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CHAPTER 2

PREFERENCES REGARDING THE VERTICAL DISTRIBUTION  
OF AUTHORITY IN BRAZIL: ON MEASUREMENT  
AND DETERMINANTS1

Marta Arretche2  
Diogo Ferrari3  

Rogerio Schlegel4

 1 INTRODUCTION

Since the 1970s, the territorial reorganization of nation-states has taken center stage 
in the domestic politics of many countries and has attracted significant scholarly 
attention. Political scientists have applied considerable effort to measuring whether 
and the degree to which particular countries are centralizing or decentralizing (e.g., 
Hooghe, Marks e Schakel, 2010; Kazepov and Barberis, 2013). Scholars have also 
engaged in extended debate about the consequences of changes in the distribution 
of authority in federal countries. Still another group of scholars has been concerned 
with explaining public preferences for various positions regarding centralization 
or decentralization of authority in federal systems.

Our purpose in this article is to contribute to this final line of scholarly 
inquiry, by using survey data from Brazil to test competing propositions in the 
literature regarding the determinants of support for individual attitudes toward 
the vertical distribution of authority. Brazil is an ideal country for such a study, 
because the vertical distribution of authority has been the subject of repeated de-
bate and has undergone periodic rescaling in recent decades. The Brazilian military 
regime (1964-1985) was a highly centralized polity insofar as both taxation and 
the framing and implementation of nearly all policies were in the hands of central 
authorities (Draibe, 1994; Serra and Afonso, 1999). The transition to democracy 
was followed by increasing fiscal decentralization along with interregional redis-
tribution of tax revenues (Abrucio, 1998; Arretche, 2005). In the Constituent 

1. This article was originally published on Publius. The Journal of Federalism, vol. 46, issue 1. p. 77-102. Reuse was 
authorized by Oxford University Press under order number 4419620613747. Authors thank the valuable support of 
FAPESP, São Paulo Research Foundation (grant number 2013/07616-7); the Inter-American Development Bank, and 
CNPq (Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico) for the development of the study. 
2. Full professor of the Political Science Department and director of the Center for Metropolitan Studies (CEM).
3. PhD candidate at the University of Michigan and researcher from CEM. 
4. Professor at Unifesp and researcher from CEM.
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Assembly held in 1987 and 1988, the scale of policy-making and decision-making 
were at the forefront, along with a fierce dispute over the rules of interregional 
income redistribution (Ferrari, 2013; Leme, 1992; Souza, 1997), which eventually 
concentrated authority to frame subnational policies and taxation at the federal 
level (Arretche, 2007), increasing the extent of income redistribution among states 
(Ferrari, 2013; Leme, 1992), and decentralizing policy-making toward states and 
municipalities (Rezende, 2007; Souza, 1997). From the mid-1990s on, rescaling 
further entitled the Union to regulate and supervise the constituent units’ taxation 
and policy affairs (Almeida, 2005; Rodden, 2006). These decisions were approved 
peacefully in Brazil’s symmetric bicameral system, meaning that the states’ rights 
were not infringed (Arretche, 2013).

In conducting and analyzing a 2013 national survey of Brazilian citizens in 
this article, we make two main contributions to the scholarly literature on public 
opinion regarding vertical allocation of authority. First, we make a methodological 
contribution, by offering an original methodology to handle a pair of challenges 
the current literature faces. The first concerns how to observe such preferences. 
Many studies assume that citizens’ choices are framed by a dual federation model, 
where increasing the scope of authority of one government tier necessarily means 
reducing the competencies of another. We argue this assumption does not hold 
for marble-cake federations where citizens are politically educated by multi-polar 
institutions. The second refers to a conceptual conflation – which reflects on op-
erationalization measurement – of “wishes for change” and “preferences towards 
the architecture of the state”. Although both concepts refer to attitudes towards the 
vertical distribution of authority, we argue they do not grasp the same phenomena. 
We suggest that scholars would do well in future studies to frame survey questions 
and analyze the data in a way that takes account of these methodological concerns. 

We also aim in this article to contribute to a longstanding theoretical debate 
about the factors influencing citizen preferences regarding vertical distribution of 
authority in federal systems, by assessing the level of support for leading propositions 
in the context of Brazil. Scholars have advanced a range of theories and proposi-
tions regarding the importance of territorial identity, the role of socio-demographic 
factors, and the geography of income in determining individual preferences. Our 
main conclusion is that in contrast with a number of studies of other federal 
systems that stress the importance of territorial identification, in Brazil divisions 
on preferences regarding vertical distribution of authority cannot be explained by 
territorial identification. Instead, socio-economic status, age, gender, and within-
region inequality appear to be the best predictors of an individual’s preferences. 

This article proceeds according to the following outline. We first present the 
expectations of the literature regarding the origins of individual attitudes towards 
the vertical distribution of power. We then discuss conceptual and measurement 
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challenges and how they may hinder theoretical advances in research in this area. 
We then introduce the survey we conducted and our independent variables. We 
also discuss the way that we measure and analyze our dependent variable con-
cerning preferences toward the vertical distribution of authority. We then report 
our findings regarding the main determinants of individual preferences regarding 
vertical distribution of authority and conclude with some remarks about implica-
tions for future research.

2 EXPECTATIONS IN THE LITERATURE

Empirical studies on public attitudes toward the vertical distribution of authority 
have shown that its distribution varies across countries (Kincaid and Cole, 2011), 
within countries over time (Kincaid and Cole, 2011; Mullin, 2008; Wolak and 
Palus, 2010), and across regions within countries (del Pino and van Ryzin, 2012; 
Wlezien and Soroka, 2011). In turn, explanations of the sources of public attitudes 
toward allocation of authority emphasize three main factors: political culture, the 
geography of income, and individual socio-demographic attributes. 

