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Foreword

This report is the product of two remarkable young women who were students in 
Temple’s Pennsylvania Capital Semester program and served as General Assembly in-
terns during the fall of 2010.  Van Huynh, who graduated in May 2011, was a Bipartisan 
Management Committee intern for the House Urban Affairs Committee and its chair-
man, Representative Curtis Thomas.  Shelly Forrester, now a senior, interned with Senator 
Lawrence Farnese.
 In response to a requirement that they produce a course paper examining a single 
public policy topic, Van and Shelly boldly proposed to study the entire policy output of 
the General Assembly  over more than 40 years.  Did this output reflect primarily lib-
eral or conservative ideology, they wondered, and was it influenced more by Democrats 
or Republicans?  Was divided government an obstacle to getting important things done?  
These are important questions that would prove daunting even for experienced scholars, let 
alone for undergraduates.  They were undaunted.
 Equally important, Van and Shelly were troubled by the disparity between the public’s 
low approval ratings of the General Assembly and their positive view of many dedicated 
legislators and aides they saw in the Capitol every day or heard as speakers in their evening 
classes at Temple’s Strawberry Square campus.  Indeed, it was after hearing from one of 
those speakers -- Representative Chris Ross -- about the huge challenges  facing the leg-
islature in an era of deep economic hardship and sharp partisan conflict that they began 
thinking about this project.
 Van and Shelly won a grant from the provost to support their research and began 
months of hard work.  They poured through state records, searched Temple’s Pennsylvania 
Policy Database, and corresponded with state agency counsels to identify important laws. 
They asked a panel of experts to evaluate their initial list.  They prepared and mailed 
questionnaires to 536 respondents, entered thousands of responses into spreadsheets, and 
analyzed the results.  
 Having learned as interns to ask for help when needed, they turned to Michael Cassidy, 
MA, one of their instructors; Michelle J. Atherton, MA, director of the Capital Semester 
program, and from me.  I suggested that they model their project on two studies that sur-
veyed expert opinion to identify achievements of the federal government. Michelle, who is 
a superb researcher and editor, helped organize the report and analyze the data.  Mike and 
I helped winnow the list of laws, an appropriate task for old timers.  As the oldest timer,  I 
helped write the final text, adding perspective to their draft.   
 In the end, however, this report -- we think the first for a state government -- belongs 
to Van and Shelly, and of course, to the 148 legislators, former legislators and governors’ 
aides, Capitol newsroom reporters, and university professors who returned questionnaires. 
Our thanks to them. For this work, by the way, Van and Shelly got As.  I think you will 
agree they earned them.

Joseph P. McLaughlin, Jr., Director
Temple University Institute for Public Affairs
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Introduction
Pennsylvania’s boundaries encompass diverse populations that range from the rural 
residents of Greene, Erie, and Wayne Counties to the city and suburban residents of 
Philadelphia and its surrounding counties.  The party affiliation, ideology, and socio-eco-
nomic background of these citizens diverge dramatically and are reflected by their similarly 
diverse representatives who are members of the second largest state legislature.  
 As we learned in our internships and from Professors Michael Cassidy and Michael 
King, much of what America’s state legislatures do is to allocate scarce resources and resolve 
society’s conflicts over deeply held values.  The result is frequent criticism of both the laws 
they make and the lawmaking  process.  This study attempts to identify the most impor-
tant achievements by the Pennsylvania General Assembly despite the wide disparity of its 
constituencies, the competitiveness of its parties, and the structural divisions between the 
two chambers themselves and the other branches of government.  In other words, what did 
the legislature do that was important and what did it get right? 
 This project is modeled principally on two studies of the most important federal 
laws and policies: Government’s Greatest Achievements by Paul C. Light of the Brookings 
Institution and Divided We Govern by David Mayhew of Yale University.  Another study 
that we learned about after we designed our project and that used similar techniques and 
concepts is “Measuring Legislative Accomplishment 1877-1994,” by Joshua Clinton and 
John S. Lapinski, which appeared in the American Journal of Political Science in January 
2006.  All of these studies relied in one way or another on the assessments of expert opin-
ion to determine the importance of laws and policies, and we also have adapted that ap-
proach. We do not know of any previous effort to evaluate the significance of laws enacted 
