed by the federal
government. The public response on this matter
may be nothing more than a recognition that na-
tional policies will be changed by national insti-
tutions, at least in the first instance.

Most of the issues on which the public prefers
greater federal responsibility share a common
theme: the public tasks the federal government
with setting high-level “rules of the game” within
which society operates. In contrast the public sup-

ports states and localities having discretion over
prescriptive regulations and the provision and ad-
ministration of government services. The conse-
quences of such policies are predominately local
and thus are best evaluated by state or local elec-
torates and governments. States can also pursue
different policies in these matters, thereby foster-
ing competition for citizens. States experiment-
ing with different prescriptive rules is preferable
to the federal government imposing restrictive
rules on everyone without any testing or experi-
mentation and with little risk of losing taxpayers
to other countries. Broadly speaking, public views
about national and state governments support the
ideas behind a more devolved federalism.

Now we turn to a deeper look at these issues.
Using the best available data, we will elucidate

the changes in public attitudes over time, while



taking account of demographic and partisan dif-
terences. To do this, we will aggregate polls by
topic that asked about federalism-related issues.
However, different surveys often asked ques-
tions in slightly different ways. Consequently;
according to topic, we aggregate dozens of polls
that asked about the same general issue, and then
plot the trend line for the issue. The results vary
in part because pollsters asked slightly different
questions. Nevertheless, trends emerge and can
be observed over time. All survey question word-
ingused in this analysis is found in the appendix.

STATE AND LOCAL
DECISIONMAKING

Drug Reform

In 1973 most Americans (55%) thought drug
reform should occur at the federal level and 39%
preferred that it take place at the state and lo-
cal level. However, in recent years attitudes have
shifted, and Americans are willing to use state bal-
lot initiatives to change drug laws in their states,
federal laws notwithstanding. For instance, in

Figure 2

2012 voters in Washington and Colorado legalized
marijuana in their states. This decision flouted the
federal Controlled Substances Act of 1970 that
had prohibited cannabis for the entire country.
Despite new medical research and changing at-
titudes toward marijuana, Congress has failed to
act. Consequently; it’s unsurprising that Ameri-
cans think federal authorities should respect the
drug laws set in each respective state. Today, only
38% think major decisions about drugs should oc-
cur at the federal level, while fully 61% think this
should be a state and local decision (see Figure 2).”
When it comes to the use of medical mari-
juana, an even higher share, 69%, thinks states
should be allowed to set different rules than the
federal government, while roughly a third be-
lieve the federal government should set medical
marijuana rules.® Sixty-two percent also believe
states should decide whether marijuana should
be legal for recreational purposes.” Devolving
drug policymaking to the states transcends par-
tisanship, with majorities of Republicans (69%),
independents (66%), and Democrats (51%) fa-
voring state and local authority (see Figure 3)."°

Who Should Deal with Drug Reform? 1973 and 2010, by Percentage of Respondents

| W State/Local

M Federal |

1973

2013

61

Source: Cato Institute Poll, December 2013; Harris Survey, 1973.
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Figure 3

Proper Level of Government for Marijuana Regulation, by Percentage of

Respondents

Don't know/
No response
4%

State 69%

Source: CBS News, 2012.

As of December 2013, two states, Colorado
and Washington, have fully legalized mari-
juana, and 15, including California, Oregon,
Nevada, Maine, Vermont, Massachusetts,
Connecticut, Rhode Island, Arizona, New
Mexico, Montana, Illinois, Michigan, New
Jersey, and New Hampshire, have legalized it
for medicinal purposes. Had the decision been
made solely in Washington, marijuana would
remain illegal throughout the nation.

‘Washington and Colorado voters’ decision
to legalize marijuana made their state laws dif-
fer from federal law. However, an overwhelm-
ing share of Americans think the federal gov-
ernment should not enforce federal marijuana
laws on the people who use (72%), grow (68%),
or sell (64%) marijuana in states where it has
been legalized."

Moreover, a majority (52%) would favor a
federal law limiting the federal government’s
own power from imposing federal laws on peo-
ple in the states that have legalized marijuana,
while 42% would oppose such a law."*

Federal
27%

PRISON REFORM

Prison reform was once generally viewed as
afederal issue. In 1973, 50 percent of Americans
wanted the federal government to make major
policy decisions regarding reforming prisons,
and 43% wanted states and localities to take the
lead. However by 2013, only 38% felt the federal
government was best suited to this task, and
68% preferred that state and local governments
decide how to reform prisons."

While majorities agree that states and cit-
ies should primarily deal with prison reform
(Democrats, 54%; Republicans, 81%; indepen-
dents 74%), partisan differences emerge. Forty-
five percent of Democrats favor federal control
compared to only 1 % percent of Republicans
and 26% of independents. Women are also
twice as likely as men to favor federal authority
(by a margin of 41% to 22%) (see Figure 4).

