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ABSTRACT

The history of the rise and diffusion of the merit principle in American government is com-
mon lore to students of public administration and political science. Several descriptive ac-
counts notwithstanding, scholars have ignored an intriguing puzzle vis-à-vis state merit adop-
tions: Why did some states adopt merit systems early in the twentieth century while other
states followed suit decades later, and then only when they were forced to do so by the fed-
eral government? When we analyze state merit adoptions that occurred between 1900 and
1939 we find nationwide and state-specific demographic, economic, structural, and political
factors—for example, growth in patronage constituencies; the use of the Australian ballot; po-
litical party competition; dwindling patronage resources post-Pendleton; and the onset of
the Great Depression—that shifted politicians’ preferences for the merit principle rather than
patronage. Our research thus breaks sharply with the extant literature by emphasizing the po-
litical undercurrents of merit reform.

STATE MERIT REFORM: AN ENIGMA

The history of the rise and diffusion of the merit principle in American government is com-
mon lore to students of public administration and political science. Most textbook accounts
of this period of American political development, for example, cover such historical events
as Garfield’s assassination, the efforts of early stalwarts such as Curtis, Jenckes, and Sum-
ner in instigating personnel reform, passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883, and stuttering
state-local adoptions of mini-Pendleton Acts (see, for example, Adrian and Fine 1991; Dye
2000; Gray and Eisinger 1997). In particular, the literature on merit reform is replete with
excellent descriptive accounts of the history surrounding the birth and spread of the merit
principle in the United States (see, for example, Hoogenboom 1968; Van Riper 1958). How-
ever, while some scholars, notably Johnson and Libecap (1994), have studied federal adop-
tion of the merit principle, students of American political development, state politics, and
bureaucracy have virtually ignored an intriguing puzzle vis-à-vis state merit adoption: Why
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1 In subsequent sections, we explain why we restrict our analytic focus to the period between 1900 and 1939.

did some states adopt merit systems early in the twentieth century while other states did so
decades later?

Consequently, in this study we make one of the first rigorous empirical investigations
of the state merit reform by undertaking a theoretically motivated event history analysis of
state merit adoptions that occurred between 1900 and 1939.1 Drawing upon institutional
and public-choice arguments, we highlight the relevance of nationwide and state-specific
demographic, economic, structural, and political factors—for example, growth in patronage
constituencies; the use of the Australian ballot; political party competition; dwindling pa-
tronage resources post-Pendleton; and the onset of the Great Depression—in the shift of
politicians’ preferences from patronage to the merit system. Our research thus breaks sharply
with the extant literature by emphasizing the political undercurrents of merit reform.

While the good government sentiment that marked the Progressive Era no doubt gave
rise to the merit principle per se, we believe conventional explanations of reform ascribe
an unduly deterministic influence to political culture and good government arguments. Be-
cause historians agree that the Progressive movement was all but over by the time of the
First World War, it is difficult to understand how and why Progressive forces drove adop-
tions in the late 1930s, the decade in which the majority of the states established merit 
systems.

In this study, we demonstrate that a political calculus internal to the states themselves
drove adoptions. Specifically, we argue that in adopting merit systems state politicians were
responding to socioeconomic changes that increased the costs associated with patronage
and thereby reduced the net electoral benefits of spoils politics. In brief, then, conventional
textbook accounts (of federal merit-system adoptions) that emphasize the good government
thesis not only ignore the political dynamics of reform but also fail to understand how the
process of adoption diffused across the American states. As such, we believe extant research
misrepresents an important phase in state-level personnel reform.

We initiate our argument with a brief overview of conventional accounts of state merit
adoptions. Thereafter we set forth our theoretical framework and analytic strategy, and then
we discuss our empirical results. In conclusion, we emphasize our fundamental contribution
to the study of personnel reform in the American states: an explication of the politics that
underlie state merit systems.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE MERIT SYSTEM IN AMERICA

For much of the nineteenth century the spoils system dominated personnel policy in Amer-
ican government, largely because politicians recognized the benefits associated with
staffing public offices with loyal individuals of the same political persuasion. In particular,
politicians deemed a forced alliance of interests to be necessary if executives were to im-
plement their pet policies and programs in the face of legislative resistance (Schultz and
Maranto 1998; Maranto 1998; Van Riper 1958; Lambert 1885). Consequently, technical ex-
pertise, training, and competence did not guide recruitment, retention, or promotion of
civil servants. Rather, party loyalty, as reflected through contributions to party coffers and
service to the party, was the overriding criterion for securing public employment (Van
Riper 1958).