by state governments.
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This quantitative and qualitative study seeks to identify the most important laws en-
acted by the Pennsylvania General Assembly between 1968 and 2008, as evaluated by 
148 respondents to a mail survey of current and former legislators, senior staff to former 
governors, public policy professors and political scientists, and reporters in the Capitol 
press corps. Our project had four goals: (1) to determine what experts consider the most 
important laws enacted by the Pennsylvania General Assembly either as statutes or, with 
the approval of voters, as constitutional amendments; (2) to determine whether more was 
accomplished under unified or divided government; (3) to assess the role of the parties in 
enacting important laws by examining whether Democrats or Republicans accomplished 
more when they had unified control of the government; and (4) to determine whether or 
to what degree party affiliation or ideology affects judgments of the most important laws.
 Before any research could be done, it was important to set the criteria for the project. 
Following Mayhew, we eliminated consideration of both state budgets and annual school 
subsidy laws, although these are hugely important, on the grounds that they are in effect  
only for a single fiscal year.  Also following Mayhew, we decided to group related laws, or 
subsequent amendments to laws, into a category called “enactments.” 
 Through our own research and with the input of the general counsels of more than 30 
state agencies, we identified a list of more than 90 important laws.   A bipartisan panel of 
15 experts with long experience in state government helped us modify this list, suggesting 
that some be eliminated and other laws we had not considered be added.  We then solicited 
the help of Professors Joseph  McLaughlin and Michael Cassidy to organize the important 
laws into 50 “enactments” that would provide survey respondents with a smaller number of 
clear choices.  As an example, we grouped legislation creating Keystone Opportunity Zones 
and subsequent additions to this concept as a single enactment.  We treated more than 
three dozen laws enacted during the 1995 special session on crime as a single enactment, 
although we also listed Megan’s Law separately.  Similarly, we listed the Redevelopment 
Capital Assistance statute (Act 115 of 1986) but not the many amendments made to it 
over the years, including the controversial amendments that authorized the construction of 
four professional sports stadiums.  A more detailed account of our methodology, including 
the steps we took in identifying the enactments and the demographic characteristics of the 
survey respondents, can be found in Appendix A.  The questionnaire itself is in Appendix 
B.  Appendix C provides statistical data, including the impact and achievement ratings 
of all 50 enactments and a table showing whether they were accomplished under unified 
or divided government.  Laws not on the questionnaire but suggested by respondents are 
summarized in Appendix D.
 Our questionnaire asked the respondents to rank 50 enactments  in terms of which had 
the greatest impact on the people of Pennsylvania and/or on the institutions of state or lo-
cal government, regardless of whether they agreed or disagreed with individual enactments. 
We call this the impact rating.  Because we had learned from Professors Cassidy and King 
that one era’s reform may become the next era’s problem, the questionnaire also asked re-
spondents to indicate whether in retrospect the laws had a mostly positive, mostly negative, 
or mixed impact, producing what we call a direction rating.  The direction rating is the 
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percentage derived by dividing the number of positive scores awarded to an enactment by 
the sum of the positive and negative scores, leaving the mixed effects out of the equation.  
Essentially, the direction score ranges from 0.0 (all negative ratings) to 1.0 (all positive rat-
ings), with a 0.5 indicating perfectly mixed effects.  Multiplying the direction rating by the 
impact rating, we calculate an achievement rating for each of the enactments.  The greatest 
achievements would thus be the enactments that were judged to have had the most posi-
tive impacts on the people of Pennsylvania or the institutions of state and local government 
(Tables C-1, C-2, and C-3).  
 We defined the time frame for our study from 1968 to 2008.  In Pennsylvania, the last 
state constitutional convention held was in 1968, which provided a good starting point. 
The changes made to the constitution and the recommendations of the Commission on 
Legislative Modernization empanelled that year laid the groundwork for the state govern-
ment and legislature that we know today.  We began our research in the fall of 2010, while 
we were interns in Temple University’s Capital Semester program, and hence we attempted 
to evaluate legislation enacted through the 2007-2008 session, which is the end point of 
our study.  We continued working on the project as an independent study course during 
the 2011 spring term.

