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Abstract             

The higher education, political science, and economic literature bases have identified state 

governors as the primary actors regarding state spending priorities and their overall policy 

agenda (Barrilleaux & Berkman, 2003; Beyle, 1996; Hendrick & Garand, 1991). Following 

declines in state appropriations, higher education scholars have become increasingly interested in 

the roles of political influences and external stakeholders with respect to the funding of higher 

education (Archibald & Feldman, 2006; McLendon et. al., 2009; Tandberg, 2010). By 

capitalizing on close election results, this study goes beyond previous descriptive findings and 

generates causal estimates related to the influence of gubernatorial party affiliation on state 

support for higher education. We add further nuance by examining the extent to which state 

adoption of performance-based funding serves as a potential confounder of governors’ ability to 

support higher education. Overall, the results from our study indicate that Democratic governors 

provide significantly more financial support to public colleges and universities. Democratic 

governors not facing the constraints of performance-funding policies increased state general 

funding expenditures (primary source of state appropriations), while Democratic governors in 

states with performance based funding increased non-general fund support for higher education.  
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1. Introduction 

 The intersection between state policymakers and state-level support for higher education 

has long been a topic of interest for scholars of higher education. When faced with competing 

priorities, state legislators continue to disinvest in public higher education more than other 

budget item (Delaney & Doyle, 2011). Between fiscal years 2008 and 2016, the average state 

appropriations per student declined from $8,380 to $6,954 (State Higher Education Executive 

Officers, 2016). These declines in state appropriations have been met with increases in student 

tuition and fees, signaling a shift of the cost burden from states to their college-going citizens. 

 Numerous studies within the political science, economics, and public policy literature 

bases have identified state governors as the primary actors in the setting of the state spending 

priorities and their overall policy agenda (Barrilleaux & Berkman, 2003; Beyle, 1996; Hendrick 

& Garand, 1991). Within higher education, scholars have become increasingly interested in the 

role of political influences and external stakeholders in the wake of declining state appropriations 

(Archibald & Feldman, 2006; McLendon et al., 2009; Tandberg, 2010). Considering the broad 

authority within the budget-setting process, much empirical research focuses on the role of 

gubernatorial political party affiliation vis-à-vis fiscal support for higher education, with 

previous researchers finding that Democratic governors provide increased levels of support to 

higher education and a greater portion of state legislators having Democratic Party affiliations 

are linked to increases in state appropriations (Archibald & Feldman 2006; McLendon et al. 

2009; Tandberg 2009, 2010). 

 In this paper, we rely on publicly available data related to gubernatorial election results 

and state support for higher education to estimate the effect of gubernatorial party affiliation on 

support for higher education. We capitalize on the naturally occurring variability by the 



Education Policy Research Center  
Working Paper #201701 

 

4 

exogenously chosen majority rule (50% + 1) underlying governor selection. The continuous 

margin-of-victory measure is a simple calculation of the number of votes for a given candidate 

relative to the number of votes cast within a state. To examine the effect of gubernatorial party 

affiliation on public support of higher education, this paper is guided by the following research 

questions: 

Research Question #1: Do Democratic governors demonstrate higher levels of support 

for higher education? 

Research Question #2: To what extent do state-level funding policies impact the role of 

gubernatorial party affiliation on support of higher education?  

Research Question #3: Has the effect of political party support of higher education 

varied over time? 

To conduct this analysis and answer these questions, we use a regression discontinuity 

(RD) design to estimate the effects of having a Democratic governor in office with respect to the 

level of public financial support for higher education. Our study seeks, by generating causal 

estimates, to broaden the understanding of, and generally expand upon prior work dealing with, 

the effects of gubernatorial party affiliation on higher education. Additionally, considering the 

limited use of election results and a regression discontinuity design within higher education 

literature, we aim to provide additional insights into leveraging this analytic technique to 

examine a number of policy-relevant outcomes. 

 Our results affirm previous scholarship and indicate that the presence of a Democratic 

governor has a positive impact on the level of state support for higher education. We also find 

that even when Democratic governors are faced with reduced autonomy in allocating general 

fund dollars for higher education (e.g., a formula-based funding model), they find alternative 
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avenues to increase support for higher education, whether by drawing on federal funds or 

instituting tuition and fee increases. Additional results indicate that a challenging financial 

climate can limit the effect of having a Democratic governor, as we find that the positive effects 

of Democratic governors on expenditures for higher education were diminished during the Great 

Recession. However, we find evidence that increases in public support typically associated with 

a Democratic governor return to pre-recessionary levels after the recessionary period ends.   

2 Literature Review  

2.1          Prior Literature on Factors Impacting State Appropriations 

The identification of factors impacting state support of higher education is a well-

developed topic within the academic literature. State support for higher education has been found 

to increase during times of economic prosperity and decline during periods in which states face 

recessions or reductions in tax revenue (Clotfelter 1976; Delaney and Doyle, 2011; Toutkoushian 

& Hollis, 1998; Weerts & Ronca, 2012). Higher education, in particular, is vulnerable to 

variations in state revenue, as state legislators may believe colleges and universities can generate 

their own revenue through tuition and fees (Delaney & Doyle, 2011). Prior research on state 

appropriations to higher education has shown that economic, political, and structural factors can 

impact annual levels of funding (Archibald and Feldman 2006; Delaney and Doyle 2011; 

McLendon et al. 2009; Tandberg 2010, 2009). In general, there is a positive relationship between 

overall state wealth and innovation (Berry, 1994) as well as levels of state higher education 

support, but this support appears to also be impacted by regional differences (Li & Zumeta, 

2015). 