Most studies advocate that political culture is the most important factor 
driving voters’ preferences about the design of government institutions, although 
diverse meanings of this concept are adopted (Kincaid and Cole, 2011). In any 
case, the argument’s theoretical foundation dates from Livingston’s (1952, p. 84) 
statement that the essence of State design “lies not in the institutional or consti-
tutional structure but in [the attitudes of ] society”. One strand of analysis equates 
political culture and territorial identification (Lijphart, 1968; Rokkan, 1975). Ac-
cording to this viewpoint – very influential in Europe –, demands for the rescaling 
of authority are mainly explained by the existence of deep-rooted communities 
with shared identity. Culturally heterogeneous societies create favorable condi-
tions for claims that range from devolution to independence so that such nations 
may have a say in policy design (Henderson et al., 2013; Jeffery, 2009; Keating, 
2013; Jeffery, Lodge and Schmueker, 2010; Moreno, 1997; Moreno and McEwen, 
2005). An alternative approach – very influential in North America – argues that 
trust has important implications for the public’s preferences towards the vertical 
distribution of authority (Chanley, Thomas and Rahn, 2000; Kincaid and Cole, 
2011), although such a sentiment may express either enduring orientation in favor 
of a political system or the evaluation of incumbents (Citrin and Luks, 2001). 
For instance, citizen support for devolution can result from distrust in the federal 
government (Hetherington and Nugent, 2001). 

A second strand of empirical findings shows that demographic factors at the 
individual level contribute to the structure of public opinion on issues concern-
ing the vertical distribution of authority. Mullin (2008, p. 214) shows that in the 
U.S., the more highly educated are less likely to support the federal government 
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taking the lead on policy initiatives, along with white people and conservatives. 
Del Pino and van Ryzin (2012) show that in Spain the elderly favor centraliza-
tion, whereas the more educated prefer decentralization. As it remains difficult 
to explain why individual attributes per se would generate confidence toward 
specific institutional arrangements, authors conjecture that such variables indeed 
express other latent variables such as concern for the delivery of specific policies 
(del Pino and van Ryzin, 2012); the socializing effect of previous institutions (del 
Pino and van Ryzin, 2012); and ideological preferences, whose association with 
specific arrangements depend on historical legacies (Mullin, 2008). As a result, 
the mechanism by which individuals’ attributes affect their preferences depends 
on their interaction with other non-observed – although not necessarily non-
observable – and (maybe) contextual factors.

An emerging approach, advanced primarily by political economy studies, 
presents the geography of income and inequality as the core determinant for voters’ 
preferences. The argument states that voters foresee the distributive consequences of 
alternative arrangements and choose those which maximize their income (Bolton 
and Roland, 1997). Therefore, decisions over institutional design are also choices 
about territorial income redistribution, with individuals’ preferences depending 
on interregional and intra-regional income inequality (Beramendi, 2012) or the 
jurisdiction’s income (Dahlby, Rodden and Wilson, 2009). 

Our purpose in this article is to determine which of these theories is best 
supported in the case of Brazil. As we have noted, political culture could be seen 
as the predominant focus of the literature but studies also point toward the role 
of economic and demographic factors as alternative explanations. Our intent is to 
test these theories in a way that overcomes some methodological challenges faced 
by prior research in this area. 

3 METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES

As mentioned above, the empirical studies developed thus far have found a great 
deal of variation in our subject of interest. No doubt such a situation may hinder 
theoretical advances once the field faces the problem of “too many variables and 
not enough cases” (Przeworski and Teune, 1970). But another set of challenges – 
and our main concern in this article – have to do with concepts and the resultant 
ways of observation. In this section, we identify some methodological challenges 
encountered by studies of public opinion regarding the distribution of authority 
in federal systems. 

Our first concern is that certain assumptions that hold true for some federal 
systems are not applicable to all them. Many studies of public opinion regarding 
the vertical distribution of authority assume a zero-sum game, where expanding 
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the power of a given level of government would necessarily mean diminishing 
the power of another level. Kincaid and Cole (2011) operated with this assump-
tion in their comparison of USA, Canada, and Mexico. Such a zero-sum game 
assumption may be plausible in dual federations where policy-making authority 
is clearly separated among jurisdictions. However, the dual model is rare among 
federal states (Braun, 2000; Grodzins, 1966; Rodden, 2004).

Our contention is that researchers should take account of the differences 
between dual-federal and multi-polar federal systems when constructing and 
analyzing public opinion surveys in this area. In multi-polar federations, there is 
not necessarily a contradiction if respondents say they would like all government 
levels to do more/less, even if they are referring to the very same policy. Since all 
tiers can feasibly make decisions or deliver policies, it is plausible that voters envis-
age change as affecting all levels at the same time. Therefore, we cannot diminish 
the amount of those preferring “more” from those favoring “less” activity of any 
given tier and presume that the arithmetic result reveals the public opinion. Public 
preferences cannot be understood as the net value of a zero-sum game between 
groups of individuals and government tiers. 

A second concern is that most studies on public preferences regarding inter-
governmental responsibilities conflate “wishes for change” and “preferences toward 
the architecture of the state”, as if they were the same phenomenon. A number of 
studies have focused on citizens’ responses to questions asking whether the national 
(or the state, or the local) government should do more/less than they currently have, 
either in general or regarding specific policies (see Schneider, Jacoby and Lewis, 
2010; Wlezien and Soroka, 2011). However, only those responding they want 
“more” or “less” are taken into account when data is treated. Neutrals are usually 
disregarded from the analysis. Such a way of handling survey responses captures 
how many want change, since only those that wish either to further empower or 
reduce the competences of a specific government level are considered. Nonetheless, 
respondents declaring that they are neutral when asked about wanting “more/less” 
policy responsibilities to be allocated to a given government simply mean that they 
do not want change, but these respondents can feasibly have certain preferences 
towards the architecture of the state. 

Additionally, the number of neutral respondents is not negligible. They can 
reach up to 20 percent of respondents (see Kincaid and Cole, 2011, p. 67; Schneider, 
Jacoby and Lewis, 2010, p. 7). Given the sizable number of neutral respondents, 
it is important to be alert to the possibility that including neutral responses can 
change the profile of the public opinion obtained through surveys. Depending on 
the share of respondents preferring the status quo, ignoring their preferences risks 
a serious distortion of voters’ preferences, since we cannot assume they are evenly 
distributed among the available options of institutional design. Therefore, if we 
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want to measure preferences towards the vertical distribution of authority we need 
to know what those in favor of the status quo intend to preserve.

We suggest a methodology that truly takes multi-polarity into account and 
distinguishes preferences for change from the architecture of the state. As specified 
below, the former will be addressed by an original way of controlling the internal 
consistency of individual’s answers regarding their preferences. Based on this meth-
odology we can include the choices of neutrals into the analysis, and so assess the 
public opinion regarding the architecture of the state. 