What Are State Government’s Most Important Laws?
Among 148 diverse respondents to our survey, there was a suprising amount of agreement 
on the 25 most important laws -- those judged to have the greatest impact on the people 
of Pennsylvania or the institutions of state and local government, regardless of whether the 
direction of impact was judged mostly positive, mostly negative, or mixed (Table 1; the 
impact ratings of all 50 enactments can be found in Table C-1). 
 The personal income tax (Act 2 of 1971) was ranked first on this criterion.  Given that 
the tax is the largest single source of state revenues and therefore is critically important to 
all state programs and functions supported by the general fund, this ranking is not surpris-
ing.  Had the survey also allowed an evaluation of the “difficulty of the task,” as did the 
Brookings study, it is likely that this enactment would have ranked first on that measure, 
as well.  Pennsylvania was the  43rd state to enact such a tax, which had been advocated 
by Democratic and Republican governors but rejected by the legislature for more than a 
decade, as the state’s finances -- and the budget process itself -- descended into a shambles 
in the 1960s.  Democratic Governor Milton J. Shapp was elected in 1970 after pledg-
ing to pursue the income tax.  Even then, the law had to be passed twice because the first 
measure, which provided for graduated rates, was invalidated by the Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court on grounds that it violated the Constitution’s uniformity provisions.  As we shall 
see, this law drops to fifth on achievement, that is when the impact rating is modified by 
respondents’ direction rating (whether the impact was mostly positive, mixed, or mostly 
negative).
 It also should be noted that although this tax is sometimes criticized because its rate is 
flat rather than graduated, it does tax both earned and unearned (investment) income, and 
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it does include progressive features authorized in the Constitution, namely exemptions for 
poverty, age, and disability.  Since its enactment, the rate has risen and fallen and is higher 
today than when first legislated, but the exemptions also have been expanded.
 Ranking second and ninth in impact, respectively, were two laws providing tens of 
thousands of public employees with collective bargaining rights.  Act 195 of 1970 provided 
most non-uniformed public employees, including most notably public school teachers, 
with the right to organize unions and with a limited right to strike.  Act 111 of 1968 pro-
hibited uniformed public safety employees, essentially police officers and firefighters, from 
striking but did provide for binding arbitration if negotiations failed to resolve differences 
between their unions and their public employers.  Both laws were passed with overwhelm-
ing bipartisan support and signed by Republican Governor Raymond Shafer.  As we shall 
see, these laws drop out of the top 25 on achievement, because many (but not most) 
respondents -- probably concerned about the costs of municipal and school district labor 
contracts and the occurrence of school strikes -- viewed their impacts as more negative than 
positive.  On achievement, Act 111 is ranked 37th and Act 195 46th.
 Another law in the top 25 also affected public employees.  Act 9 of 2001, 16th in im-
pact, expanded investment authority for the state and school teachers pension systems and 
liberalized benefits for retirees.  This law, however, which has been blamed for aggravat-
ing the two system’s unfunded pension liabilities, was ranked last of all 50 enactments in 
achievement and in fact was the only law judged on average to have had mostly negative 
effects.
 Enactments extending health insurance to children (Act 113 of 1992) and pharmaceuti-
cal benefits to the elderly (PACE and PACENET) ranked third and fourth respectively.  
Also in the top 25 in the areas of health and social policy were legislation requiring welfare 
recipients to work and limiting benefits to  two years (Act 35 of 1996), which was ranked 
13th, and safeguarding the rights of the mentally ill (Act 133 of 1976) ranked 22nd.  (The 
mental health legislation, however, dropped slightly to 26th on achievement.)
 Four enactments on environmental policy were in the top 25.  Tied for fifth were a 
constitutional amendment establishing citizens’ rights to clean air and water and related 
legislation creating a state agency to enforce environmental laws.  Also in this category are  
enactments providing for hazardous waste cleanup (12th), the  “PENNVEST” program 
authorizing financing for water and sewer projects (14th), and the “Clean and Green” pro-
gram protecting agricultural and forest land (17th). 
 Two enactments provided for property tax relief.  Tied for fifth was legislation creating 
the state lottery and directing proceeds to property tax relief and free mass transit for senior 
citizens (Act 91 of 1971).  Ranked 10th were related laws authorizing, regulating, and tax-
ing slot machines and table games to fund school property tax relief.  This enactment also 
directed funds to the state’s horse racing industry.  It ranks 42nd in achievement, probably 
due to respondents worried about the social impact of legalizing gambling and perhaps also 
about controversies arising from initial licensing decsions.
 Three enactments in the top 25 dealt with public safety, including a law establishing a 
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toll-free 911 number (7th), requiring sexual offenders to register their residences (20th, 
falling to 25th on achievement), and lowering thresholds and stiffening penalties for drunk 
driving (25th, but moving up to 17th on achievement).
 Three enactments in the top 25 deal with transportation, led by legislation (Act 120 of 
1970) that consolidated transportation functions in six departments into a new agency 
with broader powers, the modern PennDOT (11th).  Also in this category were  Act 26 
of 1991, establishing dedicated funding for mass transit capital projects (21st but 25th on 
achievement) and Act 176 of 1974, providing for no-fault automobile insurance (24th, 
but moving up to 14th on achievement).  A similar insurance reform law (Act 6 of 1990) 
reduced rates for drivers who opt to forego their right to sue for pain and suffering, a law 
suggested by one of our respondents (see Appendix D).
 Economic development legislation authorizing the state to invest capital funds in eco-
nomic, cultural, civic, and historical improvement projects not owned by the state ranked 
15th (but it dropped to 35th on achievement).  The PennVest and mass transit capital 
funding legislation already mentioned also could be grouped in the category of infrastruc-
ture investment.
 Two civil rights measures were ranked together at 18th: a constitutional amendment 
prohibiting discrimination based on sex (which the US Constitution lacks) and a law rees-
tablishing and expanding the powers of the Human Relations Commission.
 Finally, two of the top 25 fall into the category of family law.  Act 12 of 1980, establish-
ing no-fault divorce, was ranked 19th (but 27th on achievement) and Act 64 of 1989 re-
quiring physicians to inform women about health risks, obtain parental consent and abide 
by  24-hour waiting period for abortions was ranked 23rd (but 43rd on achievement).
 Somewhat surprising were the relatively low rankings of three energy enactments: 
deregulation of electricity (Act 138 of 1996) at 37th and natural gas (Act 21 of 1999) at 
43rd and requirements for increased use of alternative energy sources (Act 213 of 2004) 
at 39th.  Three education enactments also ranked low on the  list of the top 50, although 
perhaps for understandable reasons: the charter school law (Act 22 of 1997) at 27th, the 
adequate school funding law (Act 61 of 2008), and the Educational Empowerment Act 
and Philadelphia School Reform legislation (Acts 16 of 2000 and 88 of 2002, respectively) 
at 50th, or last on the list.  The charter school and empowerment laws have not affected 
most school districts in the state, and the adequate school funding legislation had just been 
passed in 2008, so when we began our study in 2010 its long-term goals were threatened 
by the recession.  It should be noted that these energy and education measures were ranked 
relatively low only on a list of the 50 most important enactments out of the thousands 
enacted since 1968.