  Scholars have also documented the role of fiscal policies in the allocation of state 

appropriations (Delaney & Kearney, 2015). Over the past decade, a number of states have 
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adopted performance funding policies as a means to tie student outcomes at the institution level 

with state appropriations (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). Performance-based funding formulas also 

address the inherent competition between higher education and other state funding priories 

(Dougherty & Natow 2015). While these performance funding policies have been shown to 

impact campus planning activities (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011) and investments in instructional 

related activities (Rabovsky, 2012), previous researchers have also demonstrated that these 

policies do not achieve their intended goal of improving degree completion (Hillman, Tandberg, 

& Gross, 2014; Sanford & Hunter, 2011) or retention rates (Hillman, Tandberg, & Fryar, 2015) 

and may lead to various unintended consequences by limiting access to disadvantaged students 

(Umbricht, Fernandez, & Ortagus, 2015),  

An additional body of literature has examined the impact of performance funding policies 

on states’ funding mechanisms. Kelchen and Stedrak (2016) found that the presence of 

performance-based funding policies decreased the total federal Pell Grant revenues at the 

institution level, while Zumeta and Li (2016) found that institutions with the most resources prior 

to the adoption of performance funding policies received additional state funds post-adoption. 

Since performance funding models tie to a set of predetermined outcomes and appear to be more 

transparent than traditional higher education appropriations mechanisms (Harnisch, 2011; 

Hillman, 2016), the role of the governor, and other state officials, in allocating funds may be 

minimized. Specifically, Moynihan and Beazley (2016) state that “performance budgeting is 

generally perceived as a technical exercise or a management tool that is therefore subject to 

executive control and diminishing legislative engagement” (p.30). As a result, the 

implementation of performance funding models allows governors to play a role in the evaluation 
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of the outcomes-based criteria, but the use of predetermined, outcomes-based funding formulas 

may also diminish governors' ability to allocate discretionary funds to higher education. 

 2.2. Prior Work on Gubernatorial Influence on State Support of Higher Education 

 In addition to the aforementioned factors impacting state appropriations, the political 

ideologies of individual states play an important role in their level of support for higher 

education (Tandberg 2010a, 2010b). Specifically, within the realm of state higher education 

finance, governors play a significant role in determining budgetary priorities. In defining the role 

of governors within higher education, Lingenfelter et al. (2008) stated that “in most states, 

governors are the most powerful actor in influencing the allocation of state funds and in shaping 

tax policy” (p. 9). Christakis (2009) and Kousser and Phillips (2012) have also articulated that 

the influence of governors on higher education policy and fiscal decision-making appears to be 

increasing over time as authority becomes increasingly centralized through the governor’s office. 

Governors’ influence is manifested in higher education in their ability to either formulate or veto 

budget/spending proposals as part of the legislative process (Tandberg & Griffith, 2013). 

 Over the past two decades, higher education scholars have becoming increasingly 

interested in the role of state governors in fiscal decision-making related to colleges and 

universities. For example, recent work by Li (2016) found that unified legislative bodies are 

more likely to reduce overall expenditures. Doyle, McLendon, and Hearn (2010) noted that 

Democratic ideologies among state officials are associated with an elevated likelihood of 

adopting prepaid tuition plans but are not associated with the implementation of college savings 

plans. Previous research shows, however, that gubernatorial party affiliation does not play a 

significant role in the likelihood of adopting statewide performance-based funding policies 

(McLendon, Hearn, & Deaton, 2006). 
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Rizzo (2004) used a fixed-effects regression approach to examine state appropriations 

between 1976 and 2000 and found an inverse relationship between Republican control of a state 

and fiscal support for higher education. Archibald and Feldman (2006) reported that Democratic 

governors are associated with higher levels of state funding for higher education. McLendon, 

Hearn, and Mohker (2009) confirmed the previous work by these authors and found that 

Republican governors tend to be associated with lower education expenditures.  

Additional empirical work connecting gubernatorial party affiliation and public support 

for higher education has produced conflicting results. For example, Delaney and Doyle (2010) 

found no evidence that the political party of the governor affected state-level funding for higher 

education. Tandberg (2010a) found that Democratic-affiliated governors are associated with a 

lower share of higher education funding—which may be due to an increase in overall spending 

(Barrilleaux & Bernick 2003). However, Tandberg (2010b) noted that Democratic governors 

were associated with higher levels of public funding for higher education when funding was 

operationalized in per capita income form rather than a proportion of total state funding. 

