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Abstract A number of theories have been offered to explain
popular support for term limits and their passage in states across
the country. Using survey data from the 1992 American National
Election Study and several other statewide surveys, this article
examines the following explanations for term limits support: dis-
satisfaction with Congress and state legislatures, cynicism, self-
interest, and ideology. An analysis of these data suggest that
term limits support is not influenced by a dissatisfaction with
legislatures or particular incumbents or by a specific ideology.
Instead, support for term limits is related to cynicism and, to
some extent, self-interest.

In recent years, placing limits on the number of terms legislators may
serve has proven extremely popular. Public opinion polls show strong
support for term limits, and voters have implemented such sentiments
by passing initiatives appearing on state ballots. Between 1990 and
1994, voters in 21 states approved initiatives limiting the number of
terms legislators may serve. The nature and scope of these restrictions
have varied from one state to another, ranging from as little as 6 to as
many as 12 years in office for U.S. Representatives. In addition, some
term limits initiatives applied to only state legislators, whereas in other
states limits applied to both state and federal legislators. Despite these
differences, term limits initiatives passed in almost every state where
they appeared on the ballot, and most of them passed with little or no
opposition. Not since the tax revolt swept across the country in the
late 1970s has the United States witnessed such a swift and popular
uprising. Both movements appear to have capitalized on the public’s
mounting discontent with the political process.
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