What Laws Ranked Highest on Achievement?
When the impact scores of the most important enactments are modified by the respon-
dents’ judgment of direction (whether the laws had mostly positive, mostly negative, or 
mixed effects), eight important laws drop out of the top 25, replaced by other enactments, 
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Top 25 Enactments on Achievement, All Respondents
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and the rankings of most of the other 17 laws change somewhat. (Table 2 shows the top 25 
enactments ranked on achievement and Table C-2 all 50 enactments on achievement.)
 All but one of the 50 enactments in the  survey were judged to have more positive than 
negative effects (the exception being the 2001 Retirement Code amendments) and thus 
can be considered legislative achievements.  Some of the changes, as we shall see later, 
result because Republicans and Democrats, on the one hand, and self-described liberals, 
moderates, and conservatives on the other, agree on the importance of laws but disagree 
on their direction.  But to a large extent, the enactments that fell in ranking did so because 
some respondents of both parties and all three ideological views felt their effects had been 
more negative than positive. 
 The Children’s Health Care Act tops the achievement rankings, moving up from 3rd 
on impact. Under our scoring system, therefore, this legislation, which was copied by 
many other states and by the federal government, wins the designation as the state’s great-
est legislative achievement. The personal income tax fell from 1st on impact to 5th on 
achievement.
 Other health care and social policy legislation also fared well.  The PACE and 
PACENET prescription drug program for senior citizens, was rated 3rd on achievement, 
up from 4th on impact.  Welfare reform was rated 13th on impact and 12th on achieve-
ment. Legislation requiring most employer provided insurance plans to cover treatment for 
drug and alcohol abuse broke into the top 25, ranking 22nd on achievement, up from a tie 
for 32nd on impact.
   Perhaps the most notable shift, however, is the disappearance from the top 25 of the 
three laws affecting public employees. Act 111, providing binding arbitration for public 
safety personnel, drops from 9th on impact to 37th on achievement, and Act 195, allowing 
most other public employees to engage in collective bargaining and to strike, falls from 2nd 
in importance to 46th on achievement.  Among all recipients, both of these laws received 
slightly positive overall ratings on direction.  The 2001 retirement code amendments, how-
ever, fell from 16th in importance to 50th on achievement and, as noted above, was the 
only law judged to have mostly negative effects.  It seems reasonable to assume that many 
respondents of both parties thought that the benefits of these three laws to employees and 
perhaps in better services to citizens were outweighed by their fiscal costs to employers and 
ultimately to taxpayers.
 Other enactments dropping out of the top 25 were the Race Horse Development Act 
(from 10th to 42nd ), Redevelopment Capital Assistance (from 15th to 35th), the regula-
tion of abortions (from 23rd to 43rd), the Mental Health Procedures Act (from 22nd to 
26th), and no-fault divorce (from 19th to 27th).  
 The eight replacements in the top 25 seem to reflect concerns with current problems and is-
sues.  They include, in addition to the drug and alcohol insurance law, two government  reform 
measures, two measures to protect homebuyers and other borrowers, two laws designed to help 
municipalities deal with fiscal pressures, and a law requiring counties to develop emergency 
management plans, which was ranked 20th on achievement, up from 41st on impact.
The government reform enactments are legislation reestablishing and expanding the scope 
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of the state ethics commission (Act 9 of 1989), which was ranked 15th on achievement, up 
from a tie for 32nd on impact, and transparency legislation (Act 134 of 2006 and Act 2 of 
2008) ranked 18th on achievement, up from 37th on impact,  Act 134 reestablished and 
expanded lobbyist regulation requirements, and Act 2, known as the Open Records law, 
requires government agencies to provide citizens with access to or copies of most govern-
ment records.  Another good government measure, the Sunshine Act, was ranked 7th on 
achievement, moving up from 8th on impact.
 Perhaps reflecting sensitivity to the collapse of housing values in the recession, respon-
dents moved two relatively old acts protecting home buyers into the top 25 on achieve-
ment: the Homeowners Assistance Act (Act 91 of 1983) and the Loan Interest and 
Protection Act (Act 6 of 1974) were ranked 19th and 23rd on achievement, respectively, 
up from 35th and 40th on impact.
 Likewise, awareness of the fiscal pressures confronting municipalities in the recession 
may have influenced respondents to rate the distressed cities and Philadelphia oversight 
legislation  (Act 47 of 1987 and Act 6 of 1991) 21st on achievement, up from 26th on im-
pact, and the Municipal Pension Reform Act (Act 205 of 1984) to 24th on achievement, 
up from 30th. 
 Civil rights legislation prohibiting discrimination based on sex and empowering the 
Human Relations Commission to investigate complaints of discrimination was rated 16th 
on achievement, up from 18th on impact.
 Four important environmental enactments remained in the top 25 when adjusted for 
direction.  The environmental amendment to the Constitution and legislation creating the 
Department of Environmental Resources ranked 4th on achievement, up from tied for 5th 
on impact.  Hazardous sites cleanup legislation was 6th on achievement, up from 12th on 
impact.  PENNVEST legislation moved from 14th on impact to 8th on achievement, and 
farmland protection legislation moved from 17th on impact to 11th on achievement.
 Laws affecting public safety also held their ground.  The Public Safety Telephone Act 
moved from 7th on impact to 2nd on achievement, as its direction was overwhelmingly 
positive.  Megan’s Law moved from 20th on impact to 13th on achievement, and drunk 
driving legislation rose from 25th on impact to 17th on achievement.
 Remaining in the top 25 but losing some ground were legislation establishing the 
state lottery and directing much of the proceeds to fund property tax, and mass transit 
assistance to senior citizens, 10th on achievement down from tied for 5th on impact, 
and dedicated capital funding for mass transit, 25th on achievement, down from 21st on 
impact.
 The five enactments ranked lowest on achievement also seemed to reflect some revi-
sionist assessments of past decisions.  They are: Act 195 authorizing public employees to 
engage in collective bargaining and to strike (46th), the Educational Empowerment and 
Philadelphia School Reform Acts (47th), the deregulation of electricity (48th), legisla-
tion authorizing charter schools (49th), and as already noted the retirement code amend-
ments of 2001, the only enactment judged to have mostly negative effects (50th).  It 
should be remembered, however, that these enactments ranked low relative only in a list 
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of 50 of the most significant enactments of thousands of laws passed between 1968 and 
2008.  By any commonsense standard, they are important laws.