Ness and Tandberg (2013) completed one of the most recent and comprehensive analyses 

of political party affiliation and its effect on support for higher education support—both direct 

appropriations and capital expenditures—and found that, contrary to much of the extant 

literature, states with a Democratic governor had a slightly lower, though statistically 

insignificant, effect on general fund expenditures but a slightly higher, yet still statistically 

insignificant, effect on capital expenditures. The authors concluded that, in both cases, 

accounting for nuances of gubernatorial budgetary power increased the precision of their 

estimates. 
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The primary limitation on the ability of previous studies to identify the influence of 

political party affiliation on the level of support for higher education is the use of a dichotomous 

indicator to indicate party membership. Many of the studies described earlier used a binary 

indicator examining the relationship between single party membership (Democratic or 

Republican) and changes in fiscal support. Recently, scholars (McLendon, Hearn, & Mokher, 

2009; Tandberg, 2009, 2010) have included a continuous political ideology indicator as a 

mechanism to account for where a given state might fall on the political spectrum (conservative 

to liberal)—yet even this approach does not produce causal estimates or account for the political 

power that comes with a sweeping electoral victory. 

3. Regression Discontinuity and Election Results 

In an effort to unpack the dichotomy of political party affiliation already discussed, we 

borrow an analytical strategy prevalent within the economics and political science literature 

bases (Eggers et al., 2015). The canonical work of Lee (2001, 2008) demonstrates that the use of 

election results can serve as an efficient, naturally occurring experiment in which the winner of 

close elections is randomly assigned. Lee further notes that using the majority of the vote cutoff 

reduces the endogeneity of various factors associated with traditional dichotomous indicator of 

gubernatorial party affiliation. Factors such as per capita income, state population, level of 

unemployment, and overall political ideology of other state legislative bodies are difficult to 

isolate when examining the non-causal nature of a dichotomous indicator. Under quasi-random 

conditions, we would expect these endogenous factors to be diminished, allowing us to isolate 

the causal effect of party affiliation on our intended outcomes. 

Although not explicitly applied within higher education, the use of the underlying 

assumptions described by Lee (2001, 2008) have been used by a number of scholars to estimate 
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the causal impact of party affiliation. For example, Leigh (2007) used gubernatorial election 

results and a regression discontinuity (RD) design to generate causal estimates of the effect of 

party affiliation on a number of fiscal and social outcomes, finding that Republican governors 

are associated with higher rates of incarceration, higher unemployment rates, and lower tax 

income. Berland (2015) estimated the effect of U.S. governor party affiliation along the margin-

of-victory continuum and found that Democratic governors reduce the racial earnings gap 

between Black and White workers but that the reduction is a product of an increase in the annual 

hours worked by Black workers relative to White workers. 

Within the education sector, the use of election results within an RD design is more 

limited. However, Beland and Oloomi (2015) found that the narrow election of a Democratic 

governor is associated with increases in combined health and education spending. Additionally, 

Cellini et al. (2010) found that narrowly passed school facility bond referendums are associated 

with increases in local home prices. The authors also found that these election results are linked 

to increases in student achievement, but the election results not have a significant spillover effect 

on district general education spending. 

4. Theoretical Framework 

 Following previous work by Dar and Lee (2014), we apply the theory of political parties 

(Bawn et al., 2012) to better understand why a governor’s party affiliation may impact the level 

of state funding allocated for higher education. The theory of political parties suggests that 

coalitions of party activists and interest groups have a disproportionately high level of influence 

on key public policy priorities. These coalitions of activists and interest groups appear to 

prioritize loyalty to their common agenda over voters’ preferences within their state. This 

particular theory can be used to explain why a given state does not have alignment with respect 
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to its economic needs, voters’ preferences, and financial commitment to higher education (Dar & 

Lee, 2014). For example, a state on the margin of swinging toward a Democratic- or Republican-

affiliated governor may make higher education funding decisions that align more with special-

interest coalitions within the victorious political party rather than its seemingly moderate voting 

base.   

Additional research has called attention to what has become an increasingly polarized 

political landscape in which political parties make decisions that do not necessarily align with the 

preferences of the majority of their voters (McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal, 2006; Aldrich, 2011). 

Jochim and Jones (2013) examined data from 1965 to 2004 and noted that political polarization 

had increased over time, leading to less-nuanced perspectives related to certain issues and, 

ultimately, increased partisanship in American politics. Given these dynamics, we leverage state-

level gubernatorial election data and a regression discontinuity approach to estimate the causal 

effects of a governor’s political party affiliation on the level of public funding allocated for 

higher education.  

5. Data/Methods 

5.1 Data 

 Our data include state-level observations of the result of each gubernatorial election and 

subsequent midterm elections for the years 1991 through 2014. We omit any local election 

results from the District of Columbia (DC), which leaves a total of 1,200 observations for 50 

distinct states.1 Table 5.1.1 provides summary statistics from our analytical sample. Across our 

24-year sample, on average, non-Democratic governors spent less on higher education (per 

                                                 
1 Additionally, we omitted Nebraska from our analyses in view of its legislative structure. Results were statistically 

similar in both magnitude and significance. 
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10,000 residents) across each of our expenditure categories. Across the entire spectrum of 

election results, Democratic governors presided over states having slightly higher per-capita 

income, smaller total populations, and a slightly smaller percentage of their population who were 

identified as traditionally college-aged. 

--- Table 5.1.1 --- 

Figure 5.1.1 provides a graphical representation of the variations in the gubernatorial state party 

affiliation. Over the 24-year sample, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Utah had 0% of their 

governors affiliated with the Democratic Party, whereas Delaware, Oregon, and Washington had 

100% of their governors affiliated with the Democratic Party. 

