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Preface

An ancient concern about democratic government is that it can encourage
popularly elected leaders to incite the rule of the mob. Even Aristotle,
who held that a multitude of people would generate more wisdom than
any individual could, recognized this potential problem.1 In the Politics,
he observes that in democracies “where the laws are not supreme, there
demagogues spring up . . . The demagogues make the decrees of the peo-
ple override the laws, by referring all things to the popular assembly. And
therefore they grow great, because the people have all things in their
hands, and they [the demagogues] hold in their hands the votes of the
people, who obey them” (Aristotle 1988 [350 b.c.e.], 89).

The Founders of the United States government sought to prevent this
type of democracy through, among other mechanisms, the separation of
powers. As Martin Diamond (1987, 671) observes, the forefathers hoped
this separation would encourage some elected officials to “resist the
wrong desires of the people to which other representatives are supinely
yielding, or which they are even demagogically arousing.” Notwith-
standing these efforts of the forefathers, many students of the American
presidency have observed that the institution encourages policymaking
that yields to mass opinion. Writing in the early part of the nineteenth
century, Alexis de Tocqueville (1945 [1835], 142–43) lamented that
American chief executives are “an easy tool in the hands of the majority.”
John Stuart Mill expressed similar concern around that time in surmis-
ing, “every public question is discussed and decided with less reference
to its merits than to its expected bearing on the presidential election”
(1958 [1861], 201–2).

The institution of the American presidency has therefore long
been perceived to encourage policymaking that caters to mass opinion,

1. For a discussion of Aristotle’s beliefs about the wisdom of the multitude, see
Waldron (1995).



potentially at the expense of societal welfare. Today this issue is as perti-
nent as ever. The two plebiscitary actions identified by Aristotle and
Diamond—inciting and yielding to mass opinion—can be easily achieved
by contemporary presidents. Mass communications afford a readily avail-
able means of appealing to the public. Polling is an integral component of
White House operations. Thus to the extent that presidents’ arousing and
monitoring of public opinion do indeed induce policymaking that harms
society, the detrimental impact should be as great as it ever has been.

This book analyzes how policymaking in Washington is in fact affected
by these presidential activities. In particular, I examine the impact of pres-
idents’ public appeals and polling. Throughout the course of the text, I
refer to these activities as presidents’ involvement of the mass public. I
assess both whether this involvement increases the impact of mass opin-
ion on policymakers’ decisions, as well as the degree to which any such
impact entails presidents following mass opinion when they believe doing
so is not in citizens’ long-term interests.

The existing scholarly literature contains two recurring yet distinct
themes about how presidents’ involvement of the mass public influences pol-
icymaking. The first, perhaps surprising, theme is that the involvement does
not necessarily move policy in the direction of public opinion. This theme
emerges in a diverse body of work. For example, some research argues that
the president employs polling and appeals to try to manipulate public opin-
ion, thereby utilizing the activities to increase his influence but not that of the
people.2 Other studies suggest that presidents’ appeals may be nothing more
than grandstanding or credit-claiming. Yet other work finds that presidents
are not substantively responsive to mass opinion.

A separate theme in the literature, and one more in keeping with the
concerns of the Founders, Tocqueville, and Mill, is that presidents’
arousing and monitoring of public opinion on balance harm society.
Unlike the first theme, this one implies that plebiscitary activities grant
the general populace significant policy influence. However, the influence
ultimately harms citizens because presidents are more likely than they
are to understand the long-term effects of policies and less likely to be
swayed by emotional whims. A president’s involvement of the mass pub-
lic thus causes him to advance policies he believes are not in citizens’
long-term interests.

The argument of this book diverges from each of these recurring
themes. Specifically, I show that presidents’ involvement of the public

xii Preface

2. Given that all American presidents have been male, I will typically employ the male
pronoun when referring to the inhabitant of the office. This usage obviously does not
imply a belief that the pattern will continue for the foreseeable future.



does move policy in the direction of majority opinion. Only under a lim-
ited set of circumstances, however, will the involvement encourage the
president to advance a popular position he believes is likely to damage
society. Thus presidents’ arousing and monitoring of mass opinion sub-
stantially increase the influence of the people, and this influence does not
entail presidents persistently ignoring societal welfare.

Before proceeding to the development of this argument, a few stylistic
issues are worth noting. First, by studying the relationship among presi-
dents, the mass public, and policymaking, the book bridges two areas of
inquiry that the field of American politics typically separates: political
institutions and behavior. Scholars of institutions tend to analyze political
elites, leaving to scholars of mass behavior examination of the populace.
Because readers immersed in one of these two subfields may not closely
follow the other, I provide more detailed literature reviews than one might
in a more narrow study.

Second, the chapters contain a mixture of formal, quantitative, and
narrative analysis. The formal analysis serves to delineate the underlying
theoretical assumptions, motivate the hypotheses, and structure the
empirics. The empirical work centers on statistical tests, which facilitate
the examination of broad patterns of presidential and legislative deci-
sions. This formal and quantitative analysis is complemented by narrative
evidence and case studies, which allow for more detailed examination of
the particular circumstances surrounding individual policy decisions.
Given this combination of methodological approaches, I have sectioned
and layered the presentation so that audiences of various technical back-
grounds may appreciate the core arguments without enduring material
that they may find too detailed. The most technical material is reserved
for the footnotes, tables, and figures.

Finally, it is worth noting that the analysis contains at least two poten-
tially controversial choices of language. One is the term “current opin-
ion,” which I use to distinguish mass opinion at a particular time from
what it might be in the future. Some readers may view the term as sug-
gesting that mass opinion is ill-reasoned and/or ephemeral. The phrase,
however, does not rest on any such assumptions. In fact, it is entirely con-
sistent with the existence of a “rational electorate” or “rational public” as
it incorporates the possibility that voters may learn new information
about a particular proposal or policy issue.3

Another matter of semantics, and a potentially more controversial one,
is that the analysis discusses presidents’ beliefs about “societal welfare” or

Preface xiii

3. The language is also consistent with V. O. Key’s (1961) notion of “latent” opinion,
which Key describes as opinion that may develop after a policy is enacted.



the “public interest.” Many of the political scientists and philosophers (as
well as pundits) who have lamented policymakers’ attention to mass opin-
ion have done so because they presume such attention causes leaders to
disregard voters’ long-term interests. Given that the book responds to
these concerns, I utilize this language, acknowledging that it is exceed-
ingly difficult, if not impossible, to prove that a given policy fulfills some
sort of agreed-upon version of “the public interest.” The purpose of
the ensuing analysis is not to offer any such version. Instead, I am inter-
ested in whether presidents pursue the policies they believe are in voters’
long-term interests. This is the primary practical concern that has long
interested critics of plebiscitary politics.

In focusing on this concern, the book is attentive to the fact that when
a leader claims to be acting in the public interest he or she is not neces-
sarily doing anything remotely of the sort. Obviously, policy choices are
affected by many factors that may not be associated with pursuing socie-
tal welfare. Parties, interest groups, and leaders’ personal priorities are a
few such important influences that the book will address through means
such as including control variables (in the econometric analyses) and
examining alternative explanations (in the case studies). Moreover, it is
worth acknowledging at the outset that even when a president believes he
is representing voters’ interests, these beliefs may be influenced by his ide-
ological leanings and other factors.

All of these complexities highlight the fact that responsiveness has
many desirable qualities, such as accountability. Yet these qualities do not
make the question of whether leaders will follow public opinion when
they believe it is misguided any less interesting or important. Indeed, the
complexities arguably help justify the need for scholarly work on the
topic; if it were obvious that responsiveness to public opinion, or a lack
thereof, were always desirable, then one would hardly need scholars to
grapple with the subject.

xiv Preface
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chapter one

Presidents’ Involvement of the Mass Public

On June 6 of 2002, President George W. Bush went on nationwide tele-
vision to advocate adding a Department of Homeland Security to the exec-
utive cabinet. As Bush noted in the speech, he was promoting the larg-
est restructuring of the federal government since 1947, when President
Harry Truman moved the armed forces into the agency now called the
Department of Defense. Bush’s support for the new bureaucratic struc-
ture represented a departure from his previous position. For months,
he had been claiming that internal security should be managed by an
agency located within the Executive Office of the President. Indeed, the
Congressional Quarterly Weekly referred to the switch in his stance as
a “stunning turnabout.”1

At the time of the speech, political pundits of various persuasions opined
that the president had changed his position less because of a conversion
in his beliefs and more out of a desire to placate mass opinion. For exam-
ple, Representative Barney Frank (D-MA) conjectured that the adminis-
tration had “gotten an indication from polling data that there’s concern
of their grip of the situation . . . They’re doing this as a defensive reaction
that they no longer look omnicompetent [sic] to the public.”2 Similarly,
Ivan Eland of the libertarian Cato Institute opined that “the initiative
is primarily designed to pretend that the administration is doing some-
thing, rather than administering much needed ‘tough love’ to the secur-
ity bureaucracies.”3 Even the Republican membership of Congress
expressed some doubt. Representative Adam Putnam (R-FL) complained
“we can’t afford to turn the federal government upside down through

1. Adriel Bettelheim and Jill Barshay, “Bush’s Swift, Sweeping Plan Is Work Order for
Congress,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly, June 8, 2002, 1498–1504.

2. Ibid., 1501–2.
3. Ivan Eland, “Bush Plan Is Just ‘Do Something,’ ” Newsday, June 10, 2002,

A25.



rose-colored, daisy-sniffing marches toward group think.”4 Indeed, the
idea of creating a Department of Homeland Security was quite popular
with the public. In the weeks after Bush’s address, surveys found that
around 70 percent of the populace supported establishing a cabinet-level
department responsible for internal security.5

As the legislative negotiations over Bush’s initiative progressed, it faced
the most serious resistance in the Senate, where the Democrats held
a one-person majority.6 The key point of contention concerned the per-
sonnel system of the prospective department. Bush wanted to limit the
would-be employees’ civil service protections and rights to join unions.
The Senate leadership, headed by Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD),
opposed these provisions, claiming that the administration wanted to use
the new agency to advance an anti-union agenda.7 By the time Congress
recessed for the 2002 elections, the Senate Democrats and President
Bush had not been able to reach an agreement.

Republicans highlighted the disagreement in a number of senatorial
races. For example, Saxby Chambliss, the Republican challenger to Dem-
ocratic Senator Max Cleland of Georgia, released television advertise-
ments that criticized the incumbent for failing to support the president’s
proposed Department of Homeland Security.8 Jim Talent, the Republican
challenger to Senator Jean Carnahan of Missouri, likewise stressed her

2 Chapter One

4. Susan Milligan, “Lawmakers Wary About Homeland Security Plan: Some Ask
Whether to Include FBI, CIA,” Boston Globe, June 12, 2002, A3.

5. In a CBS News poll conducted June 18–20, 2002, 70 percent of respondents
replied affirmatively to the question, “Do you approve or disapprove of recent proposal to
create the Department of Homeland Security, a cabinet department, which would unite a
number of government agencies into one department?” In a Harris Interactive Poll con-
ducted June 19–20, 69 percent of respondents replied affirmatively to the question, “Do
you think the U.S. Congress should or should not pass legislation to create a new cabinet
department of Homeland Security?” Finally, in a Gallup Organization survey conducted
June 21–23, 73 percent of respondents replied affirmatively to the question, “As you
may know, shortly after the September 11th (2001) terrorist attacks (on the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon), President George W. Bush created the office of Homeland
Security. Now, Bush is proposing that this office be combined with many existing govern-
ment agencies to create a new cabinet level department. Do you think Congress should—
or should not—pass legislation to create a new cabinet-level Department of Homeland
Security?” All of the polls were conducted on the national adult population.

6. At that time, James Jefford of Vermont identified himself as an Independent but
caucused with the Democrats.

7. Adriel Bettelheim, “Senate’s Failure to Resolve Personnel Management Issue Stalls
Homeland Security Bill,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly, October 10, 2002, 2741.

8. Todd S. Purdum and David E. Rosenbaum, “The 2002 Elections: The Campaign;
Bush’s Stumping for Candidates Is Seen as a Critical Factor in Republican Victories,”
New York Times, Late Edition, November 7, 2002, B4.



opposition to the president’s initiative.9 Chambliss and Talent ultimately
defeated their opponents, and observers cited the homeland security issue
as contributing significantly to the victories. For instance, the Financial
Times commented, “the lack of congressional approval for the new depart-
ment was used effectively by Republicans in unseating two Democratic
senators in Georgia and Missouri.”10 More dramatically, the Congressio-
nal Quarterly Weekly noted that Democrats “were pummeled in the fall
campaigns by Republicans who said they had blocked the [president’s
Homeland Security] bill.”11

Following these results, the Democrats yielded to the president on the
issue of homeland security. On November 19, by a 90–9 vote, the Senate
passed a bill creating a Department of Homeland Security with the per-
sonnel flexibility President Bush had requested. The House agreed to the
Senate version by a voice vote on November 22, and the president signed
the legislation into law three days later.

The events surrounding the creation of the Department of Homeland
Security draw attention to several important ways in which policymaking
in Washington may be affected by presidents’ plebiscitary activities, such
as polling and mass appeals. First, the pundits’ claim that Bush champi-
oned the department in an effort to appease the electorate highlights that
a president may support policies simply because they are popular, not
because he believes in the merits. Second, Bush’s appeal underscores that
a president may employ the bully pulpit to pressure congressional mem-
bers to enact his policy initiatives. These effects, in combination, suggest
that a president may follow mass opinion when formulating a policy
agenda and proceed to advance the agenda through the legislative process
by rallying the public to support it.

Such behavior is precisely what architects of the United States
Constitution feared. They did not want the populace directly involved
in policymaking and were deeply skeptical of the citizenry’s ability to par-
ticipate in reasoned deliberation. The “masses” were perceived to be eas-
ily influenced by temporary passions. James Madison summarizes this
viewpoint in Federalist Paper No. 49, proclaiming that “a nation of philoso-
phers is as little to be expected as the philosophical race of kings wished for
by Plato.”12 Indeed, as Ralph Ketcham (1986, 6) notes in his introduction
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9. David Firestone, “The 2002 Campaign: Missouri; X-Factor May Provide the Edge
in a Close Senate Race,” New York Times, November 1, 2002, A26.

10. Deborah McGregor, “Bush Secures Breakthrough for Homeland Security Plan,”
Financial Times, November 13, 2002, 1.

11. Mary Dairymple, “Homeland Security Department another Victory for Ad-
ministration,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly, November 16, 2002, 3002–7.

12. The Federalist Papers 1987 [1788], No. 49, 314.



to the Anti-Federalist Papers, even statesmen who opposed the Consti-
tution on certain grounds were generally anxious about “rule by the . . .
demagogue-dominated ‘voice of the people.’”

Consistent with this perspective, the Federalist Papers stipulate that
elected officials should not involve the mass public in the policymaking
process. For instance, in No. 71, Alexander Hamilton states that the presi-
dent should not allow public opinion to guide his policy choices. Hamilton
observes, “There are some who would be inclined to regard the servile pli-
ancy of the Executive to a prevailing current . . . as its best recommenda-
tion. But such men entertain very crude notions . . . as of the true means by
which the public happiness may be promoted.”13 Likewise, Madison in
Federalist Paper No. 49 argues that regular mass appeals would not serve
the national interest because they would cause “the passions . . . not the rea-
son, of the public [to] sit in judgment.”14 As these statements suggest, the
architects of the Constitution feared presidents’ arousing and monitoring
of public opinion could readily degenerate into demagoguery.15

To the extent that this fear has ever been relevant, it certainly should be
today. As Eisinger (2003, 5) documents, polling has become “an integral
part of [presidents’] White House modus operandi.” Presidents, through
their national party committees, spend millions of dollars on polls (Jacobs
and Shapiro 2000, 367–68n). Likewise, televised appeals to the public
are now commonplace; Ragsdale (1998) estimates that Presidents
Richard Nixon through Bill Clinton gave a major address approximately
five times every year. These days one simply cannot separate presidents’
role in the policy process from their involvement of the mass public in
the process.

The purpose of this book is to analyze how such plebiscitary activity
affects the policy decisions of presidents and legislators. In particular,
I examine how policymaking in Washington is influenced by presidents’
appeals and attention to mass opinion. As mentioned in the preface,
I refer to these actions jointly as presidents’ involvement of the mass public.
This book assesses whether this executive behavior in fact increases

4 Chapter One

13. Federalist, No. 71, 409.
14. Federalist, No. 49, 315.
15. It is worth highlighting that while a pure democracy was feared by most of the

Founding Fathers, variation did exist among them. In particular, Thomas Jefferson (who
did not attend the Constitutional Convention because during it he was the diplomatic rep-
resentative to France) placed greater faith than many of his contemporaries in the wisdom
of majority opinion (e.g., Sheldon 1991). As he wrote to John Breckenridge on January
29, 1800 with reference to political events in France, “we [American leaders] are sensible
of the duty and expediency of submitting our opinions to the will of the majority” (Papers
of Thomas Jefferson, Volume 31, 2004, 345).



the degree to which mass opinion guides policymaking and also the extent
to which any such guidance indeed entails presidents disregarding socie-
tal welfare.16

The existing literature contains two recurring themes regarding the pol-
icy impact of presidents’ involvement of the mass public. The first com-
ports with the concerns voiced by the authors of the Federalist: namely, that
the involvement encourages the enactment of policy that caters to transitory,
ill-reasoned opinion at the expense of societal welfare. A separate, con-
trasting theme is that the involvement does not necessarily shift policy
in the direction of existing opinion. This idea emerges in work that argues
presidents use polls and public appeals to try to manipulate public opin-
ion, in research that suggests congressional members do not alter their
behavior in response to presidents’ appeals, in studies that indicate the
appeals are simply grandstanding, and in analyses that find presidents
are unresponsive to public opinion.

In this book I argue against each of these perspectives. I find that pres-
idents’ involvement of the mass public does shift policy toward majority
opinion. However, I also find that under most conditions a president will
not endorse a popular policy he believes is contrary to the interest of soci-
ety. In other words, under most conditions, the popular policies that the
president takes to the airwaves are ones that he believes will improve soci-
etal welfare. Thus presidents’ arousing and monitoring of public opinion
increase the influence of the populace but not in a way that entails pervasive
demagoguery.

The analysis is divided into two major parts. The first half focuses on
presidents’ appeals to the mass public, the second on presidents’ incen-
tives to pander to “current opinion,” or the opinion that exists at the time
the president is making his policy decision.17 The earlier part shows why,
at first glance, presidents may appear to be plebiscites to those believing
pervasive responsiveness likely reflects demagogic behavior. When a chief
executive selects among proposals to publicize over the airwaves, the
decision is not independent of how popular each proposal is. On the
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16. As discussed in detail in the preface, I use the term societal welfare (as well as
public interest) because I am responding to the concern that a president’s attention to
mass opinion may cause him to disregard voters’ longer-term interests. I am obviously
not claiming that it is straightforward to ascertain an objective version of societal welfare.
Instead, I am interested in examining the extent to which presidents are willing to disre-
gard voters’ longer-term interests when they believe public opinion is misinformed or
misguided.

17. As discussed in the preface, the use of the term current opinion is not meant to
imply that mass opinion is necessarily ill-reasoned or ephemeral, just that it may change
in the future due to factors such as new information.



whole, presidents are more likely to issue appeals about initiatives that
comport with citizens’ policy preferences. This effect is stronger in the
domain of domestic than foreign affairs, but even in the latter case, a pres-
ident’s selection of issues to take to the public is strategic in that he tends
to avoid publicizing initiatives that face strong popular opposition.

The second half of the book shows that this behavior does not imply
presidents take popular stances whenever citizens are likely to be attentive.
Instead, depending on the president’s personal popularity and the elec-
toral cycle, his policy choices may be driven by concern about anticipated
public reaction to the policy results or even by a desire to create good pub-
lic policy. For example, when a president’s personal approval is either high
or low, he does not support popular policies that he believes will be detri-
mental to society. Likewise, when the next election is distant or he is not
running for reelection, he does not cater to the mass citizenry unless he
agrees with their preferred course of action. Only when a president is
marginally popular and soon faces an electoral contest does he pander to
public opinion by supporting a popular policy that he believes will not
advance citizens’ interests.

The book therefore finds that presidents strategically focus their pub-
lic appeals on policies consistent with mass opinion but often would have
supported the policies even if the public had not. Appealing to the popu-
lace simply increases a president’s ability to achieve legislative success on
policies that, for the most part, he and the people support. More gener-
ally, the analysis demonstrates that presidents’ involvement of the public
increases the likelihood popular initiatives are enacted and, at the same
time, does not pervasively alter executive decision making. In other
words, the involvement augments the influence of majority opinion but
does not generally produce demagogic leadership.

O V E RV I E W  O F  T H E  L I T E R AT U R E

Presidential Power

During the past fifty years, research on presidents’ policy influence has
primarily focused on topics other than the involvement of the mass pub-
lic. For instance, a great deal of work examines how formal powers, such
as the veto and executive orders, influence policymaking.18 A literature
also exists on how presidents’ policy influence differs between foreign and

6 Chapter One

18. See, for example, Brady and Volden (1998), Cameron (2000), Kiewiet and
McCubbins (1988), Krehbiel (1998), McCarty (1997), and McCarty and Poole (1995) on the
veto; and Howell (2003), Mayer (2001), and Moe and Howell (1999) on unilateral action.



domestic affairs; on the whole, this research suggests that chief exec-
utives have particular advantages in foreign affairs.19 Finally, following
Richard Neustadt (1990 [1960]), scholars have examined how policy-
making is affected by a president’s public standing and dealings with
other elites in Washington.20 Obviously, the subject of personal standing
or popularity is somewhat related to the topic at hand in that each
concerns public opinion. It is therefore worth noting that most work on
presidents’ personal approval allows that mass appeals may not affect
policymaking.

Neustadt (1990 [1960], 269) does recognize President Ronald
Reagan’s use of television to mobilize the public and acknowledges future
presidents may similarly try to exploit the medium. He views the possi-
bility cautiously, however, and does not assess public appeals to be a key
component of executive power. Likewise, George Edwards (2003) argues
that appeals typically fail to aid presidents’ legislative efforts. Edwards
bases this argument on evidence that presidents are unable to alter citi-
zens’ dispositions about policy issues.

Perhaps surprisingly, the strongest indication that presidents’ appeals
might engender policy influence comes from work focused less on execu-
tive power than on historical development. In particular, a number of
studies document that over the past one hundred years chief executives
have increasingly employed a strategy of “going public,” to use Samuel
Kernell’s (1997) famous language.21 While some of these studies are more
optimistic (e.g., Kernell 1997) than others (e.g., Bessette 1994; Tulis
1987) about the prospects for systematic influence from the strategy, on
the whole the historical works suggest it is effective at least rarely.

Only a few studies, both from within and outside this historical tradi-
tion, actually grapple with the question of why appeals might regularly
aid presidents in the legislative process. The explanations that these
analyses provide vary greatly, but all imply the action may not augment the
degree to which citizens’ policy positions guide policymakers’ decisions.
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19. E.g., Huntington (1961), Peterson (1994), Shull (1991) and Wildavsky (1966;
but cf. Oldfield and Wildavsky 1991).

20. Research on how a president’s standing in society affects his legislative influence
includes Brace and Hinckley (1992), Canes-Wrone and de Marchi (2002), Ostrom
and Simon (1985), and Rivers and Rose (1985). On the topic of presidential bargaining
with other policy elites, see, for instance, Sullivan (1990) and de Marchi and Sullivan
(1997).

21. Cornwell (1965), Gamm and Smith (1998), Hager and Sullivan (1994), Kernell
(1997), Lowi (1985), Milkis (1998), Polsby (1978), Skowronek (1993), Tulis (1987). See
also Ellis’s edited volume (1998), which includes a number of pieces on the historical
development of presidential speechmaking.



For instance, Gary Miller (1993) argues that appeals move legislation
from the committee stage to the floor, Calvin Mouw and Michael MacKuen
(1992) find they moderate the positions of congressional agenda setters,
and Kernell (1997) contends that going public allows popular presidents
to garner support for their positions. It also has been argued that the strat-
egy can increase executive influence by enabling presidents to commit to
vetoing legislation they actually prefer to the status quo (Ingberman and
Yao 1991a; 1991b). Notably, in none of these accounts are the policy pref-
erences of the mass public a central component.

The role of these preferences is actually strongest in research that
argues presidential appeals only rarely affect congressional behavior.
Specifically, Jeffrey Tulis (1987; 1998) and Joseph Bessette (1994) con-
tend that appealing to the public will seldom aid a president but that
when the action does so the impact is detrimental because it entails politi-
cians giving more deference to the ill-informed views of the public.22

Tulis (1998, 111–13), for example, stresses the difficulty in permitting
rhetorical leadership without simultaneously encouraging leaders to
cater to a mass opinion that he characterizes as transitory and ill-reasoned.
Likewise, Bessette (1994, 212) suggests that presidents’ mobilizing of
public opinion can encourage congressional members to pass legislation
they would not support “given a fuller consideration of information and
arguments.”

In sum, the literature on presidential power suggests three schools of
thought about public appeals. The first, dominant perspective is that they
are not a significant component of executive power. A second perspective
is that they are indeed a significant component of executive power but do
not necessarily increase the degree to citizens’ policy preferences guide
policymaking. Finally, a third school of thought suggests that appeals
increase the influence of presidents as well as the mass public but then
only on rare occasion and at the expense of societal welfare.

Presidential Decision Making

The literature has long maintained that public opinion affects the policy
decisions of elected officials such as presidents (e.g., Downs 1957; Key
1961; Monroe 1979; Page and Shapiro 1983). Recently, a number of stud-
ies have examined whether presidents are indeed “responsive” to public
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22. Indeed, Bessette (1994, 193) surmises that “successful efforts by presidents to
move Congress, or even some significant part of Congress, by generating public pressure
are relatively rare phenomena in American political history and indeed are noteworthy
precisely because of their rarity.”



opinion, in the sense of enacting policies currently favored by the popu-
lace, and several suggest that the overall level of presidential responsive-
ness is actually quite low. For instance, Jeffrey Cohen (1997) demonstrates
that the level of ideological liberalism in society does not consistently
influence presidents’ stances in State of the Union addresses. Consistent
with this finding, Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro (2000, 2002a)
argue that presidents have recently employed polls and other public rela-
tions tools to try to shape public opinion rather than cater to it.23

A separate group of studies indicates presidents are in fact quite respon-
sive to mass opinion. One such study is by John Geer (1996), who finds
that polling has encouraged and enabled presidents to become more
responsive to popular opinion. Consistent with this argument, analyses
by Robert Erikson, Michael MacKuen, and James Stimson show that recent
presidents’ positions on roll call votes are highly responsive to changes
in the liberalism of the public mood (Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson
2002a, 2002b; Stimson, MacKuen and Erikson 1995). The literature thus
provides two starkly distinct perspectives regarding the impact of current
opinion on presidential policymaking.

In debating whether executive policy decisions follow mass opinion,
research on responsiveness has not evaluated the extent to which presi-
dents are taking popular stances independently of their merits. In other
words, existing studies leave open the possibility that presidents are
unwilling to cater to public opinion when they believe it is misguided
or that presidents cater to current opinion at the expense of what they
perceive to be the national interest. This latter prospect has been a recur-
ring concern of political scientists and analysts. Walter Lippmann (1922),
George F. Kennan (1951), and Hans Morgenthau (1948) each argued
over a half-century ago that presidents should not follow public opinion
because they are more likely than the mass public to know which policies
will ultimately benefit society. More recently, Paul Quirk and Joseph
Hinchliffe (1998, 21) have observed that “powerful mass opinion can
lead to policies that are reckless, irresponsible, or ill-suited to their pur-
poses.” Consistent with this argument, Robert Weissberg (2001, 14) has
forcefully contended that “under no circumstances should [polls] inform
policy making or determine policy choices.”

The literature on presidential decision making thus contains a great
deal of uncertainty as to whether presidents’ monitoring of opinion
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23. Jacobs and Shapiro (2000, 2002a) argue that politicians other than presidents
have also become likely to try to craft public opinion in recent years. In support of this
argument, they present data that suggest policy congruence between public opinion and
overall government policy has declined since the 1970s.



encourages them to follow it, particularly when doing so counters their
information about the optimal course of action.

Perspectives of Representation

While this book focuses on the institution of the presidency, it contributes
as well to the understanding of representation in American democracy.
In important ways, the work builds on, and yet repudiates, archetypal
perspectives of representation. Specifically, in keeping with E. E.
Schattschneider (1960) and V. O. Key (1961), and in contrast to the tradi-
tional pluralist perspective in which competition among groups largely
determines policymaking (e.g., Dahl 1961; Truman 1951), the analysis
here grants mass opinion a central role in the policy process. Also like
Schattschneider and Key, this study does not grant a deterministic role
to mass opinion; neither the president nor Congress follows it uni-
versally. Still, the role of mass opinion differs from each of these classic
perspectives.

In Schattschneider’s analysis of democracy in America, the impact of
popular opinion depends on the scope of conflict. When this scope is large,
the general public strongly influences policymakers’ decisions; otherwise,
specialized interests dominate the process. Schattschneider recognizes the
president to be a critical figure in increasing the scope of conflict and thus,
as in this study, presidents’ public appeals may increase the influence of the
mass citizenry. Yet, unlike the ensuing analysis, Schattschneider does not
delve into the question of how citizens’ policy preferences may affect a pres-
ident’s incentives to broaden the scope of conflict. Correspondingly, he does
not examine whether the influence that presidents obtain from appeals comes
at the expense of policymaking that gives precedence to current opinion over
citizens’ long-term interests.

Key’s perspective of American democracy better lends itself to analyz-
ing differences between citizens’ short-term inclinations and long-term
interests. In particular, Key argues that policy elites respond not only to
current opinion but also to the “latent opinion” that is expected to develop
as a function of the policies chosen. Thus, consistent with the perspective
of this study, a politician may forsake a popular course of action if it
is likely to produce an outcome that citizens will not like. Key does not,
however, attempt to identify circumstances under which a politician’s
concern about current opinion will drive his policy decisions. Indeed, he
argues that leaders have a great deal of discretion within basic limits,
which he terms “opinion dikes,” to choose whatever policies they see
fit. In contrast, this book identifies circumstances under which current
opinion will guide presidential decision making. In specifying these
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conditions where classics like Key have avoided doing so, I offer a partial
response to John Zaller’s (1992, 273–74) call for such analysis of repre-
sentation: “the question is not whether elites lead or follow, but how much
and which elites lead rather than follow mass opinion, and under what cir-
cumstances they do so” [emphasis in the original].

T H E O RY  T O  T E S T I N G

The book specifies circumstances under which mass opinion will guide
presidential policymaking by testing theoretically derived predictions.
In each part of the book, I derive a theory that generates hypotheses, and
these predictions are subjected to empirical analysis.24 This methodolog-
ical approach offers numerous benefits. First, the explicit specification
of assumptions provides a transparent motivation for the hypotheses
and, in doing so, a foundation for future analysis of similar questions.
Thus readers who wish to examine, say, the policy effects of presidents’
speeches to citizens in other countries could build on the study presented
here. Second, the theory suggests how the testing should be structured.
For instance, the theory highlights that the relationship between a presi-
dent’s personal popularity and responsiveness to mass opinion may be
nonmonotonic, with highly popular and unpopular presidents each being
less likely than marginally popular ones to follow public opinion. The
empirical analysis consequently takes account of the fact that this rela-
tionship may (or may not) be nonmonotonic.

In developing the theory, I use assumptions from the perspective com-
monly referred to as “rational choice.” In particular, I assume that agents
behave as if they are maximizing their interests given their preferences,
beliefs, and available options. While the perspective has been employed
to study a variety of questions about the presidency over the past decade,25

its usage in presidential studies has been somewhat controversial. A key
component of the controversy, not only in the area of study but also more
generally, has been the question of whether the paradigm is a realistic psy-
chological theory and therefore a good predictor of individual behavior.26

In response to this concern, several scholars have argued that the assump-
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24. I am by no means the first to use this approach to study presidential policymaking.
See, for instance, Cameron (2000), Howell (2003), Krehbiel (1998), and Lewis (2003).

25. See, for example, Brady and Volden (1998), Cameron (2000), Chang (2003),
Conley (2001), de Marchi and Sullivan (1997), Epstein and O’Halloran (2000), Geer
(1996), Hammond and Knott (1996), Howell (2003), Kiewiet and McCubbins (1988),
Krehbiel (1998), Lewis (2003), Matthews (1989), McCarty (1997), McCarty and Poole
(1995), Miller (1993), Sullivan (1990), and Volden (2002).

26. See Cameron (2000, chap. 3) and Miller (1993) for a review of this debate.



tions of rational choice are most appropriate for contexts in which com-
petitive forces influence the agents under examination and, correspond-
ingly, where these agents face substantial benefits from optimal behavior
as well as substantial costs from suboptimal behavior (Cameron 2000,
chap. 3; Ferejohn and Satz 1995). The contexts I examine fit these crite-
ria as they concern situations in which presidents and congressional
members face pressures for their own reelection or, in the case of second-
term presidents, for favorable historical evaluations and the reelection
of their party (e.g., Moe 1985). Even given this suitable context, however,
it is worth emphasizing that I do not need, or even want, to make the argu-
ment that the perspective of rational choice can explain all of the indi-
vidual actions a president might take.27 Instead, I am interested in un-
derstanding the broad patterns of behavior or, in other words, empirical
regularities.

A separate critique of the rational choice paradigm is that it is often
used to produce models that are disconnected from empirical analysis
(e.g., Green and Shapiro 1994). Here, the primary purpose of developing
theory is to generate predictions that are then evaluated empirically. This
testing has the additional benefit of addressing the first concern in that the
data should provide insight into whether the assumptions of the para-
digm are appropriate for the context examined; to the extent they are not
suitable, the empirical analysis should not support the theory.28

H I S T O R I C A L  C O N T E X T

When Madison argued in the Federalist that public appeals would not
serve the public interest, he thought they would only rarely increase
presidents’ influence in Washington. He believed that most public
debates would alter the balance of power in favor of congressional mem-
bers, who had more “connections of blood, of friendship and of acquain-
tance.”29 Research in American political development suggests that since
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27. A separate but related issue is the suitability of assuming that electorates will
behave rationally. Research suggests this assumption has power in terms of predicting the
behavior of the public at large even when it does not predict the behavior of individual vot-
ers (e.g., Key 1966; Page and Shapiro 1992). The theory of this book deals solely with the
public at large. (Naturally, it is also consistent with models of individual decision making
that presume citizens behave rationally, such as Chong [1991] and Wlezien [1995].) In
addition, I take care to base theoretical assumptions about the electorate on empirical evi-
dence from the public opinion literature.

28. For a more thorough discussion of the benefits of testing rational choice theories,
see Cameron and Morton (2002) and Morton (1999).

29. Federalist, No. 49, 315.



the twentieth century it is the president, not Congress, who has had the
advantage in capturing the public’s attention. According to this literature,
the presidency metamorphosed from an office in which policy operations
centered on relations with other elites into one in which public appeals,
opinion polls, and other plebiscitary activities became a routine and sig-
nificant component of the operations.30 The structural factors thought to
have contributed to the transformation include technological advances in
mass communications, particularly radio and television; developments in
transportation; the advent of the scientific polling of public opinion; the
declining strength of political parties; and the growth of presidential
primaries.31

The theoretical arguments of this book are not limited to a particular
set of such activities; the arguments encompass all periods in which pres-
idents have been capable of mobilizing and monitoring mass opinion. For
this reason, I shy away from characterizing the study as an examination of
the “modern presidency,” the term that Neustadt (1990 [1960]) and oth-
ers use to describe administrations since Franklin D. Roosevelt. At the
same time, in order to examine a set of comparable political circum-
stances, I limit the testing of the theory to the period in which the presi-
dent could reach a multitude of citizens through television. Specifically,
I analyze Dwight Eisenhower’s second term through Bill Clinton’s sec-
ond term. By 1957 over 78 percent of United States households owned
a television while at the beginning of Eisenhower’s first term only 44 per-
cent of households owned one.32 This focus has the additional advantage
of comporting with work that suggests presidents’ legislative capacities
have been greater in the post–World War II era than in any other period
of American history (e.g., Wayne 1978).33
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30. See, for example, Gamm and Smith (1998), Geer (1996), Kernell (1997), Lowi
(1985), Milkis (1998), Skowronek (1993), and Tulis (1987).

31. This list of structural factors that caused the growth of a “plebiscitary presidency”
is by no means exhaustive. Also, some authors emphasize the influence of individual pres-
idents in reconstructing the norms of executive behavior. See, for example, Tulis (1987)
on the importance of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson and Lowi (1985) on the
significance of Franklin D. Roosevelt.

32. Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington,
DC: Bureau of the Census), 1975.

33. Scholarly debate exists about the exact period in which plebiscitary activity
became a significant feature of the presidency. For instance, Gamm and Smith (1998)
argue that the transformation occurred during Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, Tulis
(1987) maintains that Woodrow Wilson’s presidency was critical, and Lowi (1985) asserts
that Franklin D. Roosvelt’s presidency was central. The empirical focus on the television
era is not meant to delve into this debate but rather to center the analysis on an extensive
yet comparable set of political circumstances.



For some of the tests, the availability of comparable public opinion data
limits the analysis to 1972 forward. This limitation has a benefit, however,
because several scholars identify Nixon’s presidency as the beginning of
the era in which presidents’ public relations became a dominant feature
of executive-legislative negotiations (e.g., Kernell 1997; Skowronek
1993). Specifically, Kernell and Stephen Skowronek argue that this devel-
opment effectively ended the pluralist mode of governmental operations
in which presidents’ involvement in the policy process was epitomized by
bargaining among lawmakers, interest groups, and other policy special-
ists. The tests that include data since 1972 establish findings for this
period in isolation.

Having reviewed the main arguments, structure, and historical context
of the book, we are now ready to develop them in more detail, beginning
with the analysis of public appeals in part 1.
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part one

Public Appeals

Franklin D. Roosevelt fundamentally altered the politics surrounding
State of the Union addresses when he became the first president to deliver
the speech live over primetime radio on January 3 of 1936. Prior to this time,
the practice had been to give the address during working hours without
any sort of broadcast. FDR used the occasion to promote the continua-
tion of his New Deal policies, claiming that dismantling them would favor
an “economic autocracy” over the people at large. Daring his critics to
pass legislation opposing the policies, he declared, “The way is open in
the Congress for an expression of opinion by yeas and nays.”1

Newspapers were quick to remark on the new form of presentation,
and much of the commentary was derogatory. For example, the day fol-
lowing the speech, the Salt Lake City Tribune characterized it as follows:
“Rather than a report on an urge to the Congress, it was an appeal to the
people in which politics was the dominant note. It confirmed the worst
fears of the Republican members who thought the night session was an
unpleasant departure from the normal processes of American govern-
ment.”2 The Chicago Tribune was more pointedly critical, stating that
“The event was a degradation of the Presidency and of Congress.”3 Even
more disparaging was the San Francisco Chronicle, which proclaimed
that President Roosevelt had “misused his constitutional function and
the machinery of Congress” by transforming the State of the Union into
a mass appeal.4

Overall, these comments suggest that many political observers
viewed Roosevelt’s innovative transmission of the State of the Union as

1. “Annual Message to Congress,” January 3, 1936, Public Papers of the Presidents of
the United States (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1936).

2. Cited in “Press Agrees the Roosevelt Message Was Political, Varies Widely in
Opinion,” New York Times, January 5, 1933, 33.

3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.



an unwelcome digression from typical policymaking; the notion that
the president would use his constitutional prerogative of reporting to
Congress as an excuse to advocate his agenda to the mass populace was
not widely accepted. Despite this initial reticence to Roosevelt’s actions,
however, presidents since him have regularly employed State of the Union
addresses to promote initiatives to the citizenry. More generally, and as
many scholars have documented, public appeals have become a normal
component of presidents’ attempts to influence policymaking.5 The chief
executive is no longer likely to be criticized simply for seeking to mobilize
public opinion in support of his agenda.

Yet while there is now relative consensus that public appeals are a
prominent component of presidential activity, the policy ramifications are
not much better understood than they were in the time of FDR. What
sorts of influence, if any, do appeals engender? Do the politics of foreign
policy appeals differ from those of domestic policy ones? To what extent
do presidents use appeals to change mass opinion versus promote initia-
tives that are already popular? The chapters that constitute part 1 answer
these and related questions.

Chapter 2 presents a theoretical framework of presidential appeals
to the public. The framework, which I term the Public Appeals Theory,
focuses on the relations among presidents, congressional members, and
voters, combining elements of standard veto models with an explicit role
for the mass electorate. The chapter begins by describing the intuition
behind a simple spatial model. I proceed to discuss how the intuition of
this model is influenced by assumptions regarding the cost of appealing
to the public and the president’s ability to alter citizens’ policy prefer-
ences. Finally, following the literatures on public opinion and presidential
power, I discuss how various assumptions are likely to differ between the
contexts of foreign and domestic affairs. For example, research on public
opinion suggests that citizens are less informed about foreign policy and
that a president can thus more easily alter preferences over these issues.
Consistent with this distinction, the hypotheses derived from the theory
differ between the two domains. I therefore conduct the empirical analy-
sis of domestic and foreign policy appeals separately.

Chapter 3 examines domestic policy appeals. The chapter begins by
presenting summary statistics for all nationally televised discretionary
speeches from the presidential administrations of Eisenhower through
Clinton. These summary data establish for a broad range of policy areas
basic patterns regarding the appeals, such as the popularity of the publi-
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5. E.g., Gamm and Smith (1998), Geer (1996), Kernell (1997), Lowi (1985), Milkis
(1998), Skowronek (1993), and Tulis (1987).



cized initiatives. The chapter proceeds to develop analysis that compares
policymaking when presidents do and do not go public, and that
accounts for the possibility presidents go public strategically. In particu-
lar, I analyze annual budgetary negotiations for a recurring set of policy
issues during the Eisenhower through Clinton presidencies. The policy
issues range from the environment to economic development to drug con-
trol. For each issue and year, I have collected data on whether the presi-
dent made a public appeal as well as on a variety of control variables,
including whether the issue was a presidential priority, media coverage of
the issue, and, where available, citizens’ policy preferences. Using these
data I estimate how political factors affect the likelihood of domestic pol-
icy appeals and the legislative influence obtained from them.

Chapter 4 assesses foreign policy appeals with empirics paralleling
those in chapter 3. Accordingly, chapter 4 commences with descriptive
statistics on the nationally televised speeches of Presidents Eisenhower
through Clinton regarding foreign and defense issues such as arms con-
trol, economic aid, and trade agreements. I then examine the causes and
legislative effects of foreign policy appeals using a data set of annual budg-
etary negotiations between the executive and legislative branches.

By the conclusion of part 1, we will have substantial evidence on the
extent to which the theory developed in chapter 2 explains the politics
of public appeals. Correspondingly, we will have a considerable under-
standing of the policy ramifications of this presidential activity.
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chapter two

A Theory of Public Appeals

T H R E E  S E E M I N G LY  D I S PA R AT E  A P P E A L S

President Reagan appealed to the public about an initiative to terminate
the Departments of Education and Energy on September 24, 1981.
“There’s only one way to shrink the size and cost of big government,” he
declared in a nationally televised address, continuing, “and that is by
eliminating agencies that are not needed and are getting in the way of a
solution.”1 Prior to the president’s address, political commentators pre-
dicted Reagan would succeed in abolishing the departments. Only ten
days before, Newsweek proclaimed that the Department of Education
“seems doomed.”2 Earlier that year in the same periodical, commentator
Bill Roedor opined, “It is now virtually certain that Ronald Reagan will
eliminate two Cabinet departments [Energy and Education].”3 After the
speech, however, Reagan did not achieve these policy goals. According to
Congressional Quarterly, members from both major parties gave the pro-
posals a “chilly” reception.4 Neither the House nor Senate even brought
the matters to a vote.