Health Care
In 1973 half of Americans wanted major



Figure 4

Proper Level of Government for Prison Reform, by Percentage of Respondents,

1973 and 2013

| W State/Local

m Federal |

1973

2013

68

Source: Cato Institute Poll, December 2013; Harris Survey, 1973.

decisions about health insurance to occur at
the federal level.'* That desire for federal pri-
macy has generally persisted since then.” Even
though Americans had generally supported
federal reform of health care, they still tended
to favor state control over some specific pro-
grams. For instance, a Kaiser poll asked Ameri-
cans whether state and local governments
should be allowed to decide whether to use
tederal funds for HIV prevention activities like
needle exchange programs. Six in 10 Americans
telt states should be allowed to decide for them-
selves, compared to 34 percent who wanted the
federal government to decide.”® These results
follow the trend that Americans generally pre-
fer that governments closer to home handle the
administration and spending decisions of gov-
ernment programs.

Public opinion seems to be changing on the
general question of who should decide about
health care. Today support for the federal
role has declined to 38 percent.”” Now 62% of
Americans want state and local governments

to make major decisions about health insur-
ance. The struggle over the enactment and
implementation of the Patient Protection and
Affordable Care Act has no doubt weakened
support for a federal role in health care. Further
undermining support for federal control is that
7 in 10 Americans say Congress doesn’t under-
stand the health care system or the impact of
the laws they palss.18 In the aftermath of the
inauspicious federal health insurance exchange
launch, two separate surveys found only a third
viewed the federal government as best suited to
handle healthcare (see Figure 5)."

Partisanship matters on this issue. Fully
65% of Democrats think health care policy
should be decided at the federal level compared
to 29% of independents and 13 percent of Re-
publicans. Conversely; majorities of Republicans
(67%) and independents (54%) say decisions
should be made at the state level (see Figure 6).*°

We might wonder also if partisanship will
have such strong effects in the future. While
younger people, the millennial generation (those
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Figure 5

Proper Level of Government for Health Care Reform, by Percentage of
Respondents, 1973 and 2013

W State/Local M Federal

1973

62
2013

Source: Cato Institute Poll, December 2013; Harris Survey, 1973.

Figure 6
Proper Level of Government to Make Major Decision about Health Insurance,
by Partisan Affiliation and Percentage of Respondents

m Federal Level W State/Local

88.8

Democrat Independent Republican 18-29 Year-Olds

Source: Cato Institute Poll, December 2013; Harris Survey, 1973.



born after 1980), strongly supported Barack
Obama’s presidential campaigns, they are much
less confident in federal power over health in-
surance policy. For instance, while 65 percent of
Democrats support national level decisionmak-
ing, only about a third of 1829 year olds agree.”
Instead, about two-thirds of millennials prefer
state and local policymaking on health insurance
issues, similar to older age groups.

Environment

In 1973, 58% of Americans felt that major de-
cisions to control pollution should be made at
the federal level, and 36% felt it should be done
at the state level.”> However, between the 1970s
and 1980s, the public has shifted toward state
governments making more of these decisions.
Today, only 44% believe the federal government
should primarily address pollution, and instead
56% want state and local governments to take the
lead on environmental issues (see Figure 7).3

To the extent that Americans do prefer fed-
eral involvement, they have tended to support

Figure 7

the federal government setting standards and
rules. For instance, about half of Americans felt
that the federal government should designate
which national forest areas to protect from log-
ging and road building; however a similar share
felt states should decide this.** Nevertheless, as
Figure 8, below, shows, over the past several de-
cades Americans have grown increasingly con-
fident that their state and local governments
can and will protect the environment better
than the federal government.

Significant partisan differences emerge
over which level of government is most effec-
tive in handling environmental protection.
Sixty-two percent of Democrats think the
federal government should do so, compared
to 28% of Republicans. Conversely, 71% of
Republicans and 64% of independents think
state and local governments should take the
lead, while 28 percent and 36 percent, respec-
tively, think the federal government should
(see Figure 9).%

Support for federal authority also declines

Proper Level of Government for Environmental Protection, by Percentage of

Respondents, 1973 and 2013

W State/Local

M Federal

1973

2013

Source: Cato Institute Poll Dececmber 2013, Harris Survey 1973.
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Figure 8

Federalism Index for Environmental Issues, 1973-2013

Federal Level

*

Preferred Federal Level of Involvement
L 2

State Level
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1973 1976 1982 1982 1983 1983 1984 1985 1988 1994 1995 2000 2006 2013 2013

Note: Federalism Index represents the ratio for federal control to nonfederal control over a variety of environmental issues
(see Appendix for exact wording) between 1973 and 2013. A score of 1 means preference for federal or state control was
at parity. Louis Harris & Associates, 1973; Roper Organization, December 1, 1976; Louis Harris & Associates, December
1, 1982; Roper Organization, April 1, 1983; Cambridge Reports/Research International, July 7, 1983; Cambridge Reports/
Research International, July 1,1984; Cambridge Reports/Research International, July 1, 1985; Cambridge Reports/Research
International, July 1,1988; Mellman, Lazarus & Lake, November 1,1994; Hart and Teeter Research Companies, March 1,1995;
ICR-International Communications Research, July 1, 2000; Los Angeles Times, August 3, 2006; YouGov, November 25,

2003; Cato/YouGov, December 15, 2013.

with age. Among millennials (18—29), 50% want
major decisions made at the national level com-
pared to 34% of seniors.2® From these data alone
it is unclear if young people will change their
minds as they get older or if they will continue
to demand greater federal control on this issue.