Was More Accomplished under Unified or Divided Government?
During the 41 years covered by this study, Pennsylvania experienced 23 years of divided 
government (with different parties controlling the legislative chambers or the governor’s 
office) and 18 years of unified government (one party controlling the House, Senate, and 
governor’s office).   Legislation enacted under divided government necessarily requires a 
measure of bipartisan cooperation, while laws enacted under unified government don’t 
necessarily require bipartisan support, although many such laws might in fact have been 
supported by members of both parties. 
 Seven of the 50 enactments involve more than one passage of more than one bill, but 
of these only two involve legislative action under both divided and unified government: 
the environmental protection enactments, ranked 4th on impact, and civil rights enact-
ments, ranked 18th on impact.   Putting those two aside, we find that 14 of the remaining 
23 enactments in the top 25 were accomplished during divided government and nine were 
accomplished during unified government (Table 3).

Top 25 Enactments Divided and Unified Government with Impact Scores

table 3

Average	 3.54

Average	 3.57
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Extending the analysis to include all of the  enactments on the questionnaire, we find that 
more were enacted under unified than divided government and that unified government 
has a somewhat higher per-year average (Table 4).1

Nevertheless, analyzing the 48 enactments by whether they were accomplished under uni-
fied or divided government allows us to answer the question for Pennsylvania state gov-
ernment that David Mayhew raised with respect to the federal government:  Has divided 
government been an obstacle to passing important laws?  Based on this study, No. 2 
 On the other hand, among all respondents, the average impact and achievement ratings 
under divided government (3.34, 2.92) are somewhat higher than under unified govern-
ment (3.19, 2.59). It should be noted, of course, that the enactments on the survey were 
chosen with the help of a bipartisan panel and that the impact and achievement ratings 
reflect the judgments of a bipartisan survey.  It is therefore not surprising that laws enacted 
under divided government drew higher ratings.  Based on this analysis, we can conclude 
that important laws can be achieved under divided government, which is consistent with 
Mayhew’s findings, although they are somewhat less likely.

Top 50 Enactments under Unified and Divided Government

table 4

1 Altogether, 91 laws underlie the 50 enactments (Table C-4 in Appendix C).  Of these, 61 were enacted 
during unified government and 30 during divided government, but the unified government category in-
cludes the 37 laws adopted during the special session on crime in 1995 (36 excluding Megan’s Law, also 
passed during this session).  Excluding the special session acts, there are 24 laws enacted under unified 
government compared to 30 under divided government.  

2 It should be noted, however, that in Volume I of this series, McLaughlin (2012) cites evidence that 
divided government, along with the need for higher taxes, is associated with late general fund budgets.  
This study did not include annual budgets on the survey questionnaire, despite their huge importance, 
for reasons already discussed.
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What Was the Role of the Parties in Enacting Important Laws?
Next, we looked at which party was more successful in achieving important enactments 
when it had unified control of state government. We took the number of laws enacted by a 
party that controlled the House, Senate, and governor’s office and averaged it by the years 
that they held a majority.  From Table 4, we see the Democrats had 10 important enact-
ments over the span of seven years; and Republicans had 17 enactments over 11 years.
 Another way of assessing the role of the parties is to compare the number of laws under-
lying the enactments accomplished under the Democratic and Republican governors since 
1968 (Table 5).  Note that the count for the Ridge-Schweiker administration would be 11 
if the 37 acts passed during the special session on crime are excluded.

Does Party or Ideology Affect Judgments of Pennsylvania’s Most Important Laws?
Our questionnaire asked respondents to identify themselves as Democrats, Republicans or 
Independents and also to place themselves on an ideological scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is 
most liberal, 3 is middle of the road, and 5 is most conservative.
 According to a common statistical test,  on the whole, neither party nor ideology signifi-
cantly affected the ranking3 of all 50 enactments, with few exceptions.  As might be ex-
pected, Democrats and liberals rated the personal income tax higher on achievement (both 
had it at 3rd) than Republicans (10th) and conservatives (9th).   On the other hand, these 
groups did not differ by much in their rankings of collective bargaining (Act 195), welfare 
reform, and abortion laws, where ideology might be expected to play a role.  In the case of 
the latter, it may be that liberal and conservative rankings were similar for different reasons. 

3 The Spearman Rank-Order Correlation test indicated very weak negative correlations between the way 
Democrats and Republicans, on the one hand, and conservatives, liberals, and moderates on the other, 
ranked the 50 enactments on achievement.  Their ranking disagreements were not significant.

Laws Underlying the 50 Enactments by Governors’ Terms

table 5
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Liberals, who ranked the act 41st on achievement, might be somewhat pleased that the act 
provided access to abortions and conservatives, who ranked it 47th, might be disappointed 
that the restrictions are not sufficiently severe.   Answering one of the  questions that 
motivated our study, we found that overall, the 50 enactments were rated somewhat higher 
on achievement by conservatives (2.89) than liberals (2.73), an indication that on balance 
Pennsylvania’s important legislative output is moderately conservative by this measure.   As 
might be expected, moderates fell in the middle (2.75).4 Similarly, Republicans rated the 
50 enactments at 2.87, while Democrats rated them at 2.75.

Do Observers Differ from Legislators in Ranking Important Laws?
Most of the respondents in our survey were participants in one or more roles in state 
government, particularly the 43 current and 66 former legislators.  Our respondent pool 
also included 14 reporters and 14 professors who are observers rather than participants.  
When we compare the achievement rankings of 109 current and former legislators to the 
achievement rankings of the 28 observers, we find a moderately weak negative relationship;  
that is, the two groups disagree in their overall rankings but not substantially (Table C-6).  
However, there are noteworthy differences on individual enactments.
 Among the largest, and in some respects surprising, differences are on the achievement 
scores of the personal income tax  (5th by legislators and only 20th by observers); no-fault 
divorce (22nd by legislators and 39th by observers), and deregulation of electricity (49th 
by legislators and 22nd by observers).  
 Legislators ranked the CHIP program first, and prescription drugs for the elderly sec-
ond.  Observers ranked the prescription program first and CHIP 4th.  The two groups did 
not differ much in their rankings of Act 195 (44th by legislators and 48th by observers), 
Act 111 (37th by legislators and 46th by observers), and abortion control (46th by legisla-
tors and 38th by observers).