While the earliest stirrings of the personnel reform movement surfaced in the 1850s, a
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2 Both Sumner (R-MA) and Jenckes (R-RI), respectively, were persistent in their efforts, introducing a series of
civil service reform bills aimed at eradicating patronage via the implementation of modern merit systems in govern-
ment (Van Riper 1958, p. 65).
3 See also Stewart (1929).

meaningful start to civil service reform did not come about until the mid-1860s (S. H. Aron-
son 1964). Republican members of Congress Sumner (in 1864) and Jenckes (in 1865) were
the first to introduce civil service legislation in Congress.2 After the Civil War ended, and be-
cause of the protracted struggle between President Johnson and the Republican Congress
over control of patronage, the civil service reform question gathered steam (Hoogenboom
1968). It was only a matter of time until the first piece of civil service legislation, authored
by Jenckes, passed in 1871. This bill established a seven-member Civil Service Commission
and accorded to it the task of formulating appropriate rules and regulations for initiating
meaningful personnel reform of the federal bureaucracy (Fish 1920).

George William Curtis, a Republican with Puritan roots, served as the head of the Na-
tional Civil Service Commission from 1871 until 1875, when lapsed appropriations ren-
dered the commission useless. From this post he went on to become the president of the
New York Civil Service Reform Association (established in 1877), and in 1881 he estab-
lished the National Civil Service Reform League (Fish 1920). By 1880, the New York Civil
Service Reform Association counted among its 583 members influential persons from
roughly thirty-three states and territories (Stewart 1929). Working in unison the National
Civil Service Reform League and the New York Civil Service Reform Association pub-
lished several pamphlets and monographs that trumpeted the need for, and benefits of, civil
service reform (Van Riper 1958, p. 78). By some accounts Curtis’ stewardship attracted to
the reform movement individuals from the top strata of politics, law, business, journalism,
and education, all apparently driven by a desire to maintain liberty and sustain democracy
(see for example, Van Riper 1958; Schultz and Maranto 1998; Maranto 1998; and Hoogen-
boom 1958–59 and 1968). Fish (1920, p. 245), however, suggests that the reformers were
driven as much by the desire to introduce business practices into government as they were
by loftier goals, such as honest government.3

In its initial stages the civil service reform movement drew bipartisan support both in
Congress and in the few states that had begun to move in the direction of implementing
personnel reform in the state machinery (Barrilleaux 1999). Given the strong proreform
sentiment in the nation and in many states during the 1870s, it was not altogether surprising,
then, that the issue of further personnel reform featured centrally in the mid-term election of
1882 (Van Riper 1958, p. 92). Garfield’s assassination by a disappointed office seeker helped
to elevate the issue onto the public agenda. Moreover, the poor showing of the Republicans
in the mid-term elections saw the small group of hitherto recalcitrant Republican congress-
men capitulate: the specter of almost certain Democratic victory in 1884 and the fear of
seeing their Republican supporters replaced by Democrats was a powerful goad. Conse-
quently, Congress hurriedly passed the Pendleton Civil Service Act on January 16, 1883,
writing into law a model bill that had been drafted by the New York Civil Service Reform
Association a year earlier.

In sum, the Pendleton Act brought to the United States “a merit system founded on
British precedents: that is, a system of civil service requirements and organization based
on (1) competitive examinations, (2) relative security of tenure, and (3) political neutrality”
(Van Riper 1958, p. 100). The Act provided for the establishment of a bipartisan commis-
sion of three full-time members appointed for indefinite terms. While the Act covered the
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4 See Baruch (1942) for details of the personnel practices instituted by the Civil Service Commission.
5 This fact, together with New York’s decision to pass a civil service law in the same year as Pendleton, offers an
unusual example of a policy that diffuses both horizontally and vertically, albeit from the bottom up.
6 The literature reflects some confusion over the exact date of Massachusetts’ merit system adoption—1884 and
1885. See, for example, Devlin (1896).

majority of the offices in the executive branch, it exempted officers appointed by the pres-
ident, as well as the employees of the legislative and judicial branches.4

CIVIL SERVICE REFORM IN THE STATES

The Pendleton Civil Service Act is widely believed to have provided a model for state gov-
ernments to emulate when they considered a merit-based state personnel system. Yet what
is less recognized is that the Pendleton Act was itself closely based on a model act drafted
by the New York Civil Service Reform Association.5 Shortly after passage of the Pendleton
Act, the state of Massachusetts, whose reform association members had close ties with their
colleagues in New York, drafted and adopted their own merit system.6 For the next two
decades, there was virtually no activity on the state civil service reform front. It was not
until 1905, when both Illinois and Wisconsin legislated a merit system for state government
employees, that civil service reform reemerged. A few other states followed suit: Colorado
(1907), New Jersey (1908), California (1913), Ohio (1913), and Maryland (1921). To be
sure, as Figure 1 makes clear, the diffusion of the merit principle across the state govern-
ments was anything but rapid.