This policy failure occurred only two months after legislative negotia-
tions that helped to cement Reagan’s title as “the Great Communicator.”
On July 27, less than two days before the House was scheduled to vote
on a 25 percent income tax reduction proposed by the president, he
appealed to the public about the initiative on primetime television. Before

1. “Address to the Nation on the Program for Economic Recovery,” 24 September
1981, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States (Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 1981).

2. “Death Warrant for a Department,” Newsweek, September 14, 1981, 95.
3. Bill Roeder, “A Cabinet Exit for Schools and Fuels,” Newsweek, March 23,

1981, 17.
4. The Congressional Quarterly Almanac (1982, 501) stated that members’ reaction

to abolishing the Department of Education was “so cool that the administration decided
not to push legislation” on the issue. The same almanac noted that Congress gave “a chilly
reception” to the president’s proposal to terminate the Department of Energy (p. 303).



the speech, Reagan was expected to face defeat. As his Chief of Staff
James Baker surmised, “We thought we were beat on the tax bill.”5

Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill likewise assessed, “we [the Democrats]
had this won.”6 After the speech, however, many Democrats switched
positions. In the end, the president’s initiative prevailed by a vote of 238
to 195.

The House similarly reversed course following an appeal made by
President Clinton regarding the deployment of troops. On November 27
of 1995, Clinton used a primetime address to try to rally the public
around his proposal to send 20,000 American troops to Bosnia for a
NATO peacekeeping mission. Ten days earlier the House had voted
243–171 to block funding for the mission unless Clinton explicitly
obtained congressional consent, and according to supporters of the
majority position the purpose of the vote had been to prevent the troop
deployment. For example, Rep. Porter Goss (R-FL) surmised, “The mes-
sage is clear, and the message is, ‘Don’t send our young men and women
to Bosnia.’”7 Rep. Dana Rohrabacher (R-CA) similarly opined, “Whose
nutty idea is this to send . . . Americans into the meat grinder called the
Balkans?”8 Despite this initial lack of congressional backing, the presi-
dent achieved legislative victory following his speech. Sixteen days after
it, the House changed course and voted 218–210 against cutting funds for
the mission.

To what extent did Clinton’s appeal concerning deployment of
troops and Reagan’s appeal concerning his tax reduction affect congres-
sional support for these policies? If the addresses did contribute to the
legislative victories, then why did Reagan’s appeal regarding the
Departments of Education and Energy receive such an unenthusiastic
response from Congress? More generally, under what conditions do pres-
idents generate legislative influence from championing proposals to the
mass public? And how does this activity increase the extent to which
mass opinion guides policymaking? To answer these questions, this
chapter provides a theoretical framework referred to as the Public
Appeals Theory.

As with any theory, mine contains a set of assumptions from which pre-
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dictions are derived. The purpose of these assumptions and ensuing
predictions is not to explain all variation in presidential behavior but
rather to elucidate general patterns that we should observe across admin-
istrations. I state the theoretical assumptions in two successive sets: a
basic set that focuses on critical relationships among current opinion,
presidential preferences, and legislative preferences; and a broader set
that incorporates phenomena such as the cost of public appeals and the
president’s ability to alter current opinion. The Public Appeals Theory
accordingly becomes more complex as the chapter develops. In particu-
lar, it is presented in four sections that describe, in sequence, the basic set
of assumptions, the results that derive from these basic assumptions, the
integration of costly appeals to the theory, and an extension in which pres-
idents can alter citizens’ preferences over policy choices. This sequential
presentation highlights how various structural conditions alter the poli-
tics of public appeals. After describing the theory, I delineate five testable
hypotheses. The final section returns to the three examples of appeals
that began the chapter, developing the cases more fully to illustrate the
predictions of the Public Appeals Theory.

B A S I C  A S S U M P T I O N S

The basic assumptions concern the relevant players, their preferences,
actions, and behavior. These assumptions could be specified at a variety
of levels of mathematical precision; I have chosen to present them largely
through figures and narrative. Because the use of formal notation is mini-
mized, footnotes are employed on occasion to offer a more precise de-
scription of the theory.9

The Players and What They Want

The Public Appeals Theory has three types of players: a president, con-
gressional members, and voters. As often presumed in formal models
(e.g., Downs 1957), all of the players have preferences over a given policy
issue that can be represented on a one-dimensional line. The president’s
preferences are assumed to derive from motivations such as reelection,
favorable historical evaluations, and ideological goals. The president has
a most desired outcome, and he prefers outcomes closer to it over ones
further from it. For example, if the issue is the income tax rate and the
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president’s most preferred policy is to reduce the rate by 50 percent, he
prefers a decrease of 30 percent to one of 20 percent.10

The electorate and legislators also are assumed to have these types of
well-ordered preferences. As in other models that concern the mass pub-
lic (e.g., Ferejohn 1986; Groseclose and McCarty 2001), the electorate is
characterized by a representative voter. One may interpret this entity to be
the median voter, or the person for whom no majority prefers another
option over her most preferred one. I also assume that congressional
members’ behavior can be captured by a unitary actor, who represents the
Congress or legislature. This assumption is often employed in theories
of executive-legislative bargaining (e.g., Groseclose and McCarty 2001;
Matthews 1989; McCarty 1997). In the empirical analysis of subsequent
chapters, I account for other complexities of the legislative process and
public opinion. Here, the simplifications facilitate a straightforward expli-
cation of the theory.11

For the given policy issue, the electorate desires a particular outcome,
and consistent with work on congressional members’ incentives, the leg-
islature’s policy preferences depend in part on those of the electorate
(e.g., Arnold 1990; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002; Fiorina 1974;
Mayhew 1974). In particular, the preferred outcome of the Congress is
an induced function of the electorate’s preferences as well as what I call
“pull incentives,” which pull the legislature from supporting the elector-
ate’s preferred choice. Research suggests that congressional members
may vote against district opinion because of pressure from interest groups
(Caldeira and Wright 1998; Hall and Wayman 1990), parties (Aldrich
1995; Rohde 1991; Sinclair 1983; Snyder and Groseclose 2000), and
committees (Maltzman 1999; Shepsle and Weingast 1987), as well as
because of specific policy or career goals (Fenno 1973). The existence of
the pull incentives highlights the fact that under various conditions mem-
bers have incentives not to be responsive to popular sentiment.

In the Public Appeals Theory, how much weight the Congress assigns
to the electorate’s preferences versus the pull incentives depends on the
salience of the issue: the greater the salience, the greater the weight given
to the electorate’s preferences. This assumption follows the observations
of classic works in legislative studies. For example, John Kingdon (1977)
and E. E. Schattschneider (1960) argue that Congress is more responsive

22 Chapter Two

10. Technically, he weakly prefers outcomes closer to it over ones further from it.
Thus if he desires a tax cut of 50 percent, he prefers one of 30 percent no less than he
prefers one of 20 percent.

11. For instance, incorporating the assumption that the president and Congress face
different electorates would complicate the exposition without substantively altering the
results.



to the public on highly visible issues. Vincent Hutchings (1998) and Ken
Kollman (1998) have provided quantitative evidence of the effect. This
tenet of the congressional literature comports with research that suggests
a politician is more susceptible to criticism on issues to which the public
has been attentive. On such issues, citizens have a “context” for com-
prehending an attack (Popkin 1994). Even if they do not recount the
specifics of a policy debate, they may recall how they felt about the politi-
cian’s actions (Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh 1989).

Appeals

The theory assumes that a president enhances the public salience of
an issue by advocating it to the electorate, an assumption that comports
with a variety of work on public opinion (e.g., Cohen 1995; Cornwell
1965; Hill 1998; Lawrence 2003; Schattschneider 1960).12 In keeping
with the previously discussed evidence that salience induces legislative
responsiveness (e.g., Hutchings 1998; Kingdon 1977; Kollman 1998;
Schattschneider 1960), an appeal in the theory causes the legislature to
prefer the outcome the electorate desires.13 This assumption could be
relaxed so that an appeal merely shifted the legislature’s preferences in the
direction of the electorate’s, but doing so would complicate the exposi-
tion without substantively altering the testable hypotheses.14

For ease of explication, I initially assume that appeals are costless to the
president but that if he is indifferent between making one and not making
one he will not go public. I also initially assume that appeals do not alter
citizens’ policy preferences. The literature suggests presidents face great
difficulty changing citizens’ policy preferences, particularly on domestic
issues (e.g., Edwards 2003; Page and Shapiro 1984, 1992; Page, Shapiro,
and Dempsey 1987). Indeed, George Edwards (2003) argues forcefully
that presidents’ attempts to do so generally fail. Later in the chapter, after
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12. This argument is also consistent with work on priming in campaigns (e.g., Page
1978; Riker 1996).

13. The formalization of this assumption is akin to that in models of induced ideal
points (e.g., Bawn 1995).

14. The theory does not focus on the role of the media in transmitting the president’s
information but, instead, builds on the well-established finding that presidential appeals
do indeed increase the salience of the issues advocated. Others have shown how media
coverage contributes to the president’s ability to focus public attention on given issues
(e.g., Behr and Iyengar 1985). Also, a substantial literature exists on the strategies presi-
dents employ to receive coverage from the media (e.g., Ansolabehere, Behr, and Iyengar
1993; Grossman and Kumar 1981). Analyzing such behavior is not the purpose of this
study. However, in the empirical work of future chapters, I control for the quantity of
media coverage.



describing the logic that derives from the basic set of assumptions, I dis-
cuss how it changes if appeals are costly or if the president can indeed
alter citizens’ preferences about policy choices. These extensions alter the
substantive implications of the theory but not, as we shall see, by as much
as one might expect.

Figure 2.1 depicts the impact of a public appeal under the basic set of
assumptions. The figure represents the unidimensional policy space, with
p representing the preferred outcome of the president, c0 the preferred out-
come of Congress without an appeal, c e the preferred outcome of Congress
with an appeal, and e the preferred outcome of the electorate. As the figure
shows, an appeal can induce the legislature to prefer an outcome closer to
or further away from the one desired by the president. If the president
makes an appeal in the first configuration, the increased salience of the issue
shifts the position of Congress toward the president’s position because the
electorate’s preferred outcome is located in this direction. In the second
configuration, in which the electorate’s and president’s positions are on
opposite sides of the policy Congress initially desires, an appeal would shift
Congress’s preferred outcome away from that of the president.

Actions

The Public Appeals Theory involves three actions. First, the president can
appeal to the public about an issue. Second, Congress can pass a bill or
choose to maintain a given status quo q. Third, if Congress has enacted a
bill, the president can veto it, with a veto resulting in the given status quo.15
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Figure 2.1 Effect of a Public Appeal on Congressional Preferences

15. In the formal exposition of Canes-Wrone (2001b), these actions are modeled in
a repeated context; that is, the president has multiple opportunities to go public and
Congress has multiple occasions to pass legislation that the president may veto or accept.
Here, the substantive predictions do not require the sequence of action to be repeated.



Of course, in reality executive-legislative bargaining involves complex-
ities not encompassed by these three actions. For instance, Congress can
override a presidential veto, the passage of a bill requires approval from
two chambers, and the chambers utilize different voting procedures. One
way to rectify the assumptions with these facets of legislative politics is to
interpret the legislative actor as the member who is pivotal in determining
the congressional position.16

The theory also does not incorporate the possibility of congressional
members appealing to the public. Altering the framework to encompass
this feature would not change the testable predictions regarding the rela-
tionship among current opinion, the president’s preferences, and the leg-
islative influence a chief executive generates from appealing to the public.
Moreover, the framework presented is consistent with the widespread
view that presidents have an advantage over other politicians in com-
manding public attention (e.g., Edwards 1982; Kernell 1997; Key 1961;
Miroff 1982). V. O. Key (1961, 416), for instance, observes that “no other
official can match the president in his capacity to utilize the media of com-
munication . . .” Bruce Miroff (1982, 219) similarly assesses that the pres-
ident’s “access to the political consciousness of ordinary American
citizens is unmatched for directness and immediacy.”17

Behavior

The theory presumes the players try to achieve legislative outcomes as
close to their preferred ones as possible. Moreover, each player is as-
sumed to know the others’ preferences and behave as if everyone is trying
to achieve their preferred outcome. For the president, this involves attain-
ing a policy as near to his preferred outcome p as possible. Likewise, con-
gressional behavior is aimed at achieving an outcome maximally close to
ce if the president issues an appeal and c0 if he does not. Within this theo-
retical setup, the electorate does not take any explicit actions.18
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16. See Brady and Volden (1998) and Krehbiel (1998) for models that predict which
congressional member will be pivotal.

17. There are other features of presidential-congressional policymaking from which
this model also abstracts. For instance, under some circumstances, presidents can enact an
executive order that can only be overturned by two-thirds majorities in each congressional
chamber, the federal courts, or a subsequent president. The Public Appeals Theory is
explicitly concerned with legislation. Allowing the president to act unilaterally by passing
an executive order would not change the key substantive predictions of the theory, although
doing so would naturally make the president’s influence less dependent on public appeals.

18. In the extension in which the president can alter public opinion, the electorate
updates its beliefs. Technically, game theorists distinguish between the updating of beliefs
and observable actions.



B A S I C  R E S U LT S

An important component of the results is that the president does not
always want to make a public appeal. Indeed, under certain circum-
stances, the strategy would backfire and actually decrease his ability to
achieve a policy close to his preferred one. In other circumstances, the
action would neither aid nor hurt him; the outcome following an appeal
would be identical to what it would have been if he had not gone public.
Whether the president in fact has the incentive to appeal to the public
depends on the location of the electorate’s preferences in relation to those
of the president and Congress, as well as in relation to the status quo.

The president will only want to make an appeal if the electorate’s pre-
ferred outcome is closer to his own than is the status quo or the outcome
initially desired by Congress. When the electorate’s desired outcome e is
further from the president’s policy position p than the outcome Congress
originally wants c0, an appeal would move the legislature’s preferences
away from those of the president given that the action induces Congress
to want e. The president thus has no incentive to make an appeal. He also
lacks this incentive if he prefers the status quo q to the electorate’s desired
outcome e. In this case, he can simply use his veto to achieve the status
quo q, which he prefers to the outcome Congress would want following
an appeal.

Figures 2.2 and 2.3 depict how the configuration of preferences affects
a president’s incentives to appeal to the public. Figure 2.2 highlights how
going public can aid a president when the veto does not grant him any
influence, while figure 2.3 shows that taking an issue to the public can be
advantageous even when the president is able to achieve some influence
from the veto. In each figure, I have assumed that the players’ preferences
are symmetric around their policy positions; in other words, given two
options that are equidistant from an actor’s desired outcome, one to the
left and another to the right of it, the actor prefers the two options equally.
Figure 2.2 depicts these “symmetric preferences” around p, the presi-
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Figure 2.2 Basic Results When President Lacks Veto Power



dent’s policy position, and c0, the outcome initially desired by Congress.
The vertical axis represents the utility a player receives from an outcome;
a player’s preferences accordingly “peak” at his ideal outcome. The figure
also divides the policy space into three regions based on possible loca-
tions of e, the electorate’s desired outcome. The regions demarcate how
the relative location of e affects whether the president will want to issue an
appeal.

In all regions of figure 2.2, if the president does not issue an appeal, the
outcome is c0, the initial policy position of Congress.19 This occurs
because the president prefers c0 to the status quo q and thus has no incen-
tive to veto a proposal of c0. The president’s decision about going public
is therefore based on whether he prefers the outcome this action would
induce, or whether he prefers c0.

When the electorate’s preferred outcome e is located in the leftmost
region, labeled Region 1, the president prefers c0 to the outcome an appeal
would generate. Specifically, going public would cause Congress to want
to achieve e, and Congress would accordingly propose the policy as near e
as possible among the set of options the president would not veto. In no
part of Region 1 is this optimal congressional proposal any closer to p than
is c0. The president therefore has no incentive to make an appeal.

In comparison, in the middle region of the figure, Region 2, the presi-
dent does move policy toward his preferred choice p by taking the issue
to the airwaves. Region 2 is bounded at the left by c0 and at the right by
the outcome that is the same distance from p as c0 (the position 2p − c0).
The electorate’s position e is thus closer to p than is c0, the policy origi-
nally desired by Congress. Because an appeal induces Congress to want
to enact e, and the president prefers this outcome to c0, he issues an appeal
and signs legislation equal to e.

The remaining region in the figure, Region 3, is akin to Region 1 in that
the president has no incentive to issue an appeal. He prefers the outcome
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19. The solution to the veto component of the Public Appeals Theory is identical to
the well-known veto game of Romer and Rosenthal (1978). For details that concern this
game but are not central to the argument here, I direct readers to the original Romer and
Rosenthal article.

Figure 2.3 Basic Results When President Has Veto Power



Congress initially desires to the one Congress would advance given
increased salience to the issue, and therefore does not take the issue to the
public.

Figure 2.2 highlights two critical implications of the basic framework
of the Public Appeals Theory. The first implication is that public appeals
can afford the president legislative influence; by increasing the salience of
an issue, a president can encourage Congress to enact legislation closer to
his policy position than would otherwise be enacted. The second impli-
cation is that this executive influence depends on the proximity of the
president’s and electorate’s preferences. When the electorate’s prefer-
ences are near those of the president, he is likely to gain legislative influ-
ence from commanding public attention to the issue; alternatively, when
the electorate and president have quite dissimilar preferences, the president
is likely to do better simply by staying silent than by appealing to the pub-
lic. Consequently, all else being equal, a president’s likelihood of issuing
an appeal is higher the closer the president’s preferences are to those of
the electorate.

These implications hold even when a president can benefit from exer-
cising his veto power, as illustrated by figure 2.3. Like the previous figure,
figure 2.3 is divided into three regions of locations of the electorate’s pre-
ferred outcome e, and these regions designate whether the president has
an incentive to appeal to the public. Unlike the previous figure, however,
in figure 2.3 the president prefers the status quo q to the initial position of
Congress, c0, and Congress prefers q to the president’s position p. Thus
if the president does not issue an appeal, the policy remains at the status
quo q because the president would veto any policy that Congress would
want enacted. The president’s decision over whether to go public accord-
ingly depends on whether he prefers q to the outcome that would occur
following an appeal.

In Regions 1 and 3, the configuration of preferences is such that the
president lacks any incentive to make an appeal. The action would
encourage Congress to champion a policy the president considers infe-
rior to the status quo q. As a result, the president and Congress would still
not be able to agree on any movement from q.

In contrast, when the electorate’s preferred outcome e is located in
Region 2, a president achieves influence from appealing to the public.
Doing so encourages Congress to support an option closer to the presi-
dent’s preferred outcome p than is the status quo q or the outcome the
legislature initially desired c0. Thus for this range of the electorate’s pre-
ferred outcome the president makes an appeal, Congress proceeds to
enact e, and the president signs the legislation.

Like figure 2.2, figure 2.3 shows that a president generates influ-
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ence from appealing to the public but that this influence depends on the
proximity of the president’s preferences to those of the electorate. When
these preferences are close, the president is likely to move policy in his
direction by going public. Alternatively, when the electorate’s desired out-
come is located far from that of the president, he is likely to achieve little
policy movement in his favor and even potentially harm his interests by
appealing to the citizenry. Obviously, these implications assume all else is
equal; the locations of the status quo and the outcome initially desired by
Congress also affect a president’s incentives. However, holding these
positions constant, a president is more likely to acquire influence from
appealing to the public the closer his desired outcomes are to those of the
electorate. Consequently, he will be most likely to issue an appeal when
he and the citizenry have similar policy positions.

The basic framework suggests that a president’s public appeals should
increase the influence of current opinion on legislative outcomes.
Presidents have an incentive to draw public attention to issues on which
they and the mass public share a desire to move policy away from the
status quo as well as the option Congress would otherwise enact.
Accordingly, presidential appeals should involve initiatives that are popu-
lar with the public; presidents have no incentive, and in many circum-
stances a disincentive, to publicize unpopular initiatives. A chief
executive’s speeches may consequently give the impression that he is
something of a plebiscite, consistently following public opinion. Notably,
this should be the case even if his more general policy agenda does not
cater to current opinion.

E X T E N S I O N S

Costly Appeals

Research establishes that citizens have a limited attention span for politics
(e.g., Brody 1991). Correspondingly, television networks restrict the
availability of primetime exposure for presidential appeals (e.g., Kernell
1997). Presidents are therefore constrained in the number of times they
can command the attention of the public. By appealing on a given issue, a
president decreases his ability to do so on other matters. The Public
Appeals Theory can incorporate this opportunity cost by assuming that
an appeal imposes an exogenous cost on the president.20
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20. More technically, the president’s utility function is based on two additive terms:
one that reflects the president’s desire to achieve an outcome as close to p as possible and
another that reflects the exogenous cost from appealing to the public, with this second
term equaling the specified cost if he makes an appeal and zero otherwise.



Naturally, one might expect the cost of appealing to the public to vary
by policy issue. Some matters require a good deal of explanation, and
speechmaking about them could require presidents to forgo speechmak-
ing about a multitude of other issues. On the other hand, the cost of
appealing to the public could be extremely low for an issue associated
with a major event such as an environmental disaster. Indeed, a president
could be compelled to address the public about certain topics, such as the
deployment of troops, placing the cost of an appeal at zero as in the basic
set of assumptions.21

When the cost is greater than zero, there will be circumstances under
which the president does not want to make an appeal even though the
action would not harm his prospects for legislative success and could
even increase them. In particular, if the cost of going public is greater than
the policy benefit the activity affords, the president will not want to make
an appeal. For instance, assume Congress initially prefers an outcome
close to the one desired by the president. Because the president can
achieve an outcome similar to the one he wants without taking to the air-
waves, the cost of taking to them may well be greater than the policy ben-
efits the activity would generate. However, as his policy position becomes
more distant from the outcome likely to occur without an appeal, the
policy benefits of going public will more likely outweigh the cost of
the action.

Altering Citizens’ Policy Preferences

Some research on public opinion suggests presidents can use public
appeals to alter citizens’ policy preferences. This research also indicates,
however, that the impact will not be large in magnitude, and indeed under
many conditions nonexistent.22 For instance, Benjamin Page and Robert
Shapiro (1992) find that only a popular president who makes repeated
appeals regarding an issue can move mass opinion toward his position
and then by a maximum of five to ten percentage points. Moreover, as the
authors point out, even this effect cannot be established at a conventional
level of statistical significance. John Zaller (1992, 97) presents a similar
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21. Baum and Kernell (1999) suggest that the cost of commanding public attention
via a televised appeal has changed over time. In particular, they argue that the dissemina-
tion of cable television has vastly increased this cost.

22. A related yet distinct topic is whether presidents shape public opinion through
means other than direct public appeals. Certainly presidents try to do so, for instance, by
trying to affect the content of media coverage. However, as Jacobs and Shapiro (2000) and
Edwards (1983; 2003) discuss, a president’s ability to craft public opinion is much more
limited than commonly presumed.



account of presidents’ ability to alter citizens’ policy preferences. He
observes that a popular president who does not face opposition from
other members of the Washington community on a given issue can move
public opinion five to ten percentage points in favor of his position. Yet
Zaller does not attempt to stipulate the degree to which this capacity is
systematic.

Only in the domain of foreign affairs has research established a routine
impact of presidential appeals on citizens’ policy preferences. In particu-
lar, James Meernik and Michael Ault (2001) find foreign policy appeals
regularly move current opinion about six percentage points toward the
chief executive’s position.23 The fact that the evidence for a routine
impact is stronger in foreign affairs comports with research that argues
citizens tend to have less information about these issues (e.g., Edwards
1983, Jacobs and Shapiro 2002b). As Edwards (1983, 43) observes,
“people tend to defer more to the president on [foreign policy] issues
than on domestic ones that they can directly relate to their own experi-
ence.”24

Putting aside temporarily any empirical patterns distinguishing foreign
and domestic affairs, the Public Appeals Theory can readily incorporate
the possibility of presidents changing citizens’ preferences about policy
alternatives. In particular, the theory can include assumptions from a class
of theories known as “cheap talk” games, in which a more informed actor
alters a less informed one’s preferences by sending her a signal (e.g.,
Austen-Smith and Banks 2000; Crawford and Sobel 1982; Gilligan and
Krehbiel 1987; Matthews 1989).25 Within the context of legislative poli-
tics, these games have been applied to situations in which there exists a
difference between policy choices and policy outcomes. Each actor has a
preferred outcome and wants to enact the policy option most likely to
produce that outcome. There is uncertainty, however, about how the cho-
sen option will affect the outcome. The actors have beliefs about this rela-
tionship, and one actor has more information than the others do about it.

A simple hypothetical example connects this setup to the basic set of
assumptions. Assume the policy issue is arms reduction. The outcomes
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23. The effect is statistically significant at conventional levels.
24. Edwards (2003) is less sanguine about presidents’ ability to alter citizens’ prefer-

ences on foreign policy issues. In particular, Edwards argues presidents’ attempts to alter
citizens’ preferences generally fall on “deaf ears.” Several of his examples suggest, how-
ever, that some presidential persuasion may occur, at least in the realm of foreign policy.
These cases include Reagan’s speech about the Invasion of Grenada (p. 59) and public
opinion regarding the Strategic Defense Initiative (p. 58).

25. The term “cheap talk” refers to the fact that the signal the informed actor sends
does not affect any cost he incurs from sending it.



are levels of arms reduction, and the policy choices are various arms con-
trol treaties. Further presume that the president, Congress, and electorate
each have preferences over the level of arms reduction as well as a set of
beliefs about how the choice of treaty will influence this level. The presi-
dent has better information than the other actors have about the likely
consequences of the treaties, and everyone is aware of this asymmetry
in information. The president can accordingly utilize this informational
advantage to try to convince the Congress and electorate that his pre-
ferred policy is the one that will advance their interests.

To apply the framework of cheap-talk games more generally to the
Public Appeals Theory, I make the following set of assumptions. The
president, legislature, and electorate each have preferences over a set of
policy outcomes. The president has information the electorate and legis-
lature lack about how the policy choice will affect the outcome. In the
first stage of action, the president decides whether to make an appeal.
Subsequently, he sends a signal about the expected policy effects.26 The
Congress and electorate then update their beliefs about the optimal pol-
icy choice, and Congress proceeds to enact legislation, which the presi-
dent vetoes or accepts.

The solution to these assumptions follows the influential cheap-talk
model of Vincent Crawford and Joel Sobel (1981) almost directly, and so
I do not repeat it here except to highlight two substantive implications.27

First, within this framework, the president can change the electorate’s
preferences about policy choices. Consequently, in comparison to the
framework of the basic set of assumptions, the president’s likelihood of
appealing to the public is less influenced by the electorate’s initial prefer-
ences; in the earlier framework, the electorate’s preferences about policy
choices were equivalent to those about outcomes, and were accordingly
fixed. Here, the president can hope to move the preferences about policy
choices toward his own. This ability derives from the fact that voters
know the president has better information than they do about the rela-
tionship between the policy choices and outcomes. Thus when he tries to
convince the electorate to support his preferred course of action, he can
claim that his policy information warrants this action.

The extended framework does not suggest, however, that the president
can simply convince the citizenry to support his preferred policy choice.

32 Chapter Two

26. Regardless of whether the president incurs a cost from appealing to the public,
the signal he sends does not affect the cost, placing the framework within the class of
cheap-talk games.

27. A formal proof of this model is available upon request, although it differs only triv-
ially from the original Crawford and Sobel (1982) one.



This is the second key implication. In particular, the president’s ability to
alter the electorate’s preferences depends on the degree to which the
actors desire similar policy outcomes. The further the president’s desired
outcome is from that of the electorate, the lower his capacity to alter pub-
lic opinion about the policy choice. Intuitively, as the preferences over out-
comes diverge, citizens become less trusting that the president has their
interests at heart. Even when the preferences over outcomes are close
enough that he can alter mass opinion about the optimal policy choice, he
typically cannot convince the electorate to support his position. Instead,
he merely has the capacity to move the electorate’s position toward his
own. Thus even when the president can achieve some movement in pub-
lic opinion, the movement may not be sufficient to aid him in the legisla-
tive process; it is possible, for example, that after going public he may still
prefer the status quo to the policy choice the electorate desires.

These implications are illustrated by continuing with the hypothetical
example on arms control. In that example, the president can appeal to
voters in an effort to convince them that his preferred treaty would pro-
duce the level of arms reduction they desire. The electorate, which by
assumption knows the president’s policy information is better than theirs,
may be influenced by his efforts.28 The president may therefore want
to go public even if he deems that the treaty initially preferred by the
electorate is inferior to the status quo. In contrast, under the basic set
of assumptions, the president never has an incentive to go public if he
prefers the status quo to the option initially desired by the electorate; in
that case, given that he cannot alter voters’ policy preferences, he is better
off simply exercising his veto power.

Whether the president will want to appeal to the public depends in
part on the extent to which voters perceive their interests to be aligned
with his. Specifically, if the electorate’s and president’s preferences over
the level of arms reduction are similar, then even if their initial beliefs
about the appropriate treaty are widely disparate, the president may have
considerable sway over voters’ preferred course of action. However, if
their preferences over the level of arms reduction are quite different, the
electorate will be distrustful of the president’s claims.

In sum, while the politics of public appeals differ when presidents can
alter citizens’ policy preferences, the difference is less dramatic than one
might anticipate. The ability does make presidents’ influence from going
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28. For purposes of this theoretical extension, the president’s information is indeed
better than that of the public. Later in the book (in particular, chap. 5), I discuss contexts
in which the president may move opinion even when the public has a more accurate
impression of the state of the world than does the president.



public less dependent on the initial state of public opinion and, conse-
quently, the decision to make an appeal less dependent as well. However,
according to the theory, it is not the case that the chief executive can
simply convince the electorate to support any given proposal. When the
president’s and electorate’s preferences over outcomes are sufficiently
divergent, he may not be able to move mass opinion at all. Moreover, even
when he can move it to some extent, he may not be able to do so enough
to increase his prospects for legislative success.

T E S TA B L E  H Y P O T H E S E S

The theoretical analysis offers a number of testable hypotheses concern-
ing the relationship among current opinion, presidents’ legislative in-
fluence, and the decision to make a mass appeal. The theory can also
generate other hypotheses, for instance on veto politics, which are less
central to the topic of how presidents’ involvement of the mass public
affects policymaking. To maintain focus on this topic, I do not specify
such predictions. The stipulated hypotheses are only those tested in sub-
sequent chapters.

In delineating these predictions, I distinguish at times between foreign
and domestic policy. This distinction comports with the previously dis-
cussed evidence that presidents can more easily change the electorate’s
preferences on issues of foreign affairs, as well as with the oft-employed
differentiation in the presidency literature between foreign and domestic
policymaking. The section accordingly begins with a justification of the
distinction, proceeds to stipulate the predictions, and then compares
them to the existing literature.

Foreign versus Domestic Policy

The literature suggests that the executive politics surrounding foreign
and domestic policy differ substantially. In particular, scholars have long
contended that presidents have greater influence over foreign and de-
fense policy (e.g., Dahl 1950; Fenno 1973; Huntington 1961; Wildavsky
1966).29 While this thesis has been a subject of controversy (Oldfield and
Wildavsky 1991; Shull 1991), recent work suggests presidents do in fact
have certain advantages in foreign policy they lack in other domains
(Peterson 1994; Sullivan 1991).30 These advantages include greater
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29. Henceforth, to minimize verbiage, I use the term foreign policy to refer to foreign
as well as defense policy.

30. Shull’s (1991) edited volume provides a series of studies on this topic.



agenda-setting power, a greater ability to lead public opinion, and less
opposition from interest groups.

The advantage of most relevance to the Public Appeals Theory is the
president’s greater capacity to lead mass opinion. As discussed previ-
ously, the literature indicates that individuals tend to be less knowledge-
able about foreign policy issues and hence more likely to look to the chief
executive for guidance (e.g., Edwards 1983; Sobel 1993).31 While on
domestic issues presidents may occasionally move citizens’ policy posi-
tions, they cannot expect to do so regularly (Page and Shapiro 1992).
Alternatively, on foreign policy issues presidents routinely rally the public
toward their positions (Meernik and Ault 2001).32

The empirical predictions of the Public Appeals Theory reflect this
variation. The predictions for domestic affairs derive from the basic as-
sumptions, where presidents cannot expect to alter citizens’ preferences
about policy choices. The predictions for foreign affairs, in comparison,
derive from the theoretical extension in which presidents may be able to
alter these policy preferences.33 In making these generalizations, I am not
arguing that a president can never move mass opinion about a domestic
issue toward his position. Instead, I am highlighting that the asymmetry
between the two policy domains is significant enough to warrant sub-
stantially different predictions regarding the politics of public appeals.
Obviously, the empirical analysis will assess the extent to which this
expectation is appropriate.

Legislative Influence, Position Popularity and Domestic Policy

The Public Appeals Theory suggests that a president’s influence from
appealing to the public is not independent of the initial popularity of the
proposal he advocates.34 Particularly when a president cannot expect to
alter citizens’ policy preferences, he will want to focus his appeals on
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31. The analysis of Mueller (1973) suggests that citizens are particularly likely to sup-
port a president’s decisions about U.S. military engagement.

32. Edwards and Wood (1999) suggests that presidents can more easily attract media
attention on domestic than foreign policy issues. This work does not, however, distinguish
between written and spoken presidential statements and thus does not necessarily imply
that domestic policy appeals are more likely to garner public attention than foreign policy
ones.

33. Henceforth, when I discuss the possibility of a president altering citizens’ prefer-
ences about policy choices, I will use at will the phrasing “policy preferences” rather than
“preferences about policy choices” in order to minimize verbiage.

34. Bond and Fleisher (1990, 3–4) make an important distinction between presiden-
tial influence and presidential success. The former refers to circumstances in which the
president causes Congress to do something it otherwise would not have, and the latter to 



initiatives that are already popular. If he does not, going public will fail to
increase his legislative influence and may even decrease it. Accordingly,
given presidents’ difficulty in altering citizens’ preferences about domes-
tic policy issues, we should expect domestic policy appeals to concern
popular proposals.

Predictions 2.1 and 2.2 summarize the relationship among the initially
popularity of a president’s position on a domestic policy issue, the influ-
ence generated by his appealing to the public about the issue, and the like-
lihood he promotes the issue to the public.

Prediction 2.1: Popularity of Domestic Positions. The more popular
the president’s position on a domestic policy issue is, the more likely he
will be to appeal to the public about that issue.

Prediction 2.2: Influence over Domestic Affairs. Because a presi-
dent’s domestic policy appeals will typically concern issues on which
he wants Congress to become more responsive to the electorate’s exist-
ing policy preferences, the appeals will generally increase his legislative
influence.

The predictions suggest presidents’ involvement of the mass pub-
lic encourages the enactment of domestic policies that follow current
opinion. A president will tend to publicize domestic initiatives that he
and the public would like to see enacted. After he does so, Congress
will become more likely to support the initiatives. Domestic policy
appeals thus increase the influence of presidents as well as the mass
citizenry.

This set of predictions stands in contrast to the literature. Existing
work suggests either that a president has no need to base the decision to
go public on citizens’ policy preferences or that public appeals do not reg-
ularly advance his prospects for legislative success.35 For instance, while
Gary Miller (1993) and E. E. Schattschneider (1960) each argue that
presidents may generate legislative influence from publicizing initiatives,
these arguments encompass initiatives that are not originally popular.36
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circumstances in which legislative outcomes are consistent with the president’s prefer-
ences for reasons that encompass but are not limited to presidents’ efforts. In other words,
while influence implies success, the converse does not hold. Here, because the predictions
concern influence (and thus by implication success), I use the terms interchangeably.

35. The work most supportive of these hypotheses is focused not on the presidency
but on interest groups. For example, Kollman’s (1998) theory of “outside lobbying” sug-
gests interest groups will only obtain influence from going public when they publicize
issues that are already popular. Likewise, Smith (2000) argues that big business as a group
only wields political power when it is fighting for policies that have popular support.

36. In related work, Barrett (2000) finds that a president’s prospects for achieving leg-
islative victory on an initiative are higher the more he refers to the proposal in his written 



Miller (1993) develops a formal model in which a president generates
influence from going public because the action shifts power within the
legislature from committees to the floor, with which the president’s in-
terests are assumed to be aligned.37 Public opinion is not an explicit
component of the theory, and accordingly, Miller’s analysis allows that a
president’s decision to go public may not depend on the popularity of his
position.38 The analysis of Schattschneider (1960) similarly suggests the
Popularity of Domestic Positions prediction may be incorrect. He argues
that the nationalization of an issue transfers power from interest groups
toward the larger populace and the presidency.39 Schattschneider does
not, however, conjecture about the implications of variation in popular
support for presidents’ positions.

Other studies that diverge from the Popularity of Domestic Positions
prediction explicitly link the policy effects of mass appeals to structural
factors other than public support for the president’s position. For exam-
ple, Samuel Kernell (1997, 189) argues that the primary determinant of a
successful appeal is a president’s personal approval ratings. Kernell bases
this argument on the presumption that a citizen’s espousal of an execu-
tive initiative depends on her overall evaluation of the chief executive’s
performance.40 Cary Covington (1987) focuses not on the president’s
personal popularity, but on the maneuvering room that “staying private”
affords. In particular, he contends that presidents should not state policy
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and spoken statements. Barrett does not consider the role of mass opinion in affecting
presidential or congressional behavior, however, perhaps because he does not distinguish
mass appeals from written messages to Congress.

37. This logic is consistent with Maltzman (1999), who argues that the floor has more
influence on salient issues.

38. Ingberman and Yao’s (1991a; 1991b) models of a credible commitment veto are
also consistent with the conclusion that a president’s influence from public appeals does
not depend on the popularity of his policy position although importantly, these mod-
els concern only situations in which the president is trying to block legislation. In the
Ingberman and Yao models, the president incurs a cost from reneging on a public veto
threat. A president can therefore use the public threat to increase his veto power over an
issue, and this ability is not constrained by the popularity of his policy position.

39. In particular, the presidency constitutes “the principal instrument”
(Schattschneider 1960, 14) for the nationalization of an issue and “is likely to become
more powerful” (p. 94) when conflict involves a national dimension.

40. Kernell’s (1997) theory is described in his chapter “Opinion Leadership and
Foreign Affairs,” indicating at first glance that it is not applicable to domestic policy.
However, in describing the theory, he cites domestic policy examples (e.g., Reagan’s
appeal concerning his proposed tax increase in 1982, p. 190) and compares the perspec-
tive to research that encompasses domestic policy appeals (e.g., Polsby 1978). I therefore
discuss the perspective with reference to both domestic and foreign policy appeals.



positions when congressional members are cross-pressured by interest
groups.

In these conceptions of the politics of mass appeals, the policy posi-
tions of the citizenry do not play a central role. The president’s influence
from publicizing a proposal is independent of the initial popularity of the
proposal.41 Correspondingly, citizens’ positions do not affect the likeli-
hood the chief executive takes to the national airwaves. Thus in contrast
with the Public Appeals Theory, presidents’ appeals do not necessarily
increase the degree to which policymaking responds to current opinion.

Other research reaches a similar conclusion via a different line of argu-
ment. In particular, a number of studies indicate that presidents do not in
general gain influence from appeals. For example, writing a few years later
than Schattschneider (1960), Elmer Cornwell (1965, 303) argued that:

In theory a public which [the President] has convinced will communicate its
desires to Capitol Hill, and action will result. But Congress by its nature is far
less responsive to national currents of opinion than to local pressures.
Furthermore, well over half the membership come from safe seats and are
immune to anything but a virtual tidal wave of popular demand . . . Finally,
many of the most powerful individuals on the Hill, the committee chairmen,
are from the safest districts and hence the most insulated from any White
House-generated pressure.

Reaching a similar conclusion about the likely impact of appeals, Nelson
Polsby (1978, 51–52) offers two reasons why presidents, at least at the
time of his writing, could not count on generating policy influence
through this strategy:42

First, the appeal to public opinion itself is likely to fail because of the
ephemerality of mass public attitudes on most issues . . . Second, even if by
unusual combination of circumstances public opinion does for once yield to
a president’s entreaties, the effects may or may not reach Congress or influ-
ence congressional disposition of an issue. Congressmen after all have their
constituencies and their own means of reaching them, and they may find
themselves ill disposed toward a president who prefers to deal indirectly with

38 Chapter Two

41. Several studies that are not focused primarily on studying the policy effects of
presidents’ public appeals also mention the possibility of appeals generating influence.
These studies do not, however, specify how rare or common the influence might be, nor
do they relate the likelihood of influence to the popularity of the president’s policy posi-
tion (e.g., Campbell and Jamieson 1990; Edwards 1983; Lowi 1985; Skowronek 1993).

42. Polsby (1978, 52) does acknowledge that “it may well be true in some future time
that presidents will be able to get their way on matters of public policy by direct appeals
to public opinion.”



them through what they may interpret as coercion rather than face to face and
in a spirit of mutual accommodation.

Supporting the arguments of Polsby and Cornwell, Jeffrey Tulis (1987)
and Joseph Bessette (1994) observe that the only evidence of public
appeals generating presidential influence comes from a few cases that do
not reflect typical executive-legislative negotiations. Thus Tulis, Bessette,
Polsby, and Cornwell indicate that even if the Popularity of Domestic
Positions prediction holds, the Influence over Domestic Affairs hypothe-
sis likely does not.

Legislative Influence, Position Popularity and Foreign Policy

The Public Appeals Theory indicates that a president’s likelihood of
appealing to the public will be less influenced by citizens’ policy prefer-
ences when he can alter them, as he routinely can on issues of foreign
affairs. In particular, this capacity makes a president’s influence from
going public less dependent on initial opinion, causing his decision to uti-
lize this tactic to be less dependent on initial opinion as well. We should
thereby expect the relationship among the initial popularity of a presi-
dent’s position, the likelihood he appeals to the public, and the legislative
influence generated by this activity to differ between foreign and domes-
tic policy. Predictions 2.3 and 2.4 specify hypotheses about these rela-
tionships.

Prediction 2.3: Popularity of Foreign Positions. The initial popularity
of the president’s position on a foreign policy issue will be less likely than
the initial popularity of his position on a domestic issue to affect the prob-
ability he appeals to the public.

Prediction 2.4: Influence over Foreign Affairs. Foreign policy appeals
will generate legislative influence even though they may not concern
issues on which the president wants Congress to become more respon-
sive to the electorate’s initial policy preferences.

Because a chief executive’s ability to alter citizens’ policy preferences is
greater for foreign affairs, the initial popularity of foreign policy proposals
will pose less of a constraint on the legislative influence that an appeal can
generate. In fact, presidents can have an incentive to go public about a for-
eign policy proposal that is marginally unpopular; an appeal may enhance
the popularity of the proposal as well as its salience.

Notably, Predictions 2.3 and 2.4 do not imply that presidents can con-
vince voters to support any given foreign policy initiative by advocating it
to the public. In the extension of the Public Appeals Theory, in which the
president may alter the electorate’s preferences about policy choices, this
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ability depends on the proximity between his and the electorate’s funda-
mental policy goals or interests; the further apart are these fundamental
goals or interests, the less able the president is to convince citizens to
support his position. Moreover, Predictions 2.3 and 2.4 do not suggest
that presidents’ influence from foreign policy appeals is necessarily
larger than that achieved from domestic policy ones. According to the
theory, this influence depends on the initial configuration of the presi-
dent’s, legislature’s, and electorate’s preferences over policy outcomes.
For example, if the president’s and electorate’s but not the legislature’s
preferences are similar on domestic issues, while all of the players’ pref-
erences are similar on foreign issues, then the influence generated from
domestic policy appeals may be more substantial than that from foreign
policy ones.

