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Introduction


	 What follows is a review of the performance of the Massachusetts State Legislature in the 
four years since the publication of Democracy in Decline (DID) in November 2021. It begins 
with a brief history of the movement towards reform which DID, in part, spurred: the 
formation of the Coalition to Reform Our Legislature (CROL), the heightened attention of the 
press and awareness by the public of the problem, and the State Auditor’s efforts, still barren, 
to audit the legislature. It then assesses how the climate for reform has changed and whether 
and how the legislature has responded.


Prologue


The Formation of the Coalition to Reform Our Democracy: History and Initiatives


	 Progressive Democrats of Massachusetts (PDM) convened a Legislative Reform Working 
Group (LRWG) in late 2020 to assess the Massachusetts legislature’s many reported 
deficiencies and to investigate the reasons underlying those deficiencies. Participants in that 
work extended beyond PDM’s membership to activists and concerned citizens affiliated with a 
variety of groups. In November, 2021, the LRWG issued its report titled The Massachusetts 
Legislature: Democracy in Decline.  The LRWG’s key finding was that the over-concentration 1

of power in the Speaker of the House and, to a lesser degree, in the Senate President had led to 
a closed, secretive culture that disempowered elected representatives and senators from doing 
their job. Not only were debate and dissent all but eliminated and the Massachusetts legislature 
uniquely unaccountable to the public, but the work product itself was too often late, haphazard, 
and sometimes failed of its essential purpose. In short, the Massachusetts legislature was 
neither democratic nor effective.


	 The next step was to figure out how best to tackle the many problems and where to start. 
The LRWG disbanded and a new organization, the Coalition to Reform Our Legislature 
(CROL), was created outside the PDM umbrella to embrace a wider spectrum of interests and 
voices. A steering committee representing a range of political viewpoints and professional 
backgrounds was formed to take the next steps to restore the democratic foundation of the 
Massachusetts state government. This is CROL’s mission:
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The people of Massachusetts deserve a legislature that is effective, professional, 
accountable, transparent, diverse, and responsive to the will of the people. We are 
committed to raising awareness of the barriers interfering with the legislature’s 
effectiveness and to promoting reforms that will optimize legislative performance.


	 CROL in its first few years of existence took on three initiatives. First, it embraced the 
State Auditor’s bid to audit the legislature and the ballot question supporting that bid. Members 
of the steering committee urged the State House to comply with the will of the people in 
various ways, including testimony before the State Senate’s subcommittee on the 
constitutionality of an audit of the legislature.  As of this writing, the legislature continues to 2

obstruct the State Auditor’s efforts. 


	 At the same time, CROL grappled with its own legislative agenda, ultimately settling on 
two new initiatives in addition to supporting the State Auditor’s efforts to audit the State 
House. One was to address the State House’s lack of independent research, legislative services, 
and fiscal analysis. This, we hoped, might be universally embraced by the public, good-
government and policy activists and organizations, and the legislature itself. Who would deny 
the need for better information, independent of special interests, to drive policy and to 
understand the potential impacts of legislation on the state’s economy and on tax revenues and 
expenditures? 


	 Indeed, the Boston Globe,  the State Auditor, and former and current staffers were all 3

supportive of the idea. The legislature itself? Even though Senator Jamie Eldridge, the Senate 
chair of the Joint Revenue Committee, perennially introduces a bill to create an office of fiscal 
analysis,  only one legislator, Senator Ryan Fattman, agreed to support our bill. 
4 5

	 The second initiative we knew would be a tough lift: to reform the corrupt leadership-
controlled legislator stipend system by limiting the number of stipended positions, lowering the 
ceiling on the dollar amount of stipends, and conditioning payment of stipends on meeting 
performance expectations. But that initiative, we believe, has the greatest potential to change 
the culture of the State House dramatically and quickly so that legislators are less beholden to 
leadership for their compensation and so that more and better work would be done. Bottom 
line: stipend reform would change the incentive system on Beacon Hill. Members would be 
free to do the job they were elected to do representing the interests and wishes of their 
constituents, rather than kowtowing to leadership to preserve their loyalty pay.


	 What happened surprised even us. Several petitioners approached legislators to file both 
bills in the House and Senate. Even if we could not attract a lead sponsor, we expected we 
would be able to file the bills by constituent request, a procedure long enshrined in 
Massachusetts. As expected, Representative Tricia Farley-Bouvier filed the research bill “by 
request” in the House — meaning without her endorsement. Senator Joan Lovely, however, 
initially balked at filing the bill in the Senate even by request and when she ultimately did so, 
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she filed it late. It still bears a docket number rather than a bill number. Both bills were 
consigned to the Rules Committee where they languished until the research office bill was 
assigned in July to the Committee on State Administration and Regulatory Oversight, without 
direct notice to any of the petitioners.  Neither Farley-Bouvier nor Lovely explained why they 6

refused constituent requests to support the bill. Neither asked a single question about the policy 
or facts underpinning the bill.