--- Figure 5.1.1 --- 

5.1.2 Forcing Variable 

 A key component of the RD design is the use of a continuous forcing assignment variable 

that is not manipulated. To this end, we use data on gubernatorial election results drawn from the 

Atlas of U.S. Elections (Leip, 2017). Specifically, we center our forcing variable at zero, where 

zero represents a tie in election results between Democratic and non-Democratic gubernatorial 

candidates. Given that election results are absolute—50% plus 1 is declared the winner—we can 

capitalize on the randomness of electoral results around the margin of 50%. Given prior literature 

on the effects of political affiliation on higher education support, we intentionally assign the 

treatment to Democratic governors. To test for potential bias in our decision to assign 

Democratic governors as our treatment, we run the analysis with GOP governors as the treatment 

and find that the results are statistically similar in magnitude to a significant degree but are 

inverse in directionality. 

5.1.3 Outcomes 
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 Considering the authority of governors and their mandates surrounding state budgetary 

processes, we have decided to focus on state support for higher education as our primary 

outcome variable. Although there may be indirect effects on postsecondary access, success, and 

other components related to higher education, we postulate that identifying the direct effects on 

funding is most pressing for this analysis. To test the effect on state support for higher education, 

we use state higher education expenditure data from the National Associate of State Budget 

Officers’ (NASBO) annual state expenditure report. NASBO provides an optimal dataset with 

which to analyze the nuances of higher education expenditures, as it distinguishes between 

various fund sources as well as direct and indirect (bond) expenditures. 

Following the recommendations of Wooldridge (2009) and the prior work of Ness and 

Tandberg (2013), we use the natural log of each of our expenditure outcomes—for ease of 

interpretation and to reflect the distributional assumptions of our RD design. Additionally, 

considering that a number of data sources exist for state higher education expenditures, we 

extracted data from the State Higher Education Finance (SHEF) dataset—collected by the State 

Higher Education Executive Office (SHEEO) Association—and state appropriations data from 

the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Systems (IPEDS), which is maintained by the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 

5.1.4 Explanatory Variable 

 Kramer, Ortagus, and Lacy (2017) demonstrated the need to consider the interaction of 

multiple state-adopted education policies to gain a holistic understanding of state-level 

responses. As such, we examine the heterogeneous effects of having a Democratic governor 

according to the presence of performance-based and non-performance-based funding policies. 

The presence of performance-based funding models allow governors—and state legislative 
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bodies—to “consider campus achievement on performance indicators as one factor in 

determining allocations for public campuses” (Burke & Minassians, 2003, p. 3). The adoption of 

performance-based funding models have been linked to a number of political and educational 

conditions. States that have Republican governors and more centralized systems of higher 

education governance have been found to be more likely to adopt performance funding policies 

(McLendon et al., 2006). Because of the formula-based nature of performance funding, the 

flexibility in discretionary funding of higher education is limited (Tandberg & Hillman, 2014), 

and the presence of performance funding should be considered alongside any claims of 

gubernatorial decision-making in relation to higher education funding allocations. To compile a 

list of states that have adopted performance-based controls on funding, we used the prior work of 

Lacy and Tandberg (2014) and Tandberg and Hillman (2014). 

 In addition to the presence of performance-based funding models, economic conditions 

also affect governors’ ability to allocate resources to higher education. Barr and Turner (2013), 

specifically addressing the effects of the recent Great Recession on state support of higher 

education, found that state appropriations declined 17 percent during the period of the Great 

Recession. To account for the overall fiscal climate, we also estimate our discontinuities by using 

various time periods. 

5.2 Model Specifications 

In this study, we leverage the continuum on which public elections are decided and the 

absolute nature of the elections in which a clear “winner” is declared so long as the winner’s 

margin of victory exceeds zero. Because of this, we apply a regression discontinuity design to 

estimate the effect of a state’s electing a Democratic governor relative to a governor affiliated 

with any other party. We capitalize on the randomness of an election result that is near the 
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majority cutoff and the potential differential effect of party affiliation on public support for 

higher education. The use of this inherent randomness at the election margin allows us to 

generate causal estimates on the effect of party affiliation. 

 Our analytic approach relies on a sharp regression discontinuity design (Imbens & 

Lemeuix, 2008) to identify the effects of a state’s electing a governor from the Democratic Party 

on that state’s fiscal support of higher education. Across each election, the threshold of a 

Democratic governor is sharp and is determined exclusively by the margin of victory continuum. 

Our statistical model in the case of sharply identified accountability grades is as follows: 

𝑌𝑠𝑡 = 𝛼0 + 𝛼1𝐵𝐸𝐿𝑂𝑊𝑠𝑡 + 𝛼2𝑓(𝑀𝑉)𝑠𝑡 + 𝛼3𝐵𝐸𝐿𝑂𝑊 × 𝑀𝑉𝑠𝑡 + 𝜀𝑠𝑡   (1) 

In this model, 𝑌𝑠 is  a set of financial state-level higher education expenditures outcomes for state 

s in year t; 𝑀𝑉is our running or forcing variable—margin of victory—used to certify 

gubernatorial election results; 𝐵𝐸𝐿𝑂𝑊𝑠𝑡 is a binary indicator of falling below the threshold that 

identifies states that did not elect; or that do not have, a Democratic governor; 𝐵𝐸𝐿𝑂𝑊 × 𝑀𝑉𝑠𝑡 is 

an interaction term that allows the relationship between the forcing variable and outcome to 

differ for treated and non-treated states; and 𝜀𝑠𝑡  is our robust clustered standard error term (Lee 

& Card, 2008). 