Figure 1
State Adoption of Merit Systems, 1883–1940

C
um

ul
at

iv
e 

A
do

pt
io

ns

48 -

44 -

40 -

36 -

32 -

28 -

24 -

20 -

16 -

12 -

  8 -

 4 -

 0 -

18
83

18
85

18
87

18
89

18
91

18
93

18
95

18
97

18
99

19
01

19
03

19
05

19
07

19
09

19
11

19
13

19
15

19
17

19
19

19
21

19
23

19
25

19
27

19
29

19
31

19
33

19
35

19
37

19
39

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

Number of State Adoptions

Year



Ruhil and Camões Political Roots of State Merit Systems 31

In the late 1930s, merit reform surfaced for a third time since passage of the Pendleton
Act. Some argue that this bout of reformism was, at least to some extent, driven by the 1939
amendment to the Social Security Act of 1935 (see A. H. Aronson 1974; Cayer 1986;
Dresang 1982). The 1939 amendment essentially required that every state receiving Social
Security monies place its unemployment security and public assistance employees under
the civil service by January 1, 1940, or forgo the Social Security funds altogether. If this
amendment forced recalcitrant states to adopt merit systems, we ought to see the bulk of
tardy adoptions occurring in 1940. However, almost 68 percent (twenty-four) of the re-
maining thirty-seven states established merit systems between 1936 and 1939. This sug-
gests that unless the states foresaw the 1939 SSA Amendment (a highly improbable event)
and hence responded preemptively, some other causal processes must have been responsi-
ble for these post-1935 adoptions. We believe that a political dynamic internal to the states
was largely responsible for the general pattern of state merit activity. Not only has extant re-
search on state merit reforms ignored the political dimensions of state merit reform, it has
failed to specify and test causal hypotheses about the rise and diffusion of the merit princi-
pal across the American states.

THE NEED FOR A FRESH LOOK AT STATE MERIT ADOPTIONS

Given that the civil service system marks a pivotal development in the governmental history
of the United States, the lack of empirical studies of state merit systems is rather surprising.
To be sure, the literature on merit systems does not want for normative or descriptive
studies of the impact of the merit system (see, for example, Conover 1925; Anderson and
Weidner 1951; Graves 1953). Further, virtually all scholars note that states established merit
systems soon after the Pendleton Act introduced the merit system into federal government
in 1883 (see Rosenbloom 1989; Hays and Reeves 1984). Scholars also suggest that states
implemented the merit principle under pressure from the Progressive Era reformers and
good government groups who sought governmental efficiency and to put an end to the
source of governmental inefficiency—machine politics (see Cayer 1995; Schultz and
Maranto 1998). However, two facts call into question the validity of the good government
thesis.

First, we now know that mobilizing and maintaining an interest group is an extremely
difficult task, especially in the absence of selective incentives (see Olson 1965). The re-
formers could neither rely on selective, purposive benefits to mobilize the lay citizenry nor
could they avail of the organizational benefits of a federated structure. Second, historians
commonly agree that the First World War marked the end of the Progressive movement (see
Hofstadter 1955). Therefore, it is unlikely that the civil service reformers were able to mo-
bilize in several states, let alone do so at periodic intervals (and several decades apart at
that) over a fifty-seven year span (1883–1940).

While the popular descriptive and prescriptive accounts of state civil service reform
have long deserved empirical scrutiny, a survey of the existing literature reveals but a sin-
gle empirical analysis of the roots of state merit systems (see Dresang 1982). Dresang uti-
lizes information culled from a survey instrument administered to agencies that were re-
sponsible for personnel management in all fifty state governments to develop a score of
contemporary reform activities that he compares with Walker’s innovation score (see
Walker 1969). Using only bivariate comparisons Dresang hypothesizes that gubernatorial
conflict may have been the primary force driving state merit adoptions. However,
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7 Duration is measured as ti – 1883 where ti is the year of merit adoption for state i.
8 See Civil Service Assembly of the United States and Canada (1940, 6–7) for additional details.