4 RESEARCH DESIGN

On March 2013,5 we conducted a national survey of Brazilian citizens’ attitudes 
to key characteristics of the Brazilian federation. The questions were designed to 
allow comparisons with similar projects. Accordingly, we included many questions 
of the CANS6 project questionnaire, with additional questions suitable to test 
propositions advanced by Kincaid and Cole (2011) and Del Pino and van Ryzin 
(2012) along with hypotheses related to the geography of income framework.7

Studies on Brazil usually aggregate states into five macro-regions. Although 
these have no administrative or political power, each macro-region encompasses 
states with similar characteristics and cultural identity. Accordingly, the survey 
developed a representative sample of these macro-regions: South (SU), Southeast 
(SE), North (NO), Northeast (NE), and Center-West (CW) of 2,285 interview-
ees, eighteen-years old or over.8 Interviewees were distributed according to quotas 
on age, gender, and schooling, based on the 2010 Brazilian Census data. Circa 
four hundred interviews were conducted in each of the five macro-regions. Three 
states – selected based on their ranking in national income distribution – were 
also oversampled in two different macro-regions: the wealthiest state, São Paulo 
(SP); a poor and largely unequal state, Bahia (BA); and a poor and comparatively 
less-unequal state, Ceará (CE). Each was sampled so as to represent an indepen-
dent, representative stratum, with a margin of error of less than 5 percent. Figure 
1 shows how each state ranks in national income distribution whereas figure 2 
displays declared territorial-cultural identity.

5. The period chosen to conduct the survey was scheduled so as to avoid proximity with the elections, which are suspected 
to affect voter’s perception on the importance of government-tiers. The last Brazilian local government elections were 
held in October 2012, whereas general elections were scheduled for late 2014. 
6. The CANS (Citizenship After Nation-State) project, led by Charles Jeffery and Ailsa Henderson, applied a common 
questionnaire to randomly selected samples of at least 900 respondents in 14 regions of five European countries, 
starting in 2009. 
7. No doubt our findings can be affected by contextual factors since we gauged voters’ perception only for one point 
in time. Therefore, we should be cautious on the generality of our results. It does not make them less important as an 
assessment of how preferences on the vertical distribution of authority are formed in countries like Brazil. 
8. As in the CANS Project and part of the data employed by Kincaid and Cole (2011), interviews were conducted 
by telephone.
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FIGURE 1
Distribution of territories by income and Gini coefficient

Source: IBGE, Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra Domiciliar, 2013 (household survey).
Obs.: BA = Bahia; NE = Northeast; NO = North; CE = Ceara; CW = Center-West; SE = Southeast; SP = Sao Paulo; SU = South.
Publisher’s note:  Figure displayed in low resolution and whose layout and texts could not be formatted and proofread due to 

the technical characteristics of the original files.

FIGURE 2
Distribution of identification by territories

Source: Survey Images of the Brazilian Federation.
Obs.:  National identity comprises respondents declaring to be more attached to Brazil than to their home state and those 

attached to Brazil only; Regional Identity gathers respondents declaring to be more attached to their home state than 
to Brazil and those attached to their home state only; Dual Identity refers to respondents equally attached to Brazil and 
to their home state.
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In figure 1, units are distributed in two dimensions: inequality (Gini coef-
ficient) and wealth (average per capita income of respondents’ households, in 
Brazilian currency). The Northeast region (NE), the poorest and most unequal, 
returned average per capita income of less than BRL 700 (equivalent to US$ 350 
at the time of the interviews) and a Gini coefficient over 0.54. The Northeast 
(NE) and the North (NO) macro-regions both display levels of inequality above, 
and levels of wealth below, the Brazilian means (shown by dotted lines). Two of 
the oversampled states belong to the Northeast macro-region, and thus appear in 
the upper left of the chart. Bahia state (BA) is as unequal as the average found for 
the Northeast macro-region, whereas the Ceará state (CE) is slightly poorer and 
reasonably less unequal than Bahia.

The wealthiest macro-regions appear on the right side of the chart. Their aver-
age per capita income is over BRL 1200 (US$ 600). The Gini coefficient for the 
Southeast (SE) macro-region practically coincides with the dotted line representing 
the Brazilian mean. The Center-West macro-region is more unequal, whereas the 
South macro-region is the least unequal. São Paulo (SP), a southeastern state and 
the wealthiest unit surveyed, has a Gini coefficient below the national average.

Figure 2 displays values for territorial identity. We applied the “Linz-Moreno 
question”9 to ask respondents their feelings towards either their state of residence 
or Brazil, with five excluding options (Moreno, 2001). Options ranged from high 
regional identity to high national identity.10 Answers were aggregated by assigning 
respondents to three categories. Those equally attached to Brazil and to their home 
state were considered as having a dual identity. Those identified with their own 
state, but not with the country, plus those who felt more attached to their own 
state than towards the country, were considered to have a regional identity (R). 
Lastly, a third category comprised those who reported attachment to Brazil, but 
not to their home state, plus those who declared greater attachment to the country 
than to their own state. These were considered to have a national identity (N).

The group with dual identity exceeds the two pole groups in every unit of 
observation. This is an important finding regarding the type of territorial attach-
ment that best describes Brazil. In the CANS project none of the five countries 
surveyed returned similar scores for this dual attachment, revealing more polarized 

9. In fact, what is known as the Moreno question is not Moreno’s. The first to propose and use it were Juan Linz and 
his collaborators at DATA in public opinion surveys carried out in 1979. See Moreno (2006: footnote 3). Authors thank 
one of the Publius’s anonymous reviewers for this remark. 
10. Question: I am going to read several statements and you choose which one best describes your feelings. (1) I iden-
tify with my [state of residence], but not with Brazil; (2) I identify more with my [state of residence] than with Brazil; 
(3) I identify equally with my [state of residence] and with Brazil; (4) I identify more with Brazil than with my [state of 
residence]; or (5) I identify with Brazil, but not with my [state of residence].
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identities (Jones et al., 2012, p. 22).11 It also gives no support for Shayo’s (2009, p. 
158) conjecture that in less economically advanced countries, regions play a more 
prominent role than the nation for an individual’s identity. Instead, this finding 
suggests that Brazil must belong to a group of federations where the majority of 
citizens display a dual territorial identity. One can observe that the geographies of 
identity and income do not seem to correlate. Poorer and wealthier regions display 
different patterns of feelings of attachment.12 

We now turn to describe the methods we rely on to explain citizens’ preferences 
regarding centralization and decentralization in Brazil. We start by introducing 
each of the independent variables in our study, explaining how we measure each 
these variables, and setting out our expectations for their influence on preferences 
regarding centralization or decentralization.

