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Introduction
One of the finest and most explicit forms of democracy
in the United States is the citizen initiative. Through this
process, residents have a direct voice in policymaking.
Everyday citizens have the ability to gather petitions, bring an
original idea forward to the ballot, and possibly vote this
objective into legislation. Through ballot initiatives, the
common man or woman can bypass politicians and legislatures
to put forth their own law, or so it may seem. Lawmakers are
shutting down these acts of legislative participation and
stripping Americans of one of the purest forms of direct
democracy. Legislatures rationalize this behavior with the
claim that they know what is best for their uninformed electors,
when in reality they are blatantly going against the expressed
wants and needs of their constituents. In this research, I
evaluate these injustices, why they are happening, when they
are happening, where they are happening, and what party is
making them happen. Ultimately, I look to propose an answer
to fight these acts against democracy.
This is not a procedure for which one political party
can be held responsible. Through my findings, I determined
that legislatures of the Democratic Party and legislatures of the
Republican Party are guilty of walking back these ballot
initiatives. Overturned citizen initiatives can be found in states
that have recently voted primarily for the Democratic Party and
states that have recently voted primarily for the Republican
Party. This is not a case of one political party against the other,
but rather an instance of elected representatives directly
pushing back against their electors. I discovered that out of the
22 states that allow citizen-initiated statutes, only 6 have not
repealed or altered a statute between the years of 2008 and
2019. This means that 72.73% of state legislatures exercised
their ability to annul or alter laws passed by the majority of
their constituents. I was also able to detect that initiatives
regarding elections comprised was one of the categories that
endured the most repeals or alterations by lawmakers.
Alarmingly, my research also made it apparent that there has
been a recent spike in legislatures putting to use their abilities
to overturn direct democracy. I discovered that 70% of the
retractions or modifications of citizen initiatives occurred

within the last four years. These pushbacks of democracy are
on an upward trajectory.
There has been a limited quantity of scholarly research
around this topic of initiatives. Nearly all sources of the subject
matter come from reporting and journalism. This lack of
investigation motivated me even more to tackle this paradox. I
was propelled into exploring the topic further and expanding
the knowledge around legislatures’ infringement upon citizens’
democratic practices. I hope to minister to the scarcity of
research by delving into what is going on, why it is happening,
and how to combat this repression of democracy. I hope that
my research may be a catalyst for further research and
exploration.
Literature Review
A debate that is as old as the Founding Fathers
themselves has been circulating through our nation. Where
does the power in the United States of America lie: with the
people or their elected officials? Not all states give their
residents a form of direct democracy, and those that do find
ways to compromise this right. In one of the most famous
speeches in American history, “The Gettysburg Address,”
President Abraham Lincoln states, “Government of the people,
by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”
Are legislatures depriving our nation of a government that is
both by the people and for them?
Direct Democracy in the United States
Direct democracy is a valuable tool for citizens to use
in the legislative process. In their book Direct Democracy in
the United States: Petitioners As a Reflection of Society,
Shauna Reilly and Ryan M. Yonk (2012) describe direct
democracy as “the set of procedures that allow individuals and
groups the opportunity to put policy decisions in the hands of
voters and provide an alternative to the regular procedures
through which elected representatives make decisions about
policy.” Citizens can exercise direct democracy through ballot
initiatives and referendums. The 2014 book, The Initiative:
Citizen Law-making, by Joseph Francis Zimmerman, describes
initiatives as “a petition process allowing voters to place one or
more propositions on the ballot by collecting a specified
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minimum number of certified signatures of registered voters
for each proposition.” Initiatives are prospective statutes or
amendments that are placed on the ballot because citizens
signed a petition supporting this proposition. Once on the
ballot, this proposed law or amendment is approved or rejected
through a popular vote by the people. In addition to initiatives,
referendums are processes that allow citizens to vote on
whether a law or amendment should be upheld or struck down.
The power of initiatives and referendums is shared by residents
at the state and local level, causing most proposed legislation
to be focused at the state level (Bowman and Kearney 2015,
81-82).
Initiatives and referendums are seen as ways that allow
citizens to have a direct say in legislation without the
involvement of lawmakers: “Americans who have a strong
distrust of government have the safety net of the initiative
process to reassure them that there is still an avenue for direct
participation” (Reilly and Yonk 2012, 5). This safety net does
not extend to all Americans. Only twenty-six states and the
District of Columbia have a form of direct democracy. Figure
1, from Ballotpedia (2019), shows which states give citizens a
form of direct democracy. On the map, the gray states do not
allow their citizens to have any type of initiative or referendum
power. New Mexico and Maryland are the only yellow states
on the map. These two states give their people the power solely
of referendums. Florida, Illinois, and Mississippi are labeled
orange, and their citizens can only bring to the ballot
prospective amendments for existing laws. The states labeled
green give their citizens the opportunity to put new initiated
statutes, or proposed laws, on the ballot. As you can see from
the figure, only the fifteen states in blue are given the full right
to bring forth initiated statutes, amendments, and referendums
to a vote (Ballotpedia, “Initiative and Referendum”).