Dresang’s analysis does not warrant this conclusion because he offers no causal evidence
that links party competition with either the presence or the absence of state merit systems.
Moreover, with bivariate analysis one cannot discern the valid influence of other plausible
correlates of reform. In sum, one empirical question remains largely unexplored: Why did
states adopt merit reform when they did? Our study breaks important new ground by bring-
ing multivariate methods of analysis to bear upon an important phase in American state
bureaucracy.

MODELING PATRONAGE’S SURVIVAL: 
ISSUES OF RESEARCH DESIGN AND ANALYSIS

Reform rarely diffuses rapidly or uniformly across the population of potential adopters; thus
proper analysis of diffusion phenomena requires a dynamic research design. Our explana-
tory focus is on the following question: What factors led some states to establish merit sys-
tems as early as 1912 while other states did not do so until the late 1930s? If a combination
of state-specific and national factors fueled merit adoptions, it follows that a priori we ought
to expect that neither will all states establish a merit system nor will all adopting states do
so at the same time. Rather, at any given time, the causal conditions are likely to vary across
the states so that while some state personnel systems undergo change, others do not. In
short, governmental reform is not an abrupt, all-powerful wave that touches all govern-
ments in its path; rather it is a phenomenon with marked spatial and temporal overtones
(see Figure 1).

We rely on duration models to analyze state merit adoptions precisely because these
models allow us to take into account the spatial and temporal nature of reform (Vermunt
1997; Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 1997). Specifically, we estimate a survival model in
which the event of interest is failure—merit adoption—and the goal is to determine if and
how the specified set of causal factors increase or decrease the transition rate from survival
to failure. Our dependent variable is the length of time a state survives, or stays with the sta-
tus quo, before adopting a merit system. For each state in our data set, we construct a dura-
tion measure by utilizing information on the year of adoption of a merit system as reported
in a census of civil service agencies in the United States and Canada. The report was con-
ducted by the Civil Service Assembly of the United States in 1937 and 1940.7

The Assembly recognizes a merit system as in effect if the state meets either of the
following conditions: if it maintains a central personnel agency established by formal legal
provisions which, among its other functions, administers a merit system of appointments
based on open competitive examinations; or if it operates under a formal merit system that
includes the use of open competitive examinations in making appointments, administered by
the personnel agency of another jurisdiction.8 We supplement this information with data
gleaned from various published census and other reports. In particular, we rely on Hoffer-
bert’s (1992) study, which contains electoral, demographic, and other relevant data for forty-
eight states at decennial points from 1890 to 1960, as well as Historical Statistics of the
United States (1975). By necessity, we recover intercensal estimates via linear interpola-
tion, a solution common to event history analysis (see Warwick 1992a and b).

We restrict our empirical focus to merit adoptions that occurred between 1900 and
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9 It is important to note that to initiate an analysis several years after the subject (here a state) first becomes at risk
normally poses the problem of sample selection. In our case, to ignore the fact that our sample does not include two
innovator states would yield biased estimates. However, we successfully tackle the sample selection issue in our
analysis by taking into account the length of time that has lapsed before the start of our observation period (i.e.,
1900) and thereby recovering unbiased estimates (see Vermunt 1997 and Guang 1993 for details).

1939 in forty-six states; we exclude Alaska and Hawaii because both received statehood well
after merit systems became mandatory. Our focus is strictly on endogenous (i.e., voluntary)
rather than exogenous (i.e., mandatory) merit adoptions. We also exclude New York be-
cause it, in conjunction with the Pendleton Act, is essentially responsible for the innovation
of the merit system in the United States per se, and thus it serves as the primary impetus for
the merit reform movement. Finally, confusion in the literature over Massachusetts’ adop-
tion date forces us to exclude Massachusetts from the analysis.9 In the next section, we will
comment on three conventional explanations for the rise and diffusion of state merit re-
forms and then introduce our theoretically motivated causal explanation and formulate the
specific hypotheses that we test in our analysis.