The Popularity of Foreign Positions and Influence over Foreign Affairs
predictions are not found in prior work. A few studies of public appeals
distinguish between foreign and domestic policy, but these studies fail to
confirm or contradict the predictions. For instance, Edwards (1983) and
Kernell (1997) argue that presidents are better able to rally public sup-
port for foreign policy initiatives and hence more likely to achieve legisla-
tive success from appealing to the public about them. David A. Lewis
(1997, 387) does not directly dispute this claim but cautions that in for-
eign policy presidents “have little need to resort to public appeals as a
means of pressuring members of Congress.”

Other research on public appeals does not distinguish between foreign
and domestic policy and thus is not germane to the Popularity of For-
eign Positions prediction. Some of this work, however, is relevant to
the Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction. In particular, the latter hy-
pothesis comports with the previously discussed studies that argue presi-
dents routinely gain influence from public appeals (e.g., Miller 1993;
Schattschneider 1960) and contradicts the studies that argue presidents
typically do not gain influence from this activity (e.g., Bessette 1994;
Cornwell 1965; Polsby 1978; Tulis 1987).

Sincerity of Policy Debate

In the Public Appeals Theory, when the president incurs at least a trivial
cost from making a public appeal, he will not make one if he can achieve
his preferred outcome without doing so. In other words, he will not sim-
ply publicize an inevitable legislative achievement. Indeed, among issues
on which he would like Congress to follow mass opinion, his incentives
to go public are greater the less is his influence absent the plebiscitary
activity, ceteris paribus. This occurs because the net benefits from taking
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to the airwaves increase as his policy influence absent doing so declines.
Prediction 2.5 summarizes this anticipated executive behavior.

Prediction 2.5: Sincerity of Policy Debate. The president’s likelihood of
appealing to the public will be negatively correlated with his expected
legislative success absent doing so.

Like the other predictions, the Sincerity of Policy Debate hypothesis
contrasts with earlier work. Specifically, Joshua Clinton et al. (2004)
argue that presidents’ likelihood of appealing to the public may be posi-
tively correlated with their prospects for legislative success. According to
Clinton and his co-authors, chief executives have the incentive to demon-
strate that they can produce legislative victories. Therefore, presidents
may advocate proposals that Congress would enact even without the
plebiscitary activity; the appearance of policy victory could merely be a
facade. This view is consistent with what Roderick Hart (1987) terms the
“Liberal” perspective of presidents’ public communications. According
to this perspective, presidents’ public rhetoric “is but a harmless affecta-
tion reflecting certain media realities” and does not affect policymaking.43

Considering these studies in conjunction with the other parts of the lit-
erature, two recurring schools of thought about public appeals emerge,
and each of these alternative schools contrasts with the Public Appeals
Theory. The first is that presidents’ appeals do not generally influence
legislative decisions. This perspective encompasses the studies that con-
trast with the Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction as well as the previ-
ously discussed work that argues appeals do not typically generate policy
influence. The second school of thought is that appeals do routinely affect
policymaking but not in a way that depends on citizens’ policy prefer-
ences. This perspective includes the studies that imply appeals generally
grant presidents influence, as well as those that indicate this influence is
dependent on factors other than citizens’ policy preferences.

Which of the perspectives is correct? The subsequent chapters
develop testing that compares the various perspectives against each other.

E X A M P L E S

Before proceeding to the testing, I revisit the examples that began the
chapter. These included two domestic policy appeals of President
Reagan and a foreign policy appeal of President Clinton. More specifi-
cally, the examples involved President Reagan’s 1981 appeal about abol-
ishing the Departments of Education and Energy, his 1981 appeal about
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43. This perspective from Hart would also be consistent with the likelihood of an
appeal being unrelated to the president’s expected legislative success.



cutting income taxes by 25 percent, and President Clinton’s 1995 appeal
about deploying American troops to Bosnia. The purpose of revisiting
these examples is to explicate predictions of the theory. Accordingly, I do
not account for factors that are outside the theoretical framework and yet
may influence presidential and congressional behavior; such analysis is
reserved for subsequent chapters.

In all three of the examples, Congress either did not adopt the presi-
dent’s proposed course of action or initially seemed unlikely to do so. As
described at the outset of the chapter, Reagan’s proposal to terminate the
Departments of Energy and Education was never adopted, his tax cut was
expected to fail, and the House voted against Clinton’s Bosnia initiative
before his speech. Thus, consistent with the Sincerity of Policy Debate
prediction, the presidents’ public appeals concerned negotiations in which
legislative success was not a forgone conclusion; in no case was a president
simply credit claiming or grandstanding. Where the cases differ from each
other is in their relationships concerning current opinion, the president’s
preferences, and legislative behavior. The following descriptions highlight
these differences, as well as how they relate to the testable hypotheses.

Two Domestic Policy Appeals of Reagan

The description of Reagan’s appeals earlier this chapter underscored that
each was associated with a legislative outcome that surprised observers.
Political insiders had originally assessed the Democrats would defeat
Reagan’s proposal for a 25 percent income tax reduction, and yet the
reduction was enacted. Likewise, pundits mistakenly conjectured that
Reagan would succeed in terminating the Departments of Education and
Energy. The Public Appeals Theory, in comparison, suggests that the
legislative outcomes should not have been surprising.

In the case of the tax cut, Reagan’s proposal was quite popular prior to
his appeal. According to an NBC survey conducted two weeks before the
address, 58 percent of the populace supported the tax reduction when
asked about it in isolation. Moreover, 53 percent of respondents favored
Reagan’s proposal over a Democratic alternative of a 15 percent cut.44
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44. Poll conducted by NBC News and Associated Press on July 13–14, 1981. Re-
spondents of the first question were asked, “Reagan has also proposed cutting federal
income tax rates by 25 percent over the next three years. Do you favor or oppose such tax
cuts, or don’t you know enough about them to have an opinion?” The respondents of the
second question were asked, “Democrats in Congress have proposed a 15 percent cut in
income tax rates over the next two years in place of Reagan’s proposal for a 25 percent cut
over three years. Which proposal would you most like to see adopted—a 15 percent tax
rate cut over two years or a 25 percent tax rate cut over three years?”



Congress, however, seemed set to support the Democratic alternative.
Speaker of the House Thomas P. (Tip) O’Neill, Jr., estimated that before
Reagan’s appeal, the alternative was likely to win by five or six votes.45

Figure 2.4 depicts a configuration of preferences consistent with the
set of political circumstances before the appeal. The one-dimensional
issue space represents the issue of tax reduction; the further to the right a
player’s preferred outcome, the greater the reduction desired. The status
quo q represents no cuts in taxes, and there is space on either side of q to
account for the possibility of preferring tax increases as well as tax cuts.
Capital letters are used for the actors’ preferences to reflect the fact that
the available data concern preferences over policy choices and not out-
comes. (This difference is substantively immaterial to the figures on the
domestic policy cases.) The president’s preferred choice P reflects his
desire for a 25 percent cut, and following the public opinion data, I map
the electorate’s position E as identical to that of the president.46 Finally,
the congressional position prior to the appeal, C0, is located between the
president’s position P and the status quo as the legislature was posed to
enact the Democratic alternative of a 15 percent cut.

The Influence over Domestic Affairs prediction implies that Reagan’s
appeal in this circumstance should have advanced his prospects for leg-
islative success. Because the mass public was more favorable to his pro-
posal than Congress was, the appeal should have pressured members to
switch their positions. In particular, given the configuration of prefer-
ences in figure 2.4, the theory predicts that the appeal should have
induced Congress to support the president’s policy.

Indeed, the evidence suggests this sequence of events occurred. After
the appeal, a number of Democrats from moderate to conservative dis-
tricts changed their positions to vote with the president. An aide to one of
these members, Representative Beverly Byron (D-MD), defended the
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45. Lou Cannon and Thomas B. Edsall, “Reagan Makes Appeal to Voters for Tax
Bill,” Washington Post, July 28, 1981, A1.

46. Obviously, it is possible that the electorate’s ideal policy choice was not identical
to that of the president; the available survey data does not allow one to make a more
nuanced estimation of public sentiment.

Figure 2.4 Reagan’s 1981 Tax Cuts



switch by noting the office was “inundated with calls” in favor of Reagan’s
proposal the morning after the appeal. Offices throughout the Hill offered
similar accounts.47 Ultimately, the House enacted Reagan’s proposal by a
margin of 43 votes.48

The example of Reagan’s appeal to abolish the Departments of Ed-
ucation and Energy presents a contrasting sequence of events. Before the
appeal, the initiatives were very unpopular. Polling data suggest that 68
percent of the populace favored keeping the Education Department com-
pared with 27 percent who wanted to eliminate it. Similarly, survey results
indicate that 50 percent of the national adult population wanted to pre-
serve the Department of Energy while only 40 percent were interested in
abolishing it.49 Congress, particularly the Democratic-controlled House,
was also not predisposed toward supporting the terminations. Dem-
ocratic members by and large backed the departments, which had
been created during the Carter administration. Even some influential
Republican members were opposed to Reagan’s recommendation.50 For
instance, Senator William V. Roth, Jr. (R-DE), chairman of the committee
with jurisdiction over the reorganization of agencies, wanted the
Department of Education to remain a cabinet-level agency.51

Figure 2.5 characterizes these preferences of the president, Congress,
and citizens using the notation of the Public Appeals Theory. Because the
players’ preferences about terminating the Department of Energy did not
markedly diverge from those concerning the Education Department, I
bundle the initiatives as if they were one proposal. The one-dimensional
issue space represents the agency rank, which for purposes of these cases

44 Chapter Two

47. Tom Raum, “Hill Flooded with Phone Calls, Telegrams,” Associated Press, July
28, 1981.

48. Bessette (1994, 193) observes that Reagan’s appeal, “though clearly helpful to his
cause, had to be supplemented by private deals to secure the necessary congressional
votes.” I make no claims otherwise. As remarked at the outset of the section, these cases
do not control for other influences on legislative behavior but merely explicate the theory.
In the subsequent two chapters, I proceed to control for such factors.

49. Harris Survey taken September 19–24, 1981, of the national adult population.
Respondents were asked, “President Reagan wants to close down the Department of
Energy. Do you favor or oppose closing down the Department of Energy?” and then
“President Reagan wants to close down the Department of Education. Do you favor or
oppose closing down the Department of Education?” For subsequently cited surveys
throughout the book, the sample is the national adult population unless otherwise noted.

50. See, for instance: Peter Behr, “Liberal Democrats Hit Reagan Pledge to Speed
DOE’s End,” Washington Post, September 26, 1981, F9; Charles R. Babcok, “Reagan
Delays Verdict on Education Department: Key Congressmen to Review Plan Calling for
Foundation,” Washington Post, November 18, 1981, A17.

51. Edward B. Fiske, “Some Republicans Oppose Efforts to Abolish U.S. Education
Department,” New York Times, December 26, 1981, A1.



ranges from cabinet level to termination. In between these two extremes
are options such as demoting the agencies to a subcabinet level. As in fig-
ure 2.4, P represents the president’s preferred option, E the electorate’s,
C0 the legislature’s preferred policy absent a presidential appeal, and q the
status quo policy, which was that the departments remain in the cabinet.
The placement of P at the right end reflects Reagan’s stated desire to ter-
minate the departments, and the location of the congressional and elec-
torate’s preferences at the left end represents these actors’ opposition to
reducing the rank.

The Public Appeals Theory suggests that Reagan’s televised address
should not have advanced his initiatives. When a president cannot expect
to change citizens’ policy preferences, as is typically the case with do-
mestic policy issues, the theory suggests the action will cause members
to become more likely to cater to citizens’ initial policy preferences.
Accordingly, in this case, given that the congressional position was already
in line with public opinion, Reagan’s appeal should not have increased
his prospects for success. Citizens’ beliefs about the desirability of the
agency closings should have remained relatively steady, and congressional
opposition to the closings should not have diminished.

The aftermath of the appeal supports these expectations. Even in the
days following Reagan’s speech, his proposals received little public sup-
port. According to an ABC survey conducted in the days after the appeal,
only 32 percent of the populace favored the abolishment of the Department
of Education, and only 42 percent the elimination of the Department of
Energy.52 Moreover, consistent with the Public Appeals Theory,
Congress never brought the proposals to the floor. By the subsequent
congressional session, Reagan was presuming the continuation of the
departments in his budget.
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Figure 2.5 Reagan’s Initiative to Abolish the Departments of Energy and Education

52. The survey was conducted September 25–26, 1981. Respondents were asked,
“I’m going to mention some of the proposals President Reagan made in his speech (on the
economy Thursday [9/24/81] night). After each would you please tell me whether you
tend to agree or disagree with the proposal.” For the Department of Education, the ques-
tion wording was, “. . . His proposal to eliminate the Department of Education.” For the
Department of Energy, the wording was, “. . . His proposal to eliminate the Department
of Energy.”



Relatively obviously, in one notable way the example of the De-
partments of Energy and Education does not comport with the Public
Appeals Theory. In particular, the Influence over Domestic Affairs pre-
diction maintains that presidents will only publicize popular domestic
initiatives. The example is still helpful for explicating the Public Appeals
Theory, however, because it illustrates precisely why presidents have the
incentive to avoid appealing to the public about unpopular domestic
initiatives: namely, if a chief executive does publicize one, he is unlikely to
see it enacted by Congress. Thus although the example does not comport
with the predicted patterns of speechmaking, it supports expectations
regarding the policy impact of public appeals.

Overall, the Reagan examples highlight how presidential, congres-
sional, and citizens’ preferences affect the legislative consequences of a
domestic policy appeal. When, as in the case of the tax cut, public opin-
ion is closer to a president’s position than is the outcome desired by
Congress, an appeal is likely to advance his prospects for legislative
success. A president cannot, however, expect to gain influence from
publicizing any given domestic policy proposal. As the example of the
Departments of Energy and Education highlights, when citizens disfavor
a domestic initiative, appealing to the mass public will not increase, and if
anything will decrease the likelihood Congress enacts it. Thus in contrast
to the other schools of thought from the literature, the examples suggest
that a president’s mass appeals influence policymaking in a way that
depends on citizens’ policy preferences.

A Foreign Policy Appeal of Clinton

The third example that began this chapter, President Clinton’s November
27, 1995, appeal about sending 20,000 troops to Bosnia for a NATO
peacekeeping mission, serves to underscore ways in which the theoretical
predictions differ for foreign policy. In this case, neither the public nor
Congress was terribly supportive of the president’s initiative prior to his
address. A Gallup poll taken a few weeks before it estimated that 49 per-
cent of the public disapproved of dispatching a peacekeeping force
to Bosnia while only 47 percent supported doing so.53 Around the
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53. The Gallup Organization conducted the survey on November 6–8, 1995.
Respondents were asked: “There is a chance a peace agreement could be reached by all
the groups currently fighting in Bosnia. If so, the Clinton Administration is considering
contributing U.S. (United States) troops to an international peacekeeping force. Would
you favor or oppose that?”



same time, an ABC News-Washington Post poll found that 50 percent
of respondents thought that Congress should have the final say over
whether to send the troops as compared with 46 percent who thought
that Clinton should have the final say.54 Consistent with this public sen-
timent, the House had already voted to block funding for the Bosnia
mission. The aim of the vote, as discussed at the outset of the chapter, was
to prevent the deployment of troops for the peacekeeping mission.

Figure 2.6 maps the preferences of the public, Congress, and Clinton
prior to the appeal. The familiar one dimensional issue space represents
funding for the Bosnia mission. The policy choices that the electorate and
Congress initially preferred, E and C0 respectively, are located at the sta-
tus quo q of no U.S. military involvement (and hence no funding). The
placement of Clinton’s preferred option P reflects the president’s interest
in deploying 20,000 troops.

The Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction is based on the premise
that presidents can use the bully pulpit to alter citizens’ preferences about
a foreign policy issue. More precisely, the theory suggests that if citizens
perceive their fundamental policy goals to be sufficiently similar to those
of the president, an appeal may shift their preferences over policy choices
toward his own. Clinton’s appeal appears to have had such an effect.55

An ABC poll conducted the night of the speech found that 50 percent of
the public thought Congress should not try to thwart Clinton’s proposal
by blocking funding for the mission.56 Likewise, a Gallup poll found the
proportion of citizens who disapproved of the president’s policy dropped
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54. Poll conducted by ABC News November 10–13, 1995. Respondents were asked:
“If they don’t agree, who should have the final say on whether or not to send U.S. (United
States) troops to Bosnia—Congress or the Clinton Administration?”

55. In an ideal world, we would have data on citizens’ perception of the relationship
between their and the president’s fundamental policy goals over Bosnia as well as data on
preferences about policy choices. Here, we have only the latter type of data.

56. The question asked by ABC was, “Do you think Congress should or should not
try to prevent (President Bill) Clinton from sending U.S. (United States) troops to Bosnia
by blocking the money for the mobilization?”

Figure 2.6 Clinton’s Bosnia Mission



nine percentage points, to 40 percent, after the speech.57 Thus Clinton’s
public appeal shifted public opinion to his advantage.

It was following the shift that the aforementioned House reversal
occurred. On December 13, the House voted, along with the Senate, to
support the Bosnia mission. The change in public opinion is depicted in
figure 2.6 with the notation E ′, which represents the electorate’s induced
preference after the appeal. The policy position is placed at P, the presi-
dent’s position, in accord with the available survey data.58

It is worth noting that in addition to Clinton’s appeal, another signifi-
cant event occurred between the House votes. On December 8, the pres-
ident dispatched a force of 700 troops by authority of an executive order
(Executive Order 1282). One could obviously argue that this deployment
of the troops affected congressional behavior as much or more than
Clinton’s appeal. There are reasons, however, to believe that the appeal
was important. First, budgetary politics are one of the key ways in which
unilateral action by the president can be thwarted (Howell 2003,
120–26); Clinton would have faced significant political and legal barriers
to sustaining a force of 20,000 troops in Bosnia if Congress had con-
tinued to deny the mission any funding. Second, there is evidence that
Republican Party leaders refused to fight with Clinton as soon as the
speech was given rather than waiting until the advance deployment of
troops. Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich failed to criticize Clinton’s
plan following the speech. Likewise, Bob Dole, then the Senate Major-
ity leader, declined an invitation to respond on national television to
Clinton’s appeal.59

C O N C LU S I O N

This chapter has developed a theoretical framework, the Public Appeals
Theory, which suggests a president’s appeals increase citizens’ policy
influence as well as his own. The theory finds that a president’s success
from appealing to the public depends on strategically choosing the initia-
tives he advocates. If he were to select an issue to promote to the citi-
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57. The question wording was, “Now that a peace agreement has been reached by all
the groups currently fighting in Bosnia, the Clinton Administration plans to contribute
U.S. (United States) troops to an international peacekeeping force. Do you favor or
oppose that?” The Gallup Organization conducted the poll the night of the appeal.

58. Again, it is possible that the electorate’s ideal policy choice was not identical to
that of the president but the available survey data does not allow one to make a more
nuanced estimation of public opinion.

59. Mary McGrory, “The Price of Prevailing,” Washington Post, November 30,
1995, A2.



zenry randomly, doing so could actually hurt his prospects for legislative
success. When the president cannot expect to alter citizens’ policy pref-
erences, such as is typically the case with domestic policy, he has the
incentive to publicize initiatives that are already popular. Even when he
can likely move mass opinion toward his position, as is commonly the
case with foreign policy issues, he will want to avoid publicizing unpopu-
lar initiatives if citizens perceive that his policy goals differ substantially
from theirs.

As this chapter has detailed, these predictions contrast with other per-
spectives from the literature. One group of studies suggests that appeals
only rarely influence policymaking in Washington. Another group indi-
cates that appeals routinely influence policymaking but not in a way that
increases the impact of current opinion on lawmaking. Therefore, it re-
mains far from clear that the Public Appeals Theory will be borne out
empirically. In the next two chapters, I assess the extent to which the the-
ory indeed explains the politics of presidents’ public appeals.
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chapter three

Domestic Policy Appeals

The predictions derived from the Public Appeals Theory suggest that a
president’s domestic policy appeals will increase his legislative influence as
well as that of the mass public. According to the Influence over Domestic
Affairs prediction, a president can achieve legislative success by publiciz-
ing issues on which he wants congressional members to be become more
responsive to citizens’ policy preferences. Consequently, and as specified
by the Popularity of Domestic Positions hypothesis, a chief executive’s
likelihood of publicizing a domestic policy proposal is higher the greater is
popular support for the proposal. This incentive to publicize popular ini-
tiatives does not, however, imply that a president goes public about issues
on which he would achieve policy victory absent the plebiscitary activ-
ity. Indeed, the third prediction regarding domestic policy appeals, the
Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction, suggests they are not actions of
credit-claiming but instead involve genuine policy negotiations.

This perspective of domestic policy appeals, while arguably intuitive,
contrasts with other perspectives from the literature. As discussed in
chapter 2, some research indicates that appeals do not routinely increase
the policy influence of presidents or the mass public. This school of
thought encompasses work that argues appeals almost never influence
policymaking because public opinion is ephemeral (Polsby 1978), be-
cause most congressional members hold “safe seats” and thus need not
respond to public opinion (Cornwell 1965), or because appeals are about
credit-claiming (Hart 1987; Clinton et al. 2004). Other research fits into
yet another perspective, which is that appeals do regularly influence the
policy process but not in a way that depends on citizens’ policy positions.
This strand of the literature includes the studies that contend appeals
should, in general, grant presidents legislative influence (e.g., Miller
1993; Schattschneider 1960), as well as those that suggest this influ-
ence is contingent on factors other than citizens’ policy preferences, such
as the president’s personal approval ratings (Kernell 1997).



Which perspective best fits the patterns of domestic policy appeals?
Prior empirical work does not provide an answer. A number of excellent
case studies have been conducted of famous presidential appeals about
domestic initiatives, ranging from Theodore Roosevelt’s efforts for the
Hepburn Act of 1906 (Tulis 1987) to Bill Clinton’s publicizing of his
plan for nationalized health care (e.g., Hacker 1999; Jacobs and Shapiro
2000; Skocpol 1996).1 These studies offer detailed evidence on significant
successes (such as in the Roosevelt case) and failures (as in the Clinton
case). Yet this work does not establish whether the successes are isolated,
or as the Public Appeals Theory would suggest, related to the president’s
publicizing of popular domestic initiatives.

A study of Calvin Mouw and Michael MacKuen (1992) is more indic-
ative of such an effect. Examining the major and minor addresses of
Presidents Eisenhower and Reagan, Mouw and MacKuen find that con-
gressional agenda-setters moderate their proposals in response to presi-
dents’ public statements. The analysis does not, however, investigate
whether the moderation corresponds to presidential influence or whether
it occurs in administrations other than those of Eisenhower and Reagan.
Nor does the analysis address the relationship between the popularity of
the president’s proposal and the likelihood that he publicizes it. The
Public Appeals Theory is thus neither confirmed nor challenged by
Mouw and MacKuen.

This chapter examines the theory as it concerns domestic policy. I first
present some descriptive statistics on the relationship among the popu-
larity of a president’s proposal, his likelihood of appealing to the public
about it, and the likelihood of legislative success; I then proceed to
conduct more rigorous tests of the hypotheses. The descriptive statis-
tics revolve around the nationally televised, noncompulsory presidential
speeches during the Eisenhower through Clinton presidencies. The pur-
pose of this “first-glance analysis” is to describe public opinion about the
domestic initiatives that presidents publicize. For instance, how popular
are the policies that presidents promote in national addresses? Do cer-
tain presidents tend to push relatively popular initiatives while other
presidents promote unpopular ones?

The first-glance analysis also examines how a president’s legislative
success is correlated with the popularity of his publicized initiatives. This
correlation provides a rudimentary assessment of whether the Public
Appeals Theory explains variation in the legislative outcomes associated
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1. Case studies of famous foreign policy appeals also have been conducted. See, for
instance, Tulis (1987) on Woodrow Wilson’s efforts to secure support for the League of
Nations and Kernell (1976) on the Truman Doctrine speech.



with domestic policy appeals. The correlation is not an appropriate test,
however, because a positive correlation could simply reflect that presi-
dents go public about forgone policy victories or that popular proposals
are more likely to be enacted regardless of whether a president publicizes
them. To account for these issues, what is needed is an analysis that deals
with the potential endogeneity between presidents’ public appeals and
expected legislative success and that compares legislative outcomes with
and without public appeals.

The second part of the chapter develops testing that incorporates
these features. The testing revolves around a set of annually recurring
budgetary issues during the presidencies of Eisenhower through Clinton.
The examination of a set of comparable policies is important because it
facilitates coding the variables of analysis similarly across observations.
Thus, for example, I am able to utilize survey data with identical question
wording. Correspondingly, a consistent set of control variables can be
drawn upon.

What will all of this empirical analysis ultimately accomplish? If the
theoretical predictions are inconsistent with the descriptive statistics
and/or not supported by the econometric tests, the analysis will indicate
that the Public Appeals Theory does not explain domestic policy appeals
even if, in chapter 4, it ends up explaining foreign policy appeals. If, on
the other hand, the first-glance analysis and subsequent tests substanti-
ate the predictions, this chapter will have provided considerable sup-
port for the theory.

A  F I R S T  G L A N C E

The first-glance data set derives from all nationally televised, nonobliga-
tory, primetime presidential addresses between 1957 and 2000.2 These
speeches include, for example, Bill Clinton’s 1993 address on health-
care reform, Jimmy Carter’s “crisis of confidence speech” in 1979, and
Lyndon Johnson’s speech on voting rights in 1965. I begin with
Eisenhower’s second term because, by 1957, 78 percent of homes owned
a television set while in 1953, only 44 percent of homes owned one.3

Thus throughout the span of the data, each president could reach a
national audience via television.
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2. The first-glance analysis excludes State of the Union addresses in order to evaluate
whether basic patterns predicted by the Public Appeals Theory hold for discretionary
speeches. In the subsequent section that presents the testing, I do not exclude State of the
Union addresses.

3. Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington, DC:
Bureau of the Census, 1975).



The data consist of domestic policy appeals from these speeches for
which I could obtain at least one survey estimating public approval ver-
sus disapproval of the initiative during the year leading up to the address.4

To formulate this list of appeals, I read each address with the purpose of
determining all legislative proposals that the president mentioned in his
speech. Only proposals on specific policy initiatives or legislation were
included.5 Thus, I did not code a president’s claim that he was “for the
environment” or “concerned about health care” as a policy appeal.6

I obtained the public opinion data using Roper’s R-POLL database.7

For observations for which multiple polls exist, I used the one most prox-
imate to the date of the address.8 I did not use any polls taken after the
speech because the theoretical predictions concern the popularity of ini-
tiatives prior to a president’s decision to appeal to the public. Obviously,
I could not find surveys with identical question wording for all of the var-
ious initiatives. In the subsequent testing of the budgetary data, only sur-
veys with identical question wording are used. Here, in the interest of
examining as broad a range of policies as possible, I do not impose this
constraint, acknowledging that the different question wordings will create
noise. A constraint I do impose, however, is that the answers must be
structured such that they can be categorized into groups of those who
favor the president’s proposal, those who oppose it, and those who “don’t
know” whether they have a stated preference. Thus, for example, polls
that ask respondents whether they prefer more, less, or “about the same”
amount of spending on a given policy issue are not used in this portion of
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4. Herbst (1998) documents how policymakers may measure public opinion through
sources other than public opinion polls. This fact notwithstanding, polls are still a domi-
nant means by which politicians (particularly federal ones) estimate public opinion, as
Herbst (1993) herself describes elsewhere. For purposes of this analysis, polls are useful
because they provide a reasonably consistent means of estimating public opinion across
issue and time.

5. As discussed subsequently, I have examined the legislative histories of the initia-
tives promoted in the appeals using the Congressional Quarterly Almanacs. These histo-
ries suggest that the appeals corresponded to the presidents’ actual legislative proposals.

6. To ensure that no legislative proposal was missed, I assigned a research assistant to
conduct this data collection as well. The inter-coder reliability was 98 percent.

7. The availability of survey data determines the unit of observation. If the president
repeatedly appealed to the public about a proposal and there are different public opinion
polls for each appeal, I coded each one separately. If, however, the president repeatedly
appealed to the public about a proposal and there exists only one survey, I included only
one entry. The latter situation affected less than a handful of observations. Moreover, I
have conducted the analysis by coding repeated appeals with one entry per speech even if
only one survey exists for all of them and received substantively similar results.

8. If multiple polls were taken on that date, I averaged across them.



the analysis. I restrict the data in this way to ensure that the ratings on pol-
icy approval are at least minimally consistent across the various surveys.

These efforts produced a data set of ninety-nine domestic policy
appeals, which encompass many of the significant policy negotiations of
the past decades. For example, John F. Kennedy’s appeal to end segrega-
tion in public facilities, Richard Nixon’s advocacy of welfare reform, and
Bill Clinton’s efforts to pass the Brady Bill are all included. Consistent
with these examples, the data are not clustered into one or two adminis-
trations; each president is associated with at least four appeals. There is a
slight trend toward more observations for the later presidents: the average
annual number of domestic policy appeals is 1.4 for presidents through
Richard Nixon’s tenure and 2.8 for Gerald Ford through Bill Clinton.9

Popularity of Initiatives

Table 3.1 presents the summary statistics on the extent to which pres-
idents’ domestic policy appeals concern initiatives that are popular.
Following Richard Brody’s (1991) approach, popularity is measured in
two ways, the first of which captures public support and the second of
which captures the difference between public support and opposition.
Accordingly, Approval represents the percentage of respondents who
favor the policy, while Approval - Disapproval equals that percentage
minus the percentage who disfavor it. The latter statistic, in addition to
incorporating the degree of opposition to the president’s proposal, indi-
rectly helps to stipulate the percentage of “don’t know” responses; that
percentage equals 100 − 2* Approval + [Approval - Disapproval].

As the table shows, the descriptive statistics are consistent with the
Influence over Domestic Affairs prediction, which maintains that a presi-
dent will go public about popular domestic initiatives. The mean and
median policy approval ratings, 55 percent and 56 percent, respectively,
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9. This trend is largely a function of the increased quantity of available public opin-
ion data for the later years.

Table 3.1 Popularity of Initiatives in Domestic Policy Appeals, 1957–2000

Popularity Number of Mean Median Standard Minimum Maximum 
Variable Observations (%) (%) Deviation (%) (%) (%)

Approval 99 55 56 17 11 87
Approval − 99 22 28 33 −71 81

Disapproval



indicate that over half of the population is supportive of the typical
domestic initiative publicized by the president. Likewise, the mean and
median of the policy approval minus disapproval ratings, 22 percent and
28 percent, imply that more individuals favor than disfavor the typical
domestic proposal he publicizes.10 Table 3.1 thus indicates presidents
tend to go public about domestic initiatives that are already relatively
popular.

The data do not indicate that mass opinion always favors the propos-
als, however. Consistent with Lawrence Jacobs’s and Robert Shapiro’s
(2000; 2002a) argument that presidents attempt to manipulate the citi-
zenry, the descriptive statistics show that presidents at times make appeals
about domestic policy initiatives that are not initially supported by a
majority of the populace. The variable Approval has a range of 11 percent
to 87 percent with a standard deviation of 17 percent, and Approval -
Disapproval ranges from −71 percent to 81 percent with a standard devi-
ation of 33 percent.

A possible cause of the variation could be that some presidents publi-
cize popular domestic initiatives while other presidents attempt to change
citizens’ preferences. This state of affairs would comport with work that
emphasizes the uniqueness of individual presidents’ leadership styles
(e.g., Greenstein 2000). Such variation would suggest that the Public
Appeals Theory does not apply systematically across administrations.
Table 3.2 examines whether this is the case, summarizing the means of
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10. For seventy-six of the ninety-nine domestic policy appeals, the approval rating
was higher than the disapproval rating.

Table 3.2 Popularity of Initiatives in Domestic Policy Appeals, by President

Average Mean of 
Number of Mean of Approval – 

Number of Observations Approval Disapproval 
President Observations per Year (%) (%)

Eisenhower 5 1.25 57 33
Kennedy 5 1.67 51 18
Johnson 4 0.80 54 17
Nixon 12 2.00 61 32
Ford 7 3.50 51 16
Carter 16 4.00 61 36
Reagan 23 2.88 50 10
Bush 9 2.25 50 11
Clinton 18 2.25 59 24



Approval and Approval - Disapproval by president. Notably, the data
indicate that all presidents tend to focus their domestic policy appeals on
popular initiatives. For each president from Eisenhower through Clinton,
the mean approval rating of the publicized proposals is at least 50 percent
and the mean difference between the approval and disapproval ratings is
at least 10 percent. In other words, public support is consistently greater
than public opposition, and this support comes from at least a bare major-
ity of the populace.

The descriptive statistics do not necessarily contradict Greenstein’s
general argument that leadership styles differ; the mean approval rating of
the proposals varies from 50 percent to 61 percent. However, it is not the
case that the Public Appeals Theory corresponds to the behavior of only
a subset of presidents. Rather, as expected, each president generally
appeals to the mass public about domestic initiatives that are aligned with
national public opinion.

Legislative Outcomes

The theoretical analysis of chapter 2 suggests that if a president appeals
to the public regarding an unpopular domestic policy initiative, this
action will make congressional members less likely to enact the policy.
The theory would therefore be inconsistent with the data if presidents
routinely achieved legislative victories on unpopular domestic initiatives
after publicizing them. Likewise, the theory would receive refutation if the
correlation between legislative success and the popularity of publicized
domestic policy initiatives were negative. To assess whether the first-
glance data evince these patterns, I estimate the popularity of the policy
initiatives according to the legislative outcomes.

I determined these outcomes using the legislative histories provided
by the Congressional Quarterly Almanac. At first, I attempted to classify
each proposal by whether Congress enacted it with “significant amend-
ment,” enacted it without significant amendment, or failed to enact the
initiative. Owing to the difficulty in comparing the significance of amend-
ments across the large range of policy areas, I ended up collapsing the first
two categories and producing a binary coding. For nonbudgetary pro-
posals, the initiative was coded as a legislative success if it became law
in some form during the congress in which the president publicized
the issue and a legislative failure otherwise.11 For budgetary proposals,
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11. In chapter 2, I observed that the terms “presidential influence” and “presidential
success” have different connotations in the literature, with the former referring to circum-
stances in which the president’s actions altered congressional behavior and the latter 



I coded an outcome as a success only if the percentage change in enacted
appropriations from last year was within three percentage points of the
change in appropriations requested by the president. In the following sec-
tion, where all of the data concern appeals over budgetary policy, I adopt
a more nuanced accounting of legislative success.12

Table 3.3 presents the descriptive statistics on the legislative out-
comes. Consistent with expectations, table 3.3 suggests that successful
domestic policy appeals concern proposals supported by a majority of the
population. The mean approval rating for the legislative victories is 59
percent. Were it alternatively the case that this approval rating was less
than 50 percent, the table would indicate that initial policy popularity
may not be critical to the legislative impact of a domestic policy appeal.

Also consistent with expectations, legislative success is positively cor-
related with the popularity of the publicized initiatives. Specifically, the
mean approval rating for the legislative failures is 49 percent, a statistically
significant difference from the mean approval rating of the victories (p <
0.01, one-tailed).13 Likewise, the mean approval minus disapproval rating
is 28 percent for the legislative victories and 11 percent for the failures,
another statistically significant difference (p < 0.01, one-tailed). Were the
average popularity of the enacted initiatives less than that of the failed

58 Chapter Three

instances of influence as well as circumstances in which Congress would have adopted the
president’s position even if he had not. The analysis of this section does not try to distin-
guish success from influence. However, since the concept of success encompasses that of
influence, the predictions on influence can be analyzed with data on legislative success.

12. The cutoff point of three percentage points is necessarily arbitrary. I base it par-
tially on the fact that in the budgetary data used later in this chapter, the median absolute
difference between the percentage change in appropriations requested by the president
and that enacted is three percentage points. Changing the cutoff point to four or five per-
centage points does not in any way alter the results. Also, eliminating the budgetary obser-
vations from the first-glance analysis does not alter the substantive findings.

13. Overall, the appeals are associated with victory in 65 percent of the cases. This
ratio of successful appeals is nearly identical to that found in Peterson’s (1990) study of
229 presidential domestic policy initiatives. Peterson finds that of the 42 initiatives a pres-
ident mentioned in a television or radio broadcast, Congress enacted 64 percent of them
in some form.

Table 3.3 Popularity of Initiatives in Domestic Policy Appeals, by Legislative Outcome

Mean of Mean of 
Outcome Approval (%) Approval - Disapproval (%)

Legislative Success (n = 64) 59 28
Legislative Failure (n = 35) 49 11



ones, the data would suggest that presidents need not be concerned about
the popularity of a domestic proposal when deciding whether to publi-
cize it.

On the whole, the first-glance analysis has established that the Public
Appeals Theory is consistent with summary statistics on presidents’ do-
mestic policy appeals. Presidents generally appeal to the public about
popular domestic initiatives, and this relationship holds not only for the
presidents as a group but also for each administration individually. Also
as expected, the popularity of the publicized initiatives is positively cor-
related with whether a legislative victory occurs. The descriptive statistics
therefore comport with the anticipated presidential and congressional
behavior.

Despite this consistency with the theory, the empirical analysis has not
yet confirmed the key theoretical predictions. An appropriate test of the
Influence over Domestic Affairs hypothesis necessitates a comparison
between the legislative outcomes that occur with and without appeals, as
well as a means of accounting for the potential endogeneity between
appeals and expected legislative success. Testing the Popularity of Do-
mestic Positions and Sincerity of Policy Debate predictions, meanwhile,
requires an assessment of the circumstances under which presidents do
not issue appeals. Finally, a proper test of any of the hypotheses must con-
trol for other factors such as the ideological composition of Congress and
the president’s popularity. In the next section, I develop testing that
addresses these issues.

T E S T I N G

Because the theoretical predictions concern variation over whether a
president takes an initiative to the public, the data for the testing should
contain presidential proposals and legislative outcomes from situations
in which appeals occur and comparable situations in which no appeal
occurs.14 Budgetary data are well suited for this purpose. Each year, the
president submits written proposals for the funding of federal agencies,
and Congress enacts legislation concerning this funding. In fact, the pres-
ident cannot legally avoid making these annual proposals as the Budget
and Accounting Act of 1921 requires them.
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14. This section of chapter 3 extends the analysis conducted in Canes-Wrone
(2001a) through the second Clinton administration. Unlike in Canes-Wrone (2001a),
here I do not include a dummy variable for a president’s start of term because of multi-
collinearity issues with other control variables. However, including this variable does not
alter the major substantive results.



Budgetary data also offer many other benefits for purposes of testing
the Public Appeals Theory. First, the quantitative nature of the data facil-
itates measuring legislative success more precisely than simply victory ver-
sus failure. Second, the appropriations process encompasses many of the
most important presidential initiatives of the past forty years. For instance,
Johnson’s war on poverty, Ford’s efforts at deregulation, and Reagan’s ini-
tiative to cut domestic social spending all involved budgetary negotiations
that are part of the data of this chapter. Indeed, over the past half-century,
the budget has often been the central battleground between a president
and congressional members who are recalcitrant to enact his agenda.

Third, because the Budget and Accounting Act requires presidents to
submit an annual budget, the data are not censored by a president’s deci-
sion to state a policy position. On most issues a president can avoid tak-
ing a position, and he has an incentive to “stay silent” when publicity
is not an asset (Covington 1987). Thus, data based on noncompulsory
presidential positions could be biased in favor of finding significant influ-
ence from going public. Budgetary data avoid this problem.

Fourth, because the data concern a set of comparable issues, the con-
trol variables are commensurate across observations. For example, I am
able to utilize public opinion surveys with identical question wording.
Fifth and finally, prior research establishes that budgetary data reflect
active bargaining between the president and Congress (e.g., Brady and
Volden 1998; Kiewiet and Krehbiel 2002; Kiewiet and McCubbins 1988,
1991; Krehbiel 1998; Su, Kamlet, and Mowery 1993). The observations
therefore concern the type of policy negotiations addressed by the Public
Appeals Theory.

The specific budgetary data employed revolve around the funding for
forty-three domestic agencies during fiscal years 1958 through 2001.
(Appropriations for a given fiscal year are generally enacted in the previ-
ous calendar year. Accordingly, the data concern the second Eisenhower
term through both Clinton administrations.) An observation consists of a
pairing of an agency i and fiscal year t. Each of the agencies was funded
by discretionary spending, which means that Congress had to appropri-
ate funds annually or else the relevant programs would have been termi-
nated.15 Thus all of the observations involve a similarly extreme “status
quo policy” that would have resulted had no new legislation been passed
in a given year. These budgetary data are based on those in D. Roderick
Kiewiet’s and Mathew McCubbins’s (1991) analysis of party influence.16
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15. Mandatory spending, in contrast, does not require annual appropriations.
16. I obtained the data from Joe White, who had extended them through fiscal year

1989 for his analysis of incrementalism in the budgetary process (White 1995). I have 



For reasons that I will discuss in turn, the budgetary data analyzed in
chapters 4 and 8 are not from the Kiewiet and McCubbins observations.
However, for purposes of studying domestic policy appeals, the observa-
tions provide a good foundation on which to construct a data set.

The forty-three agencies span a range of policy issues, including the
environment, crime protection, public works, tax collection, and eco-
nomic regulation. For example, the data encompass the Environmental
Protection Agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Immigration
and Naturalization Service, the Internal Revenue Service, and the
Securities and Exchange Commission.17 Because some of the agencies
did not exist for the entirety of the time period, the data set is not a bal-
anced panel with an observation for each agency and year. Still, the num-
ber of budgetary negotiations examined is substantial. In total, I have
1,225 observations of a presidential proposal and the subsequently
enacted appropriations for a given agency and fiscal year.

Measurement of Key Variables

The data include a set of key variables that directly pertain to the predic-
tions of the Public Appeals Theory as well as a set of controls. The latter
encompass factors from alternative predictions in addition to standard
controls from the literature. Following the predictions of the Public
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extended the data through fiscal year 2001 and also have eliminated any agency whose
funding was at least 20 percent mandatory in any year. The data collection by Kiewiet and
McCubbins was supported by the National Science Foundation grant SES-8421161.

17. The set of agencies includes the following: Administration of the Public Debt,
Army Corps of Engineers, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Bureau of Land Management,
Bureau of Mines, Bureau of Narcotics, Bureau of Reclamation, Census Bureau, Civil
Aeronautics Board, Coastal and Geodetic Survey, Commodity Futures Trading
Commission, Consumer Product Safety Commission, Customs Service, Drug En-
forcement Administration, Economic Development Administration, Environmental Pro-
tection Agency, Federal Bureau of Investigation, Federal Communications Commis-
sion, Federal Prison System, Federal Trade Commission, Fish and Wildlife Service,
Food and Drug Administration, Forest Service, Geological Survey, Immigration and
Naturalization Service, Internal Revenue Service, Interstate Commerce Commission,
National Aeronautics and Space Administration, National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration, National Institute of Standards, National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, National Park Service, Natural Resources and Conservation Service,
National Science Foundation, Occupational Safety and Health Administration, Patent and
Trademark Office, Rural Electrification Administration, Secret Service, Securities and
Exchange Commission, Small Business Administration Loan and Investment Fund, Soil
Conservation Service, United States Mint, and the Weather Bureau.



Appeals Theory, the key variables concern public appeals, the popularity
of the president’s proposal, and legislative success.

I collected the data for Public Appeal by reading all of the nationally tel-
evised primetime addresses that presidents gave between 1957 and 2000,
the years during which the fiscal year 1958 through 2001 budgets were
passed. The speeches include nonobligatory ones as well as State of the
Union addresses. For each observation of an agency and fiscal year, I
coded a public appeal as occurring if the president spoke about his budg-
etary proposal or policy issues that could only refer to it. This coding
does not encompass broad declarations such as “I am the education pres-
ident.”18 Using this approach, seventy-eight of the observations are asso-
ciated with a presidential appeal.