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When State Legislatures and Citizen Initiatives Collide
The infringement of legislatures into citizens’ direct
democracy does not stop at what form of citizen legislation is
allowed. Americans can go through the prolonged process of
collecting the necessary number of signatures supporting the
proposed legislation, have the initiative passed through a
popular vote, and still have it struck down by legislatures:
“Although less than half of all initiatives are passed by the
electorate, many measures are eventually invalidated” (Reilly
and Yonks 2012, 13). Ten states allow the state lawmakers to
alter or change proposed legislation without any time or
supermajority requirements (Ballotpedia, 2019 “Legislative
Alterations of Ballot Initiatives”). Legislatures push back
citizens’ initiatives in several different ways.
Recently, in 2018, a citizen initiative appeared on
Florida’s ballot that reinstated the voting rights of felons within
the state. The proposed initiative would re-grant nearly 1.4
million people in the state of Florida their right to vote. The
ballot-initiative passed the popular vote with ease, and
suddenly there was a major influx of eligible voters within the
state. Not even a year later, the governor and state lawmakers
enacted a new state law that directly undermined the ballotinitiative and the progress that Florida voters made: “The
measure, which was passed by the GOP-led legislature and
signed by Republican Gov. Ron DeSantis, included a provision
that felons pay any fines, fees or restitution they owe to fulfill
all terms of their sentences” (Campo-Flores 2020). Florida
felons would not be able to regain their right to vote until their
full sentence obligations were met. This meant that felons had
to financially pay their debt to society, through paying fines
and fees after being released from incarceration, before they
had the ability to vote again: “Those seeking to overturn the
law argued that the state law was a modern-day poll tax”
(Phillips 2020).
In similar fashion, in 2016, voters of South Dakota
voted in favor of a citizen initiative that made preeminent
changes to the campaign process within the state. The initiative
created a campaign ethics commission, placed heavy limits on
lobbying, and enacted a public campaign finance system that
allotted each voter a voucher to donate to the candidate of their
choice. A few short months later, lawmakers declared a state
of emergency within the government so that they could repeal
the approved initiated statute. After the annulment of the
initiative, the state lawmakers made the piece of legislation,
“immune to a veto referendum, meaning supporters of the
reform needed double the signatures to put a constitutional
amendment on the ballot to restore the measure” (Wolf 2019).
Furthermore, the nation’s capital is not immune to
legislative push-back. On the 2018 Primary Election ballot,
voters of the District of Columbia passed Initiative Measure 77.
The initiative increased the minimum wage for tipped
employees in increments, to ultimately be equal to the
minimum wage for non-tipped employees. The initiative
gradually increases the minimum wage for tipped employees
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so that they would receive the same minimum wage as nontipped employees by 2026 (Ballotpedia, “Washington, D.C.,
Initiative 77, Minimum Wage Increase for Tipped Workers”).
A “yes” vote was a vote in favor of increasing the minimum
wage for tipped employees to match the city's standard
minimum wage by 2026. A “no” vote was a vote against
increasing the minimum wage for tipped employees to match
the city's standard minimum wage by 2026. City Council
members quickly repealed the legislation that the citizens had
proposed and passed: “It took about 45,000 Washington, D.C.,
voters to pass a ballot initiative this June raising the minimum
wage for tipped workers. It took only eight city council
members out of 13 to begin the process of repealing it only a
few months later” (Holder 2018).
In addition to these examples, there have been several
different instances when lawmakers have struck down initiated
statutes, amendments, and referendums created and passed by
the people. These are evident illustrations of lawmakers
defying the expressed wants of the majority of their
constituents: “Despite the effort of citizens, lawmakers can use
their power to limit, block, or reserve the votes, both
preemptively and after the fact” (Ballotpedia, “Initiative and
Referendum”). In order to challenge these legislatures that are
hindering Americans’ from practicing direct democracy it is
vital to learn more. To identify how, when, and why these
voters’ legislative efforts are being walked back, I will be
conducting several analytical tests to get to the root of this
dispute.
Analytical Model
Developing a Theory
To begin my exploration, my analytical model will
generate the foundation of my tests. In his book Essentials of
Political Research, Alan D. Monroe states that “Science starts
and ends with theories.” A theory is expressed as “a set of
empirical generalizations about a topic” (Monroe 2000, 17).
For this study, my theory is that citizen initiatives are likely to
be repealed by lawmakers in order to protect their legislative
power within the state. In order to fully delve into this idea, I
will need to evaluate my theory.