Per capita household income: Two different questions were asked about the 
approximate total income in the household and the number of people therein 
residing; accordingly, our per capita income measure refers to the respondent’s 
household. In addition, a measure test conducted with the 2010 Census data 
returned values which, although not quite the same, are distributed in such a way 
that it strongly correlates with the values we collected. We are therefore confident 
that the geography of income returned by our survey is reliable as an independent 
variable. This variable aims to test hypotheses with a political economy approach 
and, combined with education, test Del Pino and Van Ryzin’s (2012) proposition 
that the individuals’ social class matters for preferences regarding institutional design.

State GDP: This variable was selected to test the proposition that the jurisdic-
tions’ revenue is what matters (Dahlby, Rodden and Wilson, 2009). Accordingly, 
we would expect that, regardless of their income, people prefer centralized authority 
if their own region’s wealth is below the national average. Likewise, people living 
in wealthier regions are expected to prefer decentralized designs, regardless of their 
individual incomes. 

Gini Coefficient: This variable aims at assessing whether within-region and 
interregional inequality interact when preferences for institutional design are at 
stake. We expect the rich and the poor to have variable preferences according to 
their territorial unit characteristics. In our poor and more unequal cases (NO, NE, 
BA, CE), and provided that they are entitled to obtain federal transfers – which is a 

11. Only 4 out of the 14 regions observed scored 50% or more on dual identity: Salzburg (Germany), Alsace (France), 
Galicia and Castilla la Mancha (Spain); no region in the United Kingdom and Austria showed comparable figures.
12. Migration history can be deployed in the endeavor to understand this territorial distribution of feelings of belong-
ing. From the 1970s on, the three macro-regions where N > R were the destination of a massive wave of low-skilled 
immigrants seeking jobs either in flourishing industries in the Southeast or in the expanding mining and agricultural 
frontier of the North and Center-West. Meanwhile, there was emigration from the South and the Northeast. This is ex-
plained mainly by extreme poverty in the Northeast, and a combination of smallholdings and large families in the South.



30 Years of the Brazilian Federal Constitution: perspectives for Brazilian federalism42 | 

constitutional provision in Brazil –, the poor would prefer authority to be decentral-
ized since their pivotal position in decision-making would allow them to impose 
larger levels of redistribution. To avoid this outcome, the rich in turn would prefer 
a centralized design, because levels of redistribution would be lower if determined 
by the national (and therefore) less poor median voters. In our richer and less 
unequal cases (SU, SP), the poor and the rich would share the same preference for 
decentralizing authority. Being richer, they wish to avoid any kind of transfer out of 
the region, whereas lower inequality means that the median voter will impose less 
redistribution than if the pivotal voter were the national and poorer one. Finally, 
both the poor and the rich in our unequal case (CW) are expected to be in favor 
of centralization, but for different reasons. The poor would prefer centralizing 
decision-making as they would remain net beneficiaries, whereas the rich prefer 
the level of redistribution to be determined by the national and less poor median 
voter (Beramendi, 2012, p. 31ss). 

We also built an interaction variable (Region*Income) to test this proposition. 

Trust in the federal government: People were asked how much they trusted 
several different government institutions.13 Those declaring they had some or great 
trust in the federal government, were coded 1; those declaring little or no trust 
were coded 0. This variable was designed to control for the effect of appraisal of 
the federal government on preferences regarding the vertical distribution of au-
thority, as suggested by Chanley, Thomas and Rahn (2000). We expect support 
for centralization to be positively associated with trust in the federal government.14

Education: Del Pino and Van Ryzin (2012) suggested that the role of edu-
cation and social class in attitudes towards decentralization should be further 
explored, since both emerged as important predictors in their models. We believe 
that educational levels can be a reliable proxy for social status. In contemporary 
Brazil, educational system access up to the completion of the first eight school 
years is much less conditioned on the social background of young people than in 
the past. The same cannot be said for the highest education levels, for which the 
effects of social origin on the odds of progression among young people has had a 
historical tendency to be stable or even shown signs of worsening inequalities, as 
is the case with higher education (Arretche, 2015). 

We expect the less qualified respondents to support a centralized design. Such 
preference can be explained by the trajectory of social policy in Brazil. Since the 
early decades of the 20th century, the central government has played a crucial role 

13. Question: How much do you trust the following institutions? i) the city government; ii) the state government; iii) the 
federal government; and iv) the judiciary. Options were: (a) a lot of trust; (b) some trust; (c) little trust; or (d) no trust at all.
14. The questionnaire also included a question on who the interviewee voted for in the last elections in order to evaluate 
the role of party politics in voter’s preferences, as suggested by Kincaid and Cole (2011). This variable revealed not to 
be valid to statistical treatment though, due to overconcentration of answers on current incumbents.
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in ensuring working class rights. Social security and legislation to protect workers 
in the job market were introduced by the federal government in the early 1930s 
(Gomes, 1988; Santos, 1979). Most of the existing welfare structure, as well as 
high-visibility policies such as the Bolsa-Família cash-transfer program, unemploy-
ment compensation, and the raise in minimum-wage real values are supported 
by the central level and clearly associated with an important decline on income 
inequality (Neri and Herculano, 2012; Soares, 2010). Thus, the central government 
is the one to claim the most credit in protecting the most vulnerable. Conversely, 
we expect the more educated to prefer a decentralized design.

Gender: Del Pino and van Ryzin (2012) found that gender matters and 
suggest that this result is mediated by concerns about the delivery of policies. For 
them, this result may express Spanish women’s concern with the education of their 
children. Therefore, we included this variable into our regression models, with the 
expectation that women will be more supportive of centralization. 

Age: Del Pino and van Ryzin (2012) also found that age matters while Alesina 
and Giuliano (2011) found that women and young people display stronger prefer-
ences for redistribution. We therefore included this variable (continuous, in years) 
in our regression models. We expect the elderly to prefer centralization, for the same 
reasons presented above regarding education, meaning that this variable indeed reveals 
people’s concerns over the delivery of policies. The central government is in charge of 
retirement policies in Brazil, and therefore elderly people might have this concern in 
mind when they declare their preferences toward the vertical distribution of authority. 