 To further test the robustness and stability of our results, we extend Equation (1) to 

include sets of covariates. Our final question is formally specified as 

𝑌𝑠𝑡 = 𝛼0 + 𝛼1𝐵𝐸𝐿𝑂𝑊𝑠𝑡 + 𝛼2𝑓(𝑀𝑉)𝑠𝑡 + 𝛼3𝐵𝐸𝐿𝑂𝑊 × 𝑀𝑉𝑠𝑡 + 𝑋𝑠𝑐
′ 𝛽 + 𝛾𝑡 + 𝜀𝑠𝑡 (2) 

where 𝑋𝑠𝑡
′  is a vector of state-level covariates to improve statistical precision (as shown in the 

appendix, the core results are not affected when including or excluding covariates, although 

including them improves statistical precisions) and 𝛾𝑡  is a set of year fixed effects. 

6. Results 



Education Policy Research Center  
Working Paper #201701 

 

16 

6.1 RD Assumption Test 

 The first concern of the RD design is that of the potential for manipulation at or near the 

cutoff. In theory, it would be extremely difficult for states to manipulate gubernatorial election 

results. The established empirical literature on regression discontinuity designs (Imbens & 

Lemieux, 2008; Schochet, 2009) indicates that an RD approach is valid only if there is a smooth 

and continuous distribution of observations surrounding the treatment cutoff. Figure 6.1.1 

provides graphical representations of the number of electoral results around the cutoff. As 

expected, the distribution of election results follows a normal curve, with the majority of 

elections results near the 50% majority point. We do not see a visual discontinuity in the number 

of observations at the 50% margin. Additionally, we formally test for manipulation at the cutoff, 

following the recommendations of McCrary (2008) and of Cattaneo, Jansson, and Ma (2014).2 

Our results yield no significant changes in the density of observation on either side of the cutoff. 

--- Figure 6.1.1 --- 

 The second core assumption of the RD design is that all observables, except our outcome 

of interest, are randomly distributed on either side of the cutoff. Figure 6.1.2 provides a set of 

plots of key state economic, political, and residency characteristics that are thought to affect state 

support of higher education. Figure 6.1.2 does not show any significant visual evidence of 

differences in key state covariates at the cutoff. 

--- Figure 6.1.2 --- 

As with our density assumption, we formally test whether state covariates are randomly 

distributed at the margin by conducting a linear regression using data within the specified 

                                                 
2 Note also we used an informal McCrary (2008) test for discontinuities at the cutoff (failure of the smoothness 

assumption) through the Stata package dcdensity. 
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bandwidth of the relevant cutoff score and taking the parameter of interest as an indicator for 

being just above the cutoff. Table 6.1.1 tests discontinuities at our treatment margin. Our results 

indicate that with the exception of the total state population, states just below and just above our 

electoral cutoff are statistically similar. The lack of statistical significance across demographic 

characteristics, as well as school distance from a postsecondary institution, suggests that each of 

these cutoffs provides an opportunity for a localized random experiment within the RD 

framework. Notably, Table 6.1.1 demonstrates that states on either side of the cutoff do not differ 

in their percentage of state senators having Democratic Party affiliation. This is important 

considering the degree of influence that state legislative bodies exert on budgetary decisions 

(Tandberg, 2009). To account for the statistical differences in state population numbers, we use 

expenditures per capita. 

---- Table 6.1.1 --- 

6.2 Support of Higher Education 

 As already noted, scholarly interest in the influence of political party affiliation on 

support for higher education has been growing (McLendon, Hearn, & Mohker, 2009). In this 

section, we describe our causally estimated effects using our RD design. Figure 6.2.1 provides a 

graphical representation of the differences in total higher education expenditures—logged 

transformed—at the cutoff. As can be seen, there is a sharp increase in state higher education 

expenditures at the cutoff for Democratic governors. As we move away from zero toward a 

larger margin of victory for a Democrat, we see that higher education expenditures follow a 

similar trend as they did for non-Democratic governors leading up to the cutoff. 

---- Figure 6.2.1 --- 
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Panel A, Model (1) provides the point estimates corresponding with Figure 6.2.1. Specifically, 

using our optimal bandwidth selection, we find that Democratic gubernatorial party affiliation is 

associated with a 39% increase in total higher education expenditures per capita.3 Models (2) 

though (4) test the robustness of our main effect by examining varying bandwidths around the 

cutoff.4 The magnitude and statistical significance of our results remain consistent across each of 

our bandwidth specifications. 