THE DYNAMICS OF STATE MERIT REFORM

Historical accounts of the Progressive Era often portray the shift to merit as a moral crusade
(see, for example, Hoogenboom 1958–59 and 1968; Van Riper 1958; McDiarmid 1946; 
A. H. Aronson 1940; Wheeler 1919). Civic reformers, scholars argue, trumped corrupt
politicians who traditionally relied on patronage to improve their (and their party’s) chances
of reelection and continued access to spoils (A. H. Aronson 1940). To be sure, while the
influence of political culture and good government sentiments is not altogether implausible,
this hypothesis cannot explain why some states adopted early while others did so decades
later—unless civic reformers emerged in different states at different times. In fact, the very
scholars who support conventional portrayals of merit reform also agree that civic reform-
ers disbanded quickly after passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883. For example, according to
Hoogenboom (1968, 259–65):

[After] 1895, the civil service reform movement continued to languish. Reformers bickered
among themselves. . . . Reformers even disagreed over methods of reform. . . . Not only 
did membership of [state civil service reform] associations decline, but entire associations
collapsed as well. In December 1883, there were fifty-nine civil service reform associations;
nine years later there were but thirty-five.

The short-lived nature of the reformist sentiment ought to come as no surprise to those who
study collective action problems. We know that interest groups are not only difficult to man-
ufacture and sustain, but that mobilizing individuals in support of or in opposition to re-
form is tricky as well (Olson 1965). If the unity and numerical strength of civil service re-
form associations did not last beyond the 1890s, it is difficult to comprehend how the merit
adoptions that took place in the twentieth century could be the handiwork of these groups.

That the establishment of the federal civil service also fails on many counts to reflect
the imprimatur of reformist sentiments further questions the validity of the good government
thesis (see, for example, Johnson and Libecap 1994; Kernell and McDonald 1999). Johnson
and Libecap, for example, argue that in creating the federal civil service system the presi-
dent and the Congress were jointly benefiting from the concomitant reduction in the costs
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10 While we initially considered utilizing Hofferbert’s (1992) Index of Competitiveness of Elections, we aban-
doned this strategy because of significant missing data. We assign to the interelection years the vote margins in the
preceding gubernatorial election.
11 Aldrich (1995) and Horn (1995) also suggest that in preventing spoils politicians reap other benefits:
Incumbents can insulate their preferred policy agendas and programs from possible interference by future regimes.
12 It may seem curious that challengers could successfully mount a credible challenge using, among other things,
the offer of patronage, although patronage would not accrue until they actually secured public office. However, party
machines were able to engage in ex ante quid pro quo because their formal structure facilitated coordination (Pizza
1994).

associated with struggles for control of the public bureaucracy. Because the Constitution
granted neither the president nor the Congress unmitigated and clear control of the federal
bureaucracy, and because informal agreements are invariably unstable and unenforceable,
formalized arrangements that insulate the bureaucracy are mutually preferable (see North
1990). Kernell and McDonald offer a different argument: The new breed of office-holding
politicians who entered Congress at the end of the nineteenth century saw greater electoral
payoffs from providing direct services to their constituencies than from subsidizing local
party organizations. Thus they eschewed patronage for the merit system.

While interbranch struggles for control of an expanding bureaucracy may have fueled
passage of the Pendleton Act, it is doubtful that a similar dynamic also applied at the state
level. Particular features of the state governmental landscape call the interbranch hypothesis
into question. Specifically, because for the most part state chief executives did not acquire
meaningful powers until long after the Great Depression, it is unlikely that gubernatorial-
legislative struggles over the state public bureaucracy were responsible for state merit adop-
tions (see, for example, Bowman and Kearney 1996; Adrian and Fine 1991). However, party
competition and state-local conflict have been suggested as possible causes of state merit
adoptions (see Teaford 1983; Johnson and Libecap 1994; Dresang 1982). Essentially, schol-
ars have argued that politicians in one-party states saw little reason to abandon patronage.
However, politicians who faced stiff electoral competition, particularly in the gubernatorial
races, recognized the benefits of blanketing public-sector employees. We test for these hy-
pothesized effects of competitiveness by incorporating in our models the vote margin be-
tween the winner and the runner-up in the gubernatorial race.10 Specifically, we hypothesize
that incumbents in states with heightened levels of electoral competition reaped relatively
greater benefits by minimizing the potential for use of patronage-based electoral strategies.11

The best means of formally inhibiting patronage politics was via the merit system. Thus,
politicians in states with greater electoral competition ought to have been more likely to opt
for the merit systems than their counterparts in less competitive states.