5 DISCUSSION OF METHODOLOGICAL DECISIONS AND ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

We now turn to discuss and analyze our results, beginning with an explanation of how 
we have addressed the two main methodological challenges outlined above. We first 
need to operationalize the observation of two conceptually distinct attitudes toward the 
vertical distribution of authority: preferences for change and preferences regarding the 
architecture of state. Once both are disentangled, we can include neutrals’ preferences 
into the analysis and know how institutional options are distributed among citizens. 

5.1 Measuring preferences for change

As we discussed earlier when setting out methodological challenges facing researchers 
in this area, wishes for change and preferences toward the vertical distribution of 
authority are frequently conflated in the literature. However, they refer to different 
attitudes. As for the latter, the literature seems to ignore the fact that federations have 
more than one center of power and that this may affect citizens’ answers regarding 
rescaling. This section suggests a methodology to observe preferences for change 
that seriously considers multi-polarity. 
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Brazil is a marble-cake federation, meaning that different levels of govern-
ment are entitled to authority over the same policies. Accordingly, preferring both 
the Union and another tier to have more power cannot necessarily be understood 
as contradictory, since further empowerment of both may merely mean entitling 
public authorities to intervene in more policy areas.

Table 1 shows the single preferences on rescaling obtained in our study for 
further (dis)empowering a given level of government. It clearly shows the status 
quo as the single most preferred scenario. Over 40% of respondents would not 
concentrate more authority in any tier, nor would almost 49% limit the power 
of any of them. The status quo is the choice of at least two-fifths of the sample.

TABLE 1
Single preferences for change – percentages of respondents answering questions 
regarding which level of government should have more power and less power
(Raw data)

Who should have…

Presidency State gov’t Local gov’t Multiple answer3 All None Total

…more power1 19.1 14.6 20.7 2.7 2.5 40.3 100

…less power2 13.1 14.2 19.7 0.8 3.4 48.8 100

Source: Survey Images of the Brazilian Federation.
Notes: 1  Question: Considering your local government, state government, and presidency, which of these levels of government 

should have more power than it has today? Multiple choice is allowed.
2  Question: Considering your local government, state government, and presidency, which of these levels of government 

should have less power than it has today? Multiple choice is allowed.
3  The respondent chose one of these combinations: i) presidency and local government; ii) state government and local 
government; and iii) presidency and local government.

On the other hand, most respondents would prefer alternative arrangements. 
Roughly, one-fifth would further empower the presidency, and nearly the same 
proportion would vest more authority in local governments; and almost 15% 
believe state governments should have more power. At the same time, one-fifth 
wanted local governments to have less power, 14% would restrict the authority of 
states, and 13%, the power of the presidency.

Hence, it seems there is no discernible majority in favor of either further cen-
tralization or further decentralization if we apply the criteria suggested by Kincaid 
and Cole (2011, p. 54), by which more than half of respondents would display 
support for any given option. This apparent inconsistency should be understood 
in light of the multi-scaled notion of power distribution, typical of most federa-
tions. Accordingly, citizens’ preferences cannot be understood as the net value of 
a zero-sum game where extending the power of a given level of government would 
necessarily mean lessening the power of another. 

To address this issue, we combined the questions in table 1 to build a variable 
we believe to be better suited for measuring wishes for change. Consistently opting 
for the status quo requires persons to say they would neither further empower nor 
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limit the current powers of any level of government. As a result, preferences toward 
the vertical distribution of authority result from the combination of wishes regarding 
further empowering one level of government and not empowering any other. Table 
2 shows the distribution of our sample’s rescaling preferences categorized into four 
respondent profiles. “Centralists” are those who supported further empowering 
the Union and either wanted to limit the authority of the two other levels or felt 
none should have less power. “Regionalists” wanted both more power for states 
and either less power or no additional limitation for the two other levels. “Local-
ists” advocated further empowering local governments and answered that powers 
of the central or state governments should be lessened or simply remain the same.

TABLE 2
Combined preferences for change – percentage of respondents in each territorial unity 
expressing a discernible preference combining answers regarding further empowering 
and further disempowering different government tiers
(% by row)

Region/State Centralists Regionalists Localists Pro status quo

Brazil (BR) 19.34 13.52 20.44 24.86

Center-West (CW) 17.81 14.38 18.49 23.29

Northeast (NE) 22.42 12.2 21 24.41

North (N) 18.59 16.67 15.38 25.64

Southeast (SE) 17.25 13.26 19.97 27.16

South (S) 14 16.67 23 22

Bahia (BA) 21.61 11.46 23.96 22.4

Ceará (CE) 21.35 13.02 22.66 24.22

Sao Paulo (SP) 17.19 13.02 22.14 24.74

Source: Survey Images of the Brazilian Federation.
Obs.:  Rows do not total 100% because part of the total sample does not express a discernible combined preference Centralists: 

Respondents in favor of more power to the Union and either less or the same power to other tiers; Regionalists: Respon-
dents in favor of more power to the States and either less or the same power to the other tiers; Localists: Respondents in 
favor of more power to local governments and either less or the same power to other tiers; Pro status quo: Respondents 
against further empowering or limiting the power of any level of government.

Observe that the status quo group remains the largest. Roughly one in four 
respondents would not change the current distribution of authority in Brazil. Cen-
tralists and Localists are the second most frequent options: each group represents 
circa 20% of the interviewees. Regionalists comprise only 13.5%. Once again, 
although the ranking of preferences clearly shows a plurality in favor of the status 
quo, differences between the percentages in favor of each option are not that large. 

Preferences for change are usually territorially concentrated, as in the cases 
of Quebec, Catalonia and Scotland. Therefore, national averages say little about 
them. Table 2 also displays the distribution of such preferences across our units 
of observation. It shows that the preference for the status quo is a plurality option 
in all of them but two, revealing that this is a choice shared all over the country. 
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In any case, those favoring the status quo stating they would not change the 
current arrangement are not negligible. Indeed, they represent a plurality. Therefore, 
to simply disregard their preferences towards the architecture of the state would 
distort our analysis.

Indeed, neutrals can feasibly have preferences toward the vertical distribution 
of authority. Their wish to keep institutions as they currently are does not mean 
they do not have preferences regarding institutional design. The empirical question 
then becomes what they would like to hold on to. 