The second key variable is Policy Approval, which I measure with
responses from the following survey question: “We are faced with many
problems in this country, none of which can be solved easily or expen-
sively. I’m going to name some of these problems, and for each one I’d like
you to tell me whether you think we’re spending too much money, too lit-
tle money, or about the right amount on [the particular policy issue].”19

For almost every year since 1971, the General Social Survey and/or a
Roper survey have asked this question with reference to six policy issues
that match the agencies in the data. Specifically, the question has referred
to crime, drug control, the environment, poverty assistance, parks and
space exploration, which I map, respectively, to the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, the Drug Enforcement Agency, the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency, the Economic Development Administration, the National
Park Service, and the National Aeronautic and Space Administration.20

Policy Approval equals the percentage of responses that express at least
weak agreement with the direction of spending the president proposes.
Thus if the president requests a 5 percent increase in appropriations for
NASA, policy approval equals the percentage of respondents that thought
there was either “too little” or “about the right amount of ” spending on
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18. Analysis of these open-ended statements is consistent with Cohen’s (1997) claim
that they are merely symbolic. In particular, unlike the specific appeals I analyze, these
broad statements often are not linked to presidents’ actual proposals.

19. Jacoby (1994) and Wleizen (1995) also have utilized these survey data, and the
studies suggest the responses indeed reflect citizens’ viewpoints about the policy issues.
Jacoby shows citizens evaluate the various budgetary programs differently, while Wleizen
establishes that responses vary predictably with outside events.

20. The specific question wordings for each issue are as follows: (1) crime: “. . .
halting the rising crime rate?”; (2) drug control: “. . . dealing with drug addiction?”;
(3) environment: “. . . improving and protecting the environment?”; (4) poverty assis-
tance: “. . . assistance to the poor?”; (5) parks: “. . . parks and recreation?”; (6) space
exploration: “. . . the space exploration program?”



space exploration. I have also conducted the analysis with the variable
equaling the percentage of responses that strongly agree with the direc-
tion of the proposal minus the percentage that strongly disagree (thus dis-
regarding the “about the right amount” responses), and the results are
substantively similar to those presented.21 If both the General Social
Survey and a Roper survey were conducted for a given policy issue and
year, Policy Approval is based on the average of the responses; if only one
survey was conducted, the variable is based on these responses alone.
Because the public opinion data are available for only a subset of the budg-
etary observations, I conduct the analysis twice: once on those observa-
tions for which the policy approval data are available and once on the full
set of budgetary observations.

The final key variable reflects the president’s success in achieving his
budgetary proposal. Presidential Budgetary Success equals the absolute
difference between the percentage change in appropriations requested by
the president and the percentage change enacted. Formally, for a given
agency i and year t, the variable equals:

– ⎢ %∆Presidential Proposalit – %∆Enacted Appropriationsit ⎢.

The measure assumes that the lower the absolute difference between
the enacted spending and the president’s requested appropriations, the
greater is the legislative success achieved by the president. The specifica-
tion comports with existing spatial models of the budgetary process (e.g.,
Ferejohn and Krehbiel 1987; Kiewiet and McCubbins 1988), which pre-
sume that a president has a most preferred outcome and likes other out-
comes less the further they are from his preferred one, just as in the Public
Appeals Theory. Presidential Budgetary Success is based on percentage
changes rather than mere levels of spending to reduce autocorrelation that
would otherwise plague the testing. Furthermore, the use of percent-
age changes is consistent with the literature on the incrementalism of the
budgetary process (e.g., Schick 1995, 53–54; White 1995; Wildavsky
1992).

In utilizing the president’s proposals as a proxy for his policy prefer-
ences, I acknowledge that the proposals may be affected by strategic be-
havior. In particular, a president who wants to increase (cut) spending may
recommend a higher (lower) level of spending than he truly desires. To
deal with this possibility, I adopt an econometric specification in which
this behavior would not affect the signs or significance of the key estimated
effects. The next section describes the details of this empirical model.
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21. Specifically, all three of the main hypotheses are supported at conventional levels
of statistical significance ( p < 0.05, two-tailed).



Empirical Model

The standard empirical model for analyzing a president’s ability to affect
the legislative process consists of a one-equation specification in which
presidential success is regressed on a variety of factors. For example, in
Jon Bond’s and Richard Fleisher’s (1990) influential study of the role
of presidential success, the main specification is a one-equation probit
model in which the dependent variable reflects whether presidential vic-
tory occurred on a roll-call vote. For the purpose of testing the Public
Appeals Theory, a one-equation model would be problematic because
the theory suggests a president’s decision to appeal to the public will not
only influence the likelihood of success but also be affected by this likeli-
hood. We therefore need a specification that accounts for the potential
endogeneity between presidents’ budgetary success and public appeals.

The econometric specification termed a simultaneous equations
model is tailor-made for this type of problem. These models, while not
new to the study of the presidency (e.g., Brace and Hinckley 1992;
Ostrom and Simon 1985; Rivers and Rose 1985), are not employed fre-
quently. Unlike the prototypical regression model, simultaneous equa-
tions specifications involve multiple dependent variables. The standard
approach for estimating these models is to include in each equation at
least one independent variable, called an “instrument,” which is corre-
lated with the dependent variable of that equation but outside of this rela-
tionship is not correlated with the other dependent variable(s).22 The
instruments serve to ensure that each dependent variable is explained by
a separate equation.

The empirical model that I employ to test the theoretical predictions
incorporates this method. Formally, I estimate the following system of
equations for each budgetary agency i in year t:

(3.1) Public Appealit = f (Presidential Budgetary Success**it,
Policy Approvalit, Control Variablesit,
Instrument 1it, ε1it)
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22. See Greene (1993, 578–634) for an overview or Kennedy (1989, 115–16) for a
basic introduction. Generally the most difficult component of analyzing a model that
requires instrumental variables is finding an appropriate set of instruments. If an instru-
ment is in fact correlated with the error term of the equation from which it has been
excluded, the estimates will be inconsistent. Likewise, instruments that are only weakly
correlated with the independent variable with which they are associated will produce high
standard errors that could obfuscate a significant relationship. (In extreme cases, where
the correlation is nonexistent and the equations are not otherwise differentiated, the sys-
tem may be unidentified.)



(3.2) Presidential Budgetary Successit = f (Public Appeal**it,
Policy Approvalit, Control Variablesit, Instrument 2it, ε2it),

where the set of control variables and the two instruments are defined in
the following section; and where ε1 and ε2 are identically and independ-
ently distributed normal error terms. In equation (3.2), the president’s
budgetary success is regressed on whether the president appeals to the
public, the popularity of the president’s proposal, a set of control vari-
ables, and an instrument that identifies the equation uniquely within the
system. The right-side factor Presidential Appeal** is a predicted value
based on equation (3.1), which analyzes the probability of an appeal as a
function of proposal popularity, the set of control variables, an instru-
mental variable that is unique to the equation, and the president’s
predicted budgetary success as estimated by equation (3.2). Takeshi
Amemiya (1978) provides a method for estimating systems of simultane-
ous equations that have one dichotomous and one continuous dependent
variable like the specification here, in which the measure of public appeals
is dichotomous and the measure of budgetary success continuous. I
adopt his approach.23

Equations (3.1) and (3.2) capture each of the three theoretical hy-
potheses that concern domestic policy—the Popularity of Domestic Posi-
tions prediction, the Influence over Domestic Affairs prediction, and the
Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction. Equation (3.1) tests the first of
these hypotheses by estimating how the likelihood of a domestic policy
appeal is affected by the popularity of the president’s proposal. The equa-
tion also tests the Sincerity of Policy Debate hypothesis by examining the
effect of presidents’ expected budgetary success on the likelihood of an
appeal. The Influence over Domestic Affairs prediction is analyzed in
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23. Amemiya (1978) recommends estimating simultaneous equations models that
have one continuous and one dichotomous dependent variable via maximum likelihood,
and he provides the likelihood function. For equations (3.1) and (3.2) the likelihood func-
tion is:

log L = ∑
it

log f1 (x′it β) + ∑
it

Public Appealit log F (x′it g + ρPresidential Budgetary 

Successit) + ∑
it

(1 − Public Appealit) log [1 − F (x′it g + ρPresidential 

Budgetary Successit)],

where F is the standard normal distribution function; f1 is the density function of N(0,
σ1

2 ), with σ1
2 equaling the sum of squared residuals for equation (3.2); x is the set of exoge-

nous variables; and β, γ, and ρ are parameters to be estimated. Amemiya describes how
the estimated parameters translate into the coefficients, and interested readers are directed
to his article for further details.



equation (3.2), which estimates the impact of a domestic policy appeal on
presidential budgetary success.

As mentioned previously, strategic proposing by the president would
not influence the signs or significance of the coefficients that test the pre-
dictions.24 Such behavior would influence the magnitudes of the effects,
but notably, would not bias in favor (or against) confirmation of the pre-
dictions given that they do not concern the magnitudes. Moreover, assum-
ing that a president offers proposals further from Congress’s desired
outcomes than his true preferences are, the estimated size of the coefficient
on public appeals will be underestimated. The impact of proposal popu-
larity will not be influenced, while the effect of presidential budgetary
success on the probability of an appeal will be overstated, regardless of
whether the effect is positive or negative. As a result, I focus on the sign
and significance of the effect of expected budgetary success.25
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24. If the president’s proposal were further from the outcome Congress desired than
was the president’s true preference, Presidential Budgetary Success would be higher by a
given multiplicative factor k. Notably, any random measurement error would not bias the
testing given that presidential budgetary success is an endogenous variable (Greene 1993,
280–81). The consequence of strategic proposing consequently depends on the impact of
k. Following the derivations of Heckman (1978), the effect of a public appeal equals the
effect of Instrument 1 in the reduced form of equation (3.1) divided by the effect of
Instrument 1 in the reduced form of equation (3.2). Increasing presidential budgetary suc-
cess by k would inflate the coefficient on the instrument in the reduced form of equation
(3.2) but not influence the analogous coefficient in the reduced form of equation (3.1).
The estimated impact of a public appeal would therefore be understated by 1/k, and the
sign and significance of the estimate would not be affected.

25. I considered alternative models in which the president’s proposal is predicted
from a first-stage equation, but they present problems that could bias in favor of accepting
the Public Appeals Theory. In particular, such a specification requires regressing enacted
appropriations on the predicted presidential proposal, an interaction of the predicted pro-
posal with the likelihood of an appeal, and interactions of the predicted proposal with
each of the control variables (as well as all of the corresponding main effects). Perhaps not
surprisingly, the specification involves an enormous amount of multicollinearity; nine cor-
relations between the various factors are equal to or greater than 0.9. As a result, not only
the standard errors but also the signs of the coefficients could be biased, potentially in
favor of the theory (Greene 1993, 267). The standard “fix” to this problem, which is sim-
ply dropping the collinear factors, is not an attractive option given the large number of
collinear variables and their importance in controlling for determinants of presidential
success other than public appeals. (One cannot simply add to the system of equations
(3.1) and (3.2) a third identified equation in which the president’s proposal is the
dependent variable; any factor that predicts the president’s proposal should also affect
the absolute difference between the percentage change in the president’s proposal and en-
acted appropriations.) I have also conducted specification testing to assess whether the
analysis requires an endogenous regime-switching model that estimates the president’s
influence from public appeals separately according to whether the president preferred 



Measurement of Instruments and Control Variables

Instruments

Budget Share (Instrument 1). For each observation of an agency i in fis-
cal year t, Budget Share equals enacted appropriations for the agency in
fiscal year t −2 as a percentage of total discretionary spending in that year.
The variable serves as the primary instrument for equation (3.1) because
the factor should affect the likelihood of an appeal but not, independent
of this impact, presidential budgetary success. The predicted relationship
is based on the fact that federal spending is ultimately subject to con-
straints. Politicians do not want to increase deficit spending or taxes to
such an extent that the national economy is put into turmoil, and, corre-
spondingly, throughout the twentieth century solid majorities have
opposed high deficits and taxes (Modigliani and Modigliani 1987). Thus
the greater the fiscal size of a budget item, the less funding there is for
other items. In other words, the larger the program, the higher its impact
on the president’s overall agenda. Larger programs are consequently
more likely to be the subjects of appeals.

The relative fiscal size of a program should not otherwise be correlated
with presidential budgetary success, however. Just as larger programs
should be more important to a president’s agenda, they should also be
more important to congressional members’ agendas. Consequently, if the
relative level of funding did not affect the likelihood of an appeal, then I
would not expect Budget Share to affect Presidential Budgetary Success.

Unified Government (Instrument 2). The variable equals one if the presi-
dent’s party has a majority in each chamber of Congress and zero other-
wise. The expectation is that presidential budgetary success will be higher
under unified government. This presumption is supported by work that
argues legislative outcomes are typically affected by whether government is
unified or divided (e.g., Cameron 2000; Howell et al. 2000), as well as
work that suggests this distinction is commonly not critical outside the
context of budgetary politics (e.g., Brady and Volden 1998; Krehbiel
1998).26 Unified Government serves as the instrument for equation (3.2)
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more or less spending than Congress. The specification testing suggests that the influence
is statistically equivalent between these two regimes (p > 0.7, two-tailed). This result is
consistent with several recent studies of budgetary politics (Kiewiet and Krehbiel 2002;
Krehbiel 1998).

26. Brady and Volden (1998) and Krehbiel (1998) find that the threat of a veto or fil-
ibuster often makes the distinction between unified and divided government nonpivotal in
legislative-executive negotiations. However, these scholars also find that the distinction is 



because the factor should not have an effect on the likelihood of an appeal
other than by affecting presidential budgetary success. In other words,
the specification presumes that if a president’s legislative influence were
uncorrelated with whether government was unified, then his decision
over whether to appeal to the public would not be affected by this factor.

Control Variables

The control variables account for alternative hypotheses regarding the
causes and effects of public appeals, as well as standard factors that the lit-
erature suggests may affect a president’s legislative influence. In general,
the inclusion of such controls should bias against finding support for the
Public Appeals Theory.

Prior Media Salience. Two variables account for the public salience of the
issue prior to the president’s appeal, the first reflecting media coverage
and the second public opinion. The Public Appeals Theory does not
imply that prior issue salience should be correlated with presidents’ leg-
islative success, but I include the variables to account for the suggestion
of E. E. Schattschneider (1960) and others that salience generally advan-
tages the president. The first of these controls, Prior Media Salience, fol-
lows Brody’s (1991) use of front-page New York Times articles to measure
media attention to an issue. Specifically, the variable equals the number of
New York Times articles on the agency from the two months prior to the
president’s appeal if he made one or, if he did not, during the two months
prior to the submission of his budgetary proposal. The period of two
months is used to cover the lengthiest interval during which the core
planning for a major presidential address would generally occur.27

Public Concern. The second control for prior issue salience has the ben-
efit of directly reflecting public opinion. The factor is based on the recur-
ring Gallup survey that asks respondents “What do you think is the most
important problem facing this country today?” (Only surveys that do not
limit the available responses are used.) Because the interval between
“Most Important Problem” polls varies across time, I utilize all surveys
from the year prior to the president’s appeal if one was given or, absent an
appeal, from the year prior to the submission of the budgetary proposal.
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likely to be pivotal when the status quo policy is extreme, such as in the case of discre-
tionary appropriations, where the formal status quo is zero funding.

27. This length comports with the descriptions of presidential speechwriting given in
Dallek (1998), Hartmann (1980), and Schlesinger (1965).



The variable equals the percentage of surveys during this period in which
at least 1 percent of the responses concern an issue specific to the agency.

Personal Popularity. This variable is an important control in equation
(3.1) as well as equation (3.2). In equation (3.1), the factor accounts for
the possibility that personal popularity influences a president’s likelihood
of appealing to the public. The effect should be positive if Samuel Kernell
(1997) is correct that personal popularity determines the success of an
appeal, as under this reasoning a president should be more likely to
go public when he is popular. In equation (3.2), Personal Popularity
accounts for whatever legislative success approval ratings engender.
Numerous studies indicate that personal approval may increase a presi-
dent’s bargaining power with Congress.28

The variable is based on the standard Gallup approval ratings, which
derive from responses to the question “Do you approve or disapprove of
the way [the current president] is handling his job as president?” Because
research suggests that a legislative effect of personal approval is more likely
to be found when the factor is measured in ranges (e.g., Bond and Fleisher
1990), I code presidential popularity as an indicator that depends on
whether the president’s approval is at least 50 percent.29 Specifically,
the indicator equals one if the average approval rating during the time
between the submission of his budgetary proposal and the enactment of
appropriations is above this threshold and zero otherwise.

Priority. Research suggests that a president will exert more pressure on
congressional members when an issue is a personal priority (e.g., Fett
1994; Peterson 1990). To account for this variation across legislative
negotiations, I include a variable that reflects presidents’ personal budget
priorities. The factor is based on content analysis of presidents’ annual
Statements of Budget Priorities and Budget Messages. Specifically, Pri-
ority is an indicator that equals one if, for a given agency i in fiscal year t,
the president specifies funding for the agency or programs within it to be
a priority.

Targeted Address. As Kernell (1997) documents, presidents routinely give
minor addresses to specialized audiences. Targeted Address controls for
the possibility that presidents obtain influence from these addresses.
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28. See Brody (1991) and Canes-Wrone and de Marchi (2002) for reviews of this
literature.

29. I also have conducted the analysis with a variable reflecting marginal changes in
the approval ratings and received substantively similar results.



I coded the variable through content analysis of all minor presiden-
tial addresses in the Public Papers of the Presidents.30 For a given agency
and fiscal year, the variable equals one if the president gave a special-
ized address about the agency or programs within it, and equals zero
otherwise.31

% Change in Gross Domestic Product (%∆ GDP). I include a macroeco-
nomic control to account for the direct effect of the economy on appro-
priations. The variable equals the percentage change in gross domestic
product (GDP) during the year prior to the president’s proposal. The
analysis cannot account for GDP as well as unemployment and inflation
because of multicollinearity. Substituting any of these macroeconomic
controls does not substantially affect the results however.

Individual Presidents. Studies of the presidency routinely account for
differences specific to the individual holding office, and the final set
of control variables serve this purpose. For each chief executive from
Eisenhower through Clinton, I include an indicator that equals one for
the years in which he held the office of the presidency and zero otherwise.
Thus if a given president is particularly effective at bargaining with
Congress, or is particularly likely to appeal to the public, this behavior
should be reflected in the findings.

Results

The results strongly support the theoretical predictions on domestic pol-
icy appeals. I begin by discussing the findings for equation (3.1), which
tests the Popularity of Domestic Positions and the Sincerity of Policy
Debate predictions. Table 3.4 presents these estimates. The first column
of estimates concerns observations on which there exist data on the pop-
ularity of the president’s proposal, while the second concerns the full
sample of budgetary observations.

Focusing initially on the first column, it provides clear support for
the Popularity of Domestic Positions prediction. Specifically, the effect
of Policy Approval is positive and solidly significant at conventional lev-
els (p < 0.05, two-tailed), suggesting that presidents are more likely to
publicize their domestic proposals the more popular these proposals are.
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30. Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States (Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 1957–2000).

31. In constructing this variable, I did not include speeches that presidents delivered
to agency officials. Research on targeted addresses describes them as speeches given to the
public, not to other members of the executive branch (e.g., Hager and Sullivan 1994).



Notably, table 3.4 indicates that this relationship holds even controlling
for a range of other political factors.

Interpreting the substantive impact of the effect is not a matter of sim-
ply discussing the coefficient given that the estimates derive from a probit
analysis; in such analyses, the magnitude of an effect depends on the
particular values of the right-hand variables. Thus as is standard, I inter-
pret the impact assuming the other right-hand side variables are at their
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Table 3.4 Determinants of Domestic Policy Appeals

Policy Approval All Budgetary 
Independent Variables Observations Observations

Policy Approval 4.599
(2.205) —

Presidential Budgetary Success** −20.160 −13.121
(8.760) (9.117)

Budget Share 0.675 0.239
(0.351) (0.096)

Prior Media Salience 0.371 0.230
(0.353) (0.112)

Public Concern −0.264 1.056
(0.634) (0.198)

Personal Popularity 0.067 0.018
(0.477) (0.182)

Priority 0.324 0.452
(0.414) (0.161)

Targeted Address 0.131 0.482
(0.554) (0.280)

% ∆ GDP −0.021 −0.929
(0.091) (3.625)

Constant −4.890 −2.576
(1.846) (0.323)

President Indicators Dropped due to Jointly Significant 
Multicollinearity χ2

(8) = 21.621 
(p = 0.003) 

Details in Text

Number of Observations 100 1225
Joint Fit of Estimates in Simultaneous χ2

(20) = 202.391 χ2
(34) = 704.024 

System (p < 0.000) (p < 0.000)
Exogeneity of Budgetary Success χ2

(10) = 70.087 χ2
(18) = 187.202 

(p < 0.000) (p < 0.000)

Note: The table reports structural probit estimates from the simultaneous system of
equations (3.1) and (3.2); standard errors are in parentheses. In each sample, the
dependent variable is Pr (Public Appeal) = 1. Presidential Budgetary Success** is a
function of equation (3.2), the results of which are described in table 3.5.



means. Under this assumption, when the initial popularity of a president’s
domestic policy proposal is 50 percent, a ten percentage point increase
will augment the likelihood that he appeals to the public by 17 percent.
Similarly, a ten percentage point increase from initial policy approval of
60 percent will make a president 13 percent more likely to go public, and
such an increase from initial policy approval of 40 percent will increase
the probability of an appeal by 18 percent.

These magnitudes indicate that a president’s decision over whether to
go public about a domestic initiative is substantially influenced by the
degree to which the initiative comports with citizens’ existing policy pref-
erences. The result is also consistent with the argument that presidents
avoid publicizing domestic initiatives that are unpopular. To see whether
such avoidance occurred routinely, I examined whether any of the appeals
concerned policies on which the president’s position was opposed by at
least 50 percent of respondents. In 19 of the 100 policy approval obser-
vations, the president offered a proposal that faced such popular oppo-
sition, and notably, only two of these proposals were the subject of an
appeal. Thus overall, the presidents tended to avoid publicizing unpopu-
lar domestic policy initiatives.

These results on policy approval indicate that presidents strategically
choose the domestic proposals to advocate to the public. The more pop-
ular the proposal, the more likely a president is to publicize it. Likewise,
presidents generally avoid publicizing initiatives that face strong public
opposition. Thus any influence chief executives generate from domestic
policy appeals derives in part from strategic behavior in deciding which
initiatives to take to the public.

The second row of results provides further evidence of strategic exec-
utive behavior. For each sample of the data, the coefficient on presidential
budgetary success supports the Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction,
which stipulates that a president is more likely to go public about an ini-
tiative the less likely Congress is, absent any plebiscitary activity, to enact
the initiative. The effect is highly significant (p < 0.05, two-tailed) in the
policy approval sample and at least marginally significant in the full set of
budgetary observations (p = 0.08, one-tailed). These findings contradict
the school of thought that suggests presidents use public appeals for
credit-claiming and grandstanding. Instead, presidents tend to go public
about genuine policy debates.32
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32. At the means of the independent variables, an increase of five percentage points in
the president’s expected budgetary success decreases his likelihood of appealing to the
public by 16 percent in the policy approval sample and by 24 percent in the full sample
of budgetary observations. As previously discussed, the magnitude (but not the sign or 



Notably, this result suggests that a simple negative correlation between
the likelihood of an appeal and presidential success would not necessar-
ily imply that appeals reduce presidents’ bargaining power; instead, such
a correlation could merely reflect that presidents go public over the ini-
tiatives that Congress is least likely to enact. In other words, a simple
correlation would reflect not only the effect of appeals on success but
also that of expected success on the likelihood of an appeal. The difficulty
in disentangling these effects highlights the need for the simultaneous
equations specification.

The results regarding the exogeneity of presidential budgetary success
further highlight the appropriateness of the empirical model. As table 3.4
describes, in each sample of the data the log-likelihood test indicates that
the probability of presidential budgetary success is endogenous to the
likelihood of an appeal. In other words, as expected, budgetary success
both affects and is affected by the likelihood of an appeal.

The estimates for the instrumental variable Budget Share provide addi-
tional support for the empirical specification. The variable is positive and
statistically significant in each sample of the data, indicating that presi-
dents are more likely to appeal to the public about larger budgetary pro-
grams. The primary importance of this effect is the identification of the
statistical model but, in addition, the finding supports the claim that
presidents utilize appeals to achieve policy ends. In particular, the esti-
mates imply that all else being equal, a president will be more likely to go
public about a proposal the more it affects his overall policy agenda.

In comparison with the results regarding budget share and expected
success, which are relatively similar across the two samples of the data,
the results for several of the control variables differ markedly across the
samples. In particular, all of the controls have insignificant effects in the
policy approval sample, while Prior Media Salience, Public Concern,
Priority, and Targeted Address each has at least a marginally significant
impact in the sample of all budgetary observations (p < 0.1, two-tailed).
The findings in the latter sample indicate that presidents are more likely
to go public about a proposal the greater are media attention and public
concern over the issue, when the proposal is a priority, and when the ini-
tiative is the subject of a targeted address. A potential explanation for the
discrepancy between the samples is that the effects of these four controls are
insignificant once the popularity of the president’s proposal is accounted
for. Another possibility is that the difference derives from the variation
in the sets of observations. Analyzing the policy approval observations
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significance) of this effect may be overestimated owing to the possibility of strategic pro-
posing by the president. I therefore do not make much of these magnitudes.



without controlling for policy approval, I find evidence for the second of
these explanations. Even without controlling for the popularity of the
president’s proposal, the effects of the four control variables are insignifi-
cant in the smaller sample.

The remaining controls are insignificant with the exception of the
president indicators. Before describing the results on the indicators, it is
worth highlighting the insignificance of personal popularity; if only pop-
ular presidents could use appeals to achieve legislative success, one would
expect personal approval ratings to influence the likelihood of an appeal.
The fact that they do not, and that policy approval has a large impact,
supports the argument that it is the popularity of the proposal rather than
that of the president which determines the success of an appeal.

The indicators for the individual presidents are included only in the
sample of all budgetary observations because of the high collinearity be-
tween the Carter indicator and the instrument for presidential budgetary
success, Unified Government, in the policy approval sample.33 In the
larger sample, these individual effects are jointly significant, suggesting
that Presidents Eisenhower through Clinton were not equally likely to
appeal to the public about the budgetary issues. A few specific differences
are also worth noting. In particular, Kennedy, Johnson, Eisenhower, and
Reagan were the presidents most likely to make a domestic policy appeal;
Nixon, Bush, and Carter were the least likely to do so.34 The fact that Nixon,
Bush, and Carter were not prone to taking their domestic proposals to the
airwaves is consistent with these presidents’ lackluster reputations for
public communication (e.g., Greenstein 2000). It is possible that they
were less apt to utilize the bully pulpit precisely because they did not view
the strategy as one that fit well with their personal skills.

While these results, and the aforementioned results on the control vari-
ables, suggest that a myriad of factors may influence the likelihood of an
appeal, the results of table 3.4 are still highly supportive of the Public
Appeals Theory. Ceteris paribus, presidents are found to be more likely
to publicize a domestic proposal the more popular it is and almost never
publicize unpopular proposals. In addition, as predicted, the appeals are
not simply about presidential grandstanding but concern genuine pol-
icy negotiations. Presidents therefore utilize national speechmaking to
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33. The factors are correlated at ρ = 0.8. When the indicators are included in the
policy approval sample, they are not jointly significant and the effect of presidential
budgetary success becomes insignificant, consistent with econometric theory on
multicollinearity. Also consistent with econometric theory, the coefficient on Policy
Approval, which is not affected by the collinearity, remains positive and significant.

34. Each pairwise comparison between these two groups is at least marginally signif-
icant (p < 0.1, two-tailed).



attempt to generate influence over domestic policy. Of course, it still
remains an open question whether influence is routinely engendered by
the plebiscitary activity.

Table 3.5 addresses this remaining issue by presenting the findings on
equation (3.2), which tests the Influence over Domestic Affairs predic-
tion. The estimates provide strong support for the prediction. In both
samples of the data, the effect of a domestic policy appeal is positive and
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Table 3.5 Determinants of Domestic Policy Success

Policy Approval All Budgetary 
Independent Variables Observations Observations

Public Appeal** 0.119 0.164
(0.054) (0.077)

Policy Approval 0.636
(0.083) —

Unified Government 0.117 0.081
(0.050) (0.046)

Prior Media Salience −0.026 −0.007
(0.033) (0.014)

Public Concern −0.110 0.011
(0.047) (0.024)

Priority −0.027 −0.022
(0.037) (0.018)

Targeted Address 0.035 −0.057
(0.052) (0.035)

Personal Popularity −0.062 0.005
(0.039) (0.016)

% ∆ GDP 0.493 0.037
(0.826) (0.328)

Constant −0.557 −0.151
(0.074) (0.053)

President Indicators Dropped due to Jointly Significant 
Multicollinearity χ2

(8) = 40.928 
(p < 0.000) 

Details in Text

Number of Observations 100 1225
Joint Fit of Estimates in χ2

(20) = 202.391 χ2
(34) = 704.024 

Simultaneous System (p < 0.000) (p < 0.000)
Exogeneity of Public Appeal χ2

(10) = 90.127 χ2
(18) = 466.451 

(p < 0.000) (p < 0.000)

Note: The table reports structural least squares estimates from the simultaneous system
of equations (3.1) and (3.2); standard errors are in parentheses. In each sample, the
dependent variable is Presidential Budgetary Success. Public Appeal** is a function of
equation (3.1), the results of which are described in table 3.4.



solidly significant (p < 0.05, two-tailed). It is worth emphasizing that the
earlier validation of the Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction establishes
that this estimated impact of an appeal does not reflect credit-claiming
but, instead, reveals policy influence.35 Accordingly, the results contradict
research that suggests public appeals only rarely affect policymaking;
table 3.5 indicates they have a routine impact on legislative decisions.

Moreover, the magnitude of the impact is nontrivial. The two samples
suggest a public appeal increases a president’s budgetary success by
twelve to sixteen percentage points, meaning that the percentage change
in enacted appropriations is eleven to sixteen percentage points closer to
the president’s requested change. (The lower of these estimates is from
the policy approval sample, the higher from the set of all budgetary obser-
vations.) As discussed previously, the econometric specification is such
that this magnitude arguably underestimates the actual effect. To the ex-
tent that the president’s preferred level of spending is closer to that of
Congress than he proposes, the impact of an appeal will be understated.36

Of course, these results do not imply that a president could generate
legislative success on any domestic initiative he promoted in a national
address. The analysis has already established that presidents strategically
choose the domestic initiatives to take to the public; specifically, presi-
dents generally do not make appeals regarding proposals likely to mobi-
lize popular opposition. Thus, together with table 3.4, the results indicate
that a president can use public appeals to achieve domestic policy goals
but that, as predicted, this influence is dependent on a president’s deci-
sion to advocate popular initiatives.

The estimates on the instrument for presidential budgetary success,
unified government, are also consistent with expectations. Like a good
deal of prior research (e.g., Bond and Fleisher 1990; Kiewiet and Mc-
Cubbins 1988), these estimates suggest that presidential influence de-
pends on the degree of ideological congruence between executive and
legislative preferences. In each sample, the effect of unified government is
positive and reasonably significant (p < 0.5, one-tailed). More specifically,
unified government is found to increase presidential budgetary success by
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35. Consistent with this earlier finding, specification testing suggests a president’s
likelihood of making an appeal is endogenous to Presidential Budgetary Success; in other
words, the president’s decision to appeal to the public not only affects his influence
with Congress but is also affected by his expected influence. Statistical details are given in
table 3.5.

36. It is worth noting that this result does not depend on the use of the simultane-
ous equations specification. In a basic, ordinary least squares regression of equation (3.2),
the impact of a public appeal is positive and significant (p < 0.05, two-tailed) in each
sample of the data.



eight to twelve percentage points, depending on the sample of observa-
tions. These results, in combination with the findings on public appeals,
imply that, for popular domestic policy initiatives, an appeal may coun-
teract the legislative consequences of divergence in presidential and con-
gressional preferences.

Among the control variables, the estimates regarding ex-ante salience
are the most relevant to the Public Appeals Theory. Consistent with it, the
effects of public concern and prior media salience suggest that a presi-
dent’s appeals would not generate influence if he randomly selected
domestic initiatives to promote to the public. The coefficients on these
factors are insignificant except for that on public concern in the policy
approval sample, and this effect is negative. Thus, according to table 3.5,
presidents are not more likely to achieve legislative victory on an issue
merely because it is salient to the citizenry.

The other control variables typically have insignificant effects, with the
key exceptions of policy approval and the president indicators. The esti-
mates for policy approval suggest that a president’s ability to enact a pro-
posal is greater the more popular is the proposal, a result consistent with
much of the literature on policy responsiveness (e.g., Erikson, MacKuen,
and Stimson 2002a; Page and Shapiro 1983; Stimson, MacKuen, and
Erikson 1995). The findings on the president indicators are also consis-
tent with previous work in that their joint significance suggests executive
influence differs across administrations even controlling for institutional
factors (e.g., Greenstein 2000; Neustadt 1990 [1960]).37 In terms of
more specific individual differences, the most notable are that Nixon
achieved greater budgetary success and Clinton less than did the other
chief executives. The result on Nixon comports with Bond and Fleisher
(1990, 206–7), who find that he enjoyed greater legislative success than
purely structural factors would predict. The Clinton effect may be a func-
tion of his impeachment battles and, correspondingly, his relatively poor
congressional relations.

The insignificant effects of the remaining control variables are con-
sistent with Bond and Fleisher (1990). While the null result on presiden-
tial popularity is arguably still surprising, Cary Covington and Rhonda
Kinney (1999) offer a possible explanation for the finding.38 In particular,
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37. As already discussed, the indicators are not included in the smaller sample owing
to issues of multicollinearity between the Carter indicator and unified government. When
they are included, they are not jointly significant and the effect of public appeals is nearly
identical to that presented. The only major change is that the effect of unified government
declines in significance.

38. I have investigated whether presidential popularity is endogenous to budgetary
success and found no evidence of this endogeneity. Moreover, the effect of presidential 



Covington and Kinney argue that a president’s personal approval affects
his ability to get policy initiatives onto the legislative agenda but does not
otherwise influence members’ behavior. Given that discretionary appro-
priations are on the legislative agenda each year, a president’s personal
popularity should not increase his influence over these policy issues if
Covington and Kinney are correct.39

All in all, tables 3.4 and 3.5 provide a depiction of domestic policy
appeals that supports the Public Appeals Theory. The findings indicate
that presidents typically generate legislative influence when they appeal to
the public about domestic initiatives. Moreover, this impact is substan-
tively consequential. It is not the case, however, that presidents achieve
legislative success by publicizing any randomly selected initiative. In-
stead, the results imply that the influence derived from domestic policy
appeals depends on presidents’ willingness to advocate proposals that are
in line with citizens’ policy preferences.

C AV E AT S

Almost any study of political activity has its limitations, and the analysis
of this chapter is no exception. In the interest of enabling readers to
achieve a thorough and balanced understanding of the findings, I high-
light a few of the caveats, as well as discuss why they may not be as criti-
cal as initial rumination might suggest.

Arguably the most obvious limitation regards the difficulty in account-
ing for elite behavior that occurs outside of the public eye. The specific
concern is that influence attributed to presidents’ public actions may be
the consequence of unobserved private activity. This issue pervades all
studies of political influence or success.40 Unlike most of these studies,
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popularity was not at all significant when I specified the variable as endogenous. In par-
ticular, I conducted a Hausman test in which the first-stage equation estimated presiden-
tial popularity as a function of the other control variables in equation (3.2), the variable
Public Appeal, and the instrument Scandal, which equaled one for the years of the
Watergate, Iran-Contra, Whitewater, and Monica Lewinsky scandals and otherwise
equaled zero. Further details are available on request.

39. Research I have conducted with Scott de Marchi (Canes-Wrone and de Marchi
2002) provides another possible explanation for the null effect of presidents’ personal
popularity. We establish that a president’s approval ratings affect legislative success only
for issues that are salient and “complex,” where a complex issue is one on which voters
have little information and relatively unstable preferences. Given that many of the policies
in the data here are relatively “simple” or “easy,” e.g., crime and drug control, the overall
null effect of presidential popularity should not be surprising.

40. Even work that is based on elite interviews or first-hand observations of events
risks missing private bargaining that the political actors keep concealed.



however, I have made an explicit attempt to account for the likelihood of
private bargaining by including a variable that measures presidential pri-
orities. Moreover, analysis of this variable suggests that it differs from pub-
lic appeals in ways consistent with the claim that it captures behavior of
a less public nature. In particular, unlike Public Appeal, Priority is not
affected by the popularity of the president’s position.41

A second caveat, and one that will be relevant to other parts of the book
as well, is that I have not examined all policy negotiations. Of course, any
study of policymaking limits the set of negotiations examined in one way
or another. The question is whether these limitations affect the universal-
ity of the results. Here, two potential biases are worth highlighting. First,
the analysis regarding public opinion is limited by the availability of sur-
vey data, and it may be that presidential behavior differs when such data
are not readily available. This possibility, while it obviously cannot be
excluded, is at least diminished by the president’s ability to acquire his
own polls; the ability would seem to minimize the likelihood he would be
stuck without any public opinion data if he so desired them.42 The other
potential bias, which is perhaps of greater concern, is the heavy reliance
on budgetary data in the latter portion of the chapter. While these data
cover a range of substantive domains, and have other advantages that were
highlighted earlier, they differ from most legislation in that the budget
is on the legislative agenda every year. Accordingly, the president may
have more influence over budgetary issues than he does over issues on
which Congress could simply fail to consider legislation that relates to
his proposals. It was this limitation that inspired me to collect the data for
the first-glance analysis that began the chapter. Notably, this analysis sug-
gests that the results from the budgetary data do not disappear once one
examines the other types of policies that presidents advocate in mass
appeals.

C O N C LU S I O N

The literature reviewed in chapter 2 suggested two perspectives about pres-
idents’ public appeals. One was that appeals influence the policy process
but not in a way that depends on citizens’ policy preferences (e.g., Kernell
1997; Miller 1993; Schattschneider 1960). The second was that appeals
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41. This is the case regardless of whether policy approval is measured with marginal
changes or a dummy variable for whether at least 50 percent of respondents agreed with
the president’s position.

42. Also, in tables 3.4 and 3.5, the results are relatively consistent between the sample
that depends on the existence of public opinion data and the sample that does not.



do not in fact regularly alter the policy process. The latter perspective
emerged in studies that argue there exists scant evidence appeals rou-
tinely affect policymaking (e.g., Bessette 1994; Tulis 1987), research
that maintains members lack incentives to follow public opinion (e.g.,
Cornwell 1965; Polsby 1978), and in work that asserts appeals are
primarily about presidential grandstanding (Clinton et al. 2003).

The Public Appeals Theory diverges from each of these perspectives.
According to the theory, domestic policy appeals regularly affect policy-
making, but the effect depends on citizens’ policy positions. Only on
popular domestic proposals can presidents increase their prospects for
legislative success by going public; on unpopular initiatives, the strategy
is not of assistance and may even harm legislative efforts. Going public
thus grants power to the mass public as well as to presidents.

This chapter has provided two types of evidence that together support
these predictions over the alternative perspectives. The chapter began
with a “first-glance” analysis that examined basic relationships regarding
the domestic policy appeals of Presidents Eisenhower through Clinton.
According to these findings, presidents’ domestic policy appeals tend to
concern popular initiatives; this pattern holds not only for the presidents
as a group but for each individual administration as well. Also according
to the first-glance analysis, a positive correlation exists between the pop-
ularity of the initiatives promoted in the domestic policy appeals and the
likelihood the initiatives are associated with legislative success. The first-
glance analysis thus establishes that the basic relationships concerning
domestic policy appeals, legislative success, and the popularity of the
president’s proposal are consistent with the Public Appeals Theory.

The chapter proceeded with testing that controlled for a variety of
influences on presidential and congressional behavior and also accounted
for the possibility of presidents going public about inevitable legislative
victories. The results of this testing provide further support for the Public
Appeals Theory. Specifically, presidents are shown to be more likely to
publicize a domestic initiative the more popular it is and almost never
appeal to the public about an initiative likely to mobilize popular opposi-
tion. Presidents do not, however, merely go public about foregone policy
achievements. In fact, all else equal, presidents are more likely to publicize
a domestic initiative the less legislative success they expect to achieve
without the plebiscitary activity. Consistent with this strategic behavior,
presidents are found to obtain legislative influence from domestic policy
appeals. Moreover, the influence is comparable to that of other, more
established determinants of policymaking.

Chapter 3 thus suggests that domestic policy appeals increase the
extent to which presidents and the mass public affect legislative decisions
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and that the details of these effects are consistent with the Public Appeals
Theory. Naturally however, it remains possible that the theory correctly
characterizes the politics of domestic policy appeals but mischaracterizes
the politics surrounding foreign policy ones. Do the politics of foreign
and domestic policy appeals differ in the ways predicted in chapter 2?
Are presidents able to generate influence from publicizing foreign policy
initiatives? For answers to these questions, we turn to chapter 4.
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chapter four

Foreign Policy Appeals

Michael Waldman, President Clinton’s director of speechwriting from
1995 to 1999, discusses his experience at the White House in POTUS
Speaks: Finding the Words that Defined the Clinton Presidency (Waldman
2000).1 In the book, Waldman describes the behind-the-scenes pro-
cess of creating presidential addresses other than foreign policy ones.
Waldman, even though he was officially the director of speechwriting, had
little control over the content of foreign policy appeals, which were the
responsibility of the National Security Council. This division of speech-
writing operations is similarly highlighted in Dick Morris’s recollection of
his White House experience. For example, he recounts that the foreign
policy portions of the 1995 State of the Union address “arrived on stone
tablets” from the National Security Council. “Spelling and punctuation
could be corrected if a dictionary or style book proved them wrong,”
Morris (1997, 245) notes, “but that was about it.”

Clinton’s decision to maintain separate speechwriting organizations
for foreign and domestic affairs comports with numerous distinctions the
literature draws between the policy domains. As detailed in chapter 2,
research suggests that on foreign policy issues presidents have a greater
ability to change public opinion (e.g., Edwards 1983; Page and Shapiro
1992), greater unilateral capacities (e.g., Howell 2003), and greater over-
all influence (e.g., Dahl 1950; Fenno 1973; Huntington 1961; Peter-
son 1994). In keeping with this variation, the predictions of the Public
Appeals Theory differ for foreign versus domestic policy appeals. For
example, the Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction asserts that ap-
peals will generate influence but that, unlike the case of domestic policy,
this influence does not depend on presidents’ choosing to publicize
proposals that are already popular. Similarly, the Popularity of Foreign

1. For those readers unfamiliar with Washingtonian lingo, POTUS stands for Pres-
ident of the United States.



Positions prediction states a president’s likelihood of appealing to the
public will be less dependent on the popularity of his position if the issue
concerns foreign rather than domestic affairs. Only the Sincerity of Policy
Debate prediction, which is that the president’s expected legislative suc-
cess will be negatively correlated with the likelihood of an appeal, applies
similarly to the two policy domains.

This chapter tests these predictions as well as examines other issues
regarding the politics of foreign policy appeals. For example, how does
the influence generated by these appeals, assuming there is any, com-
pare to that for domestic policy initiatives? How popular is the typical
foreign policy initiative a president publicizes? And do foreign policy
appeals increase the probability that mass opinion will guide the pol-
icy process?

The empirical analysis is similar to that in chapter 3. I begin by
presenting summary statistics in a “first-glance analysis” and proceed to
conduct econometric testing. As before, the first-glance analysis exam-
ines nationally televised, noncompulsory presidential speeches of the
second Eisenhower administration through the Clinton administrations.
For the foreign and defense initiatives promoted in these speeches, I
assess the average popularity of the policies, how this average popularity
varied by president, and how it was correlated with presidential success
in achieving the initiatives. I also compare these summary statistics to
those for the domestic policy appeals, evaluating the degree to which
the patterns of presidential speechmaking differ between domestic and
foreign affairs.