However, we also believe certain environmental conditions mediated politicians’ in-
centives for establishing the merit system. For instance, politicians in states with a rela-
tively larger influx of traditional patronage constituencies were likely to be more concerned
about meeting patronage demands. In particular, these politicians most likely realized the
potential consequences of excluding new immigrants from their electoral coalitions: the
defection of these groups to their challengers.12 Certainly, much research on urban politi-
cal dynamics exemplifies the dilemma local politicians faced, not only with every immigra-
tion wave but also with the migration of blacks from the South (see, for example, Boulay
and DiGaetano 1985). We hypothesize that the likelihood of merit adoptions will be rela-
tively greater for competitive states facing greater inflows of foreign-born whites than for
competitive states facing negligible inflows. We test for these dynamics by including a
measure of the proportion of foreign-born migrants to the state (foreign-born), and by con-
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13 We are thankful to an anonymous referee for suggesting various measurement possibilities.
14 Secret ballot data are courtesy Lott and Kenny (1999).
15 Relative growth in gross state product (GSP), and changes in annual state personal income, would be reason-
able alternative indicators of the vitality of the state economy. However, GSP data do not exist for the pre-1977 peri-
od, and annual state personal income data are unavailable for the pre-1929 period.

structing a suitable interaction variable (competitiveness * foreign-born).13 We also include
state population size (population size) as a control for baseline differences in the size of the
electoral market.

Irrespective of electoral competition and migratory patterns of patronage constituen-
cies, however, politicians could have shirked demands for patronage if the state electoral
machinery was laboring under the secret ballot. The Australian ballot reduced turnout rates,
especially among the poor (see Heckelman 1995 and 2000). In addition, by nullifying im-
plicit vote contracts the secret ballot led to a decrease in the incidence of candidates who of-
fered pecuniary rewards in exchange for votes (Hecklemann 2000, p. 195). Hypothesizing
that the overall incentive for opting out of patronage is likely to be considerably reduced
under the Australian ballot, we include a dummy variable (secret ballot) that measures
whether or not the state employs the secret ballot (1 if secret ballot; 0 otherwise).14

In addition to the electoral landscape, we believe state-local politics strongly influ-
enced merit adoptions. Specifically, historians maintain that state-local relations were rarely,
if ever, harmonious because state legislatures tended to be dominated by rural rather than
by urban interests (see, for example, Wiebe 1967; Griffith 1974a and b; Erie 1988; but see
also Teaford 1983; Monkkonen 1984 and 1988). For instance Burns and Gamm (1997, p. 59)
note that “[d]uring the Progressive Era, activists regularly criticized the ways in which
rural-dominated state legislatures imposed hostile charters and statutes on big cities, and
accounts of rural and partisan legislative hostility to cities permeate twentieth-century state
and local politics.” This urban hostility was fueled by partisan concerns over spoils pre-
dominantly concentrated in large cities. Hence we suspect that as the degree of urbanization
of a state increases, so will the potential for urban-rural conflict. We incorporate this dy-
namic in our models by measuring the proportion of state population living in urban areas
(urbanization).

Finally, we also believe that the state economic climate influenced that adoption of
merit reform. In particular, we expect fluctuations in the overall health of the state economy
to influence merit adoptions in two ways. First, we hypothesize that a struggling economy
places additional pressures for public assistance programs, as was the case following the
Great Depression, making more desirable the call to place all state and local employees of
federally funded welfare programs under the merit system. However, a struggling economy
may also engender increased demands for patronage, which in an era of dwindling spoils
magnifies the incentives for state politicians to adopt the merit system. While different dy-
namics are at work here, both lead to the same result: the increased likelihood of merit adop-
tion. While our data prevent us from distinguishing between these dynamics, we neverthe-
less allow for the general effect of a floundering state economy by modeling the proportion
of commercial and business failures in the state per year (business failures).15 Again, in
order to explore the possibility that competitive states were more likely to respond to both
urban and economic pressures than were states with marginal levels of political competition,
we specify suitable interaction variables (competitiveness * urbanization) and (competi-
tiveness * business failures). In Table 1 we report the description statistics of our empirical
measures.
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16 The graph depicts survivor functions estimated for each region.
17 �2(3) = 104.84 and �2(3) = 106.36 respectively.
18 Midwest is the excluded category.