---- Table 6.2.1 --- 

 Panels B and C provide an additional robustness check of our main effect. Across each of 

the additional datasets and our various bandwidths, we find consistent and statistically significant 

evidence that Democratic gubernatorial party affiliation has a positive impact on the level of 

state support of higher education. Appendix A provides graphical representations of 

discontinuities by data source. The benefit of using NASBO-collected data is that these data 

provide disaggregated state-level expenditures on higher education by fund source. Specifically, 

NASBO data delineate state expenditures on higher education by (1) total (as seen in Table 

6.2.1), (2) general funds, (3) federal funds, (4) other funds, and (5) bond funds.5 Table 6.2.2 

provides our point estimates for each fund category over our varying bandwidths, indicating 

statistically significant and generally consistent increases in federal, other, and bond funds for 

                                                 
3 We followed the recommendations of Calonico, Cattaneo and Titiunik (2014) and utilized a single common MSE-

optimal bandwidth selector for the RD treatment effect estimator. This approach is the default optimal bandwidth 

selection process within the STATA command rdrobust. 
4 In addition to our optimal bandwidth, we include bandwidth of 10%, 15%, and 20% margin of victory. The vast 

majority of the gubernatorial election results fall between margins of victory that are +/- 20%.   
5 NASBO’s definitions of the fund sources are as follow. General fund: The predominant fund for financing a 

state’s operations. Revenues are received from broad-based state taxes. However, there are differences in how 

specific functions are financed from state to state. Federal funds: Funds received directly from the federal 

government. Other state funds: Expenditures from revenue sources that are restricted by law to use for particular 

governmental functions or activities. For higher education, other state funds can include tuition and fees. For 

Medicaid, other state funds include provider taxes, fees, donations, assessments, and local funds. Bonds: 

Expenditures from the sale of bonds, generally for capital projects. State funds: General funds plus other state fund 

spending, excluding state spending from bonds. 
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Democratic-affiliated governors. Surprisingly, we do not find statistically significant evidence of 

changes in general funds that are related to gubernatorial party affiliation. 

---- Table 6.2.2 --- 

General fund expenditures represent the majority of the discretionary funding for higher 

education. Scholars have recently documented the growing prevalence of state performance-

based funding models (Tandberg & Hillman, 2014). Under a performance-based funding model, 

the governor and state legislators have limited opportunities to reallocate funds—specifically, 

general funds—to public colleges and universities. To account for gubernatorial flexibility in 

allocations of higher education funding, we examine the potential discontinuities in higher 

education funding by funding source and the presence of performance-based funding. Figure 

6.2.2 builds on our previous analysis to graphically plot the differences in funding by source and 

the presence of performance-based funding. 

--- Figure 6.2.2 --- 

Table 6.2.3 provides point estimates from our disaggregated analysis. In Table 6.2.2 we 

found that, in the aggregate, the presence of a Democratic governor was not associated with 

significant increases in general fund expenditures. However, when we estimate changes in state 

support for higher education by performance-based funding and non-performance-based funding 

states, we find that states’ having a performance-based funding model yielded no significant 

changes in general fund expenditures, whereas states having non-performance-based funding—in 

which the governor and legislative body have increased flexibility in their funding of higher 

education—experienced significant increases in state general fund expenditures for higher 

education when a Democratic governor was in place. 

---- Table 6.2.3 --- 
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 Additionally, higher education expenditures in performance-based and non-performance-

based funding states also differed significantly when considering other fund expenditures. For 

other fund expenditures—restricted expenditures and expenditures from tuition and fee 

revenues—an inverse relationship exists. Democratic governors in performance-based funding 

states significantly increased their other funds for higher education, whereas Democratic 

governors in non-performance-based funding states did not. 

6.3 Discontinuity Effects Over Time 

 One potential concern associated with any estimation of the effect of political party 

affiliation on funding for higher education is related to variations in both political parties’ 

ideologies as well as in the broader fiscal climate. Figure 6.3.1 provides our RD point estimates 

for the effect of Democratic governorship over time. We find statistically significant and 

consistently positive evidence of the effect of Democratic governors prior to 2003. From 2003 to 

2006, however, we see a positive, yet statistically insignificant, coefficient—suggesting that 

Democratic governors still supported higher education at a higher rate during this time period. 

However, we see a near zero, but precisely estimated, coefficient for the period during the Great 

Recession.6 In our post-recession time period (2011–2014) we see a significant increase in per 

capita higher education expenditures when a Democratic governor is in office. 

7. Discussion and Conclusions 

 The body of scholarly literature connecting political party affiliation and state-level fiscal 

spending has grown in recent years. Understanding the dynamic interplay between political 

ideology, the legislative process, and budgetary decisions is crucial for scholars who are 

                                                 
6 The National Bureau of Economic Research has stated that the “Great Recession” begin in 2007 and continued 

through 2009. Considering the timing of budgetary decisions, we included budget allocations in 2010 as part of the 

recessionary period, thus extending it over 19 months. 
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attempting to quantify state-level decision-making and project future effects of changes in the 

political environment. The scholarly literature base is generally consistent in connecting 

Democratic governorships with increases in support for higher education, and our study 

leverages election results as a naturally occurring experiment to build off this previous work.  