 

4 Two studies (Erikson, Wright and McIver 1993 and Crain 2003) have found Pennsylvania’s elected 
officials to produce moderately liberal policies when all 50 states are ranked on policy ideology, which 
would appear to contradict  this conclusion.  It should be noted, however, that beliefs and policies that 
Pennsylvanians see as conservative could be regarded as liberal in other states in the broader context of  
comparative studies.  Our respondent pool is roughly in line with evidence cited by Erikson and his col-
leagues and Crain with respect to the ideology of Pennsylvanians.  More members of the public and our 
respondents regard themselves as conservatives than liberals.  Similarly, Kennedy found more legislators 
identified themselves as conservative than liberals, and he concluded “that the Pennsylvania legislature 
must be considered a moderately conservative body” (1999:82).  Unlike Kennedy’s legislators, our re-
spondents also had the option of describing themselves as moderates, and as is shown in Table A-1, that 
was the second largest category after conservatives.  It should be noted that all of these studies are based 
on data from the 1990s or earlier, although survey measures of citizen ideology have generally proven 
stable over time. 
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What Respondents Told Us about Enactments We Did Not Include
Although we put a great deal of effort into designing a study that would systematically if 
not scientifically identify the most important laws and the legislature’s greatest achieve-
ments, we recognize that lists like ours are always debatable.  We were sure that at least 
some of the respondents would feel that our questionnaire missed some important laws 
and perhaps that we included laws that they felt were not that important.  As a result, the 
questionnaire invited them to nominate other laws as among the most important and to 
indicate whether the benefits of these laws were mostly positive, mixed, or mostly negative.  
We also left space for more general comments.
 Overall, reponses to the survey itself were overwhelmingly positive, with several respon-
dents commenting on how interesting it was to answer.  One voiced concern over the 
length of the survey and complexity of the laws.5 Some respondents stated they wished 
they had had access to records establishing what the impact of the law was.  One stated 
a preference for listing older laws as more positive since the consequences are more well 
known.  Several respondents commented that the most important law the state passes is 
funding education, some stating that the costing-out study should have been followed.  A 
few respondents voiced similar views, saying the most important legislation is done every 
year: the budget.  Other respondents commented that without proper funding levels, large 
or small, legislation alone does nothing.  
 Additional enactments suggested are listed in Appendix D.  We should note here that 
we could not identify all of the laws suggested by respondents, and as a result, the list in 
Appendix D is not as comprehensive as we would have liked.  Our respondents did come 
up with good suggestions, some of which we simply missed and others of which we had 
regrettably excluded due to feedback from our expert panel and from our desire to keep the 
total list to 50 enactments.

Conclusion
We learned a great deal from this study and hope that the survey respondents and our 
readers did, too.  We learned that important and beneficial laws have been passed under 
both divided and unified government, and that both parties and all of the governors since 
1968 have contributed to this record.  Although our list of important laws was regarded 
somewhat more favorably by Republicans and conservatives than by Democrats and liber-
als, we also learned that despite their partisan and ideological differences,  the respondents 
generally agreed on what laws were important and on the beneficial effects of these laws.  
We also found that some respondents thought that laws that must have been regarded as 
positive when enacted have in retrospect had negative effects.  Paul C. Light’s study showed 
that federal government has accomplished many important things.  We feel that our study 
has shown that the Pennsylvania General Assembly  has done the same.  

14

5 We also heard oral comments that the questionnaire was too complex.  Our assertion on the cover that 
the survey could be completed in 10 minutes or less was based on testing it with our instructors, who 
knew more than the average respondent about the various laws.  
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appendix a   methodology
This project began after Representative Chris Ross (R-Chester) spoke to one of our classes 
during the fall of 2010, when we were enrolled as student-interns in Temple University’s 
Pennsylvania Capital Semester. Rep. Ross talked about the difficult decisions facing a  state 
government that was divided between branches, chambers, and parties and that needed to 
address huge fiscal problems in the wake of the recession: either raise taxes, cut services, or 
do both.  This led us to wonder whether it was harder for the General Assembly to pass 
important legislation during divided or unified government and whether the state’s laws re-
flected a liberal or conservative ideology. Our professors – Joseph McLaughlin and Michael 
Cassidy – advised us that determining what laws were important and what ideology the 
laws reflected were matters of opinion.  They suggested that we tackle these questions by 
conducting a survey of “experts” similar to that conducted by Paul Light and published 
by the Brookings Institution in a 2002 study entitled Government’s Greatest Achievements.  
They also suggested that we look at David Mayhew’s 1991 study, Divided We Govern, for 
ideas on how to define important laws and how to measure whether divided government 
is an obstacle to legislative achievement. Both of these studies focused on federal laws and 
policies; we could find no other studies that attempted to identify important state laws.