FINDINGS

Considerable research has argued for regional variation in receptivity to reform (see Shefter
1983; Bridges 1992 and 1997). Accordingly, we initiate our inquiry by testing for differ-
ences in the rate of reform across the Northeast, the Midwest, the South, and the West. As
is evident in Figure 2, disaggregating the rate of reform by region suggests that while states
in the Northeast were most likely, states in the South were the least likely to adopt merit
systems.16 Analyzing the equality of survivor functions by way of the Wilcoxon (Breslow)
test and the Log-Rank test yields a similar conclusion: The respective test statistics are
significant at better than the 0.0001 level.17 It remains to be seen, however, whether these
naïve regional differences—that is, differences explained without recourse to any causal
variables—in merit activity remain significant in a multivariate setting. Accordingly, in our
multivariate analysis we test for regional influences by including, in addition to the variables
discussed in the preceding section, a set of dummy variables pertaining to specific regions—
Northeast, South, and West.18

We initiate our multivariate analysis by examining the Nelson-Aalen cumulative haz-
ard function for the forty-six states that had not adopted merit systems as of 1900 (see Fig-
ure 3). Essentially, the cumulative hazard rate denotes the likelihood of merit adoption in
successive time intervals, given that the state failed to adopt in the preceding time interval.

Figure 2
Regional Receptivity to Reform in the States Nelson-Aalen 
Cumulative Hazard Estimates (by Region)
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19 We also analyze our models using alternative Gompertz and Exponential distributions, respectively. While the
coefficients are strikingly similar, the Weibull is preferred on the basis of the Akaike information criterion (AIC ).
20 The impact of a discrete change in a continuous variable on the transition rate is measured as exp(�*�) where 
� is the discrete change in the continuous variable.

It is cumulative in that its value is the total of the hazard up to each time interval. The shape
evident in Figure 3 suggests that the rate of merit adoptions increased over time. While sev-
eral distributions (for example, the Gompertz, log-logistic, Weibull) might reasonably ap-
proximate such a pattern, in Table 2, we report the results obtained from postulating that the
Weibull distribution adequately characterizes the temporal dimension of merit adoptions.19

Overall, the results substantiate our claim that political dynamics played a far more
significant role in state merit adoptions than has been recognized. We will now undertake a
detailed discussion of our empirical findings.

We find, for example, a substantial difference in the rate of merit adoptions for states
with low levels of political competition as compared to states with high levels of competi-
tion (defined as states with competitiveness scores one standard deviation above the mean).
In particular, states with high levels of political competition have a transition rate 230 per-
cent higher than do states with average degrees of competition.20 While states that experi-
ence larger inflows of foreign-born white immigrants also reflect higher transition rates to
merit systems, the impact is far more conservative; a one standard deviation increase in
these immigrant flows only raises the transition rate by one-half percent. However, the net
impact of immigration flows is far greater in competitive environments: Holding electoral
competition at its mean level, a one standard deviation increase in foreign-born white im-
migrants raises the transition rate by an additional 2 percent.
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Figure 3
Nelson-Aalen Cumulative Hazard Estimate (95 percent Pointwise Confidence 
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21 The impact of a binary variable is calculated as exp(�) when the value of the covariate equals 1.

We also argue that the use of the Australian ballot probably served as a safety valve in
terms of allowing state politicians to eschew the switch to merit by ignoring heightened de-
mands for spoils. Irrespective of electoral competition and migratory patterns of patronage
constituencies, the Australian ballot uniformly reduced turnout rates, especially among the
poor, nullifying implicit vote contracts in force (Heckelman 1995 and 2000). Therefore, it is
hardly surprising that we find states that rely on the secret ballot are significantly less likely
to adopt merit systems than are states without the secret ballot. Specifically, we find states that
use the Australian ballot reflect transition rates that are lower by almost 57 percent.21

In the historical literature much has been made of regional variation in receptivity to re-
form (see, for example, Shefter 1983; Bridges 1997). However, relative to Midwestern
states, we find evidence of regional effects only for states in the West. Specifically, the tran-
sition rate for the Midwestern states is twice that of Western states.

We also find that the passage of historical time significantly influences the likelihood
of state civil service reform in a unique and intriguing manner. In particular, the significance
and size of the shape parameter suggests that the transition rate increases over time, all else
being equal. While this is not an uncommon finding when juxtaposed against the S-shaped
curve so often remarked upon in the diffusion of policy innovations literature, students of in-
stitutionalism will be surprised to note that environmental factors can at times counter the pre-
sumed tendency of institutions to reinforce stasis over time. In the case of state merit sys-
tems, for example, the cost-benefit calculus politicians faced when choosing between
patronage and merit was the pivotal factor disrupting stasis. Environmental dynamics (espe-
cially an increase in patronage constituencies), worsening state economies that forced citizens
to turn to the government for pecuniary sustenance, and increasing urbanization tipped the
scales in favor of merit adoption. Moreover, although politicians could have shirked patron-
age demands insofar as the state employed the Australian ballot and thus eschewed merit
system adoptions, the secret ballot appears to have provided less than satisfactory refuge.
Political competition was the catalyst in the shift to merit. In particular, politicians were
most likely to respond to environmental shifts when they faced stiffer political competition
than when such electoral pressures were absent.