Findings from our regression discontinuity estimates on the effect of gubernatorial party 

affiliation on state support of higher education provide causal estimates that support and add 

nuance to the findings of the extant literature. After winning a close gubernatorial election, state 

governors appear to have two primary options for the manner by which they legislate. First, the 

governor can respond by legislating towards the median voters and attempt to increase the 

likelihood of re-election by placating those “undecided” voters on the threshold. Second, a 

governor coming off a close election may feel indebted to their individual political party and 

decide to play it safe by legislating along the ideological lines of their political party. The results 

from this study appear to support the latter gubernatorial response with respect to their 

commitment to the funding of higher education. Specifically, we find that, on average, states 

whose governor has a Democratic Party affiliation see significantly increased levels of 

expenditures on higher education. While this is consistent with the work of Archibald and 

Feldman (2006) and Rizzo (2006), our study represents one of the first causal estimates on 

political affiliation in higher education scholarship. 

Although the main estimates of this study align with the findings of the existing academic 

literature, our additional findings make an interesting contribution to the intersection between 

political party affiliation and state adoption of policies concerning higher education. Our 

analyses examined changes in state expenditures on higher education vis-à-vis electoral margin 

of victory in states that use performance-based funding models and those that do not. One can 
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reasonably assume that states having performance-based funding policies would limit the ability 

of Democratic governors to support higher education, but we found contradictory evidence. 

Overall, we found that in both performance-based funding and non-performance-based funding 

states, Democratic governors significantly increased higher education expenditures to extremely 

similar degrees; however, the mechanisms that Democratic governors used to support higher 

education were indeed influenced by performance-based funding policies. 

Democratic governors in both performance-based and non-performance-based funding 

states appear to systematically access significantly more federal funding sources for higher 

education. For higher education, these funds originated, in part, with federal postsecondary 

financial aid programs and other federal support programs targeted at postsecondary students and 

institutions. However, levels of state-based support for higher education differed. Specifically, 

we found that Democratic governors of non-performance-based funding states increased higher 

education expenditures through general funds, which are predominantly state appropriations 

from tax-based revenue sources. Within performance-based funding states—in which general 

funds/appropriations are likely to be tied to formula-based allocations—Democratic governors 

accessed different sources of funding when supporting higher education. Our results show that 

when faced within constraints on general fund sources, Democratic governors increased their 

support for higher education by accessing capital improvements (bond fund) sources or by 

drawing on tuition- and fee-based revenues (other fund sources). These findings are supported by 

the work of McLendon, Hearn, and Mokher (2009), who found that Democratic Party affiliation 

is associated with higher levels of state higher education support. Similarly, Ness and Tandberg 

(2013) have connected Democratic ideology with increases in capital expenditures. 
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Consistent with the established literature and our theoretical underpinning, results from 

our analyses indicate that during the period before the Great Recession and immediately after the 

recession, Democratic governors’ support for higher education was consistently positive. 

Although Democratic governors appear to be able to maneuver within performance-based 

funding models to increase higher education experiments, they do not possess the same ability 

when faced with broad economic hardships. During the early years of the Great Recession, as 

well as during the five years when that recession was at its worst, the behavior of Democratic 

governors, in this respect, did not significantly differ from that of Republican or independent 

governors. This suggests that although Democratic governors are likely to support higher 

education more than their counterparts during times of economic prosperity, but higher education 

may be one of the first areas to receive cuts as budget pressures increase (Tandberg, 2010; 

Delaney & Doyle, 2011).  

 This study capitalizes on the randomness of close election results to generate causal 

estimates and provide relatively consistent results across various bandwidths and data sources to 

demonstrate the robustness of our finding that Democratic governors appear to support higher 

education significantly more than non-Democratic governors. Our study also highlights the 

importance of considering the entire postsecondary policy and economic environment when 

examining questions of support and appropriations for higher education. Our inclusion of the 

heterogeneous effects associated with performance-based funding status demonstrates that 

despite overall increases in expenditures on higher education, the mechanisms by which 

Democratic governors support higher education are vastly different: direct appropriations in non-

performance-based funding states and tuition- and fee-based revenue support in performance-

based funding states. Future studies may further unpack the dynamics connecting political party 
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affiliation, gubernatorial budget powers, and formula-based funding for higher education. 

Additionally, the use of election results may be a tool with which scholars of higher education 

can analyze other outcomes of interest that are related to the political party affiliation of state 

legislators. 
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Figure 5.1.1: Variations of state governor Democratic Party affiliation over time  
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 Figure 6.1.1: Graphical representation of results sorting  
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Figure 6.1.2: Figures of Regression Discontinuity Assumption 

 
Figure 6.2.1: Discontinuity on Total Higher Education Expenditures  
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Figure 6.2.1: Discontinuities on Fund Source Expenditures by Performance Funding Model   
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Figure 6.3.1: Discontinuities over time   
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Table 5.1.1: Descriptive statistics 

  
 

Full  

Sample 

 
Democrat  

Governor 

 
GOP/Independent 

Governor  

  Mean SD   Mean SD   Mean SD 

Higher Education Expenditures 

Per 10,000 Residents           
Total Expenditures  6.209 (3.401)  6.126 (3.387)  6.273 (3.413) 

General Fund  2.745 (1.026)  2.643 (0.985)  2.825 (1.050) 

Federal Fund  0.602 (0.787)  0.552 (0.689)  0.641 (0.853) 

Other Fund  2.660 (2.490)  2.710 (2.547)  2.621 (2.445) 