Testable Hypotheses
A hypothesis is an “empirical statement derived from
a theory” (Monroe 2000, 18). Continuing, hypotheses consist
of variables. A variable is defined as “an empirical property
that can take on two or more different values” (Monroe 2000,
18). A hypothesis is complete with an independent variable and
a dependent variable; “Independent variables are those
presumed in the theory underlying the hypothesis to be the
cause, and dependent variables are the effects or
consequences” (Monroe 2000, 20). From my overarching
theory and hypotheses, I hope to answer three distinct
questions about this phenomenon.
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My first question is: Is the alteration of citizen
initiatives a partisan issue? I want to determine if one political
party is responsible for these repeals. The Democratic Party is
more likely to favor government solutions and might not be in
favor of citizens bringing forth their own statutes: “The current
Democratic Party was shaped by the Great Depression and the
New Deal…. The Democrats, as exemplified in the New Deal,
generally take the view that the state has an active and
significant role to play in securing the good of the people”
(LaBossiere). Is this active role within the government
described in the views of the Democratic Party leading to the
appeals of these citizen initiatives? The Republican Party often
favors representative government. The GOP tends to oppose
direct democracy, by backing institutions such as the Electoral
College instead of the popular vote: “Currently, only 19% of
Republicans and Republican-leaning independents favor
basing the winner on the popular vote” (Swift 2016). Does this
disconnect between these forms of direct democracy and the
Republican Party lead to these ballot initiatives being walked
back?
In order to investigate this question, I have three
hypotheses. To begin this search, I first wanted to see if one
political party favored direct democracy more than the other.
So, Hypothesis #1 is this: States that allow citizen initiatives
are more likely to be favoring the Democratic Party. The
independent variable is the presence or absence of citizen
initiatives and the dependent variable is whether or not the state
primarily voted for the Democratic Party in the last three
general elections. To specify my question further and focus in
on one type of citizen initiative, I want to look at states that
allow their citizens to bring forth new laws in the form of
initiated statutes. From this I arrive at Hypothesis #2: States
that allow citizens to bring forth initiated statutes to the ballot
are more likely to favor the Democratic Party. The independent
variable is the presence or absence of initiated statutes, and the
dependent variable is whether or not the state primarily voted
for the Democratic Party in the last three general elections.
On the other end of this scenario, I want to see if there
is a certain political party that is repealing these initiated
statutes that constituents are putting on the ballot. This would
bring me to Hypothesis #3: States that repeal or alter citizen
initiatives are more likely to be associated with the Democratic
Party. The independent variable is the presence or absence of a
repealed or altered initiated statute between the years of 20082019, and the dependent variable is whether or not the state
primarily voted for the Democratic Party in the last three
general elections. Lastly, Hypothesis #4: State legislatures that
repeal or alter citizen initiatives are more likely to be controlled
by the Republican Party. The independent variable is the
presence or absence of a repealed or altered initiative, and the
dependent variable is whether or not the Republican Party was
in control of the state legislature at the time of the repeal or
alteration. Each hypothesis expresses a positive relationship
between the variables.
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My second question is this: Are legislatures more
inclined to walk back citizen initiatives that involve political
participation? Are the legislatures repealing these initiatives
out of their own interest? I want to determine if initiatives
regarding elections are the ones that elected lawmakers seek to
strike down. Here I reach Hypothesis #5: Citizen initiatives are
more likely to be repealed or altered by legislatures if they deal
with the topic of elections. The independent variable is the
presence or absence of a repealed or altered initiative, and the
dependent variable is whether or not the initiative dealt with
the topic of elections. There is a positive relationship between
the two variables.
My third question is this: Is the annulment and revision
of citizen initiatives a power that legislatures are recently
exercising? Have lawmakers consistently walked back
initiatives brought forth by their constituents, or is this a new
operation? I want to verify if this is a “new normal”
developing. Finally, I have Hypothesis #6: Citizen initiatives
are more likely to have been repealed or altered within the last
four years. The independent variable is the presence or absence
of a repeal or altered initiative, and the dependent variable is
whether or not the initiative was repealed or altered within the
last 4 years. Once again, there is a positive relationship
between the two variables.
Research Design and Results
Creating My Database
I wanted to expand my knowledge on a topic that is
unique and untouched by the majority. Because my topic is
new, there is a limited amount of data collected and assembled.
To ensure accuracy and efficiency in my tests, I found it
beneficial to essentially create my own database for my
research. I wanted to create a list of citizens’ initiatives that
were repealed or altered. To narrow down my search, I focused
only on initiatives that brought forth new statutes (initiated
statutes) and cases that were repealed or altered between the
years of 2008 and 2019. I was able to cross-check my data with
a similar database created through Ballotpedia. Ballotpedia’s
database was titled “Legislative Alterations of Ballot
Initiatives,” and it was created on April 16, 2019 (Ballotpedia,
2019 “Legislative Alterations of Ballot Initiatives”).