	 Constituent requests to their elected representative and senator to file the stipend reform 
bill on their behalf were spurned outright. Instead, petitioners were allowed to submit the bill 
as a “citizen petition” which means, under State House rules, that it will not be given a bill 
number and will never receive a hearing or a vote. It is as if the bill had never been submitted 
at all. 


	 We at CROL decided to hold our own public hearing. On June 17, 2025, a People’s 
Hearing was held on both bills across from the State House at the Church on the Hill.  A 7

follow-up survey to each member of the legislature to ask what sources of research and fiscal 
analysis they currently rely on and at what cost was ignored by every member of the 
legislature. Neither the Speaker nor the Senate President would answer press queries about the 
fate of either bill. 
8

	 There is a theme that threads through every issue, every encounter: legislators do not fear 
the ire of the people who voted them into office. Most are confident that they will remain in 
office until they choose to leave. They do not fear press criticism or censure. What they fear is 
retribution from leadership. 


	 In August 2025, members of the CROL steering committee along with Partners in 
Democracy and Act on Mass created a ballot committee, the Legislative Effectiveness and 
Accountability Partnership (LEAP) , to pursue a ballot initiative version of the stipend reform 9

bill. It was approved by the Attorney General for the 2026 ballot and LEAP has now collected 
far more than the required 75,000 voter signatures to advance it toward submission to the 
voters next November.


 	 The Time is Ripe to Insist on Change


	 The publication in 2021 of The Massachusetts Legislature: Democracy in Decline was 
met initially with a so-what’s-new? fatalism by party and policy activists, as well as the press, 
who had long ago accepted the glacial pace of legislation on urgent, critical issues, the less 
than stellar quality of the work that did get done, leadership’s utter contempt for demands for 
greater transparency and accountability, and the punitive, get-even politics that have long 
characterized Beacon Hill. The response from those less familiar with what goes on in the State 
House was horror and even disbelief, but among the cognoscenti, the reaction was muted. That 
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has changed. Many more people are now aware of the situation and many more people are 
demanding change.


	 While compliant legislators continue to cower to the will of leadership in exchange for 
lucrative committee positions, earmark crumbs they can trumpet to prove they are working 
hard for the folks at home, and an occasional policy win on a matter of tangential, incremental, 
or symbolic importance, and while polite, quiescent activists continue to herald each minor 
victory as a momentous step along the inevitable path to success, it may not be hubristic to say 
that a peaceful revolution is underway.


	 Here are some of the developments over the past four years that lead us to believe that the 
time has come for change: 


	 The world seems a very different place now. Massachusetts continues to face 
significant threats arising from Trump administration policies. Like many states, the 
Commonwealth has had to navigate abrupt shifts in federal direction and involvement. Deep 
federal funding cuts have reduced support for transportation infrastructure, climate initiatives, 
healthcare, and food assistance programs. Despite these mounting concerns, the State House 
has not responded with the urgency the circumstances call for. At a time when many Americans 
are questioning whether public institutions still uphold the rule of law, it is all the more critical 
for Massachusetts to demonstrate what a well-functioning, responsible democracy should be. 
Now there is grave concern that the State House has managed to do very little and much less 
than is called for to meet the current threats. Organizations like Act on Mass and Partners in 
Democracy are focusing specifically on the ways in which Beacon Hill falls far short of the 
democratic ideal. Policy activists are beginning to recognize that they made a poor bargain, 
trading silent acquiescence in a corrupt system for access to legislative leadership and meager 
policy wins.


	  The public took note of the legislature’s arrogant contempt for the public will. In 
2022, former state senator Diana DiZoglio ran for State Auditor promising to conduct a 
performance as well as financial audit of the State House. Notwithstanding her win, the 
legislature balked at allowing her access to do the job she was elected to do. Undaunted, she 
undertook the heroic effort to put the question to the people via a ballot initiative “clarifying” 
that the State Auditor may audit the legislature. Even though the ballot question passed in 2024 
with more than 71% of the popular vote, the legislature has continued to stonewall on the 
flimsy pretext of “separation of powers” — in utter disregard of the fact that its power derives 
from the people. 


	 Finally, it seems, the general public has lost patience with the legislature’s recalcitrance. 
In September 2024, a MassINC poll showed that 47% of likely voters disapproved of the 
legislature, a historic high in voter disapproval.  Its refusal to open its doors to a constitutional 10
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officer directly elected by the voting public and explicitly authorized by them to conduct an 
audit of the legislature has awakened people to the seriousness of the problem.


	 The legislature continued to make news and draw sharp rebukes from the press, for 
its inefficiencies, its failure to pass meaningful legislation in a timely fashion, its refusal to 
respond to demands for greater transparency and accountability, its power grabs and infighting, 
the misbehavior of individual legislators, and the terrible denouement of the 2023-2024 
legislative session that ended with major bills not passed. The criticism has reached a 
crescendo.  
11

	 The word is out: our legislators are working for leadership rather than their 
constituents. In August 2024, the Boston Globe ran a story  on the corrupt legislator 12

compensation system described in Democracy in Decline. The Globe reported that stipends in 
addition to base salary were paid to 149 members of the 200-member legislature, that is, to the 
leadership and loyalists who were awarded committee and other leadership positions. While 
the state’s minimum wage stagnated at $15 per hour and legislative staffers started at less than 
$65,000, Massachusetts legislators shamelessly accepted an 11.39% pay raise the governor 
awarded them in 2025. (In past years, other constitutional officers have refused to accept pay 
raises. Not so our legislators.) 