The first-glance analysis determines whether the general trends of for-
eign policy appeals are consistent with the predictions of the Public Appeals
Theory. For more rigorous analysis of the predictions, however, I need to
compare presidents’ legislative success when they go public with when they
do not, account for the possibility that presidents publicize inevitable policy
successes, and control for other influences on executive and legislative
behavior. To conduct such testing I again turn to budgetary data, which have
the nice properties of being readily quantifiable, broad in substantive scope,
and significant in terms of American public policy. For example, the data of
this chapter include Ford’s initiatives to provide military aid to Cambodia
and Vietnam, Reagan’s efforts to increase defense spending, and Clinton’s
proposals to increase U.S. humanitarian assistance abroad.

By the end of chapter 4, we will have considerable evidence on
whether the politics of foreign policy appeals differ from those surround-
ing domestic policy appeals. Furthermore, assuming these politics do
differ, we will have evidence on the degree to which the theoretical pre-
dictions account for the variation.
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A  F I R S T  G L A N C E

I collected the data for the first-glance analysis of foreign policy appeals in
the same manner as the first-glance analysis of chapter 3; consequently,
I do not repeat the full details of the compilation. Briefly, the data set
revolves around the legislative proposals Presidents Eisenhower through
Clinton promoted in nationally televised, nonobligatory, primetime
speeches between 1957 and 2000. I examine all such foreign policy
initiatives for which there exists at least one survey regarding public
approval versus disapproval of the policy initiative during the year prior
to the address. In other words, I use only surveys for which the data can
be categorized into respondents that favor the president’s proposal, those
that do not favor it, and those who “don’t know” their position.

As before, I include only specific legislative proposals. A claim to
desire for “peace with country X,” for example, is not coded as an
appeal. Nor do I include appeals for government action by other coun-
tries. While analyzing the effects of U.S. presidents’ speechmaking on the
policy processes of other nations would be a valuable undertaking, it is
beyond the scope of this analysis. Finally, I do not include descriptions
of foreign policy events unless the president relates them to a legislative
proposal. Therefore, speechmaking about the progress of a war or a for-
eign crisis, e.g., Carter’s failed attempt to rescue the American hostages
in Iran, does not count as an appeal unless the president calls for legisla-
tive action.

This coding produced a data set of thirty-five foreign policy appeals.
The number is limited in part by the fact that I use only surveys for which
the opinionated responses can be classified into the categories of approval
versus disapproval. For example, the subsequent analysis of budgetary
data concerns forty-three foreign policy appeals that relate to a different
set of polls, which ask whether respondents prefer more, less, or about the
same amount of spending for a given issue. Here, the use of surveys for
which the opinionated responses can be categorized into policy approval
versus disapproval allows for the examination of nonbudgetary issues and
provides comparability with the first-glance analysis of chapter 3. More-
over, these thirty-five foreign policy appeals have substantial breadth; they
include at least one observation for each president from Eisenhower
through Clinton and encompass many of the significant foreign policy
appeals during the latter part of the twentieth century. For example, the
data encompass Kennedy’s 1963 speech about his Nuclear Test Ban
Treaty, Carter’s 1978 appeal about the Panama Canal Treaties, and
Reagan’s efforts in 1983, 1984, and 1986 to generate popular support for
aiding the Nicaraguan Contras.



Popularity of Initiatives

Table 4.1 summarizes the popularity of the initiatives prior to the presi-
dent’s speeches. Notably, the mean and median of Approval, 44 and 46
percent, imply that the typical foreign policy initiative a president publi-
cizes lacks support from a majority of the population. In other words,
presidents do not generally go public about foreign policy proposals that
are already popular. This situation contrasts with that for domestic policy
in chapter 3, where the mean and median policy approval ratings were 55
and 56 percent, respectively. A t-test suggests that the difference between
the mean policy approval ratings is statistically significant (t = 3.235;
p < 0.01, two-tailed), indicating that the relationship between citizens’
preferences and presidential appeals differs substantially between the
domains. This variation is consistent with the Popularity of Foreign
Positions prediction, which maintains that the initial popularity of a pres-
ident’s position on a foreign policy issue will be less likely than that on a
domestic issue to affect the likelihood he makes an appeal.

Other statistics in table 4.1 also suggest variation between the popu-
larity of foreign and domestic policy appeals. The mean and median of
the Approval - Disapproval ratings, 3 and 4 percent, respectively, are sub-
stantially lower than were the analogous ratings for the domestic policy
appeals in the previous chapter, 22 and 26 percent. Moreover, the differ-
ence in means is statistically significant (t = 2.819; p < 0.01, two-tailed).
The fact that the foreign policy ratings are positive suggests that presi-
dents do not tend to publicize highly unpopular initiatives. In other
words, although the difference between popular support and opposition
is significantly lower for foreign policy appeals, it is still the case that pres-
idents do not regularly go public about foreign policy proposals that face
mass opposition.

The variation in the popularity of the initiatives is considerable but not
as large as it was for the initiatives of the domestic policy appeals.
Approval ranges from 16 to 74 percent with a standard deviation of 14
percent, while Approval - Disapproval ranges from −59 to 60 percent
with a standard deviation of 29 percent. The lowest values of each meas-
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Table 4.1 Popularity of Initiatives in Foreign Policy Appeals, 1957–2000

Popularity Number of Mean Median Minimum Maximum Standard 
Variable Observations (%) (%) (%) (%) Deviation (%)

Approval 35 44 46 16 74 14
Approval – 35 3 4 −59 60 29

Disapproval



ure represent popular sentiment over Ford’s proposal to increase military
aid to South Vietnam, an initiative he publicized in April 1975. The max-
imums reflect the popularity of the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces
(INF) Treaty, which Reagan advocated in a primetime address in De-
cember 1987.

To what extent is this range in the popularity of the initiatives ex-
plained by variation in the willingness of individual presidents to try to
change citizens’ policy preferences? Table 4.2 addresses this question,
showing for each administration the mean popularity of the foreign pol-
icy initiatives he publicized. The descriptive statistics suggest that the
range in policy popularity is not a consequence of one group of presidents
publicizing highly popular policies and another group promoting exceed-
ingly unpopular policies. The mean approval rating of each president’s
publicized initiatives is within a standard deviation of the overall mean
for all foreign policy appeals. Likewise, for each president, excepting
Kennedy, the mean of the approval minus disapproval rating is within a
standard deviation of the overall mean of the rating.

The statistics suggest somewhat of a time trend. The mean policy
approval rating of Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson is above
50 percent, while that for all of Presidents Nixon through Clinton, except-
ing Bush, is consistently below 50 percent. The intertemporal change is
consistent with Lawrence Jacobs’s and Robert Shapiro’s (2000; 2002a)
argument that presidents since Ford have become more likely to try to
“craft” public opinion; indeed, the difference in the average popularity of
the initiatives between the first four and latter five presidents is statistically
significant at conventional levels (p < 0.05 in a two-tailed t-test). The
intertemporal variation is also noteworthy because the analogous set of
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Table 4.2 Popularity of Initiatives in Foreign Policy Appeals, by President

Average Number Mean of 
Number of of Observations Approval Mean of Approval 

President Observations per Year (%) - Disapproval (%)

Eisenhower 2 0.50 51 18
Kennedy 2 0.66 57 37
Johnson 1 0.20 51 18
Nixon 1 0.17 48 6
Ford 6 3.00 41 −6
Carter 3 0.75 43 14
Reagan 14 1.75 42 −3
Bush 3 0.75 52 21
Clinton 3 0.38 42 −1



domestic policy appeals examined in chapter 3 did not demonstrate such
a pattern. For instance, using Jacobs and Shapiro’s cutoff point of the
Ford presidency, the difference in average initiative popularity between
the earlier and later presidents is not at all significant (p = 0.65, two-
tailed). Thus the Jacobs and Shapiro prediction of a time trend holds only
for the policy domain for which I maintain presidents can indeed “craft”
mass opinion.

Overall, the descriptive statistics of tables 4.1 and 4.2 provide support
for the Popularity of Foreign Positions prediction. In particular, the average
popularity of the publicized foreign policy proposals is significantly lower
than that for the domestic policy ones of chapter 3. Yet even in the domain
of foreign policy, current opinion is not irrelevant. Presidents tend to avoid
going public about proposals that face mass opposition, preferring instead
to publicize issues for which initial opposition is not substantially higher
than the initial level of support. Moreover, this result is not an artifact of the
behavior of one or two presidents but holds across administrations.

Legislative Outcomes

The final summary statistics concern the legislative outcomes associated
with the foreign policy appeals. In particular, I assess whether the basic pat-
terns of legislative success comport with the Influence over Foreign Affairs
prediction, which states that presidents may increase their prospects for
legislative success by promoting initially unpopular foreign policy initia-
tives to the public. If it were the case, for example, that foreign policy
appeals were always associated with legislative failures, then it would seem
unlikely that the appeals were generating influence. Alternatively, if success
were only achieved on popular initiatives, the descriptive statistics would
indicate that presidents cannot achieve legislative success from publicizing
initially unpopular foreign policy proposals.

I code legislative success exactly as in the first-glance analysis of chap-
ter 3. Accordingly, a simple binary coding categorizes the observations
of foreign policy appeals into those associated with legislative achieve-
ments versus those associated with legislative failures. Table 4.3 presents
the mean popularity of the initiatives according to this classification.
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Table 4.3 Popularity of Initiatives in Foreign Policy Appeals, by Legislative Outcome

Mean of Approval -
Outcome Mean of Approval (%) Disapproval (%)

Legislative Success (n = 24) 48 8
Legislative Failure (n = 11) 36 −6



Arguably the most conspicuous result is that the mean approval rating for
the legislative successes is only 48 percent. The statistics are thus consis-
tent with the Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction. Presidents are
routinely publicizing foreign policy initiatives that lack support from a
majority of the population and achieving legislative victory after doing so.

This situation contrasts with what was found for domestic policy
appeals. In fact, the mean approval rating for the category of foreign pol-
icy successes is almost identical to that for the category of domestic policy
failures, which was 49 percent. The domestic policy successes, in com-
parison, were associated with proposals that initially enjoyed support by
59 percent of the population. The difference in the approval ratings
between the foreign and domestic policy successes is statistically signifi-
cant at conventional levels (t = 2.819; p < 0.01, two-tailed). Likewise, the
average Approval - Disapproval rating for the foreign policy victories,
8 percent, is significantly lower than the analogous statistic for the domes-
tic policy victories, which was 28 percent, and this difference is statisti-
cally significant (t = 2.712; p < 0.01, two-tailed).

These statistics indicate that the relationships concerning presidential
appeals, policy approval, and legislative success differ across the two pol-
icy domains. The one common pattern is that the popularity of the pub-
licized proposals is positively correlated with the likelihood that Congress
enacts them. As table 4.3 shows, even for foreign policy appeals, the mean
approval and approval minus disapproval ratings are higher for the policy
achievements than for the failures. This trend is consistent with our ex-
pectations as well as the literature (e.g., Bartels 1991; Page and Shapiro
1983; Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson 1995); indeed, it would have been
surprising if popular support for an initiative were negatively correlated
with the likelihood that congressional members endorse it.

In sum, the first-glance analysis of the relationship between foreign
policy appeals and legislative success provides preliminary support for
the Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction. The data suggest that the
appeals routinely concern marginally unpopular initiatives on which
the president ultimately achieves legislative success. Of course, a proper
assessment of whether the appeals actually engender the success requires
evaluating presidents’ prospects for legislative victory absent the plebisci-
tary activity; here I have merely established basic patterns of presidential
and congressional behavior. The subsequent section addresses this issue.

T E S T I N G

As in chapter 3, the testing utilizes budgetary data. The results on foreign
policy appeals can accordingly be readily compared with those on domestic
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policy ones. Furthermore, the advantages of budgetary data for the analysis
of domestic policy—the annual recurrence of the president-congressional
negotiations, the fact that presidents by law must offer proposals, the
quantitative nature of the data, and the policy significance of the budget-
ary programs—hold for foreign policy too. The specific data analyzed
in this chapter revolve around three policy issues: defense, economic
assistance, and security assistance.

The data set is constructed at the level of policy issues rather than
agencies for several reasons. First, presidents have considerable latitude
to shift funding on foreign and defense issues (Ragsdale 1998, 301–2;
Fisher 1975). For instance, by the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, presi-
dents can transfer up to 10 percent of the funds from various foreign assis-
tance accounts to others (Ragsdale 1998, 301–2). Likewise, presidents
enjoy “drawdown authority,” which enables them to give Department of
Defense equipment to other countries unilaterally and then replace the
equipment with subsequent spending. A second reason for constructing
the data set at the level of policy issues is that foreign policy appeals often
involve budgetary requests specific to an issue but not an agency. For
example, when President Reagan extolled his defense budget in a nation-
ally televised address on April 28, 1981, the programs encompassed by
this budgetary proposal were in the Departments of Defense, Energy and
Transportation, among others.

The analysis of these budgetary data largely follows the structure of the
testing in chapter 3 with two main differences. First, in this chapter I
examine only budgetary observations for which public opinion data exist
on the popularity of the president’s proposal. (In chapter 3, I conducted
the testing twice according to whether such data existed.) The testing
therefore concerns the presidencies of Nixon through Clinton, beginning
with appropriations for fiscal year 1973. I focus on these observations
because the key theoretical differences between foreign and domestic
policy appeals concern popular support for the president’s proposals.
Moreover, in the analysis of domestic policy appeals, the results on other
relationships of interest were substantively similar across the two specifi-
cations.

The second key difference from the testing in the previous chapter
relates to the fact that the Popularity of Foreign Positions prediction
involves a direct comparison between domestic and foreign policy
appeals. Analyzing this prediction requires pooling the domestic and for-
eign policy data sets. The analysis is therefore divided into two parts.
I first assess the Influence over Foreign Affairs and Sincerity of Policy
Debate predictions and then separately assess the Popularity of Foreign
Positions prediction.
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Influence over Foreign Affairs and Sincerity 
of Policy Debate Predictions

The econometric model used to test the Influence over Foreign Affairs
and Sincerity of Policy Debate predictions is akin to that in chapter 3.
Formally, it consists of the following system of simultaneous equations for
each policy issue i in year t:

(4.1) Pr (Public Appealit = 1) = Φ (β0 + β1 Presidential Budgetary
Successit** + β2 Policy Approvalit + β3 Budget Shareit + β4 Prior
Media Salienceit + β5 Public Concernit + β6 Personal Popularityit
+ β7 Priorityit + β8 Targeted Addressit + β9 % ∆ GDPit + β10
Warit + β11 Drawdownit + τ President Indicatorsit + ε1it)

(4.2) Presidential Budgetary Successit = κ0 + κ1 Public Appealit
**

+ κ2 Policy Approvalit + κ3 Unified Governmentit + κ4 Prior
Media Salienceit + κ5 Public Concernit + κ6 Personal Popularityit
+ κ7 Priorityit + κ8 Targeted Addressit + κ9 % ∆ GDPit + κ10
Warit + κ11 Drawdownit + τ President Indicatorsit + ε2it,

where Public Appeal, Presidential Budgetary Success, Budget Share, Unified
Government, Prior Media Salience, Public Concern, Personal Popularity,
Priority, Targeted Address, and % ∆ GDP are defined in chapter 3; where
Policy Approval, War, and Drawdown are described below; where
Presidential Budgetary Success** equals the predicted values from equation
(4.2); where Public Appeal** equals the predicted values from equation
(4.1); and where ε1 and ε2 are identically and independently distributed nor-
mal error terms.2

The variables from chapter 3 are coded similarly here with the natural
exception that policy popularity is measured with survey questions per-
taining to the foreign policy issues. The factor is again based on the recur-
ring General Social Survey and Roper surveys that ask: “We are faced with
many problems in this country, none of which can be solved easily or inex-
pensively. I’m going to name some of these problems, and for each one I’d
like you to tell me whether you think we’re spending too much money, too
little money, or about the right amount on [a particular policy issue]?” For
the observations on defense, the question concludes with the wording “the
military, armaments, and defense.” For the observations on humanitarian
and security assistance, the question finishes with the phrase “foreign aid.”3
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2. As in chapter 3, Budget Share and Unified Government serve as the instrumental
variables. As I discuss later in the text, I also used Drawdown as an instrument in lieu of
Unified Government and received substantially similar results.

3. The only other variable for which coding differs from the econometric analysis
in chapter 3 is Budget Share, which is transformed because it and Policy Approval are 



The new variables, War and Drawdown, are control factors that per-
tain to foreign and defense policy. The first of them is included to account
for the possibility that presidents have greater influence over foreign
and defense matters during active wars. I therefore expect presidential
budgetary success to be positively affected by the variable, which equals
one for the years of the Vietnam and Gulf Wars and zero otherwise.4

Drawdown is also a binary indicator, equaling one if in the previous year
the president exercised drawdown authority and zero otherwise.5 The
factor controls for the possibility that Congress responds differently to
a president’s budgetary requests on foreign and defense issues after he
has unilaterally given Defense Department equipment to another nation.
Hypothetically, this effect could be positive or negative. On the one hand,
the exercise of drawdown authority requires future appropriations, sug-
gesting that the president’s budgetary success may be higher in the year
following the use of this capacity. On the other hand, Congress may resent
the president’s unilateral action and respond by being less likely to accept
his budgetary recommendations.

Table 4.4 presents the results for the analysis of the Influence over
Foreign Affairs and Sincerity of Policy Debate predictions. The findings
solidly corroborate the first of these predictions but only weakly support
the latter. The first column of findings concerns equation (4.1), which
tests the prediction on sincerity of debate. The second column pertains to
equation (4.2), which examines the influence prediction. I begin by dis-
cussing the results for equation (4.1).

As the table shows, the coefficient on budgetary success is negative but
not significant at any conventional level. The parameter estimates thus
provide only weak support for the Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction.
Notably, however, this result does not advance the alternative hypothesis
that public appeals concern foregone successes; that is, there is no evi-
dence that presidents are simply credit-claiming or grandstanding. The
analysis simply does not establish with confidence that the likelihood of a
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otherwise highly collinear. To deal with the problem, I transform Budget Share by taking
the rank of the variable and log-transforming this rank, which decreases the correlation
from 0.63 to 0.41. (In the domestic policy data in chapter 3, the correlation was only
0.25.) Without the transformation, the results are substantively similar except that the
impact of policy approval on presidential budgetary success is insignificant. Full results
are available on request.

4. Given the time period covered by the data, War equals one for 1972–73 (fiscal
years 1973–74) and 1990–91 (fiscal years 1991–92), and zero otherwise.

5. The sources for this variable include table 7.13 in Ragsdale (1998) for all years
until 1994 and the Code of Federal Regulations for each year since 1995.



Table 4.4 Determinants of Foreign Policy Appeals and Legislative Success

Independent Variables Equation (4.1) Equation (4.2)

Public Appeal** — 0.022
(0.012)

Policy Approval −0.015 0.096
(0.015) (0.043)

Presidential Budgetary Success** −108.194 —
(487.369)

Unified Government — 0.011
(0.049)

Budget Share 1.385 —
(0.523)

Prior Media Salience 0.494 0.001
(0.205) (0.003)

Public Concern −1.769 −0.048
(0.861) (0.024)

Personal Popularity 1.171 −0.029
(0.703) (0.023)

Priority 0.124 −0.032
(0.690) (0.023)

Targeted Address 0.704 −0.012
(0.587) (0.023)

% ∆ GDP 0.372 −0.010
(0.237) (0.007)

War −1.613 0.035
(1.103) (0.036)

Drawdown 2.129 −0.093
(1.920) (0.032)

Constant −5.716 −0.089
(2.430) (0.079)

President Indicators χ2
(5) = 7.152 χ2

(5) = 47.657 
(p = 0.210) (p = 0.000)

Details in Text Details In Text

Number of Observations 74
Joint Fit of Estimates χ2

(34) = 165.529 
(p < 0.000)

Exogeneity Test χ2
(17) = 177.971 χ2

(17) = 45.619 
(p < 0.000) (p < 0.000)

Note: The dependent variable for equation (4.1) is Pr (Public Appeal) = 1; for equation
(4.2), it is Presidential Budgetary Success. Standard errors are in parentheses. Budgetary
Success** is a function of equation (4.2), and Public Appeal** is a function of equation
(4.1).



foreign policy appeal is lower the more legislative success a president
expects.

This result differs from that for domestic policy appeals, where the
Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction received stronger confirmation.
A possible explanation for the discrepancy relates to citizens’ lower level
of information about foreign affairs. In particular, it could be that presi-
dents feel the need to inform citizens about certain foreign policy initia-
tives even when these initiatives are relatively likely to be enacted absent
any public statements.

Among the other results on equation (4.1), the most notable one is that
the impact of policy approval is not significant at any conventional level
and even has a negative sign. According to the estimates, a marginal
change in popular support for a foreign policy proposal does not influ-
ence the likelihood that the president takes the issue to the public. This
result contrasts with that from the domestic policy data, where change in
the variable Policy Approval had a substantial impact on the likelihood of
an appeal. The analysis therefore provides preliminary support for the
Popularity of Foreign Positions prediction, which suggests that the impact
of policy approval on the likelihood of an appeal will be less in the realm
of foreign affairs.

The lack of a significant effect of policy approval in table 4.4 suggests
that the probability a president will publicize a foreign policy initiative
could be utterly independent of the popularity of the initiative. A separate
possibility, however, is that marginal changes in policy approval do not
affect the likelihood of a foreign policy appeal even though large changes
in policy approval do. This possibility is consistent with the first-glance
analysis, which found that presidents tend to avoid publicizing foreign
policy proposals that face mass opposition. To assess whether that pat-
tern holds after controlling for a variety of other influences on presiden-
tial behavior, I reanalyzed the determinants of foreign policy appeals with
a dichotomous measure of policy approval that equaled one if the original
variable was greater than 50 percent and zero otherwise. The results of
this analysis suggest that presidents are significantly more likely to go
public about a foreign policy initiative if it has support from a majority of
the populace. Specifically, at the means of the independent variables, a
president is 31 percent more likely to make a foreign policy appeal about
an initiative if it has majority support.6 Thus nonmarginal change in pol-
icy approval does influence the likelihood of a foreign policy appeal, even
though marginal change does not.
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6. The coefficient on the dichotomous measure of policy approval equals 0.858, and
the standard error is 0.456. The results on the other variables are available on request.



Returning to table 4.4, the remaining parameter estimates on equation
(4.1) are largely consistent with expectations. For instance, budget share
has a significant, positive effect. Just as predicted, presidents are found to
be more likely to go public about a budgetary item the larger its percent-
age of total spending. This result is consistent with the claim that a pres-
ident will be more likely to publicize an initiative the larger the impact of
the initiative on other programs.7

The coefficients on the variables representing prior issue salience are
each significant although the signs of the effects vary, with Prior Media
Coverage having a positive impact and Public Concern a negative one. The
positive influence of prior media salience comports with research that
finds media attention to a foreign policy issue increases a president’s
attention to the issue in his public statements and writings (e.g., Edwards
and Wood 1999). The result on public concern is, at first glance, surpris-
ing but explainable upon scrutiny of the Most Important Problem survey
responses that constitute the variable. In particular, the responses con-
cerning foreign aid generally articulate a negative disposition, i.e., that the
biggest problem in the country is the expense of resources on interna-
tional assistance. It would therefore seem that presidents are less likely to
publicize proposals on foreign aid when significant segments of society
name the existence of the program to be the most important problem in
the United States.

The other control variables do not have a substantial effect on the like-
lihood of a foreign policy appeal. Even the president indicators are jointly
insignificant, suggesting that individual presidents do not vary in their
propensity to appeal to the public about foreign policy initiatives once
structural factors are taken into account. The reason for including most of
these factors in the simultaneous system was to control for the effect they
may have on presidents’ budgetary success, not the likelihood of an
appeal. (However, once included in the equation on budgetary success,
I took the standard, conservative approach of including them in each
equation of the simultaneous system.) The insignificance of the estimates
is therefore not entirely unexpected.

Turning to the results on the determinants of presidential budgetary
success, the table provides further support for the theoretical expecta-
tions. Most important, the impact of a public appeal is in the expected
direction and significant at conventional levels. According to the esti-
mates, presidents achieve greater budgetary success on foreign and de-
fense initiatives by advocating them to the public. The analysis thus 
supports the Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction, which holds that
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7. The statistical significance of the factor supports using it as an instrument.



a president will obtain policy ends from foreign policy appeals even
though they may not concern issues on which he wants Congress to
become more responsive to citizens’ existing policy preferences.

The magnitude of the effect, while not inconsequential, is considerably
smaller than that for a domestic policy appeal. The results suggest that
when a president goes on primetime television to promote a foreign
budgetary proposal, his budgetary success increases by a little over two
percentage points. That is, the percentage change in enacted appropria-
tions is two percentage points closer to that requested by the president.8

In comparison, a domestic policy appeal was estimated to affect the pres-
ident’s budgetary success by eleven to sixteen percentage points. A pos-
sible reason for the difference is that presidents obtain more of what they
want in foreign affairs even absent plebiscitary activity (e.g., Dahl 1950;
Fenno 1973; Huntington 1961; Peterson 1994); thus, the influence an
appeal can generate is less than that for domestic affairs.

The other determinants of presidential success, which include the
instrumental and control variables, generally have the predicted effects.
Perhaps most important among these results is that the popularity of the
president’s proposal has a significantly positive impact. The analysis thus
implies that marginal change in popular support for a foreign policy pro-
posal increases congressional members’ willingness to enact it. Because
the literature suggests presidential speechmaking can change citizens’
preferences about foreign policy issues (e.g., Edwards 1983; Meernik and
Ault 2001), the significant effect of policy approval on presidential suc-
cess is not inconsistent with the insignificant effect of the factor on the
likelihood of an appeal. Indeed, a president’s incentive to try to change
citizens’ preferences depends on the existence of a relationship between
public opinion and legislative outcomes. Moreover, as discussed earlier,
supplementary analysis shows that current opinion does affect the likeli-
hood a president publicizes a foreign policy initiative in that he is more
likely to do so when popular support for the initiative is above 50 percent.

In contrast to the results on policy approval, public concern is found
to have a negative impact on presidents’ budgetary success. The latter
result comports with the previously discussed fact that the Most Im-
portant Problem survey responses regarding foreign aid register disap-
proval of the program. The negative effect may accordingly be a function
of presidents achieving less of their foreign aid requests the more often
the issue is cited as a problem. Consistent with this explanation, when I
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8. As discussed in chapter 3, the magnitude of this effect will be underestimated to the
extent that a president who prefers more (less) spending than Congress prefers will pro-
pose more (less) spending than he actually desires.



estimate the impact of the responses on budgetary success for each issue
individually (by running for each issue a regression of Presidential Bud-
getary Success on Public Concern), only for humanitarian aid do the re-
sponses have a significant effect and it is a negative one.

The remaining variables with significant effects include the exercise of
drawdown authority and the president indicators. The negative impact of
the former indicates that when presidents unilaterally give other nations
defense equipment, congressional members are less likely to enact the
president’s proposals for foreign and defense spending in the subsequent
year. Members thus appear to resent presidents’ circumventing of the leg-
islative process.

The jointly significant effect of the president indicators suggests that
even controlling for a myriad of factors, individual presidents differ in
their ability to convince Congress to adopt foreign policy proposals. This
result supports work that argues that a president’s ability to negotiate with
congressional members is in part a function of his personal qualities (e.g.,
Greenstein 2000; Neustadt 1990 [1960]). Among the individual differ-
ences, the most noteworthy is that Nixon was significantly less successful
than the other presidents, who had largely indistinguishable effects from
one another. Nixon’s relatively poor performance may well be a function
of the particular circumstances he faced with regard to the Vietnam War
in the years of these data (which begin in calendar year 1972). In the final
years of the war, increasing numbers of citizens no longer supported the
military engagement (e.g., Lunch and Sperlich 1979). Given this widen-
ing opposition, congressional members had incentives not to grant the
president deference over foreign and defense policy.

The lack of significance of the other variables is consistent with the
results in chapter 3 with a couple of exceptions. Most notably, the effect
of Unified Government, while positive, is not significant at conventional
levels.9 This finding is consistent with Aaron Wildavsky’s (1966) origi-
nal argument for why presidents should have greater influence in foreign
affairs. Specifically, he argued that greater bipartisanship exists in this
domain.10 A potential statistical concern about this null effect is that it
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9. One might presume this null effect results from the collinearity between Unified
Government and the Carter administration indicator. Indeed, in chapter 3, I presented the
analogous results without the president indicators because of this collinearity (which is
0.8). Here, even without the president indicators, Unified Government has an insignificant
effect and all substantive results regarding the Public Appeals Theory remain. I therefore
present the results with the indicators in order to provide insight into the individual dif-
ferences among the presidents.

10. Oldfield and Wildavsky (1991) recant this argument, claiming it is “time bound”
to the height of the Cold War.



may engender problems of identification given that Unified Government
serves as the primary instrument for presidents’ budgetary success. The
fact that the econometric model contains one linear and one nonlinear
equation contributes to identification by ensuring that Public Appeal is
identified by an equation distinct from that explaining Presidential
Budgetary Success. Still, I have conducted an alternative analysis to assess
whether the substantive findings are a function of using Unified
Government as the primary instrumental variable for equation (4.2). In
the alternative analysis, I employ as this instrumental variable
Drawdown, which according to tables 4.4 and 4.5 influences a presi-
dent’s budgetary success but not the likelihood of an appeal. These
results are consistent with the ones presented. In particular, the findings
corroborate the Public Appeals Theory excepting the Sincerity of Policy
Debate prediction, which again receives only weak support.

Another finding that does not comport with expectations is the in-
significant effect of war. According to table 4.4, presidents are not given
greater deference over foreign and defense spending during a time of
active military engagement. As with the Nixon effect, this result may be
a function of the fact that the data concern the last two years of the Vietnam
War, when the public was increasingly dissatisfied with the military
engagement. In fact, these final years of Vietnam constitute half of the
years in which a war occurs during the time period covered by the data.

Overall, table 4.4 provides support for the theoretical expectations
and no evidence for the alternative perspectives of public appeals. In con-
trast to research that suggests public appeals only rarely aid presidents in
the legislative process, the evidence indicates foreign policy appeals rou-
tinely advance chief executives’ agendas. The results thus corroborate the
Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction that presidents routinely achieve
legislative influence from publicizing foreign policy initiatives. Only weak
support is offered for the Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction that pres-
idents are less likely to go public the greater the expected legislative suc-
cess without doing so, but, notably, the findings do not suggest presidents
are simply claiming credit or grandstanding. Accordingly, the finding that
the appeals generate influence is not an artifact of presidents publicizing
foregone successes. Finally, in combination with the results of chapter 3,
the table provides preliminary support for the Popularity of Foreign
Positions prediction that a president’s likelihood of appealing to the pub-
lic about an issue is less influenced by the popularity of his position if the
issue concerns foreign rather than domestic affairs. The next section tests
this prediction directly.
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Popularity of Foreign Positions Prediction

To directly examine the Popularity of Foreign Positions prediction, I pool
the budgetary data on foreign and domestic policy. The testing can there-
fore utilize interaction terms to assess whether the relationship between
the likelihood of an appeal and the popularity of a presidential proposal
differs between the two domains. Specifically, I analyze a probit equation
in which the probability of an appeal is regressed on the following vari-
ables: policy approval, policy approval interacted with an indicator for
whether the issue concerns foreign affairs, the main effect of the foreign
policy indicator, and a set of control variables. The interaction term eval-
uates the degree to which the impact of proposal popularity differs for for-
eign policy. A negative coefficient on the factor would provide support for
the Popularity of Foreign Positions prediction, while a positive coefficient
would suggest that the popularity of a president’s proposal has a greater
effect on whether he goes public if the proposal concerns foreign affairs.

The set of the control variables includes the independent variables in
equation (4.1). Like policy approval, each control factor is interacted with
the indicator for foreign policy issues. Specification testing supports the
inclusion of these interactions, which allow for the possibility that various
factors may affect the likelihood of a foreign policy appeal differently than
they affect the likelihood of a domestic policy one.11 Intuitively, these fac-
tors allow that the politics of foreign and domestic policy appeals may
vary fundamentally.

Table 4.5 presents the key results, which include the main effect of pol-
icy approval, the impact of this factor interacted with the foreign affairs
indicator, and the main effect of the foreign affairs indicator. The other
findings are consistent with those of earlier analyses and are available
on request. The table provides strong confirmation of the Popularity of
Foreign Positions prediction. The coefficient on the interaction between
the foreign affairs indicator and policy approval is negative at con-
ventional levels of statistical significance (p < 0.05, two-tailed). In other
words, as expected, a president’s likelihood of going public is found to be
less influenced by the popularity of his position if the issue concerns for-
eign affairs. The result corroborates the evidence from the first-glance
analyses of this chapter and chapter 3, which showed that the average
initial popularity of the foreign policy initiatives a president takes to the
public is substantially lower than that of the analogous domestic policy
initiatives.
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11. In a log likelihood ratio test, χ2 = 22.53 (p = 0.05).



The findings in table 4.5 on the other major variable of interest, the
main effect of policy approval, are also consistent with the Public Appeals
Theory. In particular, the estimates suggest that when a proposal does not
concern foreign affairs, a marginal increase in policy approval will signifi-
cantly increase the likelihood that the president publicizes the proposal.
These estimates therefore offer further confirmation of the Popularity of
Domestic Positions prediction.

C O N C LU S I O N

The results of chapter 4 provide a good deal of support for the Public
Appeals Theory developed in chapter 2.12 The tests as well as the basic
patterns illuminated by the summary statistics indicate that foreign policy
appeals largely function in the predicted ways. For example, consistent
with the Influence over Foreign Affairs prediction, the findings establish
that foreign policy appeals increase a president’s influence with Con-
gress. Likewise, consistent with the Popularity of Foreign Positions pre-
diction, the popularity of an initiative is found to be less likely to affect
a president’s propensity to go public if the initiative concerns foreign
policy.

The only theoretical prediction that does not receive strong corrobo-
ration is the Sincerity of Policy Debate prediction. The effect of expected
legislative success on the likelihood of a public appeal is negative but not
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12. Because the methodological approach of chapter 4 largely follows that of chapter
3, I do not repeat the caveats to this approach here. Interested readers are directed to the
“Caveats” section of the earlier chapter.

Table 4.5 Test of the Popularity of Foreign Positions Prediction

Independent Variables Probit Coefficient (Standard Error)

Policy Approval × Foreign Affairs −0.023
(0.011)

Policy Approval 0.018
(0.007)

Foreign Affairs −0.919
(2.072)

Number of Observations 174
Joint Fit of Estimates χ2

(30) = 86.778 (p < 0.000)

Note: The dependent variable is Pr (Public Appeal) = 1. Standard errors are in
parentheses below probit coefficients. The set of control variables is defined in the text.



at all significant at conventional levels. The analysis thus does not reject
the possibility that the likelihood of a foreign policy appeal is unrelated to
a president’s expected legislative success. Notably, however, the results
provide no support for the alternative prediction that presidents use
plebiscitary appeals for credit-claiming or grandstanding. In other words,
even though the foreign policy appeals do not concern the initiatives least
likely to be enacted, neither do they concern foregone successes. Thus, as
a whole, the evidence of the chapter provides support for the Public
Appeals Theory.

The results, in providing support for the theory, suggest that foreign
policy appeals are less likely than domestic policy ones to increase the
impact of current opinion on policymaking. Notably, however, this varia-
tion does not imply that foreign policy appeals fail to increase the impact
of current opinion. The summary statistics show that presidents generally
avoid going public about foreign affairs initiatives that face mass opposi-
tion. Furthermore, even controlling for a variety of determinants of policy
appeals, presidents are found to be significantly more likely to publicize
foreign policy initiatives if the initiatives are favored by majority opinion.
Thus, although the specific findings on foreign policy appeals differ from
those on domestic policy ones, there are some notable consistencies with
regards to mass opinion. In particular, in both domestic and foreign
affairs, presidents strategically publicize relatively popular initiatives and,
by doing so, increase the degree to which mass opinion guides policy-
making.

This importance of mass opinion to the politics of public appeals, even
in the realm of foreign policy, highlights the need for understanding the
conditions under which presidents endorse initiatives simply because
they are popular. In particular, there may be circumstances under which
presidents not only advocate popular proposals to the public but also
design the executive agenda in response to the initial popularity of the
various policy options. While this type of agenda-setting has attractive
features—for instance, it limits the ability of leaders and specialized
groups to impose their personal agendas on the citizenry—such policy
responsiveness may not always be in citizens’ interests.

Indeed, as discussed in the chapter 1, scholars have typically lamented
the fact that public appeals may give presidents an incentive to follow
public opinion. For example, Sidney Milkis (1998, 401) notes, “With the
liberation of the executive from many of the constraints of party leader-
ship and the rise of the mass media, presidents have resorted to rhetoric . . .
But, as the nation has witnessed all too clearly since the 1960s, this form
of ‘populist’ presidential politics can all too readily degenerate into rank
opportunism.” Likewise, Jeffrey Tulis (1998, 111–13) questions whether
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one can permit rhetorical leadership without allowing for the possibility
of demagoguery. These reflections suggest that a president’s involvement
of the mass public may encourage him to follow public opinion at the ex-
pense of societal welfare. For instance, a president may endorse popular
policies even when he has information suggesting that they will produce
bad outcomes for society.

Thus far, the analysis has shown that presidents’ involvement of the
mass public increases the policy influence of majority opinion but has not
considered whether this influence entails the president endorsing popu-
lar policies he believes are not in citizens’ long-term interests. In part 2,
I turn to this issue and examine the impact of mass opinion on chief ex-
ecutives’ policy choices. By doing so, I provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the relationship among presidents, the mass public, and
policymaking. Moreover, part 2 assesses whether, as others have feared,
the influence presidents achieve from petitioning the citizenry is indeed
problematic because it entails policies that presidents believe will ulti-
mately harm society.
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part two

Policy Pandering and Leadership

In recent years, observers of American politics from inside and outside
the academy have expressed the belief that presidents as well as other
politicians harm society by involving the mass public in the policy
process. For instance, Joseph Bessette (1994, 212) suggests presidents’
arousing and monitoring of public opinion encourage the enactment of
policies catering to an opinion that is “spontaneous, less well informed,
and less reflective” than the policies that would be enacted as a result of
deliberation among elites. In less erudite language, Arianna Huffing-
ton has expressed similar dismay over the attention that politicians give
to mass opinion. She argues that they are now “pathological people
pleasers, addicted to the short-term buzz of a bump in the polls and indif-
ferent to the long-term effect . . . Today’s new poll-happy pol has replaced
the old-fashioned leader—one unafraid to make difficult, unpopular deci-
sions” (Huffington 2000, 73).1

Part 1 established that these concerns have some plausibility. When
presidents appeal to the public, they are not grandstanding but rallying
the populace in an effort to pressure Congress to enact initiatives that are
relatively popular. And subsequent to this speechmaking, Congress does
become more likely to enact the popular initiatives that were advocated.
Thus to the extent that mass influence over policymaking is indeed detri-
mental to societal welfare, presidents’ public appeals advance this det-
rimental effect.

Of course, not all aspects of mass influence over policymaking are
detrimental. As Paul Quirk and Joseph Hinchliffe (1998, 20–21) point
out, mass influence “can help to overcome the organized interest groups
and other narrow forces that have often dominated American politics.”

1. As discussed in chapter 1, numerous other thinkers have made similar arguments.
See, for instance, Lippman (1922), Kennan (1951), Morgenthau (1948), Tulis (1987), and
Weissberg (2001).



This is also the view of E. E. Schattschneider (1960), who maintains that
interest groups dominate politics except when the scope of conflict
embraces the more general public. Numerous studies provide evidence
for this perspective, documenting specific cases in which companies,
industries, or other segments of society have obtained policy ends that
were not necessarily in the interests of the populace.2

The set of normative concerns provoked by presidents’ involvement of
the mass public clearly needs to be defined separately from the broader
question of whether this involvement increases the influence of current
opinion over policymaking. One such concern, which some might argue
is the primary normative issue, is identified by Alexander Hamilton in
Federalist Paper No. 71.3 In particular, he describes optimal executive
behavior by admonishing that “when occasions present themselves, in
which the interests of the people are at variance with their inclinations, it
is the duty of the persons whom they have appointed to be the guardians
of those interests.”4 Adopting Hamilton’s language, the central question
is whether presidents cater to citizens’ inclinations when they believe
doing so would harm citizens’ interests. In other words, when a presi-
dent cannot simultaneously go along with public opinion and pursue
the policy he deems will advance societal welfare, what will he do? Will
he follow current opinion? Do structural factors—for example, the elec-
toral cycle or his personal popularity—influence the likelihood that he
endorses a popular policy?

Part 2 examines these and related questions. In particular, it analyzes
whether presidents follow public opinion when they believe citizens are
misinformed about their interests, behavior I call policy pandering.5 In
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2. For instance, see Baron (2003), Derthick and Quirk (1985), Jacobs (1993),
Peltzman (1976), Stigler (1971), and Wilson (1989).

3. There obviously exist other normative concerns about democratic responsiveness,
including questions about the potential tyranny of the majority (see, for instance, Madison
in Federalist Paper No. 10) and whether a coherent popular will even exists (Riker 1982).

4. The Federalist Papers 1987 [1788], No. 71, 410.
5. The use of the term pandering here differs from that in Jacobs and Shapiro (2000).

In particular, Jacobs and Shapiro allow that the term may be applied to situations in which
presidents believe citizens are well-informed about their interests as well as situations in
which presidents believe citizens are misinformed. The definition of pandering employed
here is also narrower than that in Maskin and Tirole (2004). For instance, Maskin and
Tirole define “full pandering” as occurring when a government official always selects the
policies voters want at the moment. This behavior accordingly includes circumstances in
which the official believes voters correctly perceive their interests. Also, Maskin and
Tirole define “forward-looking pandering” equivalently to what this book terms policy
leadership.
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examining this phenomenon, I simultaneously assess the extent to which
presidents engage in the opposite behavior, which is termed policy lead-
ership. In the latter case, the president pursues the policy he believes will
promote societal welfare despite a lack of popular support for doing so.6

I concentrate the analysis on circumstances in which the policy issue has
at least some degree of salience to the public. This focus ensures that
the examination corresponds to the normative concerns provoked by the
findings of part 1. Furthermore, a president’s incentive to follow pub-
lic opinion should be greatest when voters are attentive to his policy
decisions.

Part 2 has three major components, each of which comprises a chap-
ter. Chapter 5 presents a theory, the Conditional Pandering Theory,
which analyzes the incentives of presidents to follow public opinion when
they believe doing so would not advance societal welfare. In chapter 6, the
theory is examined through historical narrative. I develop three case stud-
ies that concern, respectively, Carter’s proposal in early 1980 to reduce
humanitarian assistance, Bush’s policy reversal on the extension of unem-
ployment benefits in 1991 and 1992, and Reagan’s 1983 initiative to
enact a “standby tax.” In each of the historical studies, the Conditional
Pandering Theory helps to explain an ostensible incongruity in the pres-
ident’s decision making. Chapter 7, which is co-authored with Ken
Shotts, assesses the Conditional Pandering Theory with a larger data set
of presidential decisions. More specifically, these data concern annually
recurring presidential proposals on eleven policy issues across three
decades. This analysis not only assesses the verisimilitude of the theory
but also reveals general patterns in the relationship between public opin-
ion and presidential policymaking.

A number of challenging questions are associated with the study of
policy pandering. For instance, how does one distinguish pandering
from more straightforward concurrence between a president’s policy
beliefs and current opinion? How does one distinguish informational
from ideological differences? Even assuming these distinctions can be
accomplished, how does one ascertain whether a president’s policy
decision is a function of structural incentives rather than his personality?
Finally, is it reasonable to assume that presidents have better information
than citizens do about their interests? The remainder of this introduc-
tion reflects on these questions, describing how the subsequent analysis
addresses them.