To begin my search, I contacted the Director of the
National Conference of State Legislature's (NCSL) elections
and redistricting team, Wendy Underhill, for information and
direction. Underhill’s colleague and fellow NCSL member,
Amanda Zoch, provided me with a database that contained
every citizen initiative that had ever been put on a state or
District of Columbia ballot. For my database, I needed only the
initiatives that had been passed by voters. For each state that
allowed a form of direct democracy, I recorded each passed
initiative for every year, starting with 2008 and ending with
2009. After organizing these cases by year on a spreadsheet, I
found that 170 ballot-initiatives were passed between the years
of 2008-2019. From here I wanted to narrow my cases down
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further to initiated statutes only. By using the ProQuest
Newspaper database, in Lewis Library, I was able to narrow
down my list even further to initiated statutes within the
twenty-one states, and the District of Columbia, that give their
citizens the right to bring forth original legislation through
initiated statutes. Using key search words, such as “repeal”,
“overturned”, “reversed”, “annulled”, “rescinded”, “revoked”,
“amended”, and “altered”, I was able to find articles about
specific initiated statutes that had been repealed or changed by
legislatures between the years of 2008 and 2019. Partnering my
findings with the “Legislative Alterations of Ballot Initiatives”
database, I was able to generate a case list of thirty repealed or
amended initiated statutes in the United States, within my
timeframe.
Question 1 – Is the Alteration of Citizen Initiatives a Partisan
Issue?
I began my quest to answer my first question by
preforming tests for Hypothesis #1: States that allow citizen
initiatives are more likely to favor the Democratic Party. I
explored this idea by conducting a series of chi-square tests. A
chi-square test is “a test of the statistical significance of the
association between two nominal variables” (Manheim et al.
2008, 411). A chi-square test can examine the two variables by
“comparing results actually observed to those that would be
expected if no relationship existed” (Manheim et al. 2008,
299). My chi-square tests compared the independent variable,
the presence or absence of citizen initiatives, and the dependent
variable, whether or not the state primarily voted for the
Democratic Party in the last three general elections, for
Hypothesis #1.
For my independent variable, I assigned each state and
the District of Columbia a value of 0 or 1. If a state or the
District of Columbia was assigned a value of 0, then they did
not give their citizens any form of direct democracy through
initiatives or referendums. If a state or the District of Columbia
was assigned a value of 1, then they allowed their citizens to
practice some form of direct democracy. The data was found
through Ballotpedia and are displayed in Figure 1. To show my
dependent variable, again I gave each state and the District of
Columbia a value of 0 or 1. If a state or the District of Columbia
was assigned a value of 0, then they voted primarily for the
Republican Party in the last three general elections. If a state or
the District of Columbia was assigned a value of 1, they
primarily voted for the Democratic Party in the last three
general elections. This information for the 2008, 2012, and
2016 general elections was gathered from the Historical
Presidential Election Information by State database (270 to
Win, 2020 “Historical Presidential Election Information by
State”). I personally created a visual map to show which states
were considered “Red States” and which were considered
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“Blue States” in this test and throughout my research.
When completing the chi-square test, I found that
states that allow their citizens a form of direct democracy and
voted for the Democratic Party in the past three general
elections had an expected value of 14.29. The actual number of
states that fit the criteria was 14. These states were assigned a
value of 1 for both the independent and dependent variable. In
addition, I found that states that allow their citizens a form of
direct democracy and voted for the Republican Party in the past
three general election have an expected value of 12.71 and an
actual value of 13. These states were given a value of 1 for the
independent variable and a value of 0 for the dependent
variable.
On the other hand, when performing the chi-square
test, I discovered the states that do not give their citizens a form
of direct democracy and voted for the Democratic Party in the
past three general elections had an expected value of 12.71,
when the actual number of states that fit this mold was 13.
These states were given a 0 value for the independent variable
and a 1 for the dependent variable. Additionally, states that did
not give their citizens a form of direct democracy and voted for
the Republican Party in the last three general elections had an
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expected value of 11.29 and an actual value of 11. These states
were given a 0 value for both the independent and dependent
variable. I created Table 1 to show how each state scored based
on the criteria for Hypothesis #1.
Despite the proximity of the expected values to the
actual values, are these numbers statistically significant? In
order to determine statistical significance of the two variables
we must look at the Pearson Chi-Square value. The value
reflects the differences in the expected values and the observed
values. The chi-square value needs to be greater than 3.841 in
order to be statistically significant at the 0.05 level for a 2x2
table. In this chi-square test for Hypothesis #1, the Chi-Square
value is only 0.027, meaning that the relationship is not
statistically significant. Table 2 displays these numerical
results.