	 The stipend system has metastasized over the past decade, as leadership has used it to 
cement control over the rank and file and increase its own pay. Every member of the 40-seat 
state Senate now is a “leader” earning a leadership stipend; in the House, 109 of 160 members 
receive extra leadership pay.  As recently as 2013, only 60 members of the House received a 13

stipend.  The cost to the state’s taxpayers is now well over $5 million annually. Leadership 14

pays itself handsomely: in 2025, the Senate President and Speaker of the House will each earn 
a stipend of $119,632 in addition to base pay of $82,046 and a travel-and-expense allowance 
on top of that. Do not conclude that stipends incentivize greater productivity. None of this 
money is tied to performance or even attendance. According to the Globe, more than 20% of 
committees with stipended leadership positions have not held a single hearing, nor been 
assigned a single bill. 
15

5



Report


	 The Performance of the Massachusetts Legislature, 2022-2025


	 During the past four years, the Massachusetts State House has made, at best, limited 
progress correcting course. 


	 1.  The legislature continued to resist demands for greater accountability and 
transparency. 


Massachusetts continues to be the only state in the union where all three branches of 
government are exempt from public records laws. The Massachusetts State House is also in a 
small minority of state legislatures that exempt themselves from open meeting laws applicable 
to the executive branch and municipal government.  
16

	 In 2022, former state senator Diana DiZoglio, smarting from her own experience in the 
State House, ran for State Auditor. She campaigned on her experiences of sexual harassment 
when she was a legislative aide; in settling her claim, she was required to sign a non-disclosure 
agreement — yet another means by which the legislature avoids public scrutiny into 
allegations of wrongdoing in the State House. She vowed she would audit the legislature if she 
were elected State Auditor. Once in office, she found that her efforts to examine the books and 
records of the State House as well as its performance and practices were thwarted at every turn. 
Frustrated, DiZoglio turned to the voters, collecting the enormous number of signatures 
required to place the question of her authority to audit the State House on the ballot in 2024. As 
noted, she won an overwhelming mandate. Still, the State House continued to balk, resisting 
the voters’ mandate on insubstantial constitutional grounds. 
17

	 Modest gains were achieved in the rules adopted for the 2025-2026 session.  Among the 18

improvements designed to increase productivity, efficiency, and transparency are public online 
posting of hearing attendance and committee votes, a reform the public had been demanding 
for years. As of December 2025, an online rule-compliance tool created by Act on Mass and 
Progressive Mass revealed that legislators had broken at least one of its new rules for over 49% 
of bills filed.  Given that the legislature has, by statute, given its internal ethics committees 19

sole responsibility for enforcement of state laws pertaining to its operations,  it seems unlikely 20

that failure to adhere to the rules will result in any meaningful sanction.	 

	 

	 2.  Productivity continued to decline.


	 The legislature has not effectively addressed widespread criticism of its glacial pace. It 
remains one of the least, if not the very least, productive legislatures in the nation. 


	 The trends noted in Democracy in Decline have continued: there is scant or no debate on 
important bills; public hearings are pure theater, usually with no interaction between the panel 
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of legislators and members of the public who testify; members in attendance at public hearings 
are not only silent but appear to be more focused on their phones and laptops than on the 
people testifying. Questions are rarely asked. Twenty percent of committees do not even meet, 
much less hold public hearings or develop legislation.


	 The 2023-2024 legislative session had the least productive start in at least 40 years.  By 21

the end of May, 2023, almost five months into the two-year session, only ten bills had been 
passed, most of which were minor and one of which did not even require legislative action.  22

The slow pace continued through the disastrous end of the session. There was a public outcry 
that very important bills like the economic development bond bill, the Municipal 
Empowerment Act, the FY 24 Supplemental Budget, a substance use disorder bill, and a 
climate and energy siting bill did not get done by the August 1, 2024 end of the 19-month 
formal session.  Fully 20% of the total number of bills passed in the entire two-year session 23

were passed on the final day of the year. 
24

	 

	 Another significant bill that did not make it through by August 1 was the health 
management regulatory oversight bill, S.2881 and H.4635, a response to the Steward Hospital 
debacle, even though each chamber passed its version of the legislation almost unanimously.  25

The bill was ultimately passed on December 30, 2024, months after the formal end of the 
session.  As State House News noted, “The late-session breakthrough leaves no time for any 26

back and forth with [Governor] Healey on potential changes to the bill and essentially gives the 
governor a take-it-or-leave-it dynamic where she can sign the bill into law or let it die by 
pocket veto since the legislature that drafted the sweeping bill is about to dissolve.” 
27

	 One major bill, the Affordable Homes Act, did get passed on time and was signed into 
law on August 8, 2024. Other bills that made it through included a comprehensive gun bill, a 
bill to ban PFAS in firefighter gear, and a low-income MBTA fare program and funding for 
regional transportation authorities.