6. This definition differs from what Geer (1996) terms “democratic leadership,”
which occurs when a politician moves public opinion toward his or her policy position.



PA N D E R I N G  V E R S U S  C O N C U R R E N C E

The most obvious challenge in studying the topic of pandering is that this
behavior can be observationally equivalent to the president supporting a
popular position simply because he and the public concur about the
appropriate course of action. For instance, assume the vast majority of the
public desires an income tax cut. A president could take this course of
action because he believes that doing so would aid the economy, because
he wants to appeal to a given constituency that supports the tax cut, or
simply because the policy is widely supported. Perhaps because of this
difficulty in determining a president’s policy motivations, existing work
on presidential responsiveness generally analyzes only the subject of pol-
icy congruence, i.e. the extent to which presidents’ policy decisions are
congruent with current opinion. Whether the congruence reflects policy
pandering or instead concurrence between the president’s policy desires
and current opinion is not assessed.7

The following chapters discriminate between policy pandering and
concurrence with a three-pronged approach that combines theoretical,
narrative, and quantitative analyses. Because pandering and concurrence
are distinct conceptually, the differentiation is most straightforward in the
development of the Conditional Pandering Theory in chapter 5. The the-
ory allows for the possibility that the president believes voters correctly
perceive their interests in addition to the possibility that the president
believes voters are misinformed about the optimal policy choice. Ac-
cordingly, the theory offers predictions on the likelihood of pandering as
well as on concurrence and congruence.

In the case studies of chapter 6, which examine individual presidential
decisions, I employ historical evidence to document whether a presi-
dent’s beliefs about the optimal course of action differed from public
opinion. In all of the contexts analyzed, the evidence suggests that the
president believed citizens were misinformed, or uninformed, about the
likely consequences of policies. Thus none of the cases concern simple
concurrence between the president’s position and public opinion; the
president either panders or takes an unpopular position.

The remaining empirical analysis—the statistical analysis of chapter
7—focuses not on the details of individual policy choices but, instead, on
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7. For instance, when Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson (2002a, 2002b) analyze
whether presidents’ roll-call positions are congruent with the public mood, the scholars
do not attempt to assess the reasons for the congruence that occurs. Likewise, when
Cohen (1997) and Jacobs and Shapiro (2000) present evidence that presidents are not
substantively responsive to current opinion, the scholars do not attempt to ascertain the
extent to which policy leadership is occurring.



broad patterns of decision making. For this examination, I utilize the pre-
dictions on policy congruence derived from the Conditional Pandering
Theory, comparing them to existing predictions on congruence from the
literature. In the theory, any predicted variation in congruence is entirely
a consequence of variation in the likelihood of pandering; thus the
predictions on congruence should be validated only if the predictions
on pandering are correct. Moreover, according to the prior literature, the
Conditional Pandering Theory predictions on congruence should not
be validated by the data. The analysis therefore directly tests the theory
and in doing so indirectly assesses its predictions on pandering.

In sum, the following chapters distinguish policy pandering from pol-
icy concurrence in three ways. First, the behaviors are differentiated the-
oretically. Second, for individual policy decisions, historical evidence is
brought to bear on presidents’ beliefs about the appropriate course of
action and public opinion. Finally, a data set of presidential decisions
is employed to evaluate whether the patterns of policy congruence cor-
respond to the ones that should exist if presidents do indeed pander to
public opinion.

I N F O R M AT I O N A L  V E R S U S  I D E O L O G I C A L  D I F F E R E N C E S

American presidents may disagree with citizens about the optimal course
of action on a given policy issue either because of informational differ-
ences about which policy choice will likely produce the best outcome for
society or, alternatively, because of ideological or “distributive” differ-
ences that are unrelated to informational asymmetries. Part 1 focused on
this latter type of conflict, which may result from partisan alliances, inter-
est groups, or personal ideological leanings, among other factors. Part 2
focuses on informational differences and, accordingly, the theoretical
analysis abstracts from the other type of conflict. The purpose of the
abstraction is to assess how informational differences unto themselves
may provide perverse policy incentives; it is these incentives that are at the
heart of the normative concern about policy pandering. The empirical
analysis still accounts for ideological conflict, however, both in the case
studies and the examination of the larger data set of presidential deci-
sions. These empirics establish that the predictions of the theory hold
even after accounting for ideological differences.

P E R S O N A L  Q UA L I T I E S  V E R S U S  I N S T I T U T I O N A L  I N C E N T I V E S

The presidency literature has a long-standing tradition of examining ex-
ecutive behavior as a function of the personal qualities of the man who
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inhabits the office. Much of the analysis of Richard Neustadt (1990
[1960]), for example, is focused on individual presidents’ strengths and
weaknesses in bargaining with other policy elites. Another well-known
example of this line of inquiry is the work of James David Barber (1977),
who classifies chief executives into four personality types he claims shape
executive behavior. More recently, Fred Greenstein (2000) has examined
how various personal qualities, such as emotional intelligence and orga-
nizational capacity, affect a president’s management style.

The subsequent theoretical analysis does not concentrate on presi-
dents’ personal qualities but instead on the institutional incentives for pol-
icy pandering. In other words, the theory assumes that a president will not
endorse unpopular policies he believes are likely to advance societal wel-
fare simply because he is an honorable person. Nor does it permit a chief
executive to pander to public opinion solely as a function of his personal-
ity. The theory does incorporate, however, that presidents may differ in
their abilities to ascertain how policies will affect citizens’ well-being.

Furthermore, in testing the theory, the empirical analysis allows that
presidents’ personal qualities may affect their decisions. The historical
narratives address this matter in a couple of ways. First, two of the cases
analyze a policy issue on which a president initially bucks current opin-
ion but then subsequently panders. The decision to pander to public
opinion cannot, therefore, be ascribed solely to the president’s personal-
ity; at least initially, the chief executive did not feel driven to take this
course of action. Second, I have tried to select cases for which the presi-
dent’s behavior is not entirely consistent with historical assessments of his
personality. Thus, for instance, the Carter narrative focuses on policy
pandering even though Carter has a reputation for placing the public
interest above political expediency (e.g., Hargrove 1988; Jones 1988).

The analysis of patterns of presidential decisions also accounts for dif-
ferences in chief executives’ personal qualities. The standard means by
which statistical tests control for such differences is to include a dummy
variable for each president. I adopted this approach in part 1 to allow that
individual leaders may vary in their likelihood of appealing to the public
and/or skill in legislative negotiations. In the econometrics of chapter 7, I
again adopt this approach, this time to control for differences among indi-
vidual presidents in their propensities to endorse popular policies.

P R E S I D E N T S , T H E  M A S S  P U B L I C , A N D  P O L I C Y  E X P E R T I S E

An underlying premise of the study of pandering is that presidents some-
times have what the literature refers to as “policy expertise” (e.g., Bawn
1995; Gilligan and Krehbiel 1987), or better information than citizens
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have about the expected consequences of policies. In the ensuing analy-
sis, this information is not necessarily perfect. That is, a president can
have policy expertise and still hold erroneous beliefs about the conse-
quences of policies. He is simply more likely than the mass public to have
accurate beliefs.

The premise of policy expertise is implicit in the work that argues
presidents should not cater to current opinion (e.g., Bessette 1994; Lipp-
mann 1922; Kennan 1951; Morgenthau 1948; Tulis 1987; Weissberg
2001). The premise also has an empirical basis. Chief executives have
advisors and substantial bureaucratic resources dedicated to providing
policy information. Moreover, on matters of national security, presidents
typically have privileged information.

Even so, as Benjamin Page and Jason Barabas (2000) point out, lead-
ers do not always have superior information. The following chapters do
not dispute this claim. The underlying supposition is simply that there
are normal circumstances under which presidents do indeed have supe-
rior knowledge. In chapter 8, the concluding chapter, I describe implica-
tions of the results for circumstances in which presidents do not have
better information than citizens have.
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chapter five

Incentives for Policy Pandering

What are a president’s incentives to enact a popular policy when he has
information that indicates the policy would produce a bad outcome for
society? Work on presidential responsiveness to public opinion does not
answer this question. Most of the existing work examines the level of
and/or variation in responsiveness rather than whether presidents will
pander in the sense of following current opinion when they believe it is
misguided. For instance, Robert Erikson, Michael MacKuen, and James
Stimson (2002a; 2002b) find high responsiveness yet do not analyze
how the level is affected by a president’s incentives to disregard current
opinion when he deems citizens to be misinformed. The amount of
responsiveness is also assessed by scholars such as Jeffrey Cohen (1997)
and Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro (2000; 2002a), who argue the
level is low. Likewise, Jeff Manza and Fay Lomax Cook (2002) propose
that responsiveness should be greatest for unpopular presidents but do
not examine the extent to which this greater responsiveness reflects
pandering.

The strand of research that is perhaps most conceptually related to
the topic of pandering derives from V. O. Key’s (1961) discussion of  latent
opinion, or the opinion that citizens can be expected to have once they
learn the consequences of policy choices. According to Key (1961), and
more recently John Zaller (2003), politicians may rationally choose an un-
popular policy if they believe that latent opinion supports it.1 In other
words, presidents may have incentives not to pander to current opinion
when they believe it is misguided. Yet this line of work still leaves open
many questions about politicians’ incentives. For example, is it the case
that presidents almost always care about latent opinion? Or, consistent

1. The work of Arnold (1990) and Fiorina (1981) is also consistent with this per-
spective.



with Manza and Cook (2002), are unpopular presidents particularly
likely to cater to current opinion and disregard latent opinion?

The theoretical analysis of this chapter answers these and related ques-
tions. The analysis is based on the logic of a formal theory that I developed
with Michael Herron and Ken Shotts (Canes-Wrone, Herron, and Shotts
2001), which I call the Conditional Pandering Theory.2 The model itself
is rather technically complex. Thus, unlike chapter 2, which extended a
relatively simple model and therefore outlined a full set of assumptions,
this chapter does not take the reader through such a detailed description.
Indeed, I invoke no formal notation; I simply describe the intuition of the
theory.

The Conditional Pandering Theory has two primary contributions.
First, it generates predictions about the conditions under which a presi-
dent who believes that citizens are misinformed will nonetheless cater to
this mass opinion. Second, the theory produces hypotheses about overall
congruence between the president’s policy choices and public opinion.
In other words, in addition to explaining variation in the likelihood of
policy pandering, the Conditional Pandering Theory also explains varia-
tion in presidential responsiveness more generally.

The chapter proceeds as follows. I first present the theory in three sec-
tions: an outline of the conceptual background; a discussion, with hypo-
thetical examples, of the policy incentives induced by this framework; and
a statement of the general results. I then return to the literature on politi-
cal responsiveness. Comparing the Conditional Pandering Theory to this
work highlights the contributions of the theoretical analysis, both in terms
of understanding policy pandering as well as overall congruence between
presidents’ policy choices and public opinion.

T H E  C O N D I T I O N A L  PA N D E R I N G  T H E O RY

Conceptual Background

Policy Information

The primary goal of the theory is to assess whether presidents who have
information that suggests a popular policy would not serve citizens’ inter-
ests will pander to current opinion. The theory accordingly analyzes the
policymaking of a president who has better information than the elec-
torate does about the expected consequences of various policy options.
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2. I focus on what we call the basic theory in Canes-Wrone, Herron, and Shotts
(2001).



The president and voters are aware of this informational asymmetry,
which, as mentioned in the introduction to part 2, the literature refers to
as “policy expertise.”3

The specific nature of the expertise takes the following form. There are
two possible policy options that the president may choose and two sets of
circumstances or “states of the world.” Each of the policy options will suc-
ceed, in the sense of producing a good outcome, in exactly one of the sets
of circumstances. The citizens have information indicating which set of
conditions exists, but the president’s information is better than theirs is.

For example, the president could face a decision over whether to send
in troops to a foreign crisis that could affect U.S. security. In one state of
the world, the crisis will not resolve without American intervention,
and the optimal decision is to authorize the use of force. In the other state
of the world, the crisis will be settled independently of American inter-
vention, and the optimal policy is to keep the troops home. The public
may believe that the crisis requires American assistance and therefore
favor dispatching the military, but the president’s intelligence could sug-
gest that such assistance is not needed. The president therefore cannot
simultaneously follow public opinion and endorse the policy he believes
is in the national interest.

The president in the theory knows that the electorate will be atten-
tive to the policy process. That is, the electorate learns the policy choice
of the president and he is aware of their attentiveness when making his
choice. This assumption comports with the normative concern that moti-
vates the theoretical analysis: namely, that on salient issues a president
may be motivated to placate the mass public even when he believes doing
so will ultimately harm societal welfare.

While citizens are assumed to pay attention to the president’s policy
decision, he cannot credibly convey to them all of his policy information.
Otherwise, he could simply report it and not face a decision between pan-
dering and choosing a policy he believes will produce a good outcome.
This assumption reflects contexts in which presidents have information
that is too technical for the average citizen given her attention span
for politics, is classified, or is not observable for some other reason. For
example, during a time of high inflation, a president could have data
that suggests the economy would recover more quickly without price
controls, but he might not be able to persuade the citizenry of this fact.
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3. As discussed in more detail in the introduction to part 2, the assumption of policy
expertise is not meant to suggest that presidents always have more information than the
public does. Instead, the assumption concentrates the analysis on the question at hand,
which is whether presidents have the incentive to utilize expertise when they have it.



Alternatively, a president could have intelligence indicating that a foreign
leader is involved in illegal activity such as drug trafficking but be unable
to reveal the information without endangering undercover agents.

The purpose of assuming that a president cannot transmit all of his
policy information to the electorate is obviously not to claim that a chief
executive can never convince a reticent public to support his policies.4

Instead, the purpose of the assumption is simply to focus the theory on
analyzing the incentives for policy pandering, a behavior which by defini-
tion occurs only when the public and president do not agree about the
optimal course of action. Once a president has shifted mass opinion to
favor his position, the concern about policy pandering naturally becomes
irrelevant.

Chapter 2 discussed how presidents have a greater ability to alter
citizens’ preferences about foreign affairs in comparison with domestic
affairs. I was careful to note, however, that even on foreign policy issues
presidents cannot universally command public support for their posi-
tions. In international as well as domestic affairs, a president may be
forced to choose between following public opinion and supporting the
course of action he believes would best serve society. Notwithstanding
this applicability of the theory, in the empirical analysis I allow that a pres-
ident’s greater ability to alter citizens’ preferences about foreign policy
may cause pandering to be less likely in this domain.

Actors and Interests

The theory revolves around the actions of three types of players: a presi-
dent, challenger, and electorate. This president wants to hold office as well
as enact policies that are successful in the sense of producing good out-
comes for voters. Scholars routinely claim that a president’s behavior is
also affected by his desire for a favorable historical legacy (e.g., Moe 1985;
Skowronek 1993), and the policy motivation reflects this desire. Presidents
are limited to serving two terms, and first-term presidents are assumed to
discount the future. That is, given the choice between enacting a good pol-
icy now or in a subsequent term, they would prefer to do so right away.

The other actors include an electoral challenger and an electorate.
The challenger’s motivations are analogous to those of the incumbent
president. He wants to hold office and enact policies that will give him a
positive historical legacy.
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4. However, it is worth underscoring that the literature suggests a president’s ability
to craft public opinion is more limited than commonly presumed (e.g., Edwards 1983 and
2003; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000).



Voters want to elect the candidate who will choose successful policies.5

The theory assumes that the citizenry has common interests and accord-
ingly analyzes it as a single representative voter; this assumption is
adopted in other theories that analyze informational differences between
the mass public and elected officials (e.g., Fearon 1999; Persson and
Tabellini 1990). The purpose of abstracting from ideological or distribu-
tive differences is obviously not to suggest that they are unimportant.
Indeed, the first half of the book focused on such differences, and they are
accounted for in the empirical analysis of subsequent chapters. The pur-
pose of abstracting from these types of conflicts here is to focus the
Conditional Pandering Theory on the question at hand, which is whether
informational differences in and of themselves give presidents perverse
policy incentives.

Congress is not a player in the theory. The primary reason for this
abstraction is to maintain focus on the matter of presidential pandering
to public opinion. However, in the empirical examination, I control for
factors related to executive-legislative bargaining.

Policy Competence

The Conditional Pandering Theory assumes that the president’s ability
to enact successful policies depends on his competence or quality. Thus
while all presidents are presumed to have more policy information than
the electorate has, different chief executives do not necessarily have the
same level of expertise. These assumptions reflect that a president’s pol-
icy information depends on institutional as well as personal factors. All
inhabitants of the Oval Office have at their disposal a vast bureaucracy
headed by personal advisors. Chief executives differ, however, in their
ability to manage this apparatus, a skill Fred Greenstein (2000) refers to
as “organizational capacity.”

In the theory, the incumbent president and challenger may be either “high
quality” or “low quality” in terms of policy competence.6 High-quality
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5. In assuming that voters have policy motivations, I am not claiming that the
American electorate is well informed about all salient policy issues. Rather, I am main-
taining that voting is influenced by candidates’ positions. The degree to which this in-
fluence is direct or, instead, depends on heuristics (e.g., Lupia 1994; Popkin 1991;
Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991; Zaller 1992) is a matter outside the theoretical
analysis.

6. This role of competence is one of the key differences between the Conditional
Pandering Theory and the theory developed in Maskin and Tirole (2004). In Maskin and
Tirole, all elected officials have the same level of competence. (Officials differ primarily by
whether their preferences are congruent with those of voters.)



executives learn the state of the world with perfect accuracy, whereas low-
quality ones do not. The candidates do not necessarily have the same level
of competence, and each candidate’s level is his private information.7

Voters’ Beliefs

Voters do not initially know whether the incumbent or challenger is more
likely to choose better policies. They only have an initial perception about
the competence of each candidate. The electorate may initially believe
that the incumbent is more competent than the challenger, that the two
candidates are similarly competent, or that the challenger is more compe-
tent. Regardless of the initial perception, the electorate updates its beliefs
about the incumbent’s competence by observing his policy choice and
any policy outcome that occurs.

Policy Resolution

A policy “resolves” in the theory when the electorate learns whether the
choice was indeed in their interests. In other words, a policy resolves
when voters learn whether it will succeed or fail. This concept of policy
resolution does not rest on any claims that policies necessarily have one,
final outcome but, rather, reflects that voters may learn more about the
likely consequences of policies after they are enacted. The concept is
therefore related to Key’s (1961) notion of latent opinion.

In the Conditional Pandering Theory, the president does not know
when a policy will resolve at the time that he enacts it. He only knows the
probability that it will resolve prior to the upcoming election. One may
interpret this assumption as reflecting that a president commonly does
not know whether voters will learn the consequences of a policy choice by
the next election; citizens may or may not acquire information that causes
them to update their beliefs about whether the choice was a good one.
I assume in the theory that the policy decision itself does not affect the
likelihood that voters learn before the next election whether the enacted
option is indeed in their interests. In other words, each option is associ-
ated with the same likelihood of resolving before the election.8
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7. The key assumption is simply that high-quality presidents have better information
than low-quality ones, not that the information of high-quality presidents is perfect.

8. The formal model in Canes-Wrone, Herron, and Shotts (2001) examines the con-
sequences of allowing the president’s choice to affect the probability of policy resolution
prior to the election. The most significant effect of this change is that the president can
have the incentive, under certain circumstances, to enact a policy that is not only unpop-
ular but also that he believes will produce a bad outcome.



Action

The Conditional Pandering Theory analyzes actions that take place dur-
ing two presidential administrations separated by an election. In each
administration, the president is responsible for choosing a policy. As
described above, the optimal choice corresponds to the given set of cir-
cumstances about which the incumbent president has information the
public lacks. The two administrations face potentially different sets of
circumstances.

Prior to any activity by the president, challenger, or electorate, the
incumbent president observes a policy signal, which gives him expertise
about the way in which the policy choice is likely to affect the policy out-
come. After learning this information, the president proceeds to endorse
a policy option. Voters then either learn whether the option will produce
a good outcome or, instead, discover that this information will not be
revealed until after the election. At the time of the election, the citizenry
decide whether to retain the president for a second term or to replace him
with the challenger. This decision is based on their beliefs about which
candidate is most likely to enact policy in their interests. In the second
administration, like the first, the president in office observes information
about the optimal course of action and proceeds to endorse a policy option.

Behavior

The theory assumes that each actor maximizes his or her interests. In
addition, the players update their beliefs about the optimal policy choice
and the president’s level of competence whenever possible.9

Policy Incentives

The assumptions of the Conditional Pandering Theory produce a rela-
tively intricate set of policy incentives. I describe them by highlighting the
ways in which the structural conditions influence the likelihood that the
president chooses to endorse the popular policy option. In the theory,
the president and electorate either agree about the appropriate course of
action or have different beliefs about which policy should be selected.
When their beliefs conform, the president’s incentives are straightforward.
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9. In the formal model that motivates the logic, the equilibrium concept employed is
what is called “perfect Bayesian.” The concept requires that the players’ strategies com-
port with their updating of beliefs according to Bayes’s Rule and that this updating incor-
porates the fact that each player will maximize his or her self-interest.



His desire for reelection and a positive historical legacy induce him to
choose the popular policy, which he expects will produce a good out-
come. It is when the president thinks a popular policy will ultimately fail
that his incentives can be more complex. In this circumstance, he faces
motivations to pursue the option he believes will succeed, but he can also
have motivations to pander to public opinion.

The incentives for pandering are related to the electoral motivations.
When the president is not running for reelection (i.e., when he is in his
second term), his desire for a positive historical legacy induces him to
support the policy he believes to be in citizens’ interests even if it is cur-
rently unpopular. Of course, in reality American presidents who are serv-
ing a second term may behave as if they are running for reelection. For
example, a chief executive could want his vice-president or another fellow
partisan to succeed him. As a result, in the empirical analysis I allow that
second-term presidents may not behave like first-term ones. Specifically,
I separately examine the behavior of first- and second-term presidents.

Although the incentives for pandering derive from the president’s elec-
toral motivations, voters in the theory paradoxically want to elect a candi-
date who is unlikely to pander to them. Their interests are best served by
having a leader who will choose the optimal policy, regardless of whether
it is popular. The president’s incentive to pander to public opinion
derives from the electorate’s uncertainty about whether the president or
challenger is most likely to choose good policies. Voters only have an ini-
tial estimate of each candidate’s level of competence and update their esti-
mate of the president’s competence immediately after his policy decision.
At that point, they increase their assessment of him if he chooses the pol-
icy they believe to be in their interests, regardless of the accuracy of that
belief.

The president thus faces two types of tradeoffs when his information
implies citizens are misinformed about the optimal course of action. The
first tradeoff concerns the distinction between short- and long-run public
opinion. Immediately after the president enacts a popular policy, voters
think more highly of him. However, as soon as the outcome of the policy
becomes known, their evaluations depend entirely on whether it suc-
ceeded or failed. The president’s concern about short-run public opinion
thus encourages him to enact the popular policy, while his concern about
long-run public opinion encourages him to pursue the policy he believes
will produce a good outcome. The second tradeoff involves the presi-
dent’s desire for a strong historical legacy. Under certain conditions, this
desire may propel the president to choose an unpopular policy that he
believes will produce a good outcome. Under other conditions, however,
the president would prefer to choose the popular policy in order to get
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reelected for another term, during which he could establish a favorable
legacy.

Precisely when will the president’s optimal strategy be to exercise pol-
icy leadership as opposed to pandering? I describe these incentives as a
function of his popularity relative to that of his challenger. This relative
popularity can be divided into three main categories: highly popular,
unpopular, and marginally popular. The first category refers to situations
in which the incumbent’s relative popularity is high enough that voters
would reelect him even if he enacted a policy that lacked public support
and they did not learn the consequences of the policy. The unpopular cat-
egory encompasses the inverse set of circumstances. In this case, the pres-
ident’s relative popularity is low enough that he would not be reelected if
he supported a popular policy that did not produce an outcome prior to
the election. Marginally popular presidents are the ones whose relative
popularity is between these two thresholds. In this category, if voters did
not learn before the election whether the president’s choice was a good
one, they would reelect him if and only if he had chosen the option they
initially supported.

I first describe the policy incentives for highly popular presidents. One
might suppose that electorally motivated presidents always have the in-
centive to increase their popularity by pandering to public opinion. How-
ever, the Conditional Pandering Theory predicts that a highly popular
president will not pander. Such an incumbent will lose an impending
election only if voters realize beforehand that he has made a bad policy
choice. Therefore, he has the incentive to support policies he believes will
succeed. By doing so, he minimizes the probability that a policy failure
occurs before voters cast their ballots.

For instance, assume a highly popular president faced public pressure
to allow fewer legal immigrants into the country, and he had information
suggesting such a reform would negatively affect the economy. If the pres-
ident were to impose the restrictions on immigration, his popularity
would increase immediately after enacting the policy. However, voters
already have high evaluations of his competence relative to that of his
likely challenger, and if the economy were negatively affected by the re-
form, voters would substantially decrease their assessments of his compe-
tence. His optimal strategy is thus to avoid the temptation to pander to
public opinion.

Given highly popular presidents’ incentives to avoid policy pandering,
one might expect unpopular presidents to be strongly motivated to en-
gage in this behavior. After all, an unpopular incumbent cannot retain his
position unless he improves voters’ perception of him, and pander-
ing would increase this perception right after the policy decision is
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announced. An unpopular president’s optimal strategy, however, is to
exercise policy leadership. These presidents fall into two subgroups.
In the first, the president is so unpopular that regardless of his policy
decisions, he will be removed from office. Given this lack of electoral
motivations, the incumbent’s desire for a strong historical legacy induces
him to pursue the program he believes will succeed. The second sub-
group concerns presidents who, while unpopular, may still retain office if
they can prove their policy competence to voters. For these presidents,
the best way to demonstrate such competence is to endorse an option that
succeeds before the election. An unpopular incumbent’s electoral incen-
tive is therefore to choose the option recommended by his policy infor-
mation and hope voters learn his judgment was sound before casting their
ballots.10

Consider the case of an unpopular president who is deciding whether
to deploy U.S. troops to fight anti-U.S. rebels in another country. The
president believes the rebels could pose a danger to U.S. interests and has
information suggesting the operation could be accomplished without a
loss of troops. The public, while it does not support the rebels, believes
they do not pose any danger and would prefer not to send troops because
of fears of casualties. If the president wages the mission and it is accom-
plished without casualties, voters’ evaluations of the president’s compe-
tence will rise dramatically. If, on the other hand, the president follows
public opinion, his popularity will increase slightly until voters learn
whether the decision was a good one, but the increase is not sufficient to
win him reelection. Moreover, if the president panders to public opinion
and voters learn before the election that the lack of military engagement
has harmed American interests, then the pandering actually decreases his
prospects for reelection.

The Conditional Pandering Theory thus finds that highly popular and
unpopular presidents do not engage in policy pandering. The only pres-
idents who do so are marginally popular ones, and even they do not
always pander. For example, given a sufficiently high probability that vot-
ers will learn before the election whether a policy choice succeeded, even
marginally popular presidents want to exercise policy leadership. In this
circumstance, voters will likely base their electoral decisions on the policy
outcome, not the choice in and of itself. Presidents therefore want to
endorse the option most likely to produce a good outcome.
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It is only when voters are unlikely to learn before the election whether
a policy choice succeeded that a marginally popular president will pan-
der.11 Under these circumstances, the increase in approval the incumbent
receives from promoting a popular policy makes him likely to win reelec-
tion. The behavior still augments the possibility of a policy failure before
the election and, in expectation, detracts from his historical legacy.
However, because voters are unlikely to learn about the policy failure
before they cast their ballots, the boost in popularity overwhelms these
drawbacks. The president wants to pander now and hopefully create a
favorable historical legacy in the next term.12

Employing again the example of a chief executive who faces public
pressure for immigration restrictions that he believes would harm the
economy, assume now that he is marginally popular. If the economic
effects are unlikely to take hold before he faces a contest for reelection, the
president has the incentive to pander to public opinion. Voters will
approve of his policy choice immediately after he makes it, and they prob-
ably will not learn about the associated costs until after the ballots are
cast. If instead, however, the economic effects are likely to occur immedi-
ately, the president’s electoral incentive is to exercise policy leadership.
If voters are likely to learn before the election that their interests have
not been served by the immigration restrictions, he will want to avoid
being associated with such a policy.

General Results

The description of the incentives suggests five general propositions about
a president’s likelihood of pandering to public opinion when he believes
the mass public is misinformed about the optimal policy decision. These
propositions are:

Proposition 1: Policy Leadership from Ahead. When a president is
highly popular and believes the mass public misapprehends the optimal
policy decision, his incentive is to exercise policy leadership.

Proposition 2: Policy Leadership from Behind. When a president is
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11. In the formal model, even if a president is marginally popular and his policy
options are unlikely to produce an outcome before the election, his optimal strategy is not
to pander if he knows the optimal policy choice with certainty.

12. In the formal model, the strategy of pandering involves what game theorists call a
“mixed strategy equilibrium.” That is, the president panders with a given probability that
is less than one and voters reelect him with a probability less than one. The reason that the
president does not always pander is that he wants to give voters the impression he is not
simply catering to current opinion but instead choosing the policy he believes will pro-
duce a good outcome for society.



unpopular and believes the mass public misapprehends the optimal pol-
icy decision, his incentive is to exercise policy leadership.

Proposition 3: Policy Leadership Early in Term. When voters are
likely to learn before the next election whether a president’s policy
choice produced a good outcome and he believes the mass public
misapprehends the optimal policy decision, his incentive is to exercise
policy leadership.

Proposition 4: Policy Leadership Absent Electoral Motivations. When
a president lacks electoral motivations and believes the mass public mis-
apprehends the optimal policy decision, his incentive is to exercise policy
leadership.

Proposition 5: Conditional Policy Pandering. When a president has
electoral motivations, is marginally popular, and when voters are unlikely
to learn before the next election whether his policy choice produced a
good outcome, he has an incentive to pander to public opinion.

The propositions highlight that presidents can have incentives to cater
to public opinion at the expense of pursuing good public policy but only
under a restricted set of conditions. When a president is relatively popu-
lar or unpopular, when voters are likely to learn the outcome of an enacted
policy before casting their ballots, and when a president lacks electoral
motivations, his optimal policy behavior is to endorse the option he be-
lieves will succeed even if it lacks public support. Only if none of these
conditions hold will a president have the incentive to pander to public
opinion at the expense of citizens’ interests.

These results offer some justification for the concern that presidents’
monitoring of public opinion could encourage policymaking that places
citizens’ passions above their interests. Under routine conditions, a pres-
ident’s attention to current opinion gives him the incentive to appease cit-
izens even though he believes they are misinformed about the optimal
course of action. It is not the case, however, that he will categorically cater
to public opinion. Under a multitude of circumstances, he is motivated to
pursue the policies he believes will advance societal welfare even if they
are not in line with public sentiments. Moreover, this willingness to buck
current opinion is not exclusively a function of nonelectoral factors such
as the president’s desire for a strong historical legacy, his character, or an
ability to craft public opinion. Electoral motivations induce a chief exec-
utive to exercise policy leadership under a variety of circumstances. For
instance, when the president is highly popular or unpopular, and when
voters are likely to learn whether his policy choice was a good one, his
electoral incentive is to enact the policy most likely to be successful even
if it lacks public support at the time.

The Conditional Pandering Theory not only generates predictions

122 Chapter Five



about presidents’ incentives to pander to public opinion; it also generates
predictions about variation in the overall amount of congruence between
presidents’ positions and public opinion. This overall policy congruence
is akin to what is often characterized as “presidential responsiveness” in
the literature. That is, the congruence reflects that an executive decision
is aligned with current opinion. The president may simply agree with the
public about the optimal course of action, or he may be pandering in the
sense that the term is employed here.

The Conditional Pandering Theory predicts that whenever the presi-
dent and public favor the same policy option, the president simply
endorses this option. As a result, variation in the probability of policy
congruence is entirely a function of variation in the probability of pan-
dering. The following proposition summarizes this relationship.

Proposition 6: Policy Congruence and Policy Pandering. Variation in
the probability of policy congruence between the president’s position and
public opinion is determined by variation in the probability of policy
pandering.

The proposition implies that policy congruence should be most
likely when the president is marginally popular, is running for reelec-
tion, and voters are unlikely to learn before the election whether his
policy choice was a good one. Of course, because the president and
citizens may simply agree about the optimal course of action, policy con-
gruence can still occur if the president is not electorally motivated, if he
is highly popular or unpopular, and if the electorate is likely to learn
before voting whether his choice succeeded. Congruence should be less
common in these circumstances, however, because pandering should
not transpire.

R E L AT E D  L I T E R AT U R E

As mentioned at the start of the chapter, most work on presidential
responsiveness to public opinion does not analyze the extent to which
such responsiveness is in voters’ interests. Still, a detailed comparison
between the Conditional Pandering Theory and the literature is infor-
mative. First, the findings of the theory can be juxtaposed with the ar-
guments of the few studies that explicitly address the possibility of a
president’s catering to current opinion at the expense of citizens’ inter-
ests. In addition, the findings can be contrasted with prior predictions
regarding the overall level of congruence between the president’s posi-
tions and public opinion.

I classify the existing studies into five groups, which reflect five differ-
ent perspectives on the relationship between presidential policy decisions
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and public opinion. The perspectives are entitled, respectively, Dy-
namic Representation, Need-Based Popularity, Lack of Substantive
Responsiveness, Latent Opinion, and Electoral Cycle. In the interest of
maintaining focus, I do not review the large literatures on congressional
and judicial responsiveness except where they specifically concern one of
the schools of thought.13

Dynamic Representation

Several recent studies suggest that presidents are highly responsive to
public opinion. For instance, John Geer (1996) argues that scientific
polling has enabled modern presidents to follow public opinion bet-
ter than their predecessors could. This argument receives support from
Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson (2002a and 2002b; also Stimson,
MacKuen, and Erikson 1995), who show that during the presidencies of
Eisenhower through Clinton, change in the liberalism of the public
mood was correlated with subsequent change in the presidents’ posi-
tions over roll-call votes and Supreme Court cases.14 Like the Con-
ditional Pandering Theory, these studies imply that mass opinion
plays an important role in presidential policymaking. However, unlike
the theory, the studies are agnostic as to whether presidents follow pub-
lic opinion when they believe doing so will harm society. Also unlike the
theory, this research does not relate the likelihood of policy congruence
to structural conditions such as the electoral cycle or the president’s
popularity.15

Need-Based Popularity

A few studies intimate that a president’s responsiveness to public opin-
ion is related to his popularity but not in the way predicted by the
Conditional Pandering Theory. Specifically, existing research suggests
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13. For an excellent review of research on the policy responsiveness of elected offi-
cials, including judges and legislators, see Manza and Cook (2002).

14. This result is consistent with Monroe (1979) and Page and Shapiro (1983), who
find that change in public opinion on individual issues is systematically correlated with
change in overall government policy. Notably, Page and Shapiro caution that this con-
gruence may not reflect democratic responsiveness because the change in policy may have
occurred independently of that in public opinion.

15. Thus whereas Geer argues that advances in polling have made presidents more
likely to follow public opinion in general, the Conditional Pandering Theory indicates this
increased sensitivity to mass opinion should be related to political conditions such as the
electoral cycle and the president’s popularity.



that the likelihood of policy congruence should be higher the less popu-
lar the president is. The president responds to public opinion on a “need
basis.” When his popularity is low, he tries to increase it by catering to
public opinion, but when his approval is high he can afford to lose some
of it by taking unpopular positions. Manza and Cook (2002) advance this
perspective, supporting it with evidence from Douglas Hibbs’s (1987) re-
sults on macroeconomic policymaking. Research on presidential popu-
larity also comports with this school of thought. For instance, Douglas
Rivers and Nancy Rose (1985) and Paul Brace and Barbara Hinckley
(1992) show that a president takes more roll-call positions the higher
his popularity, and this finding is interpreted to suggest that presidents
capitalize on their public approval.16

This perspective that policy congruence is more likely the less popu-
lar is a president, which I call the Need-based Popularity perspective,
differs critically from the Conditional Pandering Theory. The theory sug-
gests that presidents will not pander when they are highly popular and
when they are unpopular. Thus, the likelihood of pandering as well as
overall policy congruence increases as a president’s popularity increases
from low to average popularity. In comparison, the Need-based Popularity
perspective suggests that the likelihood of congruence will always decrease
as the president’s popularity rises. Other differences between the two
schools of thought are also worth noting. The Conditional Pandering
Theory predicts that early in a term a president’s popularity will not affect
the probability of pandering or congruence. The Need-based Popularity
perspective, in contrast, applies equally across the president’s term. Also
unlike the Conditional Pandering Theory, the Need-based Popularity
perspective is agnostic as to whether a president’s willingness to follow
public opinion is ultimately harmful to society.

Lack of Substantive Responsiveness and Crafting of Public Opinion

In contrast to the Dynamic Representation and Need-based Popularity
perspectives, two recent and influential works advance the argument that
presidents generally are not substantively responsive to public opinion.
The first of these works, Cohen (1997), maintains that presidents will
respond to public opinion through symbolic actions but not substantive
policymaking. He observes that one reason for this behavior may be that
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16. Research on legislative behavior provides further support for this perspective.
Specifically, Figlio (2000) finds that a senator’s margin of victory affects her ability to
take unpopular positions without subsequently losing her seat; the higher her margin of
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presidents care about producing good policy results. However, Cohen
does not analyze whether the lack of substantive responsiveness is caused
by presidential concern for expected policy consequences. Instead, he
examines the degree of congruence between presidents’ positions and
public opinion.

Cohen’s analysis of policy congruence has two main parts. The first
involves quantitative examination of the effects of public opinion on
the liberalism of presidents’ roll-call positions and State of the Union
addresses during the presidencies of Dwight Eisenhower through
George H. W. Bush. The second part entails case studies of individual
policy decisions. The quantitative analysis provides a good deal of sup-
port for Cohen’s thesis. Except in the policy domain of civil rights, the liber-
alism of the mass public does not appear to influence presidents’ overall
liberalism. As Cohen admits, however, the case studies present more
mixed evidence; in this analysis, at times presidents respond to public
opinion and at other times they discount it. Cohen suggests this variation
is a function of different degrees of presidential commitments to the 
policies. Therefore, unlike the Conditional Pandering Theory, Cohen
does not argue that presidential pandering occurs routinely or that struc-
tural conditions influence variation in policy congruence between the
president’s position and public opinion.

Jacobs and Shapiro (2000; 2002a) similarly predict a low level of
substantive responsiveness. Specifically, they contend that politicians
do not respond to existing opinion but instead use modern tools of
political communication to try to craft public support. To illustrate
this point, Jacobs and Shapiro analyze Clinton’s efforts to shape pub-
lic sentiment over his proposal for nationalized health care and
the Republican Party’s endeavor to generate support for the Contract
with America. The scholars allow that electoral proximity may gener-
ate some degree of responsiveness as politicians may lack the time to
craft public opinion immediately before an election. Otherwise, how-
ever, the predictions on responsiveness are consistent with those of
Cohen.

While Jacobs and Shapiro grant that a president’s regard for citizens’
long-run interests may on rare occasion influence his behavior, they
attribute the general lack of responsiveness to ideological differences
between politicians and the mass public. Thus unlike the Conditional
Pandering Theory, Jacobs and Shapiro contend that the president will
not routinely base his policy decisions on current opinion. Nor will these
decisions be based on whether the president believes the policy results
will enhance societal welfare.
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Latent Opinion

Ideas closer to those of the Conditional Pandering Theory are presented
in Zaller’s (2003) call for a revival of scholarly attention to Key’s concept
of latent opinion. Following Key (1961), as well as Morris Fiorina (1981)
and R. Douglas Arnold (1990), Zaller contends that voters are more con-
cerned with policy results than initial policy decisions. Accordingly, he
argues that a president will rationally ignore current opinion if he believes
citizens are misinformed about how best to achieve desired policy out-
comes and, moreover, can shape policymaking so that these outcomes will
occur before the next election. When the president lacks the power to
shape policymaking in this way, he will cater to current opinion, even if
the citizenry is misinformed about their interests. Thus Zaller suggests
that policy pandering may occur.

The Conditional Pandering Theory is certainly comparable to this line
of reasoning. However, it differs in several key respects, which together
suggest that pandering, and hence policy congruence, are less likely than
Zaller’s discussion implies. The theory predicts that a highly popular
president does not pander to public opinion even if voters are unlikely
to learn the outcome of his policy choice before the next election. In addi-
tion, the theory forecasts that unpopular incumbents do not pander.
Zaller’s logic thus applies only to the category of marginally popular pres-
idents.

Electoral Cycle

Consistent with the argument that policy decisions are influenced by
the likelihood voters learn the policy consequences before the next elec-
tion, a range of work suggests electoral cycles affect politicians’ behav-
ior. For instance, various studies demonstrate that legislators take more
moderate positions when they will soon be facing an electoral contest
(e.g., Elling 1982; Kuklinski 1978; Thomas 1985; Wright and Berkman
1986).17 Similarly, research on political economy establishes that as elec-
tions approach, politicians appropriate more funding (e.g., Kiewiet and
McCubbins 1985; Levitt 1997) and expand the money supply (e.g.,

Incentives for Policy Pandering 127

17. Except for Kuklinski, this work focuses on the behavior of U.S. senators.
Kuklinski compares the voting behavior of California state senators, who are elected for
four-year terms, with the voting behavior of California state assemblymen, who serve two-
year terms. He finds that the senators become more reactive to constituency opinion in the
second half of their terms, while the assemblymen are consistently responsive throughout
their terms.



Lohmann 1999; Nordhaus 1975). Naturally, this work does not prove
that executive policy decisions are influenced by the electoral cycle; it
could be the case, for example, that legislators respond to the electoral
cycle but presidents do not. In fact, the quantitative analysis of Cohen
(1997) suggests that the imminence of elections does not affect presi-
dents’ (lack of ) substantive responsiveness to public opinion.

Even so, the broader literature implies that the electoral cycle may
affect presidential policy decisions, and this implication is consistent with
the Conditional Pandering Theory. According to the theory, presidents
have the incentive to pander to public opinion only when voters are
unlikely to learn before the next election whether a policy succeeded.
Thus the likelihood of pandering, and consequently the overall level of
policy congruence, should increase as an election approaches. The the-
ory still differs from prior work on electoral cycles in several ways, how-
ever. First, the prior research does not suggest that the electoral cycle
should influence the likelihood of pandering, just the likelihood of pol-
icy congruence. Second, the work does not indicate that a president’s
popularity necessarily affects the probability of pandering or policy con-
gruence.

C O N C LU S I O N

The Conditional Pandering Theory offers a distinct perspective regard-
ing presidential responsiveness to public opinion. Unlike most work on
this subject, the theory analyzes a president’s incentives to follow current
opinion when he believes the public is misinformed. In analyzing this
behavior, which is labeled policy pandering, the theory also provides pre-
dictions about variation in overall policy congruence between the presi-
dent’s positions and public opinion. The predictions about pandering
and policy congruence contrast with those of the literature.

The president is found to lack the incentive to engage in policy pan-
dering when he is highly popular, when he is unpopular, and when voters
are likely to learn before the next election whether a policy succeeded.
Only when the president is marginally popular and the mass public is
unlikely to learn the outcome of a policy choice before an impending elec-
tion does he have the incentive to pander to public opinion. Pandering
thus occurs in a limited set of circumstances. Notably, this constrained
amount of pandering is not a function of a public that is disengaged or a
president who has purely altruistic motives; the Conditional Pandering
Theory assumes that the public is attentive and that the president has elec-
toral motivations. The theory thus suggests that presidents’ monitoring of
current opinion does not typically encourage demagogic policymaking.
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The predictions regarding policy congruence are related to those re-
garding pandering. The theory implies that the likelihood of congruence
decreases when a moderately popular president loses or gains public sup-
port. Furthermore, as an election nears, congruence becomes more likely,
occurring most frequently for presidents who are marginally popular.
Congruence between presidents’ policy decisions and public opinion
thus depends on structural conditions.