Hypothesis #2: States that allow citizens to bring forth
initiated statutes to the ballot are more likely to support the
Democratic Party. When moving to Hypothesis #2, I
preformed the same chi-square test with one modification. I
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wanted to narrow my independent variable’s focus in on only
the twenty-one states (as well as the District of Columbia) that
give their citizens the right to bring forth a new law or statute
in the form of a citizen initiative. My chi-square test compared
the independent variable, the presence or absence of initiated
statutes, and the dependent variable, whether or not the state
primarily voted for the Democratic Party in the last three
general elections.
To show my independent variable, I assigned each
state and the District of Columbia a value of 0 or 1. If a state or
the District of Columbia was assigned a value of 0, then they
did not give their citizens the ability to put initiated statutes on
the ballot. If a state or the District of Columbia was assigned a
value of 1, then citizens of that state could bring initiated
statutes to the ballot for popular vote. For visual purposes, I
created Figure 3, which is a color-coded map to distinctly show
these states that allowed initiated statutes. The states that
allowed initiated statutes and scored a 1 are labeled orange on
the map. The states with a score of 0 are labeled grey. The data
was, once again, found through Ballotpedia. The data used for
my dependent variable, was the same as the Republicanleaning and the Democratic-leaning states used in Hypothesis
#1 and showed in Figure 2.
Focusing in on only the states that allowed initiated
statutes, caused five states to score differently in my chi-square
test for Hypothesis #2 than they did in Hypothesis #1. These
five states were Florida, Illinois, Maryland, Mississippi, and
New Mexico. Table 3 was generated to show how each state
scored based on the criteria for Hypothesis #2. When
performing the chi-square test, I found that states that allow
initiated statutes and voted for the Democratic Party in the past
three general elections had an expected value of 11.64. The
actual number of states that fit the criteria was 10. These states
were assigned a value of 1 for both the independent and
dependent variable. Continuing, I found that states that allow
initiated statutes and voted for the Republican Party in the past
three general elections have an expected value of 10.35 and an
actual value of 12. These states were given a value of 1 for the

62

independent variable and a value of 0 for the dependent
variable.
Oppositely, when conducting the test, I determined
that the states that do allow initiated statutes and voted for the
Democratic Party in more than half of the past three general
elections had an expected value of 15.35, when the actual
number of states that fit this mold was 17. These states were
given a 0 value for the independent variable and a 1 for the
dependent variable. Also, states that did not allow initiated
statutes and voted for the Republican Party in a majority of the
last three general elections had an expected value of 13.65 and
an actual value of 12. These states were given a 0 value for both
the independent and dependent variable. In my chi-square test
for Hypothesis #2, the Pearson Chi-Square value is 0.87, far
below the 3.841 number needed to show statistical significance
in a 2x2 table. This means that the relationship is not
statistically significant. Table 4 shows these numerical results.
The lack of statistical significance alerts us that this is
not a problem contained to one political party. This is an issue
that is being found in states that voted primarily for the
Republican Party, as well as in those states that voted primarily
for the Democratic Party in the last three general elections. The
results show that both political parties are just as likely to walk
back citizen initiatives, and neither party can be solely targeted
for these antidemocratic acts.
Moving forward, I wanted to focus on instances where
these citizen initiatives were repealed or changed by state
lawmakers, after they had been voted through by the majority
of state voters. I wanted to see if there was a specific party
reversing these initiatives that are being passed by constituents.
Hypothesis #3: States that repeal or alter citizen initiatives are
more likely to be aligned with the Democratic Party. To test
Hypothesis #3, I performed another chi-square test. My test
compared the independent variable, the presence or absence of
a repealed or altered initiated statute, and the dependent
variable, whether or not the state primarily voted for the
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Democratic Party in the last three general elections. For
Hypothesis #3 I looked at only the 22 states that allowed
citizen-initiated statutes, because these states are the only states
that have the ability to repeal or alter the proposed legislation
brought forward.
To show my independent variable, I used the same
tactic of assigning each state and the District of Columbia a
value of 0 or 1. If a state or the District of Columbia was
assigned a value of 0, then state had not repealed or altered an
initiative between 2008 and 2019. If a state or the District of
Columbia was assigned a value of 1, then the state had repealed
or altered an initiative between 2008 and 2019. The data was
gathered from my personal database. Figure 4 is a map that I
independently created to show which states allow citizeninitiated statutes and which states exercised their ability to
repeal or alter these initiatives. The states labeled in the dark
orange had repealed or altered an initiated statute and scored a
value on 1. The data used for my dependent variable was the
same as the Republican-leaning and Democratic-leaning states
used in Hypothesis #1 and Hypothesis #2, which is shown in
Figure 2.