CONCLUSIONS

Typically, new institutionalists argue that actors embedded in older institutions are less able
to effect changes to the status quo because institutions, technologies, ideologies, and pub-

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics, State Merit Adoptions, 1900–1939

Variable Mean (Std. Dev.)

Competitiveness 73.90 (29.30)
Urbanization 33.25 (18.27)
Foreign born 0.18 (4.87)
Secret ballot 0.75 (0.43)
Business failures 44.43 (28.99)
Population size 50.23 (81.82)
Median duration 40
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lic policies often exhibit the properties of path dependency and lock-in (see Arthur 1994;
Alston, Eggertsson, and North 1996; and North 1990). Recently, Woodlief (1998) has ex-
tended to urban politics this notion that random perturbations early in the history of policy
or institutional choice, together with the self-reinforcing properties of these choices, shape
subsequent outcomes. Woodlief’s principal argument is that “cities with similar initial char-
acteristics or that are facing a similar crisis (e.g., the Great Depression) may evolve differ-
ently because of underlying differences. . . . [Thus] context is important because it encom-
passes the cumulative effects of history” (p. 427). We suspect the regional effects we discern
for the Midwest and the West reflect some of the dynamics of path dependency. However,
that the likelihood of merit reform increases over time, net of all other forces we have
specified, suggests that the larger context mediates, given suitable conditions, the inherent
propensity for lock-in commonly ascribed to institutions as they age.

In the case of state merit reform, for example, while the Pendleton Act had already cur-
tailed the federal spoils base, and subsequent extensions of merit coverage only served to
shrink this base, the Great Depression greatly affected the nation’s economic health. While

Table 2
Weibull Estimates, State Merit Adoptions, 1900–1939

Variable Coefficient

Competitiveness 0.0172
(0.0080)*

Urbanization 0.0285
(0.0158)

Foreign born 0.0013
(0.0005)*

Secret ballot –0.5670
(0.1954)**

Business failures 0.0117
(0.0109)

Population size 0.0061
(0.0007)

Competitiveness * foreign born 0.0004
(0.0001)*

Competitiveness * secret ballot –0.0001
(0.0001)

Competitiveness * business failures –0.0000
(0.0001)

Northeast –0.2764
(0.1885)

South –0.0613
(0.1691)

West –0.6918
(0.1995)**

Shape parameter 0.6385
(0.1720)**

Constant –1.6067
(1.0718)

Note: Number of subjects = 46; number of observations = 1,578; LL = 450.6206; �2(12) = 180.52**.
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. Standard errors in parentheses.
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state governments were facing rapidly dwindling abilities to create programs that might allow
politicians to indulge in patronage, the swelling ranks of the unemployed could have only in-
tensified pressures for patronage. The grim economic situation of the 1930s may well have
been the catalyst that prompted laggard states to push through state merit reform.

Yet this national dynamic does not minimize the role political expediency essayed in
state merit reform of the early twentieth century. Early twentieth century politicians were
able to co-opt the merit principle with relative ease and remarkable guile (see Hoogenboom
1961). Reform is politics because changes in governing arrangements invariably shuffle the
stack of winners and losers. That merit reform ultimately, as we now know, proved inef-
fective in completely eliminating patronage politics only emphasizes the ability of politi-
cians to manipulate an idea in good currency. Somehow extant discussions of merit reform
in the states tend to downplay the staggered pattern of state merit reform, suggesting that re-
form diffused rapidly and uniformly across states shortly after passage of the Pendleton Act
in 1883.

By no means do we suggest that the Progressive Era and the good government move-
ment had no bearing upon the civil service question in the United States. However, as we
argue and as we demonstrate in this study, an explicit political calculus largely motivated by
state and national economic and demographic shifts within and across states largely drove
state adoptions of the merit principle. Explicit recognition of this political calculus enables
a more comprehensive understanding than we have had of why states adopted the merit
principle at the times they did.
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