5.2 Measuring preferences regarding vertical distribution of authority

This section suggests a methodology to include neutrals into the analysis and so 
get a profile of the distribution of preferences regarding the vertical distribution 
of authority. Such methodology incorporates the main intuition of the “thermo-
static model” (Wlezien, 1995) and Mullin’s (2008) suggestion. The first argues 
that the public adjusts its preferences for ‘‘more/less’’ policy in response to what 
policymakers do, at least in domains of substantial public salience. The second 
contends that when institutional preferences are at stake, citizens’ preferences are 
affected by how people perceive the existing distribution of government power. 
Thus, to observe the citizens’ perceptions of the current distribution of authority 
we suggest a way to observe the “importance” they attribute to each government 
level. Put simply, if we want to know what neutrals wish to hold on to, we need 
to know their perception of the status quo. In our view, this assessment requires 
understanding how they perceive the importance of each government tier.

What should we observe when trying to assess the importance citizens attri-
bute to different government tiers? Wlezien and Soroka (2011, p. 42) found that, 
under marble-cake federalism, the public does not appear to distinguish sources 
of spending when registering their preferences. So, we dropped spending out as 
an indicator of the importance of government levels. Instead, we adopted two 
indicators we believe can reveal the importance citizens attribute to government 
tiers: which elections they deem as more important and which level of government 
they believe makes the more important decisions.

To address these two dimensions, questions concerning the importance of 
elections and the right to decide were posed to interviewees.15 Individuals’ responses 
were combined with their preferences for change (as already shown in table 2). 

15. Question 1: How important is the X election ? Each time X was substituted by (i) mayoral; (ii) city councilor; (iii) 
governor; (iv) state representative; (v) presidential; (vi) senatorial; (vii) federal representative. Possible answers are (a) Very 
important, (b) Moderately important, (c) Slightly important, (d) Not at all important. The options “don’t know” and “didn’t 
answer” were accepted as well. The interviewees were asked then to rank the first and second most important elections. 
Question 2: How important are the decisions made by X? Each time X was substituted by (i) mayor of your city, (ii) governor 
of your state, (iii) president or the federal government. The possible answers for each case were as described above. Right 
after the question, they were asked to rank the first and second most important decision maker between these three. 
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As a result, in table 3 the distribution of preferences for change are displayed in 
the lines while interviewee’s perceptions of the importance elections and decision-
making of different government tiers are displayed along the columns. In table 
3, percentages refers to the share of interviewee’s responses that rank different 
government levels as the (first) most important election and decision maker. 

Observe in table 3 that Federal elections are considered by far the most impor-
tant. More than three-fifths of respondents think that voting in the federal elections 
ranks highest. Moreover, the group that gives more importance to local elections is 
nearly twice as large as the group that gives more importance to state-level elections. 

TABLE 3
Perceptions of tier relevance and preferences for change – percentage of answers 
according to respondents’ profiles in terms of combined preferences

Which level of government has the most important…

…elections?

Federal1 State2 Local3 All Total (row)

Centralists 17.6 2.3 3.0 2.2 25.1

Regionalists 9.1 4.4 2.5 1.2 16.9

Localists 15.6 1.9 7.2 1.5 26.3

Pro status quo 19.6 2.7 5.6 4.0 31.8

Total (column) 61.9 10.9 18.3 8.9 100

…decision-making?

Central gov’t4 State gov’t5 Local gov’t6 All Total (row)

Centralists 15.7 3.0 4.3 1.7 24.6

Regionalists 8.4 4.5 3.9 0.7 17.5

Localists 14.6 3.7 6.9 1.3 26.4

Pro status quo 15.5 4.7 7.2 4.0 31.4

Total (column) 54.3 15.9 22.2 7.6 100

Source: Survey Images of the Brazilian Federation.
Notes:  Percentages refer to the total of respondents with discernible combined preferences for change.

1 Answers referring to either presidential or congressional elections.
2 Answers referring to elections for governor or for state representatives.
3 Answers referring to elections for mayor or for municipal councilor.
4 Answers referring to decisions by the president or the federal government.
5 Answers referring to decisions by the governor or the state government.
6 Answers referring to decisions by the mayor or the city government.

Table 3 also shows that the majority within each group of preferences for 
change acknowledges federal elections as being most important. Whether prefer-
ring the status quo or any form of rescaling, they rank federal elections highest by 
a large margin. On the other hand, there seems to be some association between 
rescaling preferences and election ranking. Regionalists form the largest group of 
those who identify state elections as the most important, while those who ascribe 
most value to local elections are the largest single group among localists.
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Table 3 also shows the combination between rescaling preferences and percep-
tions about the decision-making importance of different tiers. Figures are somehow 
different, but the results point in the same direction. The majority of interviewees 
see the central government as making the most important decisions. For all groups 
of preferences for change, most respondents perceive the President as making the 
decisions they care most about. The hierarchy of importance is also similar: after 
the president, mayors are seen as making more important decisions than governors.

We are now prepared to combine these variables regarding perceptions of the 
Brazilian federation and build a variable that captures preferences toward the archi-
tecture of the state that: i) includes the preferences of neutrals in terms of change; 
and ii) controls for citizens’ perception of the current distribution of authority. As 
a result, those classified above as neutrals because they prefer the status quo can 
now be classified as “Centralists” (or supporters of a centralized design”) if they 
believe the federation is centralized. The same applies for Localists and Regionalists.  

The variable has four categories. Centralists are those who would like to further 
empower the Union plus those who prefer the status quo (as in table 2) and also 
perceive the current vertical distribution of authority as being already centralized (as 
in table 3). Regionalists are those who would give more authority to states plus those 
who favor the status quo and also perceive the state level as both holding the most 
important elections and making the most important decisions. Localists are those 
who advocate rescaling in favor of local governments plus those in favor of the status 
quo who also identify local power as prominent. The fourth category, the Indifferents, 
comprises individuals who have no discernible rescaling profile nor express any sub-
stantial opinion regarding the present degree of (de)centralization in the federation.16

Frequencies for this new variable are shown in table 4. Although most of 
our interviewees say the Brazilian federation is centralized, Centralists represent 
30.6% of our sample while 23.8% can be considered to be Localists. Note that the 
ranking found from the outset did change. Centralists now emerge as a plurality. 