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I personally constructed Table 5 to show the score that
each state was given based on the criteria for the independent
and dependent variables of Hypothesis #3. After completing
the chi-square test, I recorded that states that had repealed or
altered a citizen initiative and voted for the Democratic Party
in the past three general elections had an expected value of
7.27. The actual number of states that fit this description was
9. These states were assigned a value of 1 for both the
independent and dependent variable. I also noticed that states
that had repealed or altered a citizen initiative and voted for the
Republican Party in the past three general elections have an
expected value of 8.72 but had an actual value of 7. These
states were given a value of 1 for the independent variable and
a value of 0 for the dependent variable.
On the other side of the test, I discovered that the states
that had not repealed or altered a citizen initiative within the
years of 2008 and 2019 and voted for the Democratic Party in
the past three general elections had an expected value of 2.73.
Ohio was the only state that fell into this category. Ohio was
the one state, in this chi-square test, that received a 0 value for
the independent variable and a 1 for the dependent variable.
Furthermore, states that did not repeal or alter a citizen
initiative and voted for the Republican Party in the last three
general elections received an expected value of 3.27 and an
actual value of 5. These states were given a 0 value for both the
independent and dependent variable. In my chi-square test for
Hypothesis #3, the Pearson value is 2.76, meaning that the
relationship is not statistically significant. See Table 6 for these
details.
Despite the chi-square test for Hypothesis #3 not
showing a statistically significant relationship between
variables, there is still a lot to take away from the information
gathered. When looking at the map, shown in Figure 4, it
becomes evident that out of the 22 states that allow citizeninitiated statutes, only 6 states had not repealed or altered a
statute between 2008 and 2019. This means that 72.73% of
state legislatures exercised their ability to annul or alter laws
passed by the majority of their constituents. I was also able to
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identify that 56% of the states that had repealed or altered these
initiatives had voted largely for the Democratic Party in the last
three general elections. Contrarily, states that voted primarily
for the Republican Party in the last three general elections
made up the other 44% of the retracted or amended statutes.
Figure 5 is a pie chart that I created in order to visually show
these percentages.

I performed one more test to explore my first question,
regarding citizen initiatives and their modifications being a
partisan issue. For this test, I decided to look at the political
parties in power of the state legislatures that were walking
these initiatives back. Hypothesis #4: State legislatures that
repeal or alter citizen initiatives are more likely to be controlled
by the Republican Party. The independent variable is the
presence or absence of a repealed or altered initiative, and the
dependent variable is whether or not the Republican Party had
been in control of the state legislature at the time of the repeal
or alteration. For my test, I looked at each case of a retracted
or amended citizen-initiated statute and determined which
political party had controlled the state legislature at the time.
The data of each case of repeal or alteration came from the
database that I created. The information regarding the political
party in power within the state legislature came from the
National Conference of State Legislatures database titled
“State Legislative Partisan Composition.”
For this test, the state legislatures could fall into one of
three categories. At the time of the retracted or changed
initiative, the state legislature had been either Republican,
Democratic, or Split. These labels are given to state legislatures
based on which political party controls the state Senate and
State House of Representatives. If the state’s legislature
consisted of a Senate and a House of Representatives with the
Republican party in power, then it was considered a
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Republican legislature. If the state’s legislature comprised a
Senate and a House of Representatives with the Democratic
Party in power, then it was considered a Democratic
legislature. If the state’s legislature contained a Republican
Senate and a Democratic House of Representatives, or vice
versa, then it was labeled a split legislature (National
Conference of State Legislatures).
After administering my examination of the repealed or
altered cases, I determined that between the years of 2008 to
2019, there had been 12 instances with a Republican state
legislature, 9 instances with a Democratic state legislature, and
9 instances with a split state legislature. This equivalated to
Republican state legislatures being responsible for 40% of the
repealed or altered initiated statutes. Also, 30% of these cases
occurred in a Democratic state legislature, leaving the
remaining 30% to take place in a split state legislature. Figure
6 is a pie chart that I created to visually express the percentages
of repeals or alterations that occurred in each of the three types
of state legislatures.

Question 2 – Are Legislatures More Inclined to Walk Back
Citizen Initiatives That Involve
Political Participation?
In order to resolve my next question at hand, I tested
Hypothesis #5: Citizen initiatives are more likely to be
repealed or altered by legislatures if they deal with the topic of
elections. The independent variable is the presence or absence
of a repealed or altered initiative, and the dependent variable is
whether or not the initiative dealt with the topic of elections. I
performed a test to determine what initiative topic was being
rescinded or edited the most by state legislatures. With the
categorizing help from Ballotpedia, I was able to put each
initiative repeal or alteration into a group based on the topic
that it concerned. I found that between the years of 2008 to
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2019, these cases had been spread across a variety of
categories. These modified initiative topics were marijuana,
healthcare, law enforcement, elections, education, business
regulation, treatment of animals, firearms, and minimum wage.