Education

Since pollsters first began asking Ameri-
cans about the federal government’s role in
education in the 1970s, Americans have con-
sistently favored state and local control over
such policies. At the same time, Americans
favor a “national commitment” to education
and the idea of “national standards” for educa-
tion to try to preclude a wide disparity in edu-
cational quality across schools. Moreover only
34% favor eliminating the federal Department

of Education.”” However, when asked about
how to deal with concrete problems, like how
to deal with a failing school, Americans want
the federal government to step back and allow
state and local school boards the flexibility to
decide how to solve the problem.28

Aggregating a variety of survey questions
over time shows that while opinion has ebbed
and flowed, the public has consistently fa-
vored state and local control over funding
and administration of public education. For
instance in 1973, 23% said the federal govern-
ment was best suited to make major decisions
about education, and 72% favored state and lo-
cal control. Similarly in 2013, a quarter (25%)
favored federal handling, and 75 percent pre-
ferred state (45%) or local (30%) control in-
stead (see Figure 10).



Figure 9

Proper Level of Government to Decide about Pollution Control, by Partisan

Affiliation and Percentage of Respondents

| m Federal

W State/Local |

80 H

All Democrat

Source: Cato Institute/YouGov Poll, December 2013.

‘When asked about a series of specific edu-
cation-related issues, Americans consistently
felt state and local level decisionmaking would
be most effective: including ensuring fund-
ing is adequate and stable (69%) and equitably
distributed (77%), and putting decisionmaking
authority in the right hands (86%). The issue
receiving the most support for federal interven-
tion was ensuring adequate and stable funding,
aview taken by 25 percent of Americans.*

Comparing state and local levels of govern-
ment, pluralities believe state governments are
best suited to ensure adequate (40%) and equi-
table (44%) funding compared to a third who
felt local governments would be more effective
at both. However, 59% felt that local govern-
ments would best put decisionmaking author-
ity in the right hands, compared to 27% who felt
so about state governments, and 9% about the
federal government.>° In sum, Americans think
state governments will do the best job at allo-
cating educational funding, and local govern-
ments will make better operational decisions
for local schools (see Figure 11).

Independent Republican

While support for state and local control
over education is nonpartisan in popularity,
Democrats are significantly more likely to fa-
vor federal decisionmaking (41%) than Repub-
licans (12%) or independents (20%).3" None-
theless, partisanship is weaker here than with
other issues.

Americans disagree whether creationism and
evolution should be taught together in schools: a
slim majority (51%) says the federal government
should decide, and 44% say each state should de-
cide for itself3* This suggests that while Ameri-
cans want governments closer to home to pri-
marily decide how to run and pay for schools,
they are more likely to favor national standards
about fundamental issues taught in schools.

Opverall, Americans prefer that education de-
cisions regarding running, improving, and pay-
ing for schools occur at the state and local levels.
They want some federal involvement and like
the ideal of a national commitment to education,
but when it comes to the nuts and bolts of how
to teach children in America, the public prefers
decisionmaking at the state and local level.

(44
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Figure 10

Proper Level of Government to Deal with Education, by Percentage of

Respondents, from 1973 to 2013
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Source: Survey aggregated by the authors: Roper Organization, December 1, 1976; Roper Organization, April 1, 1983;
Cambridge Reports/Research International, January 1, 1984; Hart and Teeter Research Companies Council for Excellence
in Government Poll, March 1,1995; Roper/Reader’s Digest/Institute For Social Inquiry Poll, July 1,1995; The Tarrance Group
and Lake Research, U.S. News & World Report Poll, November 9, 1996; Pew Research Center Poll, January 16,1997, PSRA/
Newsweek Poll, March 21,1998; Tarrance Group and Lake, September 8, 1998; Snell, Perry & Associates Battleground 1998
Survey, September 8, 1998; Program on International Policy Attitudes, October 1, 2000: University of Maryland Education
Survey, January 1, 2000; Gallup Organization/Phi Delta Kappa Attitudes toward the Public Schools Survey, August 22,
2001; Hart and Teeter Research Companies/Educational Testing Service Americans Speak Out on Public School Funding
Survey, June 30, 2004; Associated Press/Stanford University Poll, December 14, 2010.

Welfare

In 1973, 4 in 10 Americans said the federal
government should make major policy deci-
sions about welfare, while 56% preferred that
those decisions be made by state (36%) or local
(20%) governments.’3 In 2013, 3 in 10 said the
tederal government is best suited to make deci-
sions about welfare, compared to 68% who pre-
fer state (52%) or local (16%) decisionmaking.

Looking at a series of polls between 1969 and
2013, we find that most Americans have consis-
tently favored state and local governments han-
dling welfare issues and about a quarter to a third
have preferred federal control (see Figure 12).34

At the same time, the public still wants the
tederal government to have a role, particularly
when it comes to setting certain standards. For
instance, 58% of Americans favor the federal

government setting the “same set of core health
care benefits” for the Medicaid program while
39% want states to decide which core benefits to
offer.> Most view “core benefits” as a set of mini-
mum welfare benefits and would rather states
decide about benefits beyond the minimum lev-
el and about administering the program.

Most Americans favor allowing states more
flexibility in how they run their programs; for
instance 60% favor offering Medicaid dollars to
the states in block grants.36 At the same time,
most Americans (64%) would limit state flex-
ibility if legislatures tried to eliminate health
insurance coverage to some children, demon-
strating they want some federal role in ensuring
equity’’

Beyond a set of core standards set by the
federal government, Americans generally pre-



Figure 11

Education Funding and Levels of Government

Thinking about the trade-offs involved with receiving public-
education funding from three levels of government, which level of
government do you think would be most effective at ...