TABLE 4
Preferences toward the architecture of the State – percentage of respondents with 
profiles reassessed according to their perception of the relevance of different levels 
of government

Centralists Regionalists Localists Indifferents

Brazil (BR) 30.6 14.7 23.8 9.1

Center-West (CW) 28.1 15.8 20.6 9.6

Northeast (NE) 33.9 13.3 24.5 8.3

North (N) 25.0 20.5 19.9 10.9

16. The categories are described in full in the Supplementary data on Publius on line.

(Continues)
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Centralists Regionalists Localists Indifferents

Southeast (SE) 30.4 13.9 22.0 11.3

South (S) 23.7 17.7 28.3 6.0

Bahia (BA) 33.3 11.7 27.3 7.0

Ceará (CE) 32.6 14.8 24.7 9.1

Sao Paulo (SP) 27.9 13.3 24.0 12.0

Source: Survey Images of the Brazilian Federation.
Obs.: 1.  Rows do not total 100% because part of the total sample does not express a discernible profile regarding the archi-

tecture of the State.
 2.  Centralists: respondents in favor of more power to the Union or pro status quo (as in table 2) who also perceive the 

central government as the most important (as in table 3). Regionalists: respondents in favor of more power to the States 
or pro status quo (as in table 2) who also perceive state governments as the most important (as in table 3). Localists: 
respondents in favor of more power to local governments or pro status quo (as in table 2) who also perceive local gover-
nment as the most important (as in table 3). Indifferents: respondents who do not express a discernible profile in terms 
of combined preference for change plus those without consistent assessment regarding the relevance of government tiers. 

The position of states vis-à-vis local governments did not change however. 
Localists still rank ahead of Regionalists in all units of observation except the 
North macro-region. Only circa 15% of the public thinks Brazilian states should 
be further empowered. Even in the wealthiest state, Sao Paulo, priority for the 
regional level does not outrank support for empowering other levels. As for local-
ism, it is remarkable that the South is the only macro-region where those in favor 
of empowering local governments outnumber the Centralists. The next step is to 
better understand the factors behind this distribution of preferences.

6  EXPLAINING INDIVIDUAL PREFERENCES REGARDING VERTICAL  
DISTRIBUTION OF AUTHORITY

Given that support for centralization is unambiguous, whereas decentralization 
would involve either support for states or for local governments, we decided to 
take the former as the main dimension of interest. We recoded the original variable 
preferences toward the architecture of the state as a binary: 1 for those in favor of 
a centralized design, 0 for the others.

Table 5 shows the results of logit regressions using favoring centralization 
as the dependent variable (details in the Supplementary Data). The reference cat-
egory for the logit are individuals who declared themselves as identifying equally 
with the whole country and their own state,17 who express distrust of the federal 
government, who have less than elementary education and are male.

We built five different models using pooled data and including socio-demo-
graphic variables, those related to the geography of income and trust in the federal 
government. In Model (1), territorial identity is measured only by the variable 

17. When the model includes identification with municipality or macro-region, the category of reference includes those 
who showed no identification with either municipality or macro-region.

(Continued)
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related to the “Linz-Moreno question” and there is no interactive term. Model (2) 
takes attachment to city of living as the measure of territorial identification. Model 
(3) gauges the association of attachment to the individual’s own macro-region. 
Model (4) takes into account all territorial identity dimensions. These first four 
models are intended to capture different possible shapes of territorial attachment, 
taking into account the multilevel organization of the Brazilian federation, in 
order to check the robustness of the findings regarding the effects of territorial 
identity. Finally, model (5) includes an interactive term for macro-region and the 
individual’s income (details in the Supplementary Data on Publius on line). Table 
5 shows the coefficients of the logit function, expressed in log odds.

TABLE 5
Determinants of the preference for a centralized architecture of the State

Testing the degree to which different factors explain individual preferences for centralization using five regression models

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

IdNational 0.051 0.010 0.005

(0.145) (0.149) (0.150)

IdState -0.177 -0.198 -0.191

(0.143) (0.143) (0.144)

IdMunic -0.184 -0.176 -0.155

(0.132) (0.150) (0.151)

IdRegion -0.073 0.025 0.026

(0.130) (0.147) (0.148)

Income -0.00003 -0.00004 -0.00004 -0.00003 -0.00000

(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)

PIB State 0.017 0.015 0.014 0.019 0.012

(0.024) (0.023) (0.023) (0.024) (0.025)

Gini State 0.036* 0.033 0.034* 0.036* 0.025

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

TrustGovFed 0.124** 0.131** 0.129** 0.126** 0.128**

(0.053) (0.053) (0.053) (0.054) (0.054)

Educ - Elementary 0.013 0.015 0.009 0.022 0.030

(0.152) (0.152) (0.152) (0.153) (0.153)

Educ - High Sc 0.020 0.043 0.028 0.039 0.051

(0.141) (0.141) (0.141) (0.142) (0.142)

Educ - Underg + -0.500** -0.467** -0.486** -0.477** -0.419*

(0.233) (0.233) (0.233) (0.234) (0.236)

Female -0.336*** -0.325*** -0.334*** -0.332*** -0.331***

(0.111) (0.110) (0.110) (0.111) (0.112)

Age 0.011*** 0.012*** 0.012*** 0.011*** 0.011***

(Continues)
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Testing the degree to which different factors explain individual preferences for centralization using five regression models

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

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Center-
-West*Income

0.00000

(0.0002)

North*Income -0.0003

(0.0002)

Southest*Income -0.00001

(0.0001)

South*Income -0.0002

(0.0002)

Const -2.410** -2.227** -2.347** -2.305** -1.857*

(0.966) (0.959) (0.959) (0.977) (1.053)

N 1,537 1,542 1,543 1,532 1,532

Log Likelihood -1,000.282 -1,003.657 -1,004.947 -995.965 -993.401

AIC 2,024.565 2,029.313 2,031.894 2,019.930 2,022.803

Elaborated by the author.
Obs.:  Figures are coefficients of the logit function, expressed in log odds (figures in parentheses express standard errors); Asterisks 

express statistical significance: *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01.

Two results are particularly striking: no variable related to territorial identity 
was associated with preferences for centralization, whereas inequality within states 
showed a consistent pattern. In three models, the more unequal the state of living, 
the larger the probability that someone would prefer centralization. 