Of course, it remains possible that the Conditional Pandering Theory
does not provide a realistic portrayal of presidential decision making. As
of yet, I have not offered any empirical evidence for the theory. The fol-
lowing chapters assess its validity in two complementary ways. I begin by
conducting three case studies and then proceed to analyze a larger data
set of presidential policy decisions.
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chapter six

Examples of Policy Pandering and Leadership

Why did Jimmy Carter, a long-time proponent of expanding humanitar-
ian assistance, suddenly propose to scale back the program? Why did
Ronald Reagan, who was philosophically opposed to tax increases,
recommend an unpopular one? And why did George H. W. Bush veto a
bill extending unemployment benefits only to sign similar bills over the
course of the following eight months?

For each of these presidential decisions, I assess whether the stylized
facts fit the Conditional Pandering Theory and proceed to examine
whether alternative accounts may also explain the president’s policy-
making. The analysis has two primary benefits. First, it establishes that
the theory has explanatory power. In each case, a president’s actions
are inconsistent with his previous behavior, and the theory reconciles
the apparent inconsistency. Second, by detailing presidents’ beliefs, con-
cerns, and actions over a few critical decisions, the analysis illustrates how
the theory works in practice. In particular, the cases illustrate the behav-
iors of policy pandering and policy leadership. Pandering reflects circum-
stances in which a president supports a popular policy option despite the
fact that he expects it to harm citizens’ interests. Policy leadership, in
comparison, occurs when a president endorses an unpopular option that
he believes will advance societal welfare.

Because the case studies combine a “rational choice” theory with his-
torical narrative, they contribute to the growing literature on the applica-
tion of formal theory to the study of political history.1 This literature is
broad, and it is worth noting that the following analysis differs in purpose
from some research in this vein. In particular, the “analytical narratives”
research program of Robert Bates et al. (1998) uses historical case stud-
ies to motivate theories. Here, the theory is deductive and the cases
illustrative. Such a use of narrative analysis is consistent with the research

1. For a discussion of this literature, see Cameron (2000).



program Charles Cameron (2000) terms “model-driven history.” In par-
ticular, the theory serves as a framework for interpreting a sequence of
historical events.

C A S E  S E L E C T I O N

The primary motivation for developing the Conditional Pandering
Theory was to assess the incentives of the president to pander to public
opinion when forced to choose between endorsing a popular course of
action or one he believes will produce a good outcome for society. Given
this substantive aim, I focus the narrative analysis on executive decisions
for which the president’s beliefs regarding the optimal policy choice dif-
fered from those of the mass public. As previously discussed, the concept
of policy pandering does not require that a president’s beliefs regarding
the optimal course of action are necessarily correct. Accordingly, in the
cases, the fact that a president deemed the mass citizenry to be misguided
does not mean that the reader will necessarily agree with the president’s
assessment.

The need to ascertain the president’s beliefs in relation to public opin-
ion made the selection of cases contingent on the availability of historical
evidence on these factors. Even so, I imposed a number of additional
restrictions regarding the selection. First, to illustrate how the theoretical
predictions vary according to the president’s popularity relative to that
of his likely competition, I ensured that one case concerned a president
far ahead of his likely competition, one a president far behind, and one a
president who could expect a tight race. Using the language of chapter 5,
at least one case involved a highly popular president, one an unpopular
chief executive, and one a marginally popular president. Thus, in the nar-
ratives, presidential approval ratings are often employed as a proxy for a
chief executive’s popularity relative to that of his potential competition.
Prior research establishes that this factor is correlated with a president’s
likelihood of retaining office (e.g., Brody and Sigelman 1983; Sigelman
1979). By comparison, trial heats are not particularly accurate assess-
ments of a president’s electoral prospects until the final months of a race;
indeed, trial heats are not even routinely available throughout a presi-
dent’s term.

The second restriction is that the universe of potential cases was lim-
ited to the decisions of presidents since Nixon. The literature suggests
that these presidents have been more likely than their predecessors to
involve the mass public in policymaking (e.g., Kernell 1997; Skowronek
1993); the restriction enables showing that the Conditional Pandering
Theory is germane to these presidencies. Third, to demonstrate that the
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theory is not limited in applicability to a given administration or person-
ality, I selected a different chief executive for each case. Fourth, I chose
only policy decisions that were significant enough to receive coverage in
the Congressional Quarterly Almanac. This restriction was inspired by a
desire to establish that the theory is relevant to relatively important policy
decisions. Finally, the selection was influenced by the fact that presidents
can more easily change public opinion in foreign as compared with
domestic affairs. Because of this asymmetry, one might suppose that pres-
idential pandering would be uncommon in foreign affairs and common in
domestic matters. To demonstrate the relevance of the Conditional
Pandering Theory across both domains, I illustrate the behavior of policy
pandering with decisions involving foreign affairs and the behavior of pol-
icy leadership with decisions on domestic matters.

A substantial portion of each narrative is devoted to describing why
seemingly plausible alternative explanations do not explain the sequence
of events. This attention to alternative explanations is partially a function
of the fact that one would not necessarily anticipate truth revelation by
presidents and their advisors. Chief executives are not likely to admit,
even in retrospect, that they followed public opinion despite having evi-
dence suggesting the action would produce harmful effects. (Nor are
presidents particularly likely to state that electoral motivations were what
lead them to take an unpopular position, as occurs in the Conditional
Pandering Theory when first-term presidents exercise policy leadership.)
The narratives accordingly do not revolve around “smoking guns” of
admissions by presidents but, instead, careful attention to their long-
standing beliefs, public opinion, and possible alternative accounts.

P R E S I D E N T  C A R T E R  A N D  F O R E I G N  A I D :

T H E  T R U S T E E  PA N D E R S

Carter is reputed to have placed the public interest above other political
objectives. For example, Erwin Hargrove (1988, 11) assesses in his biog-
raphy of Carter: “The key of Carter’s understanding of himself as a polit-
ical leader was his belief that the essential responsibility of leadership was
to articulate the good of the entire community rather than any part of it . . .
Rather than being antipolitical or nonpolitical leadership, this was, for
him, a different kind of leadership that eschewed the normal politician’s
preoccupation with representing private interests, bargaining, and short-
term electoral goals.” Similarly, Charles Jones (1988) characterizes
Carter’s regime as the “trusteeship presidency,” in which the chief execu-
tive viewed himself as a trustee of the people and sought to enact policies
he believed were in the public interest even when they were not politically
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expedient. Precisely because of this reputation, I illustrate the behavior of
pandering with a case study that concerns President Carter. By establish-
ing that the Conditional Pandering Theory has relevance for his policy
decisions, I show it is applicable even to presidents who are not thought
to cater to public opinion.

The case study focuses on Carter’s budgetary proposal for the policy
issue of humanitarian assistance in 1980, the year he ran for reelection.
Upon taking office, Carter had pledged to switch U.S. policy toward com-
munist containment in the Third World. Instead of responding militarily
whenever conflicts over communism arose, Carter espoused a “preven-
tive” approach. He sought to lessen the appeal of communism to the citi-
zens of Third World nations by solving their underlying problems (e.g.,
Deibel 1987; Skidmore 1996). Development assistance comprised a key
component of this preventive approach.

For the first three years of Carter’s term, his proposals for humanitar-
ian assistance, or economic aid, were consistent with this philosophy. In
each year, Carter requested an increase and he invariably achieved one,
even if not for the full amount he had requested. He pursued this ex-
pansion despite a lack of public support for the program; according to
responses to the General Social Survey, throughout his administration
over 65 percent of the populace believed the United States spent too
much on foreign aid.2

Carter knew that his policy position was unpopular. He acknowledged
as much during a call-in radio show he hosted during the first few months
in office. Stating his policy stance to a caller, Carter began, “Well, John
[the caller], I’m going to take a position that’s not very popular, politically
speaking.”3 Likewise, in a session with media representatives during the
second year of the administration, Carter remarked, “I don’t know of any
issue that has less political support than that program itself, foreign aid in
all its forms.”4
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2. The survey asked, “We are faced with many problems in this country, none of
which can be solved easily or inexpensively. I’m going to name some of these problems,
and for each one I’d like you to tell me whether you think we’re spending too much money
on it, too little money, or about the right amount. Are we spending too much money, too
little money, or about the right amount on foreign aid?”

3. Jimmy Carter, “ ‘Ask President Carter’ Remarks During a Telephone Call-in
Program on the CBS Radio Network,” March 5, 1977, Public Papers of the Presidents of
the United States, 1977 Book 1 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1977).

4. Jimmy Carter, “Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session with a Group of
Editors and News Directors,” May 19, 1978, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United
States, 1978 Book 1 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1978).



Carter’s lack of pandering over foreign aid during his first three years
in office is consistent with his reputation for placing the public interest
above other, more political objectives. His behavior also, however, com-
ports with the Conditional Pandering Theory. The theory suggests that a
president will not pander to public opinion if he does not soon face a con-
test for reelection or if he is highly popular or unpopular. In the early
months of 1977 and 1978, when Carter submitted his foreign aid pro-
posals as a part of his annual budgetary requests, the presidential election
was relatively distant. By the outset of 1979, when Carter offered his
humanitarian aid proposal for the following fiscal year, the electoral race
was approaching but Carter’s popularity was weak. His public approval
ratings for the past year had averaged 43 percent, a very low level by his-
torical standards.5 His decision to exercise policy leadership is thus con-
sistent with the Conditional Pandering Theory.

Of course, that Carter’s policymaking on foreign aid between 1977 and
1979 comports with the Conditional Pandering Theory does not elimi-
nate the possibility that his actions were entirely the consequence of his
character. For this reason, we focus on the humanitarian aid proposal
Carter offered in 1980, when he reversed his previous position and rec-
ommended that the United States cut economic assistance. Specifically, in
his budget of January 1980 (which was for fiscal year 1981), Carter pro-
posed cutting economic assistance by 2 percent in nominal terms. The cut
constituted a nominal decline of 26 percent relative to his recommendation
in the previous budget.6 Moreover, given the inflation rate predicted by the
administration, his request signified a real reduction of 11 percent from the
appropriations of last year and 39 percent from his earlier proposal.7

The descriptive summaries accompanying the numbers in Carter’s
budgets reflect the change in his policy position. The budget submitted
in 1979 stated that it contained “increases in foreign aid with emphasis
on long-term development of poor countries, and reducing widespread
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5. The average annual approval rating of Presidents Kennedy through Ford was 54
percent. See Ragsdale (1998, 198).

6. The president’s proposal for fiscal year 1981 was calculated from his 1981 budget,
which was submitted on January 28 of 1980. See the Budget of the United States
Government, 1981 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1980). Also, this pro-
posal is reflected in HR 7854 according to the Congressional Quarterly Almanac, vol. 36,
1980 (Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly, Inc., 1981). The data on enacted 
appropriations and the president’s proposal in the previous year are from the 1980
Congressional Quarterly Almanac.

7. See the Economic Report of the President, submitted January 30 of 1980 to Con-
gress.



poverty.”8 In contrast, the budget submitted in 1980 characterized the
proposals for foreign affairs as “designed to help meet the near-term chal-
lenges to stability.”9 This budget was also printed in the colors of Carter’s
reelection campaign, emphasizing the linkage between the document and
election year politics (Hargrove 1988).

When Carter submitted his election-year budget, he had reason to
believe the impending presidential race would be competitive. His ap-
proval ratings were respectable at 58 percent but not remarkably high by
historical standards.10 Moreover, economists were forecasting an immi-
nent recession that would cause double-digit inflation and an increase
in unemployment.11 Carter knew that the recession, assuming it material-
ized, could cause him serious problems in his campaign for reelection. As
a result, he very much wanted his budget to appeal to voters (Kaufman
1993, 168–69).

Carter’s policy reversal on foreign aid helped to achieve this goal.
By proposing a reduction in economic assistance, he ensured that his
position on this program would be consonant with public opinion.
According to a Roper survey taken the month before he submitted
his budget, 72 percent of the population thought foreign assistance
should be decreased.12 Had Carter continued trying to expand eco-
nomic aid, he would have handed challengers an easy issue on which to
criticize him.

Thus consistent with the Conditional Pandering Theory, Carter
switched his position in the direction of public opinion once he was
marginally popular and soon faced a contest for reelection. He could
reasonably expect that the effects of cutting economic assistance would
not be known by voters before the election, particularly since appropri-
ations bills are not typically enacted until summer at the earliest.
Moreover, the anticipated competitiveness of the race meant that his pol-
icy choice might affect his likelihood of winning. As a result, Carter had
an electoral incentive to take the popular position of cutting humanitarian
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assistance, even if he believed that increasing it was in America’s long-
term interest.

Among seemingly plausible alternative explanations, none receives
support on careful examination. Perhaps the most natural justification,
and one that would comport with Carter’s reputation for pursuing the
public interest, is that his beliefs about the value of humanitarian assis-
tance had changed. In fact, as Michael Genovese (1994) observes, there is
a good deal of evidence that Carter shifted from a “Wilsonian idealist” to
a “Cold War confrontationist” as his term progressed. David Skidmore
(1996) also describes this transformation in an analysis that is fittingly
entitled Reversing Course. However, as these scholars acknowledge, the
transformation began as early as 1978. Thus if the change in philosophy
were the primary cause of Carter’s policy reversal on foreign aid, the
policy reversal should have occurred earlier.

Moreover, the budget that Carter proposed in his final month in office,
after his electoral defeat, reiterated his commitment to a substantial
growth in humanitarian assistance. He recommended increasing it by 26
percent in nominal terms, which, given the projected inflation rate, com-
prised a real increase of 12 percent. The justification Carter gave for this
request in his Budget Message highlighted his continued belief in the
importance of humanitarian assistance. He stated, “I believe in the need
for higher levels of aid to achieve foreign policy objectives, promote eco-
nomic growth, and help needy people abroad. Foreign aid is not politi-
cally popular and represents an easy target for budget reduction. But it is
not a wise one.” Carter’s election-year proposal to decrease development
assistance therefore cannot be attributed to a fundamental change in his
convictions regarding the benefits of foreign aid.

Given that the policy shift cannot be ascribed to a change in Carter’s
convictions, I consider whether it can be attributed to factors specific to
the time period in which it occurred. These alternative explanations
include the macroeconomy, anticipated congressional behavior, and inter-
national events. I consider each in turn.

In January 1980, inflation was a major concern for President Carter
and the public. During the past year, the consumer price index had
increased by 12.4 percent and according to Gallup’s Most Important
Problem survey, 36 percent of citizens (a plurality of respondents) con-
sidered inflation to be the most important problem in the nation.13 Carter
accordingly designed his election-year budget with the goal of curbing
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important problem in the nation today?” Responses were open-ended.



inflation (Hargrove 1988, 102–3; Kaufman 1993, 168–69). One could
therefore argue that he proposed to cut humanitarian aid in order to help
reduce inflation.

The key problem with this argument is that Carter’s overall budget was
not all that fiscally conservative. As Hargrove (1988, 103) assesses, the
budget reflected that Carter was “not, in the final analysis, a conservative
prepared to launch a period of austerity.” In fact, Carter’s budget entailed
real increases in other, more popular programs. For example, Carter pro-
posed conspicuous growth in funding for federal health programs and
ground transportation, issues on which a majority of the public sup-
ported higher spending.14 It is therefore difficult to conclude that Carter’s
desire to curb inflation was the primary determinant of his decision to
recommend reducing humanitarian assistance.

A separate potential explanation for the policy shift involves Carter’s
congressional relations. In 1979, Congress failed to enact a Foreign Aid
Appropriations Bill. The funding for international assistance programs
came from continuing resolutions, which appropriated almost 20 percent
less than the president had requested for the programs. Given these
events, one might conjecture that Carter’s policy reversal resulted from a
change in his bargaining strategy.

The evidence suggests, however, that Carter’s proposal to reduce
international assistance did not reflect a general adjustment in his ap-
proach to budgetary negotiations. In fact, in the same budget he pro-
posed expanding programs for which Congress had in the previous year
appropriated far less than he had requested. For example, in 1979 Carter
obtained 23 percent less funding than he had proposed for the District
of Columbia, but in 1980 he still requested 9 percent more than he had
in the previous budgetary cycle. Likewise, Congress appropriated 9
percent less than Carter recommended for agricultural spending in
1979, yet in 1980 the president recommended an increase of 20 percent
relative to his proposal of the previous year. Carter thus did not system-
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atically lower his budgetary requests in response to previous failures to
expand the programs.15

In keeping with this evidence that Carter’s legislative negotiations dif-
fered by policy area, I consider as a final rationale for his policy shift an
explanation particular to foreign aid. Specifically, I examine the possibil-
ity that an international event induced the president to desire a lower level
of humanitarian assistance. In 1979 there were two major international
incidents that affected U.S. interests: the abduction of American hostages
in Iran in November 1979 and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in the
following month. Ostensibly, these incidents could have affected Carter’s
beliefs concerning the value of bilateral assistance to the Soviet Union and
Iran.

Regardless of the president’s beliefs about such bilateral assistance,
however, his proposal to reduce humanitarian aid could not be the con-
sequence of them. As documented in the 1981 Country Report on
Human Rights Practices prepared by the State Department, the United
States offered no bilateral assistance to the Soviet Union or Iran in
1979.16 Thus, Carter could not recommend cutting assistance to these
countries.17 A related possibility is that the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
and the Iranian hostage crisis induced the president to disfavor the use of
humanitarian aid as a means of solving the problems of the Third World.
Yet, as previously discussed, soon after the 1980 elections, Carter pro-
posed a massive increase in humanitarian assistance. Thus the interna-
tional events seem to have, if anything, strengthened the president’s belief
that humanitarian assistance would promote U.S. interests.18

In sum, Carter’s policy reversal on foreign aid in 1980 cannot be attrib-
uted to a change in his belief system, the state of the economy, congres-
sional relations, or to the major foreign events of the day. Nor is the shift
consistent with his subsequent policy proposals on foreign aid. The deci-
sion does, however, comport with the Conditional Pandering Theory.
When the election was distant or Carter’s approval ratings were low, he
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15. Jones’s (1988) characterization of Carter’s typical strategy for dealing with Con-
gress also suggests that the president would not have altered his foreign aid proposal
for the pure purpose of legislative bargaining. According to Jones (1998, 6–7), Carter
“viewed himself as above the system of bargaining.”
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on Foreign Relations, U.S. Senate, and Committee on Foreign Affairs, U.S. House of
Representatives, by the Department of State, February 2, 1981.

17. Carter did impose an embargo on the sale of grain to the Soviet Union, but this
embargo did not affect appropriations for foreign assistance.

18. Nor did Carter shift his requests for humanitarian aid into security assistance; in
nominal terms, Carter proposed a measly 0.002 percent increase in security aid.



pursued the course of action he believed to be in the public interest.
Yet when the election was near and his public standing was such that
he seemed likely to face a tight race, the president pandered to public
opinion.

P R E S I D E N T  B U S H  A N D  U N E M P L O Y M E N T  B E N E F I T S :  P O L I C Y

L E A D E R S H I P  F R O M  A H E A D  A N D  PA N D E R I N G

Throughout the summer of 1991, President Bush looked likely to sail to
reelection. His approval ratings had hit historically high levels in the wake
of the Gulf War victory earlier that year and still hovered in the high 60s
and low 70s.19 Front-runners for the Democratic nomination decided one
after another not to challenge the president. By September, Al Gore,
Richard Gephardt, and Jay Rockefeller IV had all dropped out of the
race. As Robert E. Denton and Mary E. Stuckey (1994, 19) surmise,
“Bush simply seemed unbeatable.”

This popularity was noteworthy given the lackluster economy over
which the president was presiding. The gross national product (GNP)
had increased only 0.4 percent during the second quarter of 1991, and
this relatively meager growth followed nine months of GNP retraction.20

As of June, the unemployment rate was approaching 7 percent.21 Much of
the unemployment involved middle-management workers who had been
downsized by corporations. These managers were having a particularly
difficult time finding alternative employment; many remained jobless at
the time their unemployment benefits expired. The unemployment rate
thus reflected a substantial number of workers who were not only out
of work but also not receiving government assistance. For instance, in
July 1991 unemployment compensation expired for 350,000 jobless
Americans (Cohen 1997, 218).22

It was in this environment that Congress enacted a series of bills
extending unemployment benefits. The first of these bills to reach Bush’s
desk was HR 3201, which arrived August 17. The legislation provided
up to 20 weeks of extra benefits through July 1992 at an estimated cost
of $5.3 billion. The legislation specified that for the compensation to be
distributed, the president had to declare a state of emergency. Bush
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signed the bill but did not declare an emergency, thereby preventing the
expenditure of the benefits.

The second unemployment bill to reach Bush’s desk was S 1722, enti-
tled the Emergency Unemployment Compensation Act of 1991. The bill,
which was passed by Congress on October 1, again offered up to 20
weeks of extended benefits and had an estimated cost of $6.4 bil-
lion. Unlike the earlier legislation, S 1722 did not allow the president
the option of signing the legislation without obligating the additional
benefits. Bush could thus either veto the bill or enact the temporary
extension.23

Surveys conducted around the time that Congress passed S 1722 sug-
gest the bill was quite popular. A Los Angeles Times poll taken September
21 through 25 found that 63 percent of respondents favored the legis-
lation strongly or at least somewhat, and only 33 percent opposed
it.24 Likewise, a Harris poll conducted September 27 through October 2
found that only 37 percent of respondents would rate the president’s
opposition to the bill as “excellent” or “pretty good.”25 These survey data
suggest that to the extent Bush wished to placate the mass public, he had
an incentive to endorse the legislation.

Bush’s incentives were not straightforward, however, because he
did not believe that the extension of unemployment benefits would pro-
mote a strong economy. As David Mervin (1996, 87) describes, the
president was “particularly averse to government interference in the
economy.” This belief repeatedly put him in conflict with the Democratic-
controlled Congress. Nicholas Calio, who was in charge of Bush’s leg-
islative relations, describes how the White House perceived congressional
efforts to control the economy: “There were many things that, in our
view, Congress got involved in [which] it really shouldn’t—in micro
managing markets . . . There were a lot of things we felt needed to be
stopped.”26
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23. Congressional Quarterly Almanac, vol. 47 (1991), 304–8.
24. The question was: “Congress recently passed a bill to extend unemployment ben-

efits beyond the regular 25-week period. To provide the 6.4 billion dollars needed to
extend benefits, a budget emergency would have to be declared that President Bush says
is not justified. Would you like to see Bush sign this bill into law, or do you think he should
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25. The question was: “Now let me ask you some specifics about President Bush.
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unemployment insurance to unemployed workers whose benefits have run out . . . —excel-
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26. Quoted in Mervin (1996, 114).



The legislation S 1722, the Emergency Unemployment Compensation
Act, was apparently one of those things. While the legislation was being
considered, Bush openly referred to it as part of “a bunch of garbage”
that the Democrats were sending his way.27 In a news conference, he
argued that the measure would ultimately harm taxpayers. Furthermore,
he exhorted citizens to implore their representatives to “do something
that the President can sign that will help us with unemployment ben-
efits but will also protect the other taxpayer.”28 On October 11, Bush
vetoed S 1722, declaring in an accompanying memorandum that it
would “threaten economic recovery and its associated job creation.” He
continued, “the Congress has . . . ignored my call for passage of meas-
ures that will increase the nation’s competitiveness, productivity and
growth.”29

For all of this strong language, Bush agreed to a measure quite similar
to S 1722, HR 3575, less than two months later. HR 3575 extended
unemployment benefits for up to 20 weeks through mid-June at an
estimated cost of $5.3 billion. When the president signed the bill on
November 15, his electoral vulnerability was much greater than it had
been when he had vetoed S 1722. Headlines from the preceding weeks
had declared “Democrats Find Bush Is Vulnerable” and “Democrat
Hopefuls See Bush Weakness.”30 Correspondingly, his popularity ratings
had dropped to 56 percent.31

The possibility that Bush switched his policy position for electoral rea-
sons did not go unnoticed at the time. For example, Senator George
Mitchell of Maine, referring to Bush’s apparent reversal, asserted the pres-
ident was in “panic city.”32 The administration rebuked such criticism
and claimed the legislative negotiations had in fact culminated in a victory
for the president over the details of how the unemployment benefits
would be funded. According to the administration, the bill that Bush had
originally vetoed would have increased the deficit and thus violated the
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1990 Budget Act, which required that any new program not add to
the deficit. The bill he signed, in comparison, supposedly paid for itself
through tax increases on the wealthy, the renewal of an employer tax, and
a new policy of income confiscation from individuals who defaulted on
school loans.33

Such a justification for Bush’s action would have been more credible
had the president not soon thereafter approved another temporary exten-
sion of unemployment benefits, HR 4095, which many believed would
increase the deficit. Bush signed this subsequent legislation on February
7, 1992, after his popularity ratings had been hovering in the mid-40s for
the past month.34 HR 4095 provided an additional thirteen weeks of
benefits, paying for them primarily through a “surplus” that the Office
of Management and Budget (OMB) predicted would arise from 1991
tax bills.35 The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) disputed the pre-
diction of a surplus, and critics ridiculed the forecast.36 For example,
Representative Thomas J. Downey, a Democrat from Long Island, chided
that “Only in the land of Oz could you take a $350 billion deficit and find
$2 billion in savings.”37

The claim that Bush did not switch his position seemed even more
disingenuous in July 1992. On July 3, when the president was running
neck-and-neck with Bill Clinton and Ross Perot in the pre-election polls,
the president signed HR 5260, which permanently changed the unem-
ployment system by allowing nonemergency benefits to take effect more
easily during times of high unemployment.38 As recently as April, Bush
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had opposed making such permanent changes to the system.39 Even
the day before signing HR 5260, the president had threatened to veto
the permanent expansion.40 The champion of the bill in Congress,
Representative Thomas J. Downey, offered an explanation for Bush’s
actions during the brief House debate over the legislation. He predicted,
“The President is going to sign this bill for two reasons. Unemployment
is up, and his popularity is down.”41

Does the variation in Bush’s policy decisions over unemployment ben-
efits correspond to the predictions of the Conditional Pandering Theory?
The theory suggests that a president will endorse policies that he believes
are in the public interest when he is quite popular relative to his likely
electoral competition, when he is relatively unpopular, or when he does
not soon face a contest for reelection. In this case, Bush supported an
unpopular policy that he believed would advance a strong economy so
long as his electoral prospects were strong. Once he seemed vulnerable,
however, he changed course and issued popular decisions that did not
reflect his belief that preventing government interference in the economy
would harm it and, by consequence, societal welfare. This variation in
executive behavior is exactly what the Conditional Pandering Theory
would predict.

Some readers may take issue with the notion that Bush was trying to
advance societal welfare by vetoing unemployment benefits. It is accord-
ingly worth reemphasizing that the Conditional Pandering Theory does
not require that a president is actually advancing citizens’ interests, only
that he believes he is doing so; the president can be wrong in this assess-
ment. The preceding description of events documented that Bush
believed economic recovery, as well as long-term growth, would be best
advanced by limiting government interference in the macroeconomy. The
question of whether these beliefs were accurate, or whether they are in
part a function of ideological biases, is not paramount to analyzing the
predicative power of the theory. In the concluding chapter of the book,
I return to the issue of whether presidents are likely to have better infor-
mation than citizens do about the expected consequences of policies. For
now, I have a more precise goal, which is to show that the Conditional
Pandering does a better job at predicting the variation in Bush’s policy
decisions than seemingly likely alternative explanations.

144 Chapter Six

39. Adam Clymer, “Bush Fights Long-term Change in Jobless Benefits,” New York
Times, April 9, 1992, D20.

40. Adam Clymer, “Congress Passes Jobless Aid and Bush Says He Will Sign,” New
York Times, July 3, 1992, A13.

41. Ibid.



To realize this goal, four alternative rationales are evaluated, the last
two of which are evaluated jointly. First, I examine whether Bush altered
his policy beliefs in response to economic events. Second, the possibility
that his claims of policy consistency were correct is considered. Third, I
analyze executive-legislative negotiations that occurred after Clinton had
taken a clear lead in order to assess whether Bush’s likelihood of pander-
ing was simply greater the sooner the election; and fourth, whether this
likelihood was greater the lower his chances of retaining office.42

During the course of the executive-legislative negotiations over the
extension of unemployment benefits, the unemployment rate itself var-
ied noticeably. When the president vetoed an extension of benefits in
October 1991, the Labor Department had just announced that the rate
had dropped a tenth of a percentage point to 6.7 percent. A month later,
when Bush approved a temporary extension, the rate had risen back up to
6.8 percent. Furthermore, at the subsequent bill signings in February and
July, the rate was estimated to be 7.1 percent and 7.8 percent respec-
tively.43 It therefore seems plausible that changes in the economic sit-
uation caused Bush to believe greater government intervention in the
economy was warranted.

Yet the evidence suggests otherwise. In June 1991 the unemployment
rate was 6.9 percent and legislation temporarily extending compensation
to the jobless was already making its way through Congress. Bush, who
was enjoying approval ratings in the mid-70s, did not lend support to the
bill.44 Then in July 1992, Bush threatened to veto a permanent expansion
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of unemployment benefits even after the Labor Department had an-
nounced that the unemployment rate was 7.8 percent, the highest level in
eight years.45

Finally, Bush never intimated that he reversed course because of
changes in the economy. Instead, he consistently stated that his will-
ingness to approve extensions of compensation depended on whether
they would increase the deficit. For example, during a news conference
in August 1991, he promoted Senator Dole’s proposed extension of un-
employment benefits, which was less expensive than the Democratic pro-
posals, claiming that the Dole plan had “fiscal integrity.”46 At a fund-
raising luncheon in November, the president expounded his position
further, declaring that:

The Democratic leaders know that I’ve been ready since August to sign an
extension, but to sign one as proposed by most of the Republicans in the
Senate and House that lives within the budget agreement. We don’t have to
add to the ever-increasing deficit and still do what is compassionate and cor-
rect. They passed a bill. They wanted to embarrass me politically. I vetoed
that bill . . . Unemployed workers deserve this kind of support, but we need a
change in the Congress if we’re going to do it in a way that lives within the
budget agreement.47

These assertions comport with the ones Bush gave eight months later
with regards to permanently extending unemployment compensation.
When the president was asked by Congressman Robert H. Michel, the
Minority Leader of the House, whether he might veto such legislation,
Bush responded that he had a “certain custodianship for trying to sup-
port reasonable expenditures.” He continued, “If [Democratic congres-
sional members] send me something that we view and the leadership here
views as too expensive, we’ll have to send it back and urge them to get one
down there that we can support.”48
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In sum, Bush’s actions as well as rhetoric indicate that changes in the
unemployment rate did not alter his fundamental beliefs about the appro-
priateness of extending benefits to the jobless. The president’s rhetoric
highlights a separate alternative explanation, however, which is that sub-
stantive differences among the assorted bills explain the variation in his
willingness to sign them. The president’s decisions could accordingly be
construed as an example of what Cameron (2000) terms “veto bargain-
ing.” This rationale for the seemingly disparate decisions has some merit.
In fact, had the legislative matter ended after Bush’s approval of the exten-
sion of benefits in November 1991, it would be relatively straightforward
to argue that his policy actions reflected an aversion to increasing the
deficit.

The president’s behavior in February 1992 suggests that this alterna-
tive explanation cannot completely account for his behavior, however.
As discussed previously, the extension Bush approved in February paid
for itself only under highly disputed assumptions about unexpected
revenues. In fact, during a congressional hearing on the legislation,
Republican House members recommended that the unemployment trust
fund be taken off-budget so that it could not affect the official deficit.49

Bush’s ostensible fiscal restraint thus not only entailed questionable
assumptions about unexpected surpluses but also coincided with
Republicans recommending score-keeping changes in the accounting of
unemployment benefits. Given these circumstances, Bush’s supposed fis-
cal responsibility appears more superficial than substantial. His desire for
restraint may well have been sincere, but this desire appears to have been
superseded by an impetus to enact a popular policy once he was facing a
competitive electoral contest.

The final alternative hypotheses I consider are that Bush was simply
more likely to pander to public opinion as the election neared, independ-
ent of his popularity; and that he was simply more likely to pander as his
popularity declined, and thus would have pandered even if the preelec-
tion polls had indicated he was quite likely to lose reelection. The events
described thus far do not allow one to distinguish between these expla-
nations and the Conditional Pandering Theory. However, subsequent
events shed light on the matter.

Clinton took a substantial lead in the polls following the Democratic
Party Convention in mid-July. Throughout the remainder of the race,
Bush was consistently the underdog, trailing the competition by as much
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as twenty-five points and sustaining approval ratings no higher than 40
percent.50 While Congress did not enact other unemployment legislation
during this period, the chambers did pass several bills that involved sub-
stantial government regulation of the private sector.

That legislation included the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1992 (S
5), which Congress enacted on September 10, and the Cable Television
Consumer Protection and Competition Act of 1992 (S 12), which was
sent to the president on September 22. The first bill granted workers up
to twelve weeks of unpaid leave in order to care for a new baby or sick rel-
ative.51 The second aided competitors to the cable industry, as well as
bestowed the federal government with the power to set rates for the low-
est-priced cable package.52 Each of these bills appealed to popular sen-
timent. For instance, in a survey of registered voters, 63 percent of
respondents stated that they would support a law requiring businesses to
grant up to three months of unpaid leave for a new child or medical emer-
gency, while only 31 percent opposed such a law.53 Likewise, a Harris sur-
vey found that 87 percent of the national adult population believed most
cable companies could overcharge customers owing to a lack of com-
petition, and 70 percent favored allowing local telephone companies to
provide cable services so that the cable industry would be more com-
petitive.54

Despite the popularity of the policy issues, Bush vetoed the bills.
In each case, his expressed rationale for doing so was consistent with
his belief that government interference in the economy would harm it.
The president professed that the Family and Medical Leave Act, if en-
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acted, would become a “government-dictated mandate that increases
costs and loses jobs.”55 He predicted the cable bill would “cost the econ-
omy jobs, reduce consumer programming choices, and retard the deploy-
ment of growth-oriented investment critical to the future of our Nation’s
communications infrastructure.”56

Bush issued each veto within seven weeks of the election, by which
time Clinton held a convincing lead in the preelection polls. When Bush
delivered the Family Leave veto on September 22, Clinton maintained a
ten percentage point advantage according to the Gallup trial heat.57 At the
time of the Cable Bill veto, on October 3, Bush trailed by eleven to twelve
percentage points.58 That the president vetoed the bills under these
conditions suggests that he did not continually pander to public opinion
as the election approached or as his popularity declined relative to his
electoral competition.

Instead, as predicted by the Conditional Pandering Theory, Bush en-
dorsed the policies he believed to be the right ones when he was un-
popular compared with his electoral opposition. In combination with
his decisions on unemployment legislation, Bush’s behavior illustrates
the theoretically predicted relationship between the likelihood of pander-
ing and presidential popularity. When he was highly popular or unpopu-
lar relative to his competition, he supported the policies he believed
would produce the best outcomes for the nation, despite the proximity of
the presidential election. Only when he was in the midst of a seemingly
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tight race did he enact popular laws that he did not believe would ulti-
mately advance citizens’ interests.

R E A G A N  A N D  T H E  C O N T I N G E N C Y  TA X  P R O P O S A L :  

P O L I C Y  L E A D E R S H I P  F R O M  B E H I N D

In the beginning of 1983, Reagan’s personal popularity was quite low.
Throughout the month of January, his approval ratings hovered in the
mid-30s.59 This lack of popularity reflected the economic situation. In the
previous year, the GNP had fallen 1.8 percent, the largest annual reduc-
tion since 1946.60 Unemployment stood at 10.8 percent, the highest level
since 1950.61

Many economists, including ones working in the executive branch,
believed the projection of large deficits for years to come was holding
back an economic recovery. As of January 1983, the projected deficits for
the next five years were in the range of $185 to $300 billion, approxi-
mately 7 percent of GNP. In comparison, the deficit of the last full year
before Reagan entered office was $60 billion, around 2 percent of GNP.62

Paul Volcker, the Chairman of the Federal Reserve, publicly expressed his
concerns about the projected deficits in January. He observed, “We are
exposed to fears of ‘out-of-control’ structural deficits, and the result is
upward pressure on interest rates.”63 Martin Feldstein, chairman of the
Council of Economic Advisors, agreed with Volcker that the projection of
large deficits was boosting interest rates and therefore impeding an eco-
nomic recovery, particularly in sectors dependent on borrowing, such as
housing and automobiles.64 Indeed, interest rates were quite high; the
prime rate was 11 percent and the rate for a conventional home loan was
13.25 percent.65

Reagan was deeply concerned about the economy and, moreover, real-
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ized that he would not win reelection in 1984 unless conditions im-
proved. He acknowledged that if his administration could not move the
country into a recovery it “obviously . . . would be a sign” that he should
retire after one term.66 Reagan also recognized the projected deficits as
a problem. For example, in an administration briefing in May 1982, he
claimed that “the only thing that’s keeping the interest rates up and pre-
venting a speedier recovery is the lack of confidence on the part of the pri-
vate sector that government will stay the course” by progressing toward
a balanced budget.67

Curbing the deficit was not a simple matter for the president, however.
He desired significant increases in defense spending and the preservation
of his recently enacted income tax cuts (e.g., Dallek 1984, 105; Feldstein
1994, 26 and 36–37). Furthermore, Reagan did not want to obtain the
needed reductions through changes to Medicare, Social Security, or fed-
eral employee retirement programs, which together constituted a majority
of the budget (Dallek 1984, 72–73).68 The president was willing, indeed
wanted, to decrease spending on social welfare programs (e.g., Hogan
1990, 225), but congressional leaders had indicated that they would be
unwilling to curtail these programs substantially.69

It was in this setting that Reagan proposed standby taxes that would be
triggered in a couple of years if the deficit did not decline by then; specifi-
cally, the taxes were scheduled to take effect on October 1, 1985, if the esti-
mated deficit for fiscal year 1986 turned out to be greater than 21⁄2 percent
of the gross national product and Congress had approved the president’s
spending cuts. The taxes included an excise fee on oil of approximately five
dollars a barrel as well as an increase in corporate and personal income tax
payments of approximately 1 percent of taxable income.70 Reagan pro-
moted this proposal in his State of the Union address, a radio address, and
several targeted addresses during the first two months of 1983.71
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The evidence suggests that Reagan believed the policy was in citizens’
interests because it would help to control the deficit and thereby improve
the economy by reducing interest rates. Martin Feldstein, who helped to
design the plan along with Reagan’s domestic policy adviser Ed Harper,
describes how the president came to espouse the idea. Feldstein
recounts that the president supported the policy over the objections of
others within the White House because, ultimately, he “recognized the
need to project declining deficits and an eventual budget balance”
(Feldstein 1994, 28). The president’s statements support this assertion.
For example, in remarks to the St. Louis Regional Commerce and
Growth Association on February 1, the president promoted the standby
tax proposal by claiming that “it will reassure many of those out in the
money markets today that we do mean to control inflation and interest
rates.”72

Despite Reagan’s public espousal of the policy, it was quite unpopular.
In fact, survey data suggest it was even less popular than the option of
eliminating Reagan’s income tax reductions. When citizens were asked
whether they would support “a standby program of increased personal
and business taxes—as well as a special tax on oil” for the years 1986–88
in order to reduce the budget deficit, 60 percent opposed the proposal.73

In comparison, only 39 percent of the population believed that “July’s tax
cut should be put into effect despite the size of the government deficit.”74

Reagan’s promotion of the contingency tax proposal is thus not a case
of a president following public opinion. Instead, consistent with the
Conditional Pandering Theory, Reagan advocated a policy he believed
would serve the public interest even though it was unpopular. As docu-
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mented earlier, the president knew that without an economic recovery, he
would be unlikely to win reelection. He believed that the standby taxes,
if enacted, would help the economy and thereby increase his likelihood
of winning the upcoming race. His electoral incentive was therefore to
promote the proposal despite its lack of popular support.

Of course, it remains plausible that Reagan’s behavior was consistent
with the Conditional Pandering Theory but that he promoted the pro-
posal for other reasons. I discuss three plausible alternative explanations:
that Reagan had a propensity to follow his policy beliefs regardless of
the political circumstances; that the president was somehow catering to
his conservative base; and that he was playing blame-game politics with
the Democrats over who was responsible for the budget deficit. None of
these explanations is corroborated under scrutiny.

A seemingly credible rationale for Reagan’s behavior is that he gener-
ally advocated policies he thought were in the public interest, regardless of
their popularity. Indeed, this claim receives some support from officials
who worked for him. For example, Edwin Meese III, Reagan’s attorney
general from February 1985 through August 1988, observes that “Reagan
was remarkably steadfast when pursuing his key objectives” (Meese 1992,
330). Martin Anderson, the chief domestic and policy adviser to the presi-
dent in 1981 and 1982, similarly assesses that Reagan would “never alter
his course” when he felt strongly about a decision (Pemberton 1997, 110).

Notwithstanding Reagan’s dedication to his beliefs, there is evidence
that he was not above catering to public opinion. For example, he was
more than willing to fire agency heads who became unpopular while fol-
lowing his agenda. William Pemberton (1997, 121) notes that after the
White House pressured Ann Gorsuch Burford to resign her post as head
of the Environmental Protection Agency, she “felt betrayed” by the presi-
dent because he had “abandoned her when she came under fire for car-
rying out his policy.” Likewise, when James Watt, Reagan’s first Secretary
of Interior, told the president that he probably have to fire Watt at some
point because of the unpopular agenda Watt would be implementing,
“Reagan, eyes sparkling with laughter, replied, ‘I will’” (Pemberton
1997, 119).

Robert Dallek (1984, 33) reconciles the apparent tension between
Reagan’s faithfulness to his beliefs and capacity to make tactical modifi-
cations. “If Goldwater was ready to stand or fall on principle,” Dallek
observes, “Reagan, in his determination to be liked and to gain his per-
sonal goals, will compromise.” As this assessment and Reagan’s dealings
with his officials imply, the president’s support for the contingency taxes
cannot be attributed to a universal unwillingness to take positions for
purely political reasons.
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Another potential explanation for Reagan’s endorsement of the
standby taxes is that he wanted to appeal to his conservative base. The
problem with this explanation is that tax increases were anathema to con-
servatives at that time, and in fact, conservatives had criticized Reagan
after he had agreed to tax hikes the previous summer (Dallek 1984, 109).
The contingency tax proposal similarly put the president on the defen-
sive. Even before Reagan promoted the policy in his State of the Union
address, it faced opposition from leading Republicans, including the Sen-
ate Majority Leader Howard H. Baker, Jr., and Bob Dole, who was then
Chairman of the Senate Finance Committee.75

Reagan acknowledged the lack of conservative support for the pro-
posal. When discussing it with the Conservative Political Action Con-
ference, he stated, “I know that some of you have been disturbed by the
notion of standby tax increases in the so-called out years. Well, I wasn’t
wild about the idea myself.” He continued, “But the economy is getting
better, and I believe these improvements are only the beginning. And with
some luck, and if the American people respond with the kind of energy
and initiative they’ve always shown in the past, well, maybe it’s time we
started thinking about some standby tax cuts, too.”76 Reagan thus did not
promote the contingency tax proposal in an effort to appeal to his con-
servative base.

A third alternative explanation for the president’s behavior is that he
proposed the taxes with the hope that Congress would reject them and
thereby allow him to blame the projected deficits on the legislature. This
interpretation arguably has a good deal of merit. The proposal was in fact
never enacted, and Reagan had reason to believe this might occur. The
taxes would have increased the price of gasoline by approximately twelve
cents per gallon, and just a few years beforehand Congress had rejected a
comparable, noncontingent gasoline fee proposed by President Carter.
Also supporting this interpretation is the fact that the president could
benefit from voters blaming the Democratic-controlled legislature for the
budgetary problems.