M Local government

B State government

m Federal government

Ensuring that funding is adequate and
stable

Making sure that funding is equitable

Putting decisions and authority in the
right hands

29

59

Source: Hart and Teeter Research, Educational Testing Service Poll, June 30, 2004.

fer state governments take the lead when it
comes to welfare policy, deciding how to run
and pay for social services, and have the flex-
ibility to innovate new ways to administer the
programs.38 Public support for such core stan-
dards does limit some types of state-based in-
novation in social welfare policy and may limit
competition among the states.

Transportation

As with education, Americans have consis-
tently favored state and local control over trans-
portation issues, which vary according to local
circumstances. Over the past several decades,
roughly 7 in 10 Americans have preferred state
and local government to be in charge of main-
taining highways and bridges, paying for roads
and highway systems, regulating billboards, and
paving roads (see Figure 13).3?

Housing

Survey results over the years consistently
show that most Americans prefer setting hous-
ing policy at the state or local level. In 1973 only
28% thought the federal government should have

primary authority over housing policy. At that
time, 36% felt state governments and 29% said
city governments should make these decisions.
In 2013 Americans continue to view housing as
a nonfederal issue; in fact, their preference for
state and local power has grown over the last four
decades. Today; only 18 percent prefer a national-
level housing policy; while 45 percent favor state
and 38 percent want local level policymaking.

Law Enforcement

Over the past several decades, Americans
have consistently viewed law enforcement
as primarily a state and local concern. For in-
stance, in the mid 1990s, nearly two-thirds of
Americans felt state and local governments
could best fight crime and illegal drug use, and
30% thought the federal government could do
this best.*® Moreover, 8 in 10 wanted state and
local government to be responsible for running
law enforcement programs, while 20% wanted
the federal government to do this. Similarly; in
2000, only a fifth had more confidence in the
federal government when it comes to law en-
forcement, compared to the state and local gov-
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Figure 12

Proper Level of Government to Handle Welfare Issues, 1969 to 2013, by Percentage

of Respondents
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ernments. A similar share in 2013 felt the same
about the federal government running courts.*'
It makes sense that Americans would want
decisions affecting their local police officers to
be made by people who are aware of the condi-
tions and environment police officers face. It is
also worth noting that individuals prefer to have
the institutions most explicitly entrusted with
policing power to be nearer to where they live,
where voters have a stronger voice and impact.

Same-Sex Marriage

Americans may be groping toward a consis-
tent view about federalism and same-sex mar-
riage. It would be most fair to say the public has
simply not reached a consensus on this issue.
‘What the public does tend to agree upon is that
the federal government should not have the au-
thority to ban same-sex marriage for all states.

Complicating the matter is that the legality
of gay marriage divides the country, although

opinion is trending toward greater acceptance.
Consequently, polls have found conflicting
results on this matter. For instance, when ex-
plicitly asked if “laws regarding whether same-
sex marriage is legal” should be decided at the
federal level or left to each individual state to
decide, 60 percent of Americans favor state-
level decisionmaking, and 33 percent prefer
federal-level decisionmaking.** However, if the
question is framed in terms of national stan-
dards, then a majority (56%) favors a “federal
standard” over being “left to the states” (38%.)*
Since Americans do prefer that the national
government set standards and frameworks, it’s
less surprising that framing the marriage debate
in terms of national standards will bolster sup-
port for a federal law: Nevertheless, aggregating
polls over the past decade that ask about mar-
riage laws in different ways reveals that Ameri-
cans have generally given a slight preference to
state government decisions (see Figure 14).44



Figure 13

Proper Level of Government for Auto Infrastructure, by Percentage of Respondents,

1956 to 2013
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Americans have given preference to state dis-
cretion over marriage laws in several ways. First,
Americans generally oppose (52%) forcing states
to recognize marriages legally performed in other
states.¥’ Americans presumably resist allowing
voters in one state to decide issues for voters in
another state. Americans may also recognize
that decisions by national institutions would in-
clude representation for voters in all states. Sec-
ond, the public strongly believes (about 6 in 10)
that the federal government should recognize
same-sex marriages performed in states that
allow them.*® Third, Americans have gener-
ally resisted a constitutional amendment to ban
same-sex marriage for the entire country; averag-
ing about 55 percent who oppose and 41 percent
who favor.4” Nevertheless, as mentioned earlier,
a majority would favor a “federal standard” on
same-sex marriage suggesting that Americans’
views on this issue are still fluid and sensitive
to specific considerations the survey question
wording makes salient to them. 3

Opverall, Americans are divided over the legal-
ity of same-sex marriage, are uncertain about the
legal implications of allowing one level of gov-
ernment to decide marriage laws, and thus have
mixed views over which level of government
should ultimately make decisions regarding it.

Insum, as more Americans continue to accept
same-sex marriage, the appeal of a nationally
consistent marriage standard across states may
prevail. Perhaps ironically, it was the United
States’ federal structure that allowed same-sex
marriages to progress politically.