Bond Fund  0.201 (0.278)  0.221 (0.292)  0.186 (0.266) 

          
State-Level Covariates           

Per-Capita Income ($1,000)  40.090 (6.944)  40.451 (7.089)  39.809 (6.821) 

Poverty Rate (%)  12.757 (3.555)  12.542 (3.420)  12.925 (3.651) 

State Population (10,000)  578.153 (636.008)  553.107 (590.678)  597.624 (668.923) 

College-Aged Population; 18-24 (%)  9.936 (0.831)  9.802 (0.618)  10.041 (0.952) 

Unemployment Rate (%)  5.702 (1.899)  5.769 (1.824)  5.650 (1.955) 

State Senate Democrat (%)  51.699 (18.581)  56.021 (17.456)  48.338 (18.747) 

          

Observations  1,200  533  667 

Notes: Are financial variable are in constant 2014 dollars; expenditure data is from NASBO annual reports   
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Table 6.1.1: Test of RD Assumptions 

Outcomes 
Per Capita 

Income ($) 

Poverty Rate  

(%) 

State Population  

(n) 

State College-

Aged Population 

(%) 

Unemployment 

Rate (%) 

Proportion State 

Senate Democrat 

(%) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Discontinuity on 

Democratic Governor 

Margin of Victory 

1525.130 -0.647 -258.010*** -0.111 -0.218 3.544 

(969.234) (0.353) (35.234) (0.063) (0.246) (1.953) 
 

      
Number of Observations 540 568 407 518 878 787 

Notes. robust standard errors in parentheses; + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001  
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Table 6.2.1: Tests Main Effects Across Data Sources   
Total State Expenditures / Appropriations per Capita  

(logged) 

 

(1) 

BW: (Optimal) 

(2) 

BW (+/- 10) 

(3) 

BW (+/- 15) 

(4) 

BW (+/- 20) 

Panel A: NASBO 
0.369*** 0.369*** 0.388*** 0.314*** 

(0.063) (0.065) (0.056) (0.048) 
 

    

Panel B: SHEF 
0.168*** 0.166*** 0.168*** 0.144*** 

(0.024) (0.024) (0.023) (0.021) 

     

Panel C: IPEDS 
0.243*** 0.302*** 0.302*** 0.282*** 

(0.032) (0.031) (0.032) (0.030) 
 

    
Number of Observations 506 494 643 811 

Notes. robust standard errors in parentheses; + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001  
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Table 6.2.2: Effect of Democratic Gubernatorial Affiliation on Fund Category Expenditures   
Total Expenditures per Capita  

 
(logged) 

 Total  General Funds Federal Funds Other Funds Bond Funds 

BW: (Optimal) 
0.369*** 0.096 0.895* 0.779* 0.406* 

(0.063) (0.072) (0.368) (0.321) (0.190) 
 

     

BW: +/- 10 
0.369*** 0.086 0.934* 0.687+ 0.348 

(0.065) (0.080) (0.433) (0.371) (0.222) 

      

BW: +/- 15 
0.388*** 0.099 0.891* 0.789* 0.410* 

(0.056) (0.067) (0.353) (0.316) (0.192) 
 

     

BW: +/- 20 
0.314*** 0.074 0.999*** 0.733** 0.368* 

(0.048) (0.057) (0.303) (0.274) (0.167) 
 

     
Notes. robust standard errors in parentheses; + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001  
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Table 6.2.3: Effect of Democratic Governors on Higher Education Expenditures (logged) by Fund Codes and Performance Funding  
Total Expenditures 

 
General Funds 

 
Federal Funds 

 
Other Funds 

 
Bond Funds 

 PBF: No PBF: Yes  PBF: No 

PBF: 

Yes  PBF: No PBF: Yes  

PBF: 

No PBF: Yes  

PBF: 

No 

PBF: 

Yes 

BW: 

(Optimal) 

0.411***  0.380**   0.220*** -0.002   0.916*** 0.986***  0.350  1.460***  -0.096 0.740* 

(0.087) (0.117)  (0.045) (0.078)  (0.223) (0.297)  (0.203) (0.325)  (0.218) (0.311) 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
BW: +/- 

10 

0.418*** 0.386**  0.228*** -0.034  1.184***  1.078***  0.389 1.374***   0.124 0.724* 

(0.091) (0.120)  (0.047) (0.099)  (0.252) (0.253)  (0.207) (0.310)  (0.300) (0.299)  

               
BW: +/- 

15 

0.427*** 0.388***  0.212*** -0.003  0.817*** 1.375***  0.258 1.740***  0.241 0.680** 

(0.079) (0.095)  (0.043) (0.073)  (0.211) (0.232)  (0.197) (0.276)  (0.174) (0.248) 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
BW: +/- 

20 

0.367***  0.296***  0.183*** -0.033  0.883*** 1.448***  0.323 1.525**  0.350* 0.474* 

(0.070) (0.080)   (0.038) (0.060)  (0.182) (0.210)  (0.181) (0.242)  (0.151)  (0.214)   
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
Notes. All expenditures are logged, per 10,000 capita, and in 2014 constant dollars; robust standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p 

< 0.01, *** p < 0.001  
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Appendix A: 

 
Figure A.1: Discontinuity on Total Higher Expenditures by Data Source  
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