	 The 2025-2026 session has, if possible, gotten off to an even slower start. By early May 
2025, the legislature had passed only two bills, and by mid-June, the total inched to six.  Not a 28

single formal session was held in the month of May. By the time that the legislature ended its 
formal sessions for the year, on Nov. 19, 2025, only 67 bills had been enacted, of which 51 
were special laws pertaining to a single public employee or a single municipality and three 
more simply designated new state “awareness” days. Of the remaining 13 measures, ten were 
appropriations measures, several of which were enacted too late to meet fiscal deadlines. 


Generally, the overarching trend is that major policy bills are not addressed on an 
ongoing basis during the session and then are either rushed through at the very end or left to 
die from neglect. As Table 3 below indicates, the result is that the vast majority of the bills the 
legislature passes are not of statewide significance. 
29
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	 All this while the public has been pressing the legislature to address anticipated federal 
funding cuts and rollback of personal rights that will affect the state and its residents. As of this 
writing, the only bill to emerge from the State House’s so-called “Response 25” initiative is a 
health care bill known as Shield 2.0 to address reproductive rights.  Unlike a number of other 30

states, the legislature has taken no action to decouple state taxes from provisions of the federal 
reconciliation bill that, without prompt state action, will cost the state hundreds of millions of 
dollars this year, despite a detailed warning about these costs from the state’s Department of 
Revenue.  The legislature has also been slow to address the effects of the federal government 31

shutdown and the impending loss or delay of federal SNAP benefits.


	 3.  Internecine conflict continued to stymie productivity.


	 In the past four years, relations between the chambers of the State House have 
deteriorated. State House squabbles, normally under wraps, have spilled out onto the public 
square, with members issuing press releases blaming each other for the dysfunction. Notable 
was the inability of the two chambers to agree on the internal rules that govern their operation. 
The Boston Globe reported in May 2023, “The inter-chamber quarrel has grown so pointed, at 
least one joint panel — the Telecommunications, Utilities, and Energy Committee — 
temporarily split into two groups, each holding their own hearings on legislation twice in as 
many weeks.” 
32

	 The 2025-2026 session has also started off badly. In June, the Boston Globe reported, “In 
recent weeks, Democratic leaders have jabbed at each other in press releases. They’ve argued 
about who is, and is not, attending hearings. And they have yet to even agree on rules 
governing their own operations, let alone on much actual legislation as state-level Democrats 
fashion themselves as bulwarks against Trump’s administration. . . .Asked how he’d categorize 
his interactions with Senate leaders, House Speaker Ron Mariano said recently that he wouldn’t 
‘even attempt to try. There’s always a healthy tension, but that’s on everything. That’s from the 
simplest bill to the rules.’ Pressed if that means House and Senate leaders have a good, 
working relationship, Mariano offered, ‘Yeah’, before adding: ‘I don’t think much has changed, 
to be honest with you.’”  
33

	 The tensions stem, in part, from the imbalance between the number of House and Senate 
members on joint committees, of which there are an unusually high number in Massachusetts 
relative to other states and which are responsible for much of the most important work in the 
legislature. On every joint committee, the House dominates, leading to power struggles and 
resentments.


	 From 2020 through 2024, the House and Senate were unable to achieve agreement on 
joint rules.  That changed this year: joint rules for the 2025-2026 session were finally adopted 34

in late June, six months into the session. A new rule adopted in 2025 allows senators to vote 
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out Senate-sponsored bills and members of the House to vote out House-sponsored bills. This 
change may ease tensions, but so far has not resulted in increased productivity.


	 4.  The budget continued to be late.


	 The most critical piece of legislation the State House must pass each year is the budget. 
Getting it done in a timely fashion, by the July 1 start of the fiscal year, is important; personnel 
cannot be hired and programmatic funding cannot be committed without a budget in place. 
Massachusetts is often the last in the nation to complete that task. One reason is that scores of 
unrelated bills are tacked onto the budget as outside sections, holding up the budget while 
negotiations over the outside sections are concluded. The budget becomes a bargaining chip to 
get other bills passed without amendment or separate debate. See Table 4 for the trend line on 
the use of outside sections to the budget as a means to avoid debate and difficult votes.	 


	 In the period 2022-2025, the budget was late three of the four years, as it has been since 
2010. The 2024 budget was not signed until five weeks into the new fiscal year.  In 2025, for 35

the first time in 15 years, the budget was almost timely: the House passed its budget by the end 
of April, the Senate by late May, and the budget was released from the conference committee at 
the end of June.  Although the budget was not signed into law until shortly after the start of 36

the fiscal year, this is a noteworthy improvement over past years.