Gun Control

Americans are evenly divided over whether
states or the federal government should have
the primary responsibility for determining gun
laws in the United States. Over the past decade
though, slightly more have favored state jurisdic-
tion over federal control. For instance, in 2012,
51 percent believed gun control laws should
be decided at the state level and 46 percent
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Figure 14

Support for Federal Role in Same Sex Marriage, 2010-2013

Should the federal government or individual state governments decide
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preferred the national level (see Figure 15).47

The absence of a majority favoring federal
intervention may help explain why in the af-
termath of several tragic mass shootings in
recent years, the public has not been outraged
that Congress has not passed additional gun
laws. For instance, after congressional gun
control legislation failed in May of 2013, two-
thirds of Americans wanted Congress to move
on to other topics rather than vote again on
the issue.”®

FEDERAL DECISIONMAKING

National Defense and Entitlements

There are several issues Americans have
consistently viewed as a federal responsibil-
ity. For instance, more than 90% of Americans
“think the major decisions about [national de-
fense} should be made at the federal level in
Washington,” and this view has not changed
since 1973 when a Harris poll first asked about
it.>" Although support has declined 10 points

for federal reform of Social Security, still 85 per-
cent think reform of the nation’s entitlement
programs should occur at the national level 5>

Immigration

Immigration services have also consistently
been viewed as part of the federal government’s
job. In1990 nearly two-thirds of Americans had
the most trust and confidence in the federal
government to handle services to immigrants.?
Similarly, in 2013, two-thirds believed the feder-
al government is best suited to handle immigra-
tion issues generally (see Figure 16).5

Since the Constitution grants Congress the
authority to establish uniform rules on natu-
ralization (Article 1, Section 8), it is reasonable
that Congress would also determine eligibility
for immigration.

Civil Rights

When it comes to writing rules and stan-
dards to protect Americans’ civil rights, most
(roughly 6 in 10) view this as the federal gov-



Figure 15
Proper Level of Government for Gun Control Policy
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Figure 16
Proper Level of Government for Immigration Issues, 1989 to 2013
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ernment’s job.”> However, in the 1950s, most
Americans thought states should decide civil
rights laws.’® Of course, the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth amendments to the U.S. Constitution
establish civil rights standards applicable to the
states. Throughout much of American history,
some state officials ignored or resisted these
constitutional mandates. Public opinion on
these issues may still in part reflect a distrust of
state and local level officials from that period.
While attitudes have shifted toward having
the federal government set rules and standards
to promote equality and protect civil rights, the
public generally wants the states to operate and
to pay for programs intended to improve op-
portunities for racial minorities.>” Only about
one-third of the public thought the federal gov-
ernment should have responsibility to reduce
achievement gaps between Caucasian, African-
American, and Hispanic students; nearly two-
thirds felt this would be best handled at the state

Figure 17

and local levels.5 Moreover, 8 in 10 Americans
thought state and local governments would bet-
ter ensure that education funding was equitable
(see Figure 17).59

Scientific Research

The public also thinks that rules affecting
scientific research should be made at the fed-
eral level. For instance, 69% say regulations
determining whether stem-cell research can
be conducted should be decided at the nation-
al level.®° Similarly, 61% of the public wants
the federal government to make rules regard-
ing cancer research, while 39 percent want

state and local governments to decide.*"

Abortion
In the early 1970s, before the Roe v Wade
Supreme Court decision and soon thereafter,

Americans generally preferred that the states
make laws about the legality of abortion. Over

Proper Level of Government to Promote Equality and Civil Rights, 1952 to 2013,

by Percentage of Respondents
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Figure 18
Proper Level of Government for Abortion Policy, 1976 to 2013, by Percentage of
Respondents
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the course of the 1980s and 1990s, Americans
began to prefer abortion laws be set at the fed-
eral level. By 1994, 56% supported a “national
standard” while 38% wanted states to decide.®?
Similarly in 2012, 53% preferred abortion laws
be determined at the national level while only 36
percent wanted each state to decide for itself.%3
This does not necessarily imply that Americans
want all abortion laws decided at the federal
level but that they want the federal government
to set general standards on abortion legality.

Figure 18 aggregates a series of polls ask-
ing about whether the federal government or
state governments should determine abortion
legality, with the trend favoring greater federal
control.

The Supreme Court decision in Roe v. Wade
no doubt strongly influenced public prefer-
ences about federalism on this issue. After Roe,
pro-choice advocates were defending a national
right. Pro-life advocates saw themselves as de-
fending human life which implied a right. After

all, if life is at stake, why seek a federalist policy
that permits taking a human life in the name of
policy flexibility or moral diversity? While Roe
shifted the public away from federalist solutions
on abortion, that shift was more about the issue
itself than about a judgment against federalism.

Safety Regulations

Americans have tended to prefer that the
federal government set national standards
when it comes to water and food safety. In the
1980s, two-thirds of Americans supported the
federal government setting disclosure laws
identifying potential hazards or toxic sub-
stances used in the workplau:e.64 In the 1990s
two-thirds agreed that the federal government
should maintain consistent national drinking
water standards, and 28% thought these stan-
dards should be set by the states.® In 2000
half the population had the most confidence in
the federal government when it comes to food
safety standards while 44% preferred state and
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local control.% These data suggest that Ameri-
cans generally favor the national government
setting safety standards.