Choosing the Enactments
We chose as the time frame for our study the period from 1968, when the current 
Pennsylvania Constitution was adopted, to 2008, the last completed legislative session 
prior to our internships. Light went through documents summarizing annual achievements 
of the Congress, such as the Congressional Quarterly Almanac, Public Papers of the President 
of the United States, and many more (Light 2002). Then he provided a list of candidates 
for the “greatest achievement” designation to history and political science professors, 
with approximately 450 respondents ranking the candidates in their perceived order of 
importance.  
 Following Light’s model, we planned to go through end-of-the-year press releases by the 
four caucuses and the governor’s press office summarizing their view of the achievements 
during the previous year.  We also planned to review the governors’ budget addresses to de-
termine what they thought was most important in the previous year. However, the caucus-
es did not have consistent end-of-the-year reports spanning the entire time period. Many 
releases from the earlier years no longer existed, and in recent years they have stopped issu-
ing such accounts. Very few citations of laws could be found in governors’ budget messag-
es, because most of the speeches were goal-setting plans for the future rather recitations of 
past accomplishments, especially in the first year of newly elected governors. Like Mayhew, 
we made an attempt to review contemporary news media judgments of the most important 
laws but found no consistent record of such year-end or session-end reviews from either 
the Harrisburg Patriot-News or the Associated Press.  Similarly, we could find no previous 
historical attempts to identify important state laws by academic retrospective raters of the 
kind that were used in studies by Mayhew in Divided We Govern and by Joshua D. Clinton 



and John S. Lapinski (2006).
  We then adapted our approach to overcome these barriers. With the support of the gov-
ernor’s general counsel, we asked the general counsels in the state agencies to identify the 
laws they administered that met our criteria for time frame and for significant impact on 
the public or the institutions of state and local government. This decision ultimately saved 
us a good deal of time searching for documents and then poring over them. We contacted 
31 state agencies and from their responses composed a list of 93 laws.
 We then whittled the list down during a working lunch at Temple’s Harrisburg campus 
on December 8, 2010, with a panel of 15 state government experts, asking their help in 
reducing the list to the 50 most important.  The experts included former governors’ aides 
who had served as chiefs of staffs, legislative secretaries, press secretaries, budget secretaries, 
and policy secretaries.  It also included former legislators, senior legislative staff advisors, 
and a veteran member of the Capitol press corps.  Panel members were evenly balanced 
between the parties, and their collective experience covered the entire period of the study. 
During this discussion, these experts shared their insights on the background information 
leading to the enactment of the laws and what resulted from their enactment, as opposed 
to the original intention. The most important aspect of the meeting was the suggestion 
of additional laws not identified by the agency counsels.  Although dozens of laws were 
eliminated during this two-hour session, the experts also suggested a few laws not on our 
original list.  At the end of the luncheon, we had 63 candidates, although one of the panel’s 
suggestions was to include the legislation enacted during the 1995-96 special session on 
crime, which we subsequently determined to include 37 acts, including one already on our 
list, Megan’s Law.
 In executing the mail survey of our experts, we followed the recommendations in Don 
Dillman’s Mail and Telephone Surveys: The Tailored Design Method.  Understanding that a 
survey with too many choices would be daunting and would lower the response rate, and 
relying heavily on the advice of our professors, we reduced our list to 50, partly  by elimi-
nating laws that were repetitive or consolidating closely related laws into “enactments.” In 
taking this approach, we were influenced by David Mayhew’s Divided We Govern, which 
distinguished between laws, which could include later amendments that added little to 
their more important predecessors, and enactments, which represented important achieve-
ments that might have required two or more laws to implement but that he counted only 
once.  As an example, he counted the two Panama Canal Treaties of 1978 as a single enact-
ment.  Also following Mayhew, we eliminated from consideration budget and appropria-
tions bills, which represent hundreds of important but transitory  spending decisions that 
typically are in effect only for a single fiscal year.
 Our survey booklets varied somewhat on demographic questions (see Appendix B for 
the booklet sent to former legislators, for example), but each booklet listed and numbered 
the 50 enactments.  
 Forty-three of the enactments actually are single pieces of legislation; seven are multiple 
acts that we have combined into a single enactment. The most dramatic example is en-
actment number 34, which covers the 37 acts (including Megan’s Law) comprehensively 
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amending criminal laws that were produced by the special session on crime.  Given its 
prominence in the debate, we included one of those acts, Megan’s Law, as enactment 
35.  Another example is enactment number 40, Act 92 of 1989, which authorized tax-
free Keystone Opportunity Zones. Similar legislation soon followed along with further 
funding of these programs, (e.g., Keystone Opportunity Expansion Zones and Keystone 
Opportunity Improvement Zones). These closely related laws are treated as a single en-
actment in our study. In other cases, one law in a closely related group is so important it 
stands alone. Enactment number 28, Act 64 of 1989, set up stricter guidelines for provid-
ers of abortions, requiring them to provide information about health risks, obtain pa-
rental consent for minors, and abide by a 24-hour waiting period. This controversial law 
was upheld by the US Supreme Court in Planned Parenthood v. Casey, which became the 
governing case for abortions nationwide for decades. It was far more important than earlier 
Pennsylvania abortion laws, which we did not include in our questionnaire.  Altogether, 91 
laws, most of which were passed under unified government, underlie our 50 enactments 
(Table C-4).  If the 37 acts adopted during the special session on crime are excluded, how-
ever, divided government produced 30, and unified government 24, of the laws. 
 Finally, we also included only laws that we understood were still in effect at the time of 
the survey,  although perhaps in amended form.  The legislative pay raise of 2005 undoubt-
edly had a huge impact on the institution of the legislature itself, but it was quickly re-
pealed and so was not included in our list of laws.  After the list was finally cut down to 50, 
we used Dillman’s guidelines to format our survey booklet. To insure candid responses, we 
asked the respondents not to identify themselves; the survey was anonymous.  The survey 
asked the respondents to rank each enactment on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 signifying 
the least impact and 5 the most impact.  The survey also asked respondents to indicate the 
direction of impact, with a “+” for mostly positive impact, “0” for mixed impact, and “–“ 
for a mostly negative impact. 