	 5.  Staff continued to be underpaid and under-resourced. 


With staff actively pursuing unionization, there have been some gains in wages and job 
classifications, although cost-of-living adjustments have not been adopted and compensation 
still falls below the national average. Health insurance coverage, formerly available only after 
three months of employment, is now available within a month of hiring. In 2022, the Senate 
implemented professional development training for staff. In the wake of a memo from 
organizers to staff about the sordid history of sexual harassment in the State House, harassment 
prevention training again became mandatory. 
37

	 A survey of 202 staffers conducted in late 2023 and early 2024 indicated that there were 
more detractors than promoters of working in the State House. Ninety percent of respondents 
were dissatisfied with compensation and many reported severe financial insecurity. Staff 
satisfaction declined with length of employment; half intended to leave within two years. Staff 
experience “disrespect, hostility, and abuse” on the job and a lack of training and professional 
advancement. They report “a widespread culture of discouragement, demoralization, and lack 
of change in organizational culture.”  One employee directed this feedback to legislators: “The 38

way you prioritize your own power and relationships is toxic for democracy, degrading for 
your staff, and disrespects your constituents. Ask yourself if this is really why you got into 
public service.” 
39
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	 In 2022, the Senate rolled out its 3C Plan (Comprehensive Classification and 
Compensation) which featured a 10% pay increase for all Senate aides. In 2024, further 
adjustments were made both in job classifications and compensation to bring Massachusetts 
more in line with other states. 
40

	 Currently, the starting salary for the lowest rung of staffers in the legislature is still under 
$65,000,  making it impossible for most to live near their workplace or pay their bills without 41

family help or a second job. Staff are continuing the effort to unionize in order to collectively 
bargain for higher wages and benefits, more training, and better terms and conditions of 
employment. A bill to permit staff to form a union died in the 2023-2024 session,  but has 42

been reintroduced in the current session. 
43

	 6.  Stipends grew in number and magnitude. 


	 As noted above, stipends now exceed the constitutionally limited base pay of many 
favored members of the legislature. In 2025, the Speaker and Senate President will be paid 
$119,632 in addition to their base pay of $82,046. On top of that, the flat expense allowance 
for legislators who live within 50 miles of the State House is now $22,431 so that the 
President’s and Speaker’s total compensation tops $224,000.  Now, in 2025, 149 “leaders" in 44

the 200-member legislature — all 40 members of the state Senate and 109 members of the 
House — receive one or more stipends ostensibly for extra work and extra responsibility. 
Meanwhile, the state’s minimum wage stagnates at $15 per hour and legislative staffers’ efforts 
to unionize and to obtain a living wage are spurned.


	 Massachusetts is one of only ten states with an ostensibly full-time legislature.  It is a 45

testament to how little work many legislators are called upon to do in the Massachusetts 
legislature that at least half of them hold a second or even third job, own a business, or practice 
a profession. Others receive rental income as landlords.  The Boston Globe reported that about 46

two dozen legislators earned over $100,000 in outside earned income; one reported earning 
$300,000.  
47

	 Some legislators refused to provide information about their outside earnings. And 
because legislators who work as consultants and lawyers are not required by state financial 
disclosure law to identify their clients, the risk of undisclosed conflicts of interest is obvious.


	 7.  Term limit for the Senate President was abandoned.


	 In February 2023, the Senate, without debate and with a 32-6 vote, abandoned the term 
limit for the Senate President. Since 1993, the Senate President has been limited to serving for 
eight consecutive years. The eight-year term limit for the Speaker of the House had been struck 
in 2001, then reinstituted in 2009, then struck again under the reign of Speaker Robert DeLeo, 
who served twelve years as Speaker.  As Josh Landes of WAMC in the Berkshires noted, “The 48
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move was made before Spilka issued the prized committee assignments that kick off the start 
of the legislative session.” 
49

	 8.  Diversity gains were minimal.


	 Women and people of color continue to be under-represented in the State House, 
particularly in the Senate, relative to the state’s demographic composition. 

	 

	 9.  The legislature continued to tolerate misbehavior among its members and to 
protect them from consequences.

	 

	 The Massachusetts legislature has a long and sordid history of illegal, unethical, and even 
criminal behavior among its members it is beyond the scope of this report to detail. Worth 
noting here is that the leadership of the legislature continues to cosset the offenders, closing 
ranks, and stonewalling the public and the press.


	 Since 2021at least three members of the legislature have been charged with criminal 
offenses.   The legislative leadership resisted calls to take prompt action to remove any of 50 51

the three.


10.  Statements of Financial Interests remain weak, out of date, and difficult to 
obtain.


Among the 49 states that require Statements of Financial Interests (SFIs), Massachusetts 
ranks last in making such information available to the public.  SFIs are critical for boosting 52

public confidence that legislators and policymakers are acting in the public interest rather than 
their own. Massachusetts requires those seeking access to SFIs to provide photo identification 
and identifies requesters to the official whose SFI is being requested. Such practices amount to 
intimidation, serving only to keep financial information hidden from public view. 