ABOLISHING DEPARTMENTS

Despite Americans’ frustration with the fed-
eral government and preference for state and
local governments, Americans are not willing to
overhaul the D.C. establishment. A Reason-Rupe
poll asked Americans if they would favor abolish-
ing and consolidating a variety of federal depart-
ments or would prefer to keep them as they are.%
Majorities opposed abolishing federal depart-
ments, with the greatest support for keeping the
Departments of Education, Homeland Security,
and Transportation as they currently are (roughly
60%). However, Americans were fairly evenly
divided over some federal departments. For in-
stance, 45% favor abolishing and consolidating
the Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment (HUD), while 46% oppose. About 4 in 10
Americans would favor abolishing the Depart-
ments of Energy, Interior, Commerce, and the

Figure 19

Environmental Protection Agency, while about

half would oppose (see Figure 19).

WHAT DRIVES SUPPORT FOR
FEDERALISM?

It is difficult to ascertain why exactly atti-
tudes have shifted away from centralized na-
tional control over many public policy issues
in favor of state and local decisionmaking.
Nevertheless, we can identify several impor-
tant factors underlying support for federalism.

Keeping It Local

Americans largely prefer state or local deci-
sionmaking over federal institutions in business
and government. Americans prefer entities clos-
er to home because they feel as though they have
a greater voice and impact over the institutions.

A 2011 Reason-Rupe poll asked Americans
about their support for several societal and
governmental institutions, revealing that the
most highly rated institutions were closer to
home: 88% had a favorable opinion of their

Public Support for Abolishing Federal Departments, by Percentage of Respondents
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Figure 20
Public Opinion toward Various Institutions, 2011 by Percentage of Respondents
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Figure 21
View of Federal Government by Partisan Affiliation and Percentage of Respondents
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local grocery stores, 76% of their local bank,
69% of their Internet service provider.

Disapproval rises for public institutions,
but is still more positive for local rather than
tederal entities: 6 in 10 Americans have a favor-
able view of both their local school district and
local government, while a third have unfavor-
able opinions of both. The public is evenly di-
vided in their favorability toward their state
government, but disapproval soars to 62 per-
cent for the federal government. Only 32 per-
cent of Americans have a positive view of the
tederal government (see Figure 20).68

Democrats have a considerably more fa-
vorable view of the federal government (45%)
than independents (28%) and Republicans
(19%) (see Figure 21). (Of course, the federal
government is now headed by a Democrat;
this positive view might weaken if a Republi-
can held the White House). Republicans are
more likely to favor state governments (59%)
compared to Democrats (49%) and indepen-
dents (36%). Local government attracts the
highest ratings from Americans: 62 percent of
Republicans, 59 percent of Democrats, and 47
of independents take a positive view of local
institutions.

Such partisanship should not be misinter-
preted. We live in a polity deeply affected by
partisanship as we can see in the public’s view
of the federal government. What is remark-
able here is the relatively small differences
between partisans in their views of state and
local government.

EXPLAINING DISAPPROVAL OF
THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

Trust in Government

Over time Americans have lost confidence
in the institutions that compose the federal
government. For instance in 1973 about 7 in
10 Americans trusted the legislative branch a
great deal or fair amount. This number stood at
roughly 6 in 10 in the 1990s, but by 2013 trust
plummeted to a near all-time low of 34% who
trust the legislative branch. Waning confidence
is not confined to the legislative branch: while

68% trusted the executive branch in 1973, that
percentage has declined 17 points to a bare ma-
jority (51%) in 2013. Even trust in the judicial
branch has declined from 75 percent in 2002 to
62 percent in 2013.69

While the public is less likely to trust the
federal government, they are more likely to
trust their local government. When asked
in the 1990s and 2000s nearly twice as many
Americans trusted their local governments as
the federal government.”®

Americans Think the Federal

Government Is Too Powerful

Many Americans have come to believe the
federal government has become too power-
ful. In contrast, in 1948, 40% of Americans
thought that shifting more state government
activities and responsibilities to the federal
government was a “good idea” and 35% thought
it was a “bad idea.””" In 1982, a plurality (41%)
agreed with President Reagan’s position “on
turning more federal activities over to the
states.””” By 1995, 75% favored turning more
responsibilities from the federal government
to the state governments.”? In fact, during the
1990s, when pollsters asked Americans what
they liked most about the Republican Con-
gress, respondents most often replied “trans-
ferring federal programs to the states” (39%).”+
During this time, 6 in 10 Americans said the
federal government had too much power, and
56% wanted their state and local governments
to have more power.” Today that number is
even higher.

Measured in a slightly different way, Gallup
has found over time that an increasing share of
Americans have come to believe that “big gov-
ernment” is the greatest threat to the country,
over “big business” and “big labor.” The per-
centage that held this belief rose from 50% in
1985 to 65% in 1999 to 72% in 2013, a record
high (see Figure 22).70

AMERICANS THINK THE FEDERAL GOVERN-
MENT IS WASTEFUL. Americans believe they get
more value for their tax dollars from lower lev-
els of government. Since the 1970s, a steadily
increasing number of Americans have believed



Figure 22

Public View of Biggest Threat to U.S. Future, 1962 to 2012, by Percentage of

Respondents
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they get more value for their tax dollars from
state and local governments than from the
federal government. State and local govern-
ments have always enjoyed an edge in public
perception of value for money, but over the
past several decades state and local govern-
ments had a 2 to 1 advantage over public per-
ception of federal taxpayer dollars.”” As of
2009, two-thirds (67%) of Americans trusted
their state and local governments to provide
the greatest value for their tax dollars, com-
pared to 33 percent who felt this way about the
federal government (see Figure 23).78 This is
hardly surprising given that Americans believe
the federal government wastes $0.60 of every
dollar it spends (see Figure 24).79

Interestingly; we see few differences between
the parties or between partisans and indepen-
dents about federal government waste. Republi-
cans (67%), Democrats (68%), and Independents
(69%) all agree that state and local governments
offer taxpayers the most value for their money.