Constructing the Sample
Our aim was to solicit opinions from as large as possible a group of “experts” who repre-
sented a variety of perspectives. Unlike the Brookings survey, which sampled experts from 
universities and think tanks, we had to rely heavily on participants in lawmaking. Our 
professors advised us that there were simply not enough professors familiar with the output 
of the General Assembly to constitute a large sample.  We did, however, solicit the views 
of members of the Pennsylvania Political Science Association and the Pennsylvania Policy 
Forum, an ad hoc group of professors who teach and write about state politics and policy 
and have been sponsoring symposiums for members.  We also sent surveys to reporters in 
the Capitol newsroom.  
 The largest single group consisted of current and retired legislators.  We started by 
surveying all 253 members serving in the 2011-12 session of the General Assembly, all 
former senators, and a random 50 percent sample of all former House members. We also 
surveyed the chiefs of staffs, general counsels, budget secretaries, legislative secretaries, and 
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press secretaries of the governors who served from 1968 to 2008.  Altogether, we had 536 
potential respondents.
 The back of the booklet asked respondents to provide party information and other de-
mographic information. Respondents also were asked to identify their ideology on a scale 
from 1 to 5, with 1 indicating most liberal, 3 indicating middle of the road, and 5 indicat-
ing most conservative.  The other questions varied somewhat for each group.  For example, 
the booklet for current legislators asked how many years of experience they have had in 
the each chamber while the retired members (the example displayed in Appendix B) were 
asked that question but also asked during what time period and in which chamber they 
served. (Some served in both chambers). Legislators and former legislators also were asked 
to characterize their districts as urban, suburban, rural, or mixed.  
 We mailed the questionnaires in March of 2011.  Ultimately, we received 148 responses.  
Although Democrats outnumbered Republicans and blacks appear to be  under-represent-
ed (but 57 respondents did not indicate their race), overall the respondents were roughly 
balanced on demographic dimensions.  Note that more than 70 percent of respondents 
reported that they had more than four years serving in state government or, in the case of 
reporters and professors, covering or studying state government.
 The back of the booklet also allowed the respondents to add any additional comments 
and to include important laws that they felt were left out of the survey. Within each enve-
lope, we attached a cover letter explaining the project and the objective of the study; the 
survey booklet, an addressed, postage-paid envelope for the respondents to use; and a self-
addressed and postage-paid post card for them to mail back separately and request a copy 
of the results once we are done. The postcard gave us the ability to know who had respond-
ed without compromising the anonymity of the survey booklets.  Reminder postcards were 
then sent to non-respondents.

Analyzing the Data
 We entered data from the 148 returned booklets into Excel spreadsheets for analysis, 
giving each respondent a unique identification number in vertical columns and each enact-
ment a unique identification number (which was also used in the questionnaire) in hori-
zontal rows. For each respondent, we recorded the impact score (from 1 to 5) and direction 
score, using a +1 for a plus sign, 0 for a 0, and -1 for a minus sign.  These data were used 
to calculate for each enactment an average impact score and an average direction score.  
The direction score is the percentage computed by dividing the number of plus 1s by the 
sum of the absolute values of the plus 1s and minus 1s.  Direction scores could thus range 
from 0.0 (perfectly negative) to 1.0 (perfectly positive), with 0.5 indicating perfectly mixed 
results.  Only one enactment received a direction score below 0.5, indicating more negative 
than positive effects.  The achievement score is the impact score multiplied by the direction 
score.
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Survey Respondents

table A-1
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appendix b

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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appendix b (cont’d)

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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appendix b (cont’d)

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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appendix b (cont’d)

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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appendix b (cont’d)

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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appendix b (cont’d)

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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appendix b (cont’d)

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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appendix b (cont’d)

Example of Questionnaire (For Former Legislators)
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APPENDIX C: TABLE C-1

50 Enactments, All Respondents on Impact
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TABLE C-1 (cont’d)

50 Enactments, All Respondents on Impact
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TABLE C-1 (cont’d)

50 Enactments, All Respondents on Impact



vo
lu

m
e ii

31

TABLE C-1 (cont’d)

50 Enactments, All Respondents on Impact
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TABLE C-2

50 Enactments, All Respondents on Achievement
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TABLE C-2 (cont’d)

50 Enactments, All Respondents on Achievement

Average	 2.78
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TABLE C-3

50 Enactments and Direction Scores
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TABLE C-3 (cont’d)

50 Enactments and Direction Scores
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TABLE C-3 (cont’d)

50 Enactments and Direction Scores
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TABLE C-4

Laws Underlying 50 Enactments during Unified and Divided Government
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TABLE C-5

Enactments, Rankings of Democrats and Republicans on Achievement
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TABLE C-5 (cont’d)

Enactments, Rankings of Democrats and Republicans on Achievement
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TABLE C-5 (cont’d)

Enactments, Rankings of Democrats and Republicans on Achievement
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TABLE C-5 (cont’d)

Enactments, Rankings of Democrats and Republicans on Achievement
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TABLE C-5 (cont’d)

Enactments, Rankings of Democrats and Republicans on Achievement
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TABLE C-6

Enactments, Rankings of Legislators, and Press and Academics on Achievement
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TABLE C-6 (cont’d)

Enactments, Rankings of Legislators, and Press and Academics on Achievement
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TABLE C-6 (cont’d)

Enactments, Rankings of Legislators, and Press and Academics on Achievement
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appendix d

Suggested Important Legislation



vo
lu

m
e ii

47

appendix d (cont’d)

Suggested Important Legislation
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