Individual attributes – schooling, age, gender – also appeared consistently 
connected to preferences for centralization. More educated people are less favor-
able to centralization. The elderly favor centralization whereas women tend to be 
against it.  

Trust in the federal government is positively associated with preferences for 
a centralized institutional architecture. Centralization is 1.13 times more likely 
to be the preferred arrangement among people who trust this level of government 
than among those who do not. Results in the same direction were obtained for 
models with each macro-region as unit of aggregation and for those with income 
treated as a categorical variable expressed in quartiles.18 

We also ran regression models with the groups obtained from the variable 
wishes for change (table 2), operationalized as a binary (1 for those in favor of 

18. We have no room to display here the macro-regional models and those with income as a categorical variable, but 
we will gladly send them on request for those interested.

(Continued)
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further empowering the central government). They are not shown for space 
reasons. Similar results were found for the socio-demographic dimensions: 
being older, graduated, and a woman remained significant and with the same 
signs. Within-state inequality again appeared associated with the preference 
for centralization. However, a remarkable contrast appears: trust in the federal 
government missed its significance, and income became statistically associated 
with the dependent variable. Independent variables regarding the importance 
of elections and decisions were included in this set of models and turned out to 
be significant predictors of wishes toward further centralization. 

The two sets of regressions only differ regarding the role of individual’s 
income. When preferences for change are at stake, income becomes significant 
and negatively associated with support for centralization. As for the interaction 
between income and region, people in the South and Southeast are less likely to 
support centralization, while in the three other regions the model with interaction 
showed even a positive sign for income, although not significantly different from 
the reference category. As we could not use Gini coefficients and GDP per capita 
at the regional level in the regression at the same time due to multicolinearity is-
sues, and our model showed no significant difference in the interactive effect of 
income between the Center-West, North and Northeast regions, we suspect these 
results point towards the importance of within-region inequality on the preference 
towards the vertical distribution of authority.

Overall, regional identity showed no significant association with either dimen-
sion regarding the vertical distribution of authority, whereas socio-demographic 
individual attributes (education, gender, and age) are consistently associated with 
support for centralization. The geography of income brought about mixed signs: 
within-region inequality showed more consistent associations, whereas the in-
dividual’s income only worked well as a predictor of wishes for change, not for 
preferences towards the architecture of the state. 

7 CONCLUSION AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Many studies regarding the vertical distribution of authority have implicitly as-
sumed that preferences for change imply a zero-sum game, in which prescribing 
more power to one level of government necessarily means imposing limits on the 
others. Instead, we argue that consistency of individuals’ preferences should seriously 
take into account the multi-polarity of marble-cake federations. Many studies have 
also conflated “wishes for change” and “preferences toward the architecture of the 
state”. As a result, those supporting the status quo have been ignored in the analysis, 
although a priori they cannot be considered to be indifferent regarding institutional 
options on State design. It is not uncommon that this group makes for a plurality.
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Our study used national survey data to examine preferences with regard to 
wishes for change and preferences towards the architecture of the state in Brazil. 
In doing so, it develops an original methodology to handle those two issues. 

Our findings show that voters perceive Brazil to be a centralized federation, 
in that the vast majority of respondents regarded the federal sphere as holding 
more important elections and making more important decisions than either the 
states or local governments. Unlike other studies, we did not find a fit between 
such perceptions and either wishes for change or towards the architecture of the 
state though. Instead, a plurality (25%) supports the status quo while the remain-
ing distribute themselves more or less evenly among those that would further 
empower either the central or local governments (nearly one-fifth each). When 
the preferences of those supporting the status quo are included into the analysis 
to measure preferences towards the architecture of the state, Centralists garner a 
plurality (31%) while Localists remain as the second most preferred option (24%). 
Given the widespread notion that states are powerful in the Brazilian federation it 
is perhaps surprising that the state sphere fared worst in terms of both wishes for 
change and preferred institutional design, garnering less than 15% of interviewees.

The way we operationalize the data and our results yielded evidence reject-
ing the claim that territorial identities explain preferences regarding the vertical 
distribution of authority in Brazil. It does not mean that we are in a position to 
discard the explanatory power of this theory however. Instead, we believe that it 
does not explain the formation of preferences in a country such as Brazil, where 
feelings of territorial attachment are not polarized between the center and the 
regional (or the local) level, and therefore voters display a consistent dual identity: 
they feel attached to their region and to the nation-state without unbearable ten-
sion. Citizens with a dual identity can be found in Spain or the United Kingdom, 
but they prevail in Brazil.

Additionally, we found evidence to support the proposition that socio-economic 
status and within-region/within-state inequality are associated with preferences for 
institutional design. Pro-centralization attitudes are more frequent in more unequal 
states, regardless of the individual’s income, while such preferences garner less sup-
port in richer and less unequal areas. Roughly speaking, support for centralization 
was significantly more frequent among more vulnerable citizens (the poorer and 
less educated), regardless of the wealth of the region they lived in. Given the close 
association between access to education and social class in Brazil, we understand 
that this evidence provides support for the proposition that social status is a crucial 
dimension for shaping preferences when territorial matters are at stake. In sum, 
Brazilian voters clearly seem to be divided on intergovernmental issues, and such 
division appears to be driven by social status/income and within-region inequality. 
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Trust in the federal government seems to be a relevant condition for these 
preferences as well. This was the available variable more closely related to party 
politics and also capable of expressing the appraisal of federal authorities of the 
day. As expected, trust turned out to be a dimension one can hardly overestimate 
when discussing distribution of authority. Less clear are the mechanisms that 
might drive the clear position of women against centralization and of the elderly 
in favor of centralization. In any case, the geography of income and the connec-
tions of specific categories of individuals with the State seem to be a promising 
path for further research.  

How do these findings add to the collective endeavor of better understand-
ing the formation of preferences regarding the vertical distribution of power? 
In addition to the original methodology we suggested, we have good reasons to 
believe Brazil is not an exception among contemporary federations. It would ap-
pear to belong to a certain type of political unions where dual territorial identity 
is combined with within- and cross-region income inequality. Such federations 
can also be divided regarding preferences toward institutional design. However, 
not surprisingly, such a divide is not driven by territorial identity. Instead, in these 
(not so rare) polities, income, social status and the relationship of citizens with 
the State seem to play a crucial role. Hence, these factors seem to be promising 
avenues for further research.   
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