This also suggests that perception of federal gov-
ernment waste is not sufficient in convincing the
public to devolve powers to the states.

Perception of government waste varies by
race and ethnicity, with one qualification. Cau-
casians are least likely (28%) to say the federal
government offers them the best value for their
money, followed by 37% of African Americans
and §8% of Latinos. However, once taking into
account where respondents’ parents were born,
Latinos reflect national trends. Among Latinos
whose parents were born in the United States,
only 34 percent felt the federal government
offered the best value similar to all respon-
dents. Overall, racial and ethnic groups gener-
ally agree that state and local governments offer
their taxpayers the best value for their money
(see Figure 25).

Taxes

When it comes to income taxes, Americans
see those levied by the states as substantially
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Figure 23
Most Value for Money, by Level of Government, 1972-2010, by Percentage of
Respondents
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more fair than those collected by the federal
government, or than the local property tax.
Over the past 20 years, most Americans
have tended to view state income and sales tax-
es as the most fair, as well as federal Social Se-
curity taxes. In the 1990s the public perceived
the “worst taxes” to be the federal income tax
and local property taxes; however since the
mid 1990s there has been a steady increase in
the perception that local property taxes are the
worst, a view that increased from 28% in 1994
to 39% in 2005. Additionally there has been a
slight decline in the share of those who view the
federal income tax as least fair dropping from
27% in 1994 to 20% in 2005.8o This result is per-
haps less surprising since federal income taxes
declined during this period (see Figure 26).

EXPLAINING THE PUBLIC’S
PREFERENCE FOR STATE AND
LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Americans Think State Governments Are
More Efficient than the Federal Government

Americans believe their state and local gov-
ernments are more likely than the federal gov-
ernment to provide competent service. About
a third of Americans have a great deal or some
confidence in the federal government com-
pared to nearly half of those who have confi-
dence in their state and local governments.81

Democrats are generally more confident
about the capacities of government at all levels.
In fact, majorities of Democrats trust all gov-
ernment to efficiently provide goods and ser-



Figure 24
Perception of Waste by Federal Government, 1978-2013, by Percentage of
Respondents
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Figure 25
Public Perception of Value for Money, by Level of Government, by Percentage of
Respondents
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Figure 26
Public Perception of Tax Fairness
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vices including at the federal (53 %), state (57 %),
and local level (51%).82 However, independents
and Republicans are far less confident in the
tederal government’s ability. Only 21 percent
of independents and 16 percent of Republicans
trust the federal government to efficiently gov-
ern.83 However, a majority (53%) of Republi-
cans trust their local government, as do 44% of
independents.s4 In general, independents are
more skeptical toward all levels of government
(see Figure 27).

Perceptions of the federal government’s
competence vary by race and ethnicity. African
Americans tend to have greater trust in all lev-
els of government compared to Caucasians and
Latinos born in the United States, who gener-
ally have more favorable views of local and state
governments. For instance, a majority of Afri-
can Americans (51%) have some or a great deal
of trust in the federal government, compared
to 31% of Caucasians and 19% of Latinos have
little or no trust in the federal government. In-
stead, 65% of Caucasians and 60% of Latinos
have little to no confidence in the federal gov-

ernment, compared to 41% of African Ameri-
cans. Notably, about a quarter of Latinos say
they haven’t formed an opinion about the fed-
eral government’s competence (see Figure 28).

Perception of government competence
improves for Caucasians and Latinos as gov-
ernment gets closer to home. Four in 10 Cau-
casians and Latinos have a great deal or some
trust in their state governments. In fact, a plu-
rality (50%) of Caucasians has high confidence
in their local governments; 40 percent of Lati-
nos share that view.

We have found rough agreement across
partisan and demographic groups that state and
local government can competently provide ser-
vice. This suggests that policies devolving pow-
ers to the state and local levels are more likely to
be broadly popular than those that simply fur-
ther centralize decisionmaking authority. Co-
alescing greater authority at the national level
to get things done more quickly may be popu-
lar among some, but devolving power back to
where the people live will appeal more broadly.

‘When asked in 1995 which would be the most



Figure 27
Public Perception of Government Competence, by Level of Government

Percentage who trust each level of government a
“Great Deal” or “Some” to provide competent service.
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Figure 28
Perceptions of Government Competence, by Race and Ethnicity

Percentage who trust each level of government a
“Great Deal” or “Some” to provide competent service.
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compelling reason to devolve more programs
from the federal to state and local governments,
Americans were more likely to think lower levels
of government would better address the unique
needs of constituents (33%), terminate unneces-
sary and wasteful programs (32%), and reduce
costs to the taxpayer (26%).85 There is little rea-
son to believe these views about why devolution
is beneficial have changed dramatically.