Filers report asset values in brackets  which have not been updated since 1978 when the 53

law governing SFIs first went into effect. Back then, the mean household income was less than 
$20,000 per year; in 1980, the mean home value was $48,400. To highlight just how out of date 
the brackets are, the highest bracket for assessed home values in the SFI is “greater than 
$100,000.” To change the bracket values requires legislation. A near-half century after the law 
was enacted, it is long past time for revision. Currently, the public is deprived of important 
information about legislators’ conflicts of interest and financial incentives driving or 
preventing legislation. The public deserves meaningful disclosure. 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Appendices


	 Appendix A updates data on legislator compensation, productivity, transparency, 
diversity, and professionalism. Appendix B is an excerpted interview with Michael Widmer, 
former Director of Communications in the first administration of Governor Michael S. Dukakis 
and longtime head of the Mass. Taxpayers Foundation. In this interview, he reflects on his long 
experience with the legislature and talks about how its culture has changed in recent decades.
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assistant Zia Saylor analyzed the productivity of the legislature and intern Kati Wilkes 
conducted the interview of Michael Widmer. Both were integral participants in updating the 
findings of the original Democracy in Decline.
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Appendix A


Updates to 2021 Democracy in Decline 


Legislators’ Salary, Stipends, and Other Compensation


Legislators’ base salaries remain constitutionally limited, with additional compensation 
provided primarily through stipends linked to leadership and committee appointments 
controlled by the Speaker and Senate President.


 	 In 2021, all state representatives and state senators earned a base salary of $70,536. In 
addition, 105 of the 160 House members and all 40 Senators received stipends which ranged 
from $5,908 for committee vice chairs to $90,893 for the Speaker and Senate President. While 
state legislators accepted increases that year in both base salary and stipends, Governor Charlie 
Baker ($185,000), Lt. Gov. Karyn Polito ($165,000), Attorney General Maura Healey 
($185,377), Secretary of State William Galvin ($178,695), and Treasurer Deborah Goldberg 
($189,560) all rejected the salary increases they were entitled to. 
54

As of 2025, legislators receive a base salary of $82,046, an increase of 16% since 2021. 
Stipends have increased twice as fast, by almost 32%, since 2021. They now range from 
$7,776 to $119,632. In 2025, the number of stipended positions in the House is now 109. In the 
Senate, with only 40 members, there are 74 stipended positions. 


Stipends are only part of the compensation legislators are paid over the constitutionally 
limited base salary. In addition, legislators enjoy an expense allowance, partially tax-exempt 
State House parking, subsidized insurance (health, dental, vision, life, and optional disability), 
access to pre-tax spending accounts, and legacy insurance premium rates for legislators 
enrolled before 2003. 
55

Table 1: Highest Paid Senators & Representatives (2025) 
56

Highest-paid 
Senators

Sen. Karen Spilka 
(D-Ashland)

Sen. Michael 
Rodrigues (D-
Westport)

Sen. Cynthia 
Creem (D-Newton)

Total cash 
compensation

$224,107.08  $216,929.17 $216,630.09
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 	 The gap in compensation between the highest-paid and lowest-paid legislators now 
stands at almost $120,000.


Table 2: Stipended Positions in the Massachusetts House (2025)


Highest-paid 
Representatives 

Rep. Ronald 
Mariano (D-
Quincy)

Rep. Aaron 
Michlewitz (D-
Boston)

Rep. Bradley Jones 
(R-North Reading)

Total cash 
compensation

$224,107.08 $201,676.11 $194,199.12

Position Number of 
positions 

2025-2026 
Stipend 

Stipend Increase 
since 2021

Speaker of the House 1 $119,631.81 + $28,738.81

House Ways and Means Chair 1 $97,200.84 + $23,349.84

Majority & Minority Leaders 
(Floor Leaders)

2 $89,723.85 + $21,553.85

Speaker Pro Tempore 1 $74,769.88 + $17,961.88

Assistant Floor Leaders 7 $52,338.92 + $12,572.92

Division Leaders, Select 
Committee Chairs, Select 
Ranking Minority Members, 
and Ways and Means Vice Chair

20 $44,861.93 + $10,776.93
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Legislative Outcomes in the State House


Although thousands of bills are filed each session, only a small fraction are enacted, 
fewer still with substantive, statewide impact. Leadership’s reliance on “outside sections” 
attached to budget and bond bills to enact unrelated legislation favors autocratic efficiency 
over democratic transparency, debate, and public accountability.