From the numbers that I gathered for the given
timeframe, it was determined that the initiative topic that of
marijuana had gained the most revisions, with 9 occurrences.
We find the topic of elections tied for second place with
education. Both categories displayed 4 instances of revocation
or modification between the years of 2008 and 2019. Figure 7
is a pie chart I constructed to demonstrate the proportion of
repeals or alterations that each topic held. To show exact
numbers, I generated the bar graph that can be seen in Figure
8.
Question 3 – Is the Annulment and Revision of Citizen
Initiatives a Power That Legislatures Are Recently
Exercising?
To test my concluding question, I wanted to determine
if this practice of repealing or altering citizen initiatives is a
recent phenomenon. In order to do so, I put my sixth and final
hypothesis to the test. Hypothesis #6: Citizen initiatives are
more likely to have been repealed or altered within the last four
years. The independent variable is the presence or absence of a
repeal or altered initiative, and the dependent variable is
whether or not the initiative had been repealed or altered within
the last 4 years. I conducted my test by identifying how many
repeals or alterations of initiatives had occurred each year from
2008 to 2019. This data came from my personal database that
I created.
After I revealed the year that each retraction or revision
took place, it was clear that a prominent number of these cases
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took place in one particular year. The year of 2017 saw 13
instances of initiative repeal or alteration by state legislatures.
I discovered that 70% of the retractions or modifications of
citizen initiatives occurred within the last four years, and
43.33% of these cases occurred in 2017. Figure 9 is a line graph
that I personally created to visually express the number of
overturned or edited initiatives that occurred each year. The
line graph makes the 2017 spike very apparent and distinctly
shows an upward trajectory.
Table 7 shows a summary of what I have found in my
research. The table is broken down by Question, Hypothesis,
and Result.
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Conclusion
“The term ‘democracy’ is derived from two Greek
words that translate into English as ‘power of the people.’
Hence, it appears direct lawmaking by citizens, whether in a
New England open town meeting or by means of the initiative
and its compulsory referendum, is the most democratic method
for enacting statutes” (Zimmerman 2014, 19-20). If author
Joseph Francis Zimmerman is correct in initiatives being the
most democratic way to create new legislation, then why are
lawmakers making this process so difficult? As previously
stated, only 26 states and the District of Columbia have a form
of direct democracy, and only 22 of these can exercise the full
right of bringing forth a new statute. Even with these powers,
the ability for citizens to pass legislation is hindered by
complicated signature processes and a long list of
qualifications.
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Regardless of the majority of state voters passing a
citizen-initiated statute, legislatures are still overturning these
pieces of legislation. My various tests have shown that both
legislatures of the Republican Party and legislatures of the
Democratic Party are responsible for the destruction of these
proposed laws brought forth by citizens. This is an issue that
we as citizens are facing regardless of the political party in
power. The contestants in this feud are not political parties but
rather the constituents versus their elected officials.
Lawmakers are heavily encroaching into voters’ right to
democracy, with 72.73% of state legislatures having annulled
or altered laws passed by the majority of their constituents.
State lawmakers are taking interest in the citizen initiatives that
involve political participation and directly affect their position
of power. “Elections” was one of the most retracted and
modified initiative topics, to be preceded only by the
controversial topic of “marijuana”. State legislatures have been
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recently exercising their power of reversing or editing citizen
initiatives, with 70% of these instances taking place in the last
four years (i.e. between 2008 to 2019). This sudden increase in
these repressive acts is of great concern for democracy as a
whole in the United States.
In further research, I would want to look at the role that
the court system plays in the repeal or alteration of citizen
initiatives. In 2018, Michigan voters brought forth an
amendment to their constitution, regarding the drawing of
district lines. The amendment took the power of drawing
district lines away from the state legislature and gave it to a
thirteen-member independent commission. To stop the
amendment, the state legislature argued that the selection
process for members of the redistricting commission was
unconstitutional and took the matter to court. Recently, on
April 15, 2020, the court determined that the criteria did not
violate the constitution (Macagnone 2020). This was an
example of the courts fighting back against the state
legislatures’ attempt to walk back the citizen initiative passed
by voters.
Political scientist Valentina Bali stated, “The large
number of constraints suggests that the final policy outcome of
an initiative can be quite limited after the initiative’s
implementation” (Bali 2003, 1141). With this study and further
research, I want to expand knowledge on this new and almost
unscathed topic of the continued battle between the people and
their elected officials, direct democracy, and the creation and
destruction of citizen initiatives.
References
270 to Win. 2020. “Historical President Election Information
by State.”, https://www.270towin.com/states/.