Americans Believe They Have a Greater
Voice in State and Local Government

Americans prefer state and local govern-
ments because they believe it gives them great-
er voice and impact. It is much more practical
for a concerned citizen to attend a city council
or school board meeting, or even go to their
state capitol, than it is to travel to Washington
and speak with their member of Congress. For
example, during debate over the 2009 stimulus
package, the rollout of the Affordable Care Act,
and the budget and debt-ceiling debates, capi-
tol phones were so overwhelmed with constitu-
ent phone calls people couldn’t get through.86
Back in 1989, only 18% felt the federal govern-
ment best responded to their needs, compared
to 61% at the state and local level.%7

Figure 29

Today, a majority (52%) of Americans say
they deal most often with their local govern-
ment, followed by 22 % who say they most fre-
quently interact with their state government,
and 15 % who report mostly dealing with the
federal government.%® Similarly, when asked
who they contact most often, 60% say govern-
ment closer to home, including 37% who most
frequently reach out to their state government
and 23% who primarily contact their local gov-
ernment. Thirty-five percent reach out to the
federal government (see Figure 29).39

Most Americans do not have access to the
resources of lobbyists and large social interest
groups that have sufficient leverage to draw the
attention of Congress. Thus, understandably,
more Americans sense they have greater voice
and influence at lower levels of government
closer to where they live.

DEVOLUTION

For the past few decades, a solid majority
of Americans has consistently favored reas-
signing more tasks, or devolving tasks, from
the federal government to the state and local
levels.

Interaction by Various Levels of Government, Percentage of Respondents

What level of government would you say contacted
most often this past year—local, state, or federal?

Don't Know
5%

Federal
35%

Source: Pew Research Center, May 2004.



Since the 1980s Gallup and the Pew Re-
search Center have asked Americans whether
they think the federal government should
only run things that cannot be run at the lo-
cal level, a generic way to measure individuals’
preference for devolution. Ideally the ques-
tion would ask about state governments as
well, because it is unclear how people allocate
state government tasks when only offered
federal and local level options. Nevertheless,
this question is still useful. In 2012, Pew found
69% of Americans believed that the federal
government should only run things that can-
not be run at the local level. This percentage
has slightly declined from a high of 78 percent
in 1994, during the wave of small government
sentiment that spiked during the midterm
elections that year. Nonetheless, a large ma-
jority still supports state and local jurisdiction
(see Figure 30).

Figure 30

CONCLUSION

Americans like the federal system. While
most may not ponder the benefits of 50 labo-
ratories of innovation and the value of inter-
state competition, they have experienced the
value offered through accessible levels of gov-
ernment. Most Americans cannot affect what
happens in Washington, D.C., but they can in
their city councils and often in their state gov-
ernments. Americans interact more frequent-
ly with lower levels of government and believe
these levels better respond to constituents’
needs. Americans view the federal govern-
ment as wasteful and inefficient, and although
such problems are endemic to government at
all levels, citizens believe they can better hold
state and local governments accountable.

In this report, we have demonstrated that
the public prefers state and local policymak-

Public Opinion about Devolution, 1985 to 2013

Percentage who agrees the federal government should run only
those things that cannot be run at the local level.

85 H

75 A

55 A

45 T

1985 1992 1999

2006 2013

Source: surveys compiled by authors: Gallup Organization, September 1,1987; Gallup Organization, May 1,1988; September
19, 1990; September 21, 1994; March 10, 1998; November 11, 1999; August 31, 2003; Pew Research Center International,
March 22, 2007; May 21, 2009; November 2, 2011; June 4, 2012.
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ing to federal control on many of today’s most
pressing issues. On education, welfare, trans-
portation, housing, health insurance, prison
reform, drug reform, protecting the environ-
ment, law enforcement, and gun policy, Amer-
icans want their state and local governments
to have the authority to make most of the im-
portant decisions.

Our analysis also demonstrates a public
preference for national-level decisionmak-
ing on a number of issues as well, particularly
those related to setting standards and frame-
works that establish the legal expectations
within which society operates. Americans fa-
vor federal policymaking for defense, immiga-
tion, civil rights and civil liberties, scientific
research, and abortion.

Over the past 40 years, the public has shift-
ed in favor of greater local and state control
and away from centralization of national pow-
er, particularly on the issues of drug and prison
reform, health insurance, and environmental
protection. The only issue we discovered that
shifted in favor of greater federal authority

was determining abortion legality. Although it
is too early to tell, the issue of same-sex mar-
riage may also follow suit.

The federal government will likely seek
greater and more centralized authority. Nev-
ertheless, the public sees significant benefits
for voters and taxpayers when more govern-
mental decisions are made within their reach
and closer to home. Many Americans think
state and local governments can more nimbly
respond to changes in the economy and so-
ciety, can be held more accountable for their
actions, can experiment with new policies
without embroiling the rest of the nation, and
are better incentivized to provide the best
package of policies to attract people and busi-
nesses to live in their states. Consequently, the
burden of proof lies with the federal govern-
ment to justify why the programs and services
it wants to control cannot be managed better
at the state and local levels. Without a com-
pelling justification, Americans prefer policy-
making remain closer to home and where they
have greater voice.
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