In 2021, approximately 7,141 bills were filed in the two-year legislative session; 564 
were enacted. Of those, the majority affected local jurisdictions or individuals, not statewide 
policy. At the same time, the use of outside sections, policy riders attached to must-pass 
financial bills, including the annual budget, remained high and allowed leadership to bypass 
typical scrutiny and committee review. Massachusetts had not passed a budget by the July 1 
fiscal year deadline for eleven consecutive years, and had only met the deadline five times in 
the past twenty-three years. 
57

In the 2023-2024 legislative session, 8,177 bills were filed and just 489 passed, roughly 
6%. The current 2025-2026 legislative session has seen 6,785 bills filed and only 67 enacted as 
of November 30. Of those, the majority have only limited impact. For example, Ch. 6 of the 
Acts of 2025 (S.2508) established a sick leave bank for a single trial court employee, while Ch. 
5 (S.2152) designated June 7 as Tourette Syndrome Awareness Day. 
58

The trend of late state budgets persists. Massachusetts has failed to enact a budget by the 
July 1 deadline for 14 consecutive years. The FY2026 budget passed the legislature at the very 
end of June and was signed by the Governor on July 4, a substantial improvement over past 
years but still late. The budget conference committee process remains shrouded in secrecy, 
with decisions made by a group of six legislators behind closed doors, often at the last minute, 
further limiting legislative and public input. 


Committee Chairs, Ranking 
Minority Members, Select 
Vice Chairs, and Ways and 
Means Assistant Vice Chair

50 $22,430.96 + 5,387.96

Committee Vice Chairs 27 $7,776.07 + $1,868.07
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Year-to-year comparison of the number and types of legislation passed in the 
Massachusetts legislature demonstrates that legislative efficiency and output have declined 
substantially. See Table 3 below. 


Table 3: Bills Passed by the Massachusetts Legislature 
59
 


Data sourced from legislative records reflect a significant decline in the number of major 
policy bills passed in recent years, and a preponderance of passed legislation that is pertinent 
only to specific personnel or applicable only to specific municipalities. The use of outside 
sections in the annual budget and other must-pass financial bills has remained very high. 

Year Bills 
Enacted

Major 
Policy 

Bills

Appropriation, 
Financial, and 
Bonds Bills

Sick Leave 
Banks and 
Other 
Personnel-
Specific Bills 

Home

Rule

Petitions and 
Other Local 
Bills

Minor 
Policy 
Bills

2017 176 14 9 46 92 15

2018 450 61 17 74 272 26

Session 
Total

626 75 26 120 364 41

2019 153 17 9 47 74 6

2020 386 54 12 42 258 20

Session 
Total

539 71 21 89 332 26

2023 89 5 6 22 51 5

2024 407 28 7 27 315 30

Session 
Total

496 33 13 49 366 35

2025

(as of 
December
9)

79 6 11 16 43 3

16



Outside sections, attached to must-pass appropriations bills, allow controversial legislation like 
the Roe Act to pass without debate or amendment.


Table 4: Number of Outside Sections of the Massachusetts State Legislature Over Time 
60

Of particular note is the sharp increase in the number of outside sections from the 
2019-2020 session to the 2023-2024 session. This reflects a significant increase in 
policymaking that skirts democratic processes, rather than working through the give-and-take 
and robust debate of an open and democratic legislative process. Laws passed by 
circumventing debate and amendments protect legislators from being held accountable by the 
constituents they were elected to represent.


Transparency


Massachusetts has consistently ranked near the bottom nationally in legislative 
transparency and public access to information, with minimal reforms in recent years to address 
longstanding concerns.


In 2013, Massachusetts received an “F” from Ballotpedia  for public accessibility and in 61

2015 was ranked 40th in the nation by the Center for Public Integrity for public access to 
information.  These low grades were based on factors such as the lack of public roll call votes 62

in committees, the opacity of online legislative data platforms, weak appeal pathways for 

Year Number of Outside Sections

2017 236

2018 318

Session Total 554

2019 261

2020 282

Session Total 543

2023 443

2024 497

Session Total 940

2025 (as-of 
11/30) 450
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denied information requests, and the absence of robust oversight mechanisms to enforce 
transparency. Neither the public records law nor the open meeting law applies to the state 
legislature, allowing lawmakers to vote in secret, particularly in committee, where many bills 
are effectively killed outside of public view.


Over a decade later, in 2025, these structural issues remain little improved. No other state 
besides Massachusetts continues to exempt all three branches of government—executive, 
legislative, and judicial—from public records laws.  One step forward: the Joint Rules 63

adopted for the current legislative session require committee votes and hearing testimony to be 
made public for the first time in recent history.


Diversity


The Massachusetts legislature has long failed to reflect the racial and gender diversity of 
the state’s population. While some incremental changes have occurred, progress remains slow 
and uneven, particularly within leadership and committee structures.


As of 2021, 21 members (13%) of the 160-member Massachusetts House were people of 
color: seven Black, seven Latino, and seven Asian. Fifty members (31%) were women. The 
Senate was even less diverse, with only two members (5%) people of color, neither of them 
Black, and twelve women (30%). In total, 23 of 200 legislators (11.5%) were people of color, 
and only seven (3.5%) were Black.