Bali, Valentina A. "Implementing Popular Initiatives: What
Matters for Compliance?" The Journal of Politics 65,
no. 4 (2003): 1130-146. https://www.jstor.org/
stable/10.1111/1468-2508.t01-1-00129.
Ballotpedia. “Initiative and Referendum.” Edited by Geoff
Pallay, ballotpedia.org/Initiative_and_referendum.
Ballotpedia. “Washington, D.C., Initiative 77, Minimum Wage
Increase for Tipped Workers.” Edited by Geoff Pallay,
https://ballotpedia.org/Washington,_D.C.,_Initiative_7
7,_Minimum_Wage_Increase_for_Tipped_Workers_(J
une_2018)
Ballotpedia. 2019. “Legislative Alterations of Ballot
Initiatives.” Edited by Geoff Pallay, https://
ballotpedia.org/Legislative_alterations_of_ballot_initiat
ives.
Bowman, Ann O'M., and Richard C. Kearney. 2015. State and
Local Government: The Essentials. Sixth ed., Cengage
Learning.
Campo-Flores, Arian. 2020. "Florida's Felon Vote Curbs are
Blocked – The Wall Street Journal." Dow Jones
Institutional News, Feb 20. https://search.

67

proquest.com/docview/2359072718?accountid=1194
5.
Holder, Sarah. 2018. “Where It's Legal to Reverse the Vote of
the People.” CityLab, www.citylab.com/equity
/2018/10/where-its-legal-to-reverse-the-vote-of-thepeople/572386/.
LaBossiere, Michael C. “Democrats & Republicans: The
Philosophy of the State.” Florida A&M University,
https://www.famu.edu/OfficeofCommunications/Livin
g%20Well%20101/ARTICLE_Political%20Party%20P
hilosophy.pdf
Macagnone, Michael. 2020. “Federal Appeals Panel Upholds
Michigan Redistricting Commission.” Roll Call,
https://www.rollcall.com/2020/04/15/federal-appealspanel-upholds-michigan-redistricting-commission/.
Manheim, Jarol B., and Richard C. Rich, and Lars, Willnat, and
Craig L., Brians. 2008. Empirical Political Analysis:
Research Methods in Political Science, Seventh Edition.
New York: Longman Publishers.
Miller,
Shari
Parsons,
MA.
2019.
“Gettysburg
Address.” Salem
Press
Encyclopedia.
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=
true&AuthType=ip,shib&db=ers&AN=87322297&sit
e=eds-live&scope=site.
Monroe, Alan D. 2000. Essentials of Political Research,
Westview Press: Boulder, CO.
National Conference of State Legislatures. 2020. “Partisan
Composition of State Legislatures 2002-2014.”
https://www.ncsl.org/documents/statevote/legiscontrol_
2002_2014.pdf.
National Conference of State Legislatures. 2020. “State
Partisan
Composition.”
https://www.ncsl.org/
research/about-state-legislatures/partisancomposition.aspx
National Conference of State Legislatures. 2020. “PostElection 2019 State and Legislative Partisan
Composition.”
https://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/
Documents/Elections/Legis_Control_2019_PostElection%20Nov%2022nd.pdf.
National Conference of State Legislatures. 2017. “Statewide
Ballot Measures Database.” www.ncsl.org/research/
elections-and-campaigns/ballot-measuresdatabase.aspx.
Phillips, Amber. 2020. “How a Court Battle on Felon Voting
Rights in Florida Could Affect the 2020 Election” The
Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com
/politics/2020/02/19/florida-felon-voting-rightsexplained/
Reilly, Shauna, and Ryan M. Yonk, eds. 2012. “Direct
Democracy in the United States: Petitioners as a
Reflection of Society.” London: Taylor & Francis
Group.
Retrieved
from
https://ebookcentral.
proquest.com.

Citations Journal of Undergraduate Research
Destroying Direct Democracy One Citizen Initiative at a Time
Swift, Art. 2016. “Americans’ Support for Electoral College
Rises Sharply.” Gallup News Service, December, 1.
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&A
uthType=ip,shib&db=bth&AN=120135385&site=edslive&scope=site.
Wolf, Stephen. 2019. “When Progressives Pass Ballot
Measures, Republicans Try to Repeal Them-and Make
Them Impossible.” www.dailykos.com/stories/2019
/7/23/1862658/-When-progressives-pass-ballot-

68

measures-Republicans-try-to-repeal-them-and-makethem-impossible.
Zimmerman, Joseph Francis. 2014. The Initiative, Second
Edition : Citizen Lawmaking. Vol. Second edition.
Albany, New York: State University of New York
Press. https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct
=true&AuthType=ip,shib&db=nlebk&AN=876127&
site=eds-live&scope=site.