As of 2025, there have been modest gains in diversity. Currently, there are 26 members of 
the Black and Latino Legislative Caucus and seven members of the Asian House Caucus, for a 
total of 33 members in both chambers who are people of color.  In the House, there are 29 64

people of color (18.2%); 51 representatives (32%) are women. In the Senate, only four 
members are people of color (10.3%), none are Asian, and only eleven are women (28%).  To 65

put these numbers in perspective, the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2024 report on Massachusetts 
demographics estimated that 21% of the state population were people of color, and that 51.1% 
were female. 
66

The diversity of leadership is little improved. Fourteen of the 16 (87%) House leaders are 
white; only four (25%) are women. Of the 44 House chairs of House or joint committees, just 
two (4.5%) are people of color, both Latino men; all chairs of House standing committees are 
white. In the Senate, all 13 members of the leadership are white; four (31%) are women. Of the 
three Democratic senators of color, a Black woman, a Latina woman, and a Black man, each 
serves as a co-chair of a joint committee but none are chair any of the eleven Senate standing 
committees. As of 2025, Black legislators hold only two committee chair positions in the 
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legislature.


The entrenched white male network continues to dominate Beacon Hill. As long as 
incumbents do not face intra-party competition, diversity gains will be very limited.


Professionalism 


Massachusetts stands out nationally for its lack of legislative professionalism. It is the 
only state without any independent legislative services agency or office, such as a fiscal or 
research bureau, to support informed lawmaking. Unlike other states, legislators in 
Massachusetts must rely heavily on leadership staff for information, as aides are underpaid, 
overworked, and few in number. See Figure 1. This structural deficit undermines independent 
decision-making and reinforces the Speaker’s power. Staff typically move from committee to 
committee assignment with their assigned legislator, requiring them to learn a new subject-
matter area with each new assignment. They educate themselves largely on an ad hoc basis, 
learning on the job without formal training.


Figure 1: Full-Time Staffers to Legislators Ratio in 2023 
67
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Appendix B


Interview of Michael Widmer by Katharina Wilkes, July 28, 2025 (excerpted)


	 Note: Michael Widmer served as Director of Communications in the first administration 
of Governor Michael S. Dukakis. From 1990-2015, he headed the Massachusetts Taxpayers 
Foundation.


Michael Widmer: Starting in the early ‘90s, with Tom Finneran, you began to see a 
consolidation of power around the Speaker’s office. I had a good relationship with him and all 
of these people, but he started that trend, and it has continued and accelerated. At the same 
time, the Republicans in Massachusetts have kind of cut a deal with the leadership: ‘Give us 
running room, give us stipends, and we’ll oppose you on paper, but not make a lot of fuss.’ 
That seems to be how they behave. Maybe they have to, since they don’t have the numbers to 
make a real difference.


	 In the ‘70s and ‘80s, you had three important things: a strong committee structure, active 
floor debates, and a variety of groups within the legislature. Committees reported to the 
Speaker, David Bartley, at the time, who was very good, but committee chairs had a lot of 
autonomy. They became experts, did their own research, and pushed legislation with broad 
agreement from leadership. There were real committee discussions and votes. That’s all gone 
now.


	 You also had roaring debates on the House and Senate floors. One example: the debate in 
the early ‘70s on reducing the House from 240 to 160 members. It was pushed by the League 
of Women Voters. There were great public debates on that. Those debates crossed party lines. 
There was also a progressive Democratic group, a substantial one, and a sizable Republican 
presence. Not many women or minorities yet, though. Mostly Irish men who had long 
controlled Boston politics.


	 You also saw coalitions form across party lines. One of the most dramatic examples was 
the 1980 Management Rights Act for the MBTA. The progressive Democrats and Republicans 
came together to reduce the unions’ control over personnel decisions. Barney Frank led the 
charge for the Democrats, and Paul Cellucci, who later became governor, was on the 
Republican side. It was a really effective and bipartisan piece of legislation.


	 There’s a long tradition here of doing things behind closed doors. Massachusetts has a 
liberal veneer, but state and local government remain very tribal, meaning not transparent.
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In the ‘70s and ‘80s, the legislature was much more transparent. You had debates, votes, and 
real accountability. People paid attention. You also had public votes and public committee 
deliberations. That’s all gone.


	 One notable shift was the budget amendment process. There used to be real debates. 
Then, [Thomas] Finneran grouped amendments, met privately with sponsors, and announced 
decisions in advance. That eliminated floor debate. If an amendment was controversial, 
leadership pressured the sponsor to withdraw it to avoid a vote. So now, there’s essentially no 
debate.


	 Some people talk about running reform candidates. That’s fine, but I don’t think it’ll make 
much difference. Even if four new people get elected, leadership can isolate them. Real change 
has to come from leadership itself.


	 Until we get a leader who says, ‘We're going back to how things used to be,’ I think we’ll 
have to keep pushing from the outside. Organizational change is hard. The leadership has all 
the levers: committee assignments, office space, no staff for members – it’s very hard for reps 
to do anything independently.


	 There was a moment at the People’s Hearing that stuck with me: a man said he used to 
work at the State House and remembered watching debates in the 2000s. He said he recently 
mentioned this to a current staffer, and she said, “Wait – there were debates?” That little 
vignette says it all.
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