Still, Reagan could not be certain that his proposal would indeed be
dead on arrival. It had some influential congressional supporters, includ-
ing the Chairman of the Senate Budget Committee Pete Domenici (R-
NM).77 Furthermore, media reports in the days immediately following the
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president’s State of the Union address, in which he promoted the policy,
indicate that it was at least initially on the legislative agenda. For example,
the New York Times stated that while some Republican leaders opposed
the proposal, it had “a reasonable chance of passage.”78 The Washington
Post similarly assessed that the chambers would consider the proposal
and predicted the gasoline fee would “divide Congress along regional
lines between producing and consuming states.”79 These appraisals indi-
cate that it was conceivable Congress would enact Reagan’s contingency
tax proposal, or at least an amended version of it. Thus even if the pro-
posal was attractive to Reagan in part because it would facilitate his blam-
ing Congress for the projected deficits if it failed to enact the policy, the
president could not presume that the legislature would grant him this
opportunity.

Moreover, if blame-game politics were the primary goal of the pro-
posal, Reagan easily could have chosen to recommend more popular
contingency taxes. The standard nature of blame-game politics between
the president and Congress is that one of the actors offers a popular
proposal the other will not accept (e.g., Groseclose and McCarty 2001).
Here, as already discussed, Reagan’s standby taxes on personal income
and gasoline were quite unpopular. In comparison, citizens were favor-
able toward other tax increases that would decrease the deficit, such as
ones on cigarettes and alcohol.80

In sum, Reagan’s behavior surrounding his 1983 contingency tax pro-
posal supports the predictions of the Conditional Pandering Theory.
When the president was highly unpopular, he promoted a policy he be-
lieved was in voters’ interests even though it lacked public support and
he soon faced a race for reelection. Plausible alternative explanations
for this behavior, including Reagan’s character, a desire to appeal to his
conservative base, and blame-game politics, do not hold up under scru-
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tiny. Instead, the analysis indicates that Reagan exercised policy leader-
ship for the reasons identified by the Conditional Pandering Theory.

C O N C LU S I O N

The narratives on Carter’s humanitarian assistance proposals, Bush’s pol-
icy decisions on unemployment compensation, and Reagan’s proposal
for standby taxes establish that the Conditional Pandering Theory has
explanatory power. In all of these analyses, the predictions of the theory
were consistent with the president’s policy decisions. Furthermore, the
theory made sense of seemingly puzzling events; in each case a president
switched positions and/or supported policies counter to his ideological
leanings. In contrast, conventional explanations of presidential decision
making—character, inside the beltway bargaining, and the appeasement
of core constituencies, for example—did not account for the executive
behavior.

Overall, the analysis of the first six chapters has suggested that a pres-
ident will cater his public appeals to mass opinion but not follow it more
generally. That is, while his speeches could give the misimpression he is
some sort of plebiscite, in fact he typically does not support popular poli-
cies that he believes would harm society. Indeed, he will only support
such policies when he is marginally popular and soon faces a contest for
reelection. These findings on policy pandering indicate that the results of
the first half of the book present less nefarious implications for policy-
making than many observers of American politics have feared. Spe-
cifically, while a president’s involvement of the mass public increases the
likelihood that current opinion dictates policy, most of the time this ef-
fect will not entail the enactment of policies that the president believes
counter citizens’ interests.

The obvious limitation of the foregoing analysis is that the Conditional
Pandering Theory has been evaluated by only a few presidential deci-
sions. The narrative analysis has established the empirical relevance of the
theory, but the question remains as to whether it is more widely applica-
ble. The following chapter addresses this issue, examining predictions of
the theory on a larger set of presidential decisions.
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chapter seven

Patterns of Presidential Decisions

With Kenneth W. Shotts

The case studies of chapter 6 established that the Conditional Pandering
Theory has empirical applicability. When the theory predicted that a
president should pander to public opinion, in the sense of supporting a
popular policy he believed would produce a bad outcome if imple-
mented, the presidents in the case studies pandered. Likewise, when the
theory predicted a president should exercise policy leadership by sup-
porting an unpopular policy he believed would produce a good outcome,
this behavior occurred. What the case studies have left open is the possi-
bility that the theory does not explain broad patterns of presidential
policy decisions.

To address this issue, Ken Shotts and I amassed a larger data set of
presidential decisions on which we tested the predictions of the theory
regarding “policy congruence,” or congruence between the president’s
position and current opinion. An advantage of testing the predictions on
policy congruence is that they do not require distinguishing pandering
from basic concurrence between the president and public about the opti-
mal course of action. The analysis can thus include observations for
which such differentiation would not be readily feasible. A second asset
of examining the predictions on congruence is that the literature offers
a myriad of competing hypotheses. The ability of the Conditional
Pandering Theory to explain presidential decision making can accord-
ingly be assessed relative to that of other schools of thought.

The following analysis of policy congruence is valuable not only in
terms of evaluating the Conditional Pandering Theory but also for pro-
viding insight into how a variety of political factors affect a president’s
likelihood of supporting a popular policy. These various factors include
the key theoretical ones of presidential popularity and the electoral
cycle, as well as other variables, such as the president’s ideological lean-
ings, the intensity of public concern, and whether an issue involves for-
eign affairs. The testing also evaluates whether some presidents, owing to



their personalities or other personal traits, are more apt than other ones to
follow public opinion.1

The chapter proceeds in four sections: a brief review of the predictions
on policy congruence from the Conditional Pandering Theory and previ-
ous literature; a description of the data; a presentation of the technical
details of the testing; and a discussion of the results.

P R E D I C T I O N S

The predictions on policy congruence from the Conditional Pandering
Theory follow from the general theoretical propositions of chapter 5. That
chapter provided a detailed description of the logic generating them.
Here, in outlining the predictions, this logic is briefly sketched.

Recall that in the Conditional Pandering Theory, the president always
supports a popular policy if he believes it will produce a good outcome.
As a result, and as Proposition 6 summarizes, variation in the probability
of policy congruence depends entirely on variation in the likelihood a
president will pander to public opinion by supporting a popular option
he believes is not in voters’ long-term interests. In other words, policy
congruence would not vary systematically if the president never pan-
dered. Thus by testing the predictions on congruence, we are indirectly
testing for the existence of pandering.

The variation in policy congruence that is predicted by the theory con-
cerns only presidents who are seeking reelection. As stated in Proposition
4, presidents who are not electorally motivated simply choose the policy
they believe will produce a good outcome; they are not worried about pla-
cating current opinion but are, instead, driven by a desire to secure a
strong historical legacy. Of course, in moving from the theory to empiri-
cal analysis, we recognize that second-term presidents of the United
States may behave as if they are seeking reelection. For example, they may
want to help their vice-president or another party member be elected.
Accordingly, this chapter assesses whether in fact presidents’ decision
making differs systematically between first and second terms. In doing so,
we examine whether the theoretically predicted patterns of policy con-
gruence for the first term hold more generally.

In the Conditional Pandering Theory, two main factors influence vari-
ation in the likelihood first-term presidents will choose a popular policy:
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(1) the probability that the policy options will produce noticeable results
before the next election; and (2) the president’s relative popularity, which
refers to voters’ evaluation of the president’s competence relative to their
estimation of the competence of the presumed challenger. The first of these
variables naturally corresponds to the electoral cycle. Late in a term, the poli-
cies a president enacts are unlikely to produce outcomes before the election.
Consequently, voters’ decisions will be influenced more by the president’s
choices than by the consequences of those choices. Conversely, early in the
term, the probability is much higher that a president’s decisions will pro-
duce outcomes before the next election.

This reasoning implies that the Conditional Pandering Theory offers
a prediction regarding the relationship between the electoral cycle and
policy congruence.

Prediction 7.1: Electoral Proximity. Policy congruence between a
president’s positions and public opinion should be more likely the sooner
the president faces a contest for reelection.

The prediction asserts that the likelihood of policy congruence should
increase as the president’s term proceeds. Late in the term, congruence
should be significantly more likely than early in the term.

A second testable hypothesis concerns the other factor the Con-
ditional Pandering Theory suggests will cause variation in policy congru-
ence, namely, the president’s relative popularity. In the theory, a presi-
dent’s relative popularity reflects the likelihood he would win reelection
if a contest were held imminently; highly popular presidents would
quite likely defeat the presumed challenger, while less popular ones
would likely lose to him or her. As mentioned in the previous chapter, reli-
able trial heats are not conducted routinely throughout presidents’ terms.
Job approval ratings, in contrast, are assessed regularly, and research
shows these ratings are highly correlated with a president’s likelihood of
winning reelection (e.g., Brody and Sigelman 1983; Sigelman 1979). We
therefore use the ratings to test the implications of the Conditional
Pandering Theory regarding presidential popularity. The following hy-
pothesis summarizes these implications.

Prediction 7.2: Conditional Pandering Theory Popularity. The pre-
diction has three parts: (1) when the next election is distant, the likeli-
hood that the president chooses a popular policy is unrelated to his
personal popularity; (2) when the next election is soon and the presi-
dent’s popularity is below average, the likelihood he chooses a popular
policy increases as his personal popularity increases; and (3) when the
next election is soon and the president’s popularity is above average,
the likelihood he chooses a popular policy decreases as his personal
popularity increases.
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Figure 7.1 depicts this hypothesis. The prediction reflects that the
president’s policy choice should affect his popularity differently in the
short term versus the long term. The Conditional Pandering Theory sug-
gests that after a president makes a policy choice, it initially has a small
effect, which is determined entirely by whether the decision corre-
sponded to public opinion. However, once citizens can observe whether
the choice was a good one, it is the outcome and not the initial choice that
drives their opinion of the president. Accordingly, when the election is far
away, the president has an incentive to enact the policy he believes is most
likely to be successful. The left-hand panel of figure 7.1 exhibits this pol-
icy incentive by showing that early in the term the probability of policy
congruence is not related to the president’s popularity.

The right-hand panel displays the theoretical predictions for the later
portion of the term. The probability of policy congruence is generally
higher in the right-hand than the left-hand panel owing to the Electoral
Proximity prediction, which states that congruence is more likely as the
next election nears. Even when the election is soon, however, policy con-
gruence does not always occur. Highly popular presidents only choose a
popular option if they believe it is in the public interest. Likewise, unpop-
ular presidents lack the incentive to support a popular policy if their
information suggests it will not produce a good outcome; the theory sug-
gests that the best way for an unpopular president to win is to produce a
policy success. By comparison, when marginally popular presidents will
soon face a contest for reelection, they have an incentive to enact policies
that are popular even if these policies will likely fail. Voters are unlikely to
learn about the failure prior to the election, and the small boost in popu-
larity may be pivotal to reelection. Consequently, policy congruence is
more likely for marginally popular presidents than for unpopular or
highly popular ones. This relationship translates into the testable predic-
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tion that when a president will soon face a contest for reelection, policy
congruence becomes more likely as his popularity increases from low to
average levels and decreases as his popularity increases from average
to high levels.

Differing from the predictions of the Conditional Pandering Theory
are alternative hypotheses from other theories or perspectives in the liter-
ature. Given that I reviewed this work in detail in chapter 5, I describe
it only briefly here. Table 7.1 summarizes the competing schools of
thought. As the table highlights, the Conditional Pandering Theory
Popularity prediction is not suggested by any of the other schools, and
only some support the Electoral Proximity prediction.

The first perspective, what I call the Dynamic Representation perspec-
tive, implies that change in public opinion will significantly influence a pres-
ident’s policy positions, causing the overall level of congruence between
his stances and public opinion to be high (e.g., Erikson, MacKuen, and
Stimson 2002a and 2002b; Geer 1996; Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson
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Table 7.1 Competing Predictions on Policy Congruence

Personal Electoral Other 
Theory/School of Thought Popularity Cycle Implications

Dynamic Representation — — Overall level of 
(E.g., Erikson, MacKuen, congruence 
Stimson; Geer) should be high

Need-based Popularity Congruence — —
(E.g., Manza and Cook; more likely as 
research on popularity popularity 
as resource) decreases

Lack of Substantive Finds no Finds no —
Responsiveness (Cohen) monotonic relationship

relationship
Crafting of Public Opinion — Congruence President’s own 

(Jacobs and Shapiro) more likely preferences 
as election typically 
nears dictate his

policy choices
Latent Opinion (E.g., — Congruence —

Key; Zaller) more likely 
as election 
nears

Electoral Cycle (E.g., — Congruence —
Kuklinski; Wright more likely 
and Berkman) as election 

nears



1995). This research does not consider the possibility that responsiveness
may be a function of structural factors such as the electoral cycle or presi-
dential popularity. Accordingly, the perspective allows that these factors
may not affect the likelihood of policy congruence.

The second school of thought encompasses work that indicates policy
congruence should be more likely the less popular the president is. The
Need-based Popularity perspective appears in work on political respon-
siveness (e.g., Manza and Cook 2002) and is consistent with research that
characterizes presidential popularity as a resource presidents can expend
to achieve policy goals (e.g., Brace and Hinckley 1992; Rivers and Rose
1985).2 The perspective contrasts with the Conditional Pandering
Theory given that the latter implies the probability of policy congruence
decreases as the president’s popularity shifts from average to low levels.
Also, unlike the Need-based Popularity perspective, the Conditional
Pandering Theory predicts that personal popularity should not affect the
probability of policy congruence early in a president’s term.3

Yet a third school of thought supports neither of the predictions on
policy congruence from the Conditional Pandering Theory. The lack of
substantive responsiveness perspective, represented by Jeffrey Cohen
(1997), indicates that American presidents’ policy choices are not influ-
enced by citizens’ policy positions. Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro
(2000; 2002a) also predict a low level of responsiveness. However, their
Crafting of Public Opinion perspective, which argues that presidents try
to shape public opinion, incorporates that an impending election tem-
porarily increases the level of responsiveness. The latter school of thought
is thus consistent with the Electoral Proximity Hypothesis.

The remaining perspectives—the Latent Opinion and Electoral Cycle
perspectives—also suggest that the electoral cycle, but not a president’s
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2. Stokes’s (2001) analysis of Latin American presidents’ willingness to take unpopu-
lar campaign positions on neoliberal reform is also consistent with this logic. In particu-
lar, Stokes argues that candidates who are far ahead of their competition will be more likely
to advocate unpopular neoliberal reform than candidates who are facing tight races.

3. Fiorina (1974) and Powell (1982) suggest that in order to receive additional fund-
ing and support from party activists, a congressional member will be less likely to take
popular positions the more competitive his district is. Notably, this prediction suggests
that if presidents face the same incentives, the Conditional Pandering Theory Popularity
hypothesis should not be supported; indeed one interpretation of Fiorina and Powell is
that we should expect policy congruence to become less likely as the president’s popular-
ity decreases from high to average or increases from low to average. Because of the differ-
ences in public financing between presidential and congressional races, we do not
characterize our test as an examination of the Fiorina and Powell argument but simply
highlight that research on party activism indicates a different pattern of decision making
than does the Conditional Pandering Theory.



popularity, should affect the likelihood of policy congruence. The Latent
Opinion perspective derives from V. O. Key’s (1961) concept, which
bears this name, where the opinion is “latent” because it reflects prefer-
ences that will be realized only after the results of policies are known.
Applying this concept to the presidency, John Zaller (2003) observes that
a president will base his policy decisions on latent opinion if voters are
likely to observe the ensuing policy results before the next election; when
voters will not, the president will care only about current opinion.4 Zaller’s
argument, while developed independently of the Conditional Pandering
Theory, mirrors the logic of the Electoral Proximity hypothesis.

This hypothesis is also consistent with studies that find the approach
of an election causes ideological moderation in the position-taking of fed-
eral and state legislators (e.g., Elling 1982; Kuklinski 1978; Thomas
1985; Wright and Berkman 1986). In these works, ideological mod-
eration is interpreted to reflect the legislators’ greater responsiveness to
public opinion. Accordingly, policy congruence is most likely when an
election is imminent. The Latent Opinion, Electoral Cycle, and Crafting
of Public Opinion perspectives are thus indistinguishable from the Con-
ditional Pandering Theory in terms of the predicted relationship between
policy congruence and the electoral cycle. These other schools of thought
do not, however, predict any sort of relationship between congruence
and the president’s personal popularity.

In sum, the literature offers a myriad of alternative perspectives that
challenge the implications of the Conditional Pandering Theory. No other
school of thought supports the Conditional Pandering Theory Popularity
prediction, and several perspectives suggest the Electoral Proximity
hypothesis may be incorrect. The remainder of the chapter examines the
various predictions with a data set of presidential policy decisions. To the
extent that this analysis supports the Conditional Pandering Theory, it will
suggest that the theory provides a more comprehensive understanding of
presidential decision making than do the other perspectives.

D ATA

The data set revolves around annual observations of presidential propos-
als and public opinion for a set of eleven budgetary issues during the
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4. This logic is also expressed in Stokes’s (2001) analysis of whether Latin American
presidents, during their first six months in office, are willing to enact unpopular neoliberal
reform that they believe will aid their countries. In particular, Stokes finds that the presi-
dents often enact neoliberal reform under these conditions and attributes this willingness
to the fact that the presidents (and their parties) will be rewarded in the next election if the
policies have produced good economic outcomes.



Nixon through Clinton administrations.5 The issues concern many of the
most significant domestic and foreign policy matters of the past thirty
years. For example, government services for the poor, defense spending,
and environmental protection are all included. The complete set includes
crime, defense, education, the environment, foreign aid, ground trans-
portation, health, national parks, social security, space, and welfare.

Each issue has been the subject of a recurring survey question con-
ducted by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) and Roper
Organization since 1972. The question is the same one employed in the
other analyses of budgetary data in the book: “We are faced with many
problems in this country, none of which can be solved easily or inexpen-
sively. I’m going to name some of the problems, and for each one I’d like
you to tell me whether you think we’re spending too much money, too lit-
tle money, or about the right amount on [the particular problem].”6 It is
worth observing that respondents did not uniformly support higher
spending.7 In fact, for over one-third of the observations there were more
respondents who wanted to decrease spending than wanted to increase it.

We matched each of the eleven issues to the U.S. federal budget at the
level of function codes, which concern all spending within a given policy
area. The purpose of conducting the analysis at the function level was to
create as close a fit as possible between the budgetary data and survey
questions. Thus, for example, the survey question on the environment
asks about government spending on “improving and protecting the en-
vironment,” and the budgetary data concern all federal spending on
environmental matters. For each policy issue, we have an annual obser-
vation of the budgetary authority proposed by the president and that en-
acted in the previous year.

Just as budgetary data were valuable for analyzing public appeals, they
offer many advantages here for the purpose of examining presidential
decision making. On many types of executive decisions, including most
roll-call votes, a president can avoid publicly stating a policy position.
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5. See Achen (1978) for a discussion on the benefits of analyzing representation at the
level of individual policy issues.

6. The National Opinion Research Center data are from the General Social Survey
(GSS). The question ends as follows for each issue. Crime: “. . . halting the rising crime
rate?” Defense: “. . . the military, armaments and defense?” Education: “. . . improving the
nation’s education system?” Environment: “. . . improving and protecting the environ-
ment?” Foreign Aid: “. . . foreign aid?” Ground Transportation: “. . . highways and
bridges?” Health: “. . . improving and protecting the nation’s health?” Parks: “. . . parks
and recreation?” Social Security: “. . . social security?” Space: “. . . the space exploration
program?” Welfare: “. . . welfare?”

7. See Hansen (1998) for a review and critique of research that suggests citizens
always support higher spending.



This avoidance is more likely the less popular a president’s stance (e.g.,
Covington 1987). Consequently, data based on noncompulsory positions
may be biased toward finding policy congruence where it does not exist.
Because the Budget and Accounting Act of 1921 requires presidents to
submit an annual budget to Congress, budgetary data avoid this problem.
A related asset is that the annual recurrence of the executive proposals
creates a panel data set. The policy issue can therefore be held constant
when evaluating the various determinants of congruence. Finally, the data
cover a wide range of policy areas and yet are readily comparable.

Key Variables

Four key variables are identified by the predictions: policy congruence,
presidential popularity, the electoral cycle, and the presidential term. This
section describes the measurement of these factors as well as summarizes
relationships among them.

The dependent variable Policy Congruence links the presidential budg-
etary proposals with the previously described NORC and Roper survey
responses about spending. In keeping with the fact that the theoretical
predictions concern a dichotomy between the existence of congruence
and a lack thereof, the variable is dichotomous, with one representing pol-
icy congruence and zero a lack of it. Whenever the president proposes an
increase in budgetary authority from the previous year and more respon-
dents prefer an increase than prefer a decrease, the variable equals one.8

Likewise, it equals one if the president proposes to cut spending and the
number of respondents who prefer to decrease spending is greater than
the number who prefer to increase it. The variable equals zero otherwise.9

In total, we have 235 observations of Policy Congruence. The data
include all observations for which the National Opinion Research Center
or the Roper Center conducted the survey during the prior year.
Unfortunately, an observation is not available for every policy issue and
year. Since the survey question was initiated in 1972, the question was
not asked in some years and in others it was asked about only a subset of
the policy issues.
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8. If Roper and the National Opinion Research Center conducted a survey on the
issue in the year prior to the president’s proposal, the variable is based on the average
results of the two surveys. If only one organization conducted a survey on the policy issue
that year, the factor is based on these responses alone.

9. The analysis has also been conducted under the assumption that Policy Congruence
equals one if and only if the percentage of respondents favoring a change in the direction
of the president’s proposal was at least ten points higher than the percentage desiring a
change in the opposite direction. All substantive results hold with this assumption.



Of the 235 observations of Policy Congruence, the variable equals one
for 51 percent of them. This overall level seems surprisingly low at first
glance but becomes more understandable when considering the lower
level of congruence for certain policy issues. For example, within the data
set, congruence occurs for less than 10 percent of the observations on
space policy. Citizens routinely express an interest in cutting spending on
the space program, yet presidents typically propose to expand the pro-
gram. Likewise, congruence is uncommon for the foreign policy issues,
where presidents again are more apt than the public to support an
increase in spending. Among the observations on foreign and defense
spending, presidents’ positions are in line with public opinion only 32
percent of the time.10

Simply by removing the observations on foreign and space policy, the
proportion of congruent observations jumps to 63 percent. It rises even
higher, to 68 percent, if the issue of national parks is removed. The presi-
dent’s proposal corresponds to public opinion on only 15 percent of these
observations. Unlike the aforementioned issues for which congruence is
the exception, on national parks the public consistently desires higher
spending and presidents still commonly propose to cut expenditures in
this area.

These statistics highlight the wide variation that exists in policy con-
gruence across the various policy issues. For some, such as national parks
and space policy, congruence is the exception rather than the norm. In
contrast, for other issues, congruence is the norm. In education policy, for
example, congruence occurs for 56 percent of the observations, and it
occurs for 92 percent of the observations on crime policy. Because of such
variation, the subsequent testing accounts for the possibility that even
after other factors are accounted for, presidents may simply be less likely
to take popular positions on individual policy issues. Before proceeding
to this testing, however, descriptive statistics on other potential sources of
variation in policy congruence are presented. In particular, we examine
the sources implied by the Conditional Pandering Theory: presidential
popularity, the electoral cycle, and the presidential term.

The first of these factors, Presidential Popularity, is measured with the
familiar Gallup poll that asks, “Do you approve or disapprove of the way
[the current president] is handling his job as president?” The variable
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10. Individually as well, defense and foreign aid spending each have congruence rates
of 32 percent. Page (2002) points out that Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson (2002a;
2002b) remove issues that do not fit well on the traditional liberal-conservative spectrum.
This difference in the set of issues examined may be one reason that the data here suggest
a lower overall level of responsiveness than the work of Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson
would predict.



equals the percentage of respondents who approve of the president’s per-
formance in the poll taken most immediately prior to the president’s sub-
mission of his budgetary proposal. Within the data, the average level of
presidential popularity is 55 percent.

The other key factors, 2nd Half and 2nd Term, are based on the elec-
toral institutions of the U.S. presidency. The variable 2nd Half, which
equals one if the president offered his proposal during the last two
years of the term and zero otherwise, accounts for the possibility that a pres-
ident’s behavior may differ according to the proximity of the next presiden-
tial election. The binary division of the president’s term into two-year
portions is consistent with research that shows U.S. senators and state
legislators take more moderate positions during the two years before an
electoral race (e.g., Elling 1982; Kuklinski 1978; Thomas 1985; Wright
and Berkman 1986). The remaining key factor, 2nd Term, allows that
first- and second-term presidents may make different types of policy deci-
sions. Accordingly, the variable equals one if the president is serving a
second term and zero otherwise. As discussed previously, the predictions
on policy congruence from the Conditional Pandering Theory are based
on the assumption that the president has electoral motivations. Given that
second-term presidents may or may not behave as if they are seeking
reelection, we analyze their behavior separately from that of first-term
administrations.

Table 7.2 summarizes the basic relationships between policy congru-
ence and the other key variables. The president’s approval ratings are
divided into three ranges: below 50 percent, at least 60 percent, and
between these boundaries. The categories represent, respectively, an
“average” level of popularity, an above average level and a below average
one, with these ranges crudely approximating the theoretical categories
of marginally popular, highly popular, and unpopular presidents. The
groupings are based on the fact that the average approval rating is 55 per-
cent. Such justification for the cutoff points notwithstanding, they are
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Table 7.2 Proportion of Observations Reflecting Policy Congruence,
by Key Theoretical Variables

Term 1 (n = 160) Term 2 (n = 75)

1st Half 2nd Half 1st Half 2nd Half 
Presidential Popularity (n = 74) (n = 86) (n = 42) (n = 33)

<50 (n = 102) 0.33 0.53 0.33 0.55
≥50, <60 (n = 56) 0.47 0.77 No observations No observations
≥60 (n = 77) 0.45 0.55 0.61 0.64



naturally somewhat arbitrary. For this reason, the testing that follows
does not divide presidential popularity into ranges but instead analyzes
how marginal changes in the factor affect the probability of policy con-
gruence. Here the categories help expose the basic relationships of the
raw data.

As the table shows, the summary statistics are generally consistent with
the predictions of the Conditional Pandering Theory. For example, dur-
ing the first term, policy congruence is more likely during the second half
of the administration. In fact, for each level of presidential popularity, the
percentage of congruent observations is at least 10 points higher during
the latter two years. The raw data thus support the Electoral Proximity
prediction that policy congruence is more likely when the president is
running for reelection in the near future.

The summary statistics are also consistent with the Conditional Pan-
dering Theory Popularity hypothesis. As expected, policy congruence oc-
curs most frequently when the president is marginally popular and soon
faces an electoral contest. During the second half of the first term, the pro-
portion of observations reflecting an occurrence of policy congruence is
0.77 for marginally popular presidents. In comparison, during that period
the proportions for highly popular and unpopular presidents are, respec-
tively, only 0.53 and 0.55. For presidents in the early part of the first term,
the proportion for marginally popular presidents is only 0.47. Thus, for
first-term presidents, the summary statistics on policy congruence vary
exactly as the Conditional Pandering Theory would predict.

The smaller number of observations on second-term administrations
makes inference about them more difficult. This lack of data derives from
the fact that during the time series only Nixon, Reagan, and Clinton served
a second term, and Nixon’s lasted less than two years. Still, a few patterns
of presidential decision making can still be gleaned. Consistent with the
Conditional Pandering Theory, the policymaking of second-term presi-
dents appears to differ from that of first-term ones. In particular, the con-
sistently large proportion of congruent decisions by highly popular
second-term presidents suggests that the proximity of the next election
may not have a large effect on these presidents’ decision making. Obviously,
the lack of data for the middle range of presidential popularity limits the
strength of this conclusion. In the subsequent testing, where we examine
marginal changes in popularity, more specific inferences can be drawn.

Control Variables

The testing involves not only the four key variables described above but
also a set of control variables, which encompass a variety of factors the
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literature suggests may affect presidential decision making. The variables
are defined as follows.

President’s Ideological Congruence

Previous work establishes that a president’s ideological preferences affect
his policy decisions (e.g., Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson 1995; Cohen
1997). To account for the influence of this factor on policy congruence,
we include a variable that reflects the degree to which a president’s ideol-
ogy corresponds to citizens’ preferences as measured by the General
Social Survey and Roper surveys. We expect that the higher the congru-
ence between presidential ideology and public opinion, the more likely
that the president’s policy stance will be consistent with public opinion.

The measurement of presidential ideology is based on Keith Poole’s
(1998) common space (CS) scores that estimate ideology as a function of
presidents’ roll-call positions.11 The scores range from −1 to +1, with a
higher score representing a more conservative preference. The coding of
President’s Ideological Congruence incorporates that liberals tend to pre-
fer higher domestic and lower foreign and defense spending while con-
servatives typically have the reverse preferences.12 Specifically, the factor
equals:

−1 × CS Score if the issue is domestic and the number of 
respondents who prefer an increase is greater than 
the number who prefer a decrease in spending;

CS Score if the issue is domestic and more respondents 
prefer a decrease in spending;

CS Score if the issue is foreign or defense and more 
respondents prefer an increase in spending;

−1 × CS Score if the issue is foreign or defense and more 
respondents prefer a decrease in spending.
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11. These common space scores derive from the McCarty and Poole (1995) presi-
dential ideology scores.

12. As Jacoby (1994) demonstrates, certain policy issues fit the ideological spectrum
better than others. For instance, welfare spending corresponds more closely to the tradi-
tional left-right spectrum than spending on crime prevention. For the data of this chapter,
bivariate regression results suggest that liberalism (in terms of the CS scores) is positively
correlated with a preference for higher spending on the domestic issues and negatively
correlated with a preference for higher spending on the foreign and defense issues. Still,
we have conducted the testing of the Conditional Pandering Theory under a variety of
alternative assumptions about how ideology relates to preferences over spending and
found substantively similar results.



Thus if the survey responses suggest that the public desires more spend-
ing on a foreign or defense issue, President’s Ideological Congruence
assumes a high value for a conservative president and a low value for a lib-
eral one. If the responses support more spending on a domestic issue,
the variable takes on a low value for a conservative president and high
value for a liberal one.

Congress’s Ideological Congruence

Congruence between congressional ideology and public opinion may
affect presidents’ policy decisions in two countervailing ways. The first
concerns what Timothy Groseclose and Nolan McCarty (2001) call
“blame-game” politics, where the president and Congress seek to blame
one another for legislative gridlock. In examining this phenomenon,
Groseclose and McCarty show that a president’s popularity increases
when citizens learn that their policy preferences are closer to those of
the president than those of Congress. A president may accordingly have
greater incentives to take popular positions when congressional prefer-
ences are out of step with public opinion. On the other hand, when con-
gressional preferences are in step with public opinion, a president’s desire
to appear successful in the legislative arena could cause him to support
policies consistent with these preferences. Given the counteracting influ-
ences, we have no expectation about the sign of the effect of congressional
ideological congruence.

The measurement of the variable follows the measurement of the pres-
ident’s ideological congruence. For domestic issues, the variable equals
the median CS score of the House if more survey respondents prefer a
decrease than prefer an increase in spending and the negative inverse of
this score if more respondents prefer a growth in spending.13 For defense
and foreign issues, the coding is similar except that it assumes a member
will want less spending the more liberal she is.

Foreign Affairs

The variable equals one for the issues of defense and foreign aid and zero
for the domestic issues. Part 1 emphasized that the relationship between
presidential policymaking and public opinion differs between foreign and

170 Chapter Seven

13. We use the median preference of the House because collinearity prevents includ-
ing variables for both the House and Senate, and research suggests that the median House
preference will typically determine legislative outcomes for budgetary issues in this cham-
ber (e.g., Brady and Volden 1998; Krehbiel 1998).



domestic affairs, with presidents having a greater ability to alter citizens’
preferences on the former types of issues. Also, presidents have greater
unilateral authority in the realm of foreign policy (Howell 2003), making
them less beholden to Congress to achieve their foreign policy goals. We
accordingly account for the possibility that congruence between the pres-
ident’s policy positions and public opinion may be less likely for foreign
and defense matters.

Public Concern

This variable controls for the possibility that public concern about an
issue could affect a president’s propensity to take a popular position. For
instance, a president could be more likely to take a popular position if the
issue were at the top of the public agenda. The Conditional Pandering
Theory does not offer a prediction on this factor, and Cohen (1997) finds
it does not significantly affect the substance of presidents’ statements in
State of the Union addresses. Still, we control for Public Concern to
ensure that the results are not a function of excluding it. As in chapter 3,
the variable is measured with responses to the Gallup Organization’s
recurring Most Important Problem survey, which asks, “What do you
think is the most important problem facing this country today?”14 In
chapter 3, many of the issues analyzed were unlikely to be salient, and
public concern was accordingly measured as a function of whether an
issue was at all given as a response to the Most Important Problem survey.
Here, because all of the policy issues examined are relatively salient, we
adopt a more nuanced accounting of the factor. Specifically, Public
Concern equals the percentage of responses that cite the given policy issue
in the survey taken most immediately prior to the date the president sub-
mitted his budgetary proposal.15

President Indicators

Fred Greenstein (2000) and Richard Neustadt (1990 [1960]), among
others, argue that a chief executive’s personal qualities affect his role in
the policy process. To account for the possibility that personal qualities
influence the likelihood a president will take popular policy positions, we
include a set of dummy variables, each of which equals one for the given
president’s years in office and zero otherwise.
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14. We use the Most Important Problem surveys that do not constrain the set of
responses.

15. If, instead, the analysis is conducted with a measure of Public Concern like the one
in chapter 3, all substantive results still hold.



S P E C I F I C AT I O N  A N D  E S T I M AT I O N

The following model tests for each policy issue i and year t the various
predictions on policy congruence:

(7.1) Policy Congruenceit = f{β0 + β12nd Halft + 2nd Halft
[β2(Popt − Mean Pop) × (1 − Above Avg Popt) +
β3(Popt − Mean Pop) × (Above Avg Popt) + γ1 President’s
Ideological Congruenceit + γ2 Congress’s Ideological
Congruenceit + γ3 Foreign Policyit + γ4 Public Concernit] 
+ 1st Halft[β4(Popt − Mean Pop) × (1 − Above Avg Popt) 
+ β5(Popt − Mean Pop) × (Above Avg Popt) + γ5 President’s
Ideological Congruenceit + γ6 Congress’s Ideological
Congruenceit + γ7 Foreign Policyit + γ8 Public Concernit] 
+ κ President Indicatorst +αi},

where Pop represents the president’s personal popularity, Mean Pop is the
mean of presidential popularity across all observations, Above Avg Pop is
an indicator for whether the president’s popularity is above this mean
(equaling one when popularity is greater than the mean and zero other-
wise), 1st Half equals (1 − 2nd Half ), and α is a set of time-invariant
effects for the eleven policy issues.16

The specification is simpler than it may appear at first glance. For each
half of the term, the model estimates how the likelihood of policy congru-
ence is influenced by the president’s personal popularity, his ideology,
congressional ideology, whether the given issue involves foreign affairs
and public concern for the issue. In addition, the specification accounts
for the impact of each individual president and policy issue.

The key coefficients are β1 through β5, which assess the predictions
about policy congruence and the electoral cycle. The first of the parameters,
β1, estimates the difference in the average level of policy congruence between
the halves of the term. According to the Conditional Pandering Theory, as
well as the Crafting of Public Opinion, Electoral Cycle, and Latent Opinion
perspectives, congruence should be more likely as a presidential election
nears. The coefficient is therefore expected to be positive.

The other key coefficients, β2 though β5, estimate the impact of presi-
dential popularity on the likelihood of policy congruence. The dummy
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16. It is worth noting that all substantive findings also hold if the data is analyzed with
all observations aggregated by year. The dependent variable in that case is the annual per-
centage of issues for which the president’s position is congruent with public opinion.
Even with this aggregation, the signs and significance levels of the key variables support
the Electoral Proximity hypothesis and the Conditional Pandering Theory Popularity
prediction.



variables Above Avg Pop and (1 - Above Avg Pop) capture that the impact
may differ according to whether the president’s approval ratings are
above or below average, and the difference (Pop - Mean Pop) captures
changes in presidential popularity relative to the mean of this factor.
Accordingly, the coefficient β2 estimates the effect of a marginal change in
a president’s popularity when he has below average ratings and is in the
second half of his term. Similarly, the parameter β3 evaluates the impact of
a marginal change in a president’s popularity if it is above average and he
is running for reelection within two years. The effects for the first half of
the term follow analogously. The coefficient β4 estimates the impact of a
change in presidential popularity for a president whose approval is ini-
tially below average, and β5 estimates this impact for a president whose
approval is initially above average.

The various perspectives have different predictions about the signs of
these effects. Take, for example, β2, which estimates the impact of a
change in the president’s personal popularity when it is initially below
average and the president is in the last two years of his term. The
Conditional Pandering Theory suggests this effect should be significantly
positive, the Need-based Popularity perspective indicates it should be sig-
nificantly negative, while the other perspectives imply it should not have
a significant impact. According to the Conditional Pandering Theory
Popularity prediction, a president with below average approval ratings
late in the term will be more likely to take a popular position if his approval
ratings rise. In contrast, the Need-based Popularity perspective suggests
that throughout a president’s term, he should be more likely to take popu-
lar positions the less popular he is. The other theoretical perspectives—the
Crafting of Public Opinion, Electoral Cycle, Latent Opinion, Dynamic
Representation, and Lack of Substantive Responsiveness perspectives—all
indicate that a president’s popularity is inconsequential in terms of his
likelihood of catering to public opinion.

The Conditional Pandering Theory also diverges from the other per-
spectives in terms of the expected effects of β3, β4, and β5. The schools of
thought that imply a president’s popularity will not affect the probability
of policy congruence naturally indicate that all three of these coefficients
should be insignificant. The Need-based Popularity perspective suggests
that they should be significantly negative. By comparison, the Conditional
Pandering Theory Popularity prediction implies that β3 should be signif-
icantly negative, β4 insignificant, and β5 insignificant as well. According to
the theory, a president with above average popularity in the second half of
his term should be less likely to cater to public opinion the higher are his
approval ratings. During the first half of his term, however, the ratings
should not significantly affect the likelihood of policy congruence.
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The coefficients β1 through β5 thus compare the empirical validity of
the Conditional Pandering Theory with that of the competing perspec-
tives. The other coefficients of equation (7.1) identify the effects of the
control variables. These variables, except for the president indicators, are
separated according to the half of the term. This specification is employed
because if a president’s popularity has a smaller (larger) effect when he
does not face an election within the next two years, other factors may pre-
sumably have larger (smaller) effects. The indicators for the individual
presidents are not divided across the term because doing so would pro-
hibit testing the Electoral Proximity prediction, which implies a single
temporal effect, not a separate one for each president.17

We employ what is called a random-effects probit model to estimate
the equation. An advantage of this specification is that it controls for the
impact of the individual issues; each “unit,” which in this case is a policy
issue, is allowed to have a separate intercept.18 Thus, the testing accounts
for the possibility that the politics of presidential decision making differs
systematically across the policy domains. Technically, we assume that the
issue effects αi are random disturbances distributed normally and inde-
pendently (Greene 1993, 469–79). A probit specification is assumed
because the dependent variable is dichotomous.19

R E S U LT S

First-Term Presidents

We begin with the results for first term presidents. Table 7.3 describes the
findings. Overall, the table strongly corroborates the Conditional Pan-
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17. If the model is estimated with the president dummies separated by term, the signs
and significance levels of the effects on presidential popularity remain substantively simi-
lar to those presented. The effect of 2nd Half depends on which president indicator is
omitted, making the result incomparable to the one presented.

18. Fixed-effects models also maintain this assumption. A key distinction between
fixed- and random-effects models is that the latter presume the units in the data are a ran-
dom sample from a larger population of units. We have also analyzed the data with a fixed-
effects model and received substantively similar results. The fixed-effects model can only
be estimated for a portion of the data regarding first-term presidents given that three of the
policy issues perfectly predict the dependent variable. In particular, for first-term presi-
dents, policy congruence always occurs for social security and never occurs for space or
parks.

19. Following the approach of Beck, Katz, and Tucker (1998), we have also tested for
whether individual year effects should be included and found no evidence that they
should be. Specifically, when we include them in a basic probit model with fixed effects
for the individual issues, the year effects are jointly insignificant (p = 0.332).



dering Theory. Both the Electoral Proximity prediction and the Con-
ditional Pandering Theory Popularity prediction receive strong support.

The first of these predictions, which is that a president will be more
likely to take popular positions when he will soon face a contest for reelec-
tion, is validated by the coefficient on 2nd Half. The effect is positive and
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Table 7.3 Determinants of Policy Congruence, First-term Presidents

Probit Coefficient 
Independent Variables (Standard Error)

2nd Half 1.612 
(0.708)

2nd Half 1st Half

(Popularity − Mean Popularity) × 0.106 0.043
(1 − Above Average Popularity) (0.045) (0.089)

(Popularity − Mean Popularity) × −0.068 −0.002
(Above Average Popularity) (0.032) (0.032)

President’s Ideological Congruence −0.013 1.473
(0.037) (0.486)

Congress’ Ideological Congruence 2.400 1.280
(2.679) (3.518)

Foreign Policy −0.893 −1.113
(0.502) (0.522)

Public Concern −0.069 −0.012
(0.041) (0.032)

Richard Nixon −1.271
(0.816)

Jimmy Carter −0.106
(0.574)

Ronald Reagan −0.030
(0.626)

George H. W. Bush 0.795
(1.059)

Clinton −0.484
(0.634)

Constant −0.293
(0.742)

Number of Observations 160
Log Likelihood −75.017
LR Test for Random Effects χ2

(1) = 37.909 (p = 0.000)

Note: The dependent variable is Pr (Policy Congruence = 1). The results in the separate
columns for the first and second terms regard the variables that are estimated separately
by the half of the term. Ford is the omitted president indicator.



highly significant (p < 0.05, two-tailed). Thus during the first term, pol-
icy congruence is significantly more likely in the latter two years. This
finding supports not only the Conditional Pandering Theory but also the
Latent Opinion, Electoral Cycle, and Crafting of Public Opinion per-
spectives given that they all imply electoral proximity should increase the
likelihood of policy congruence.

Interpreting the magnitude of the impact is less straightforward than
doing so for ordinary least squares models because, as discussed in pre-
vious chapters, the size of an effect in a logit or probit model depends on
the values of the independent variables. Commonly one assumes that the
other variables are at their means. Under this assumption, the findings
suggest that the likelihood of policy congruence is 10 percent higher in
the second half of the term. The Electoral Proximity prediction thus
receives support not only from the statistical significance of the effect of
the electoral cycle but also from the magnitude of this effect.

The results on presidential popularity also comport with the
Conditional Pandering Theory. As predicted, presidential popularity
only affects the likelihood of policy congruence during the second half of
the term; the coefficients on the popularity variables for the first half are
not significant at any conventional level. Also as predicted, later in the
term personal approval has a significantly negative effect for presidents
with below average ratings and a significantly positive effect for ones with
above average ratings. These results are shown in the column of results
labeled “2nd Half.” The coefficient on (Popularity - Mean Popularity) ×
(1 - Above Average Popularity), which represents the impact of a change
in popularity for a president whose popularity is below average, is posi-
tive with a p value of 0.019.20 Likewise, the effect on (Popularity - Mean
Popularity) × (Above Average Popularity), which represents the effect for
a president with above average approval, is negative with a p value of
0.031.

To interpret the magnitudes of these findings, we again assume that the
control variables are at their means. At these parameter values, when a
president’s popularity is five points below average in the second half of
the term, a ten-point decline in his approval ratings decreases the likeli-
hood of his taking a popular position by 22 percent. In comparison, when
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20. We considered the possibility that this result is driven by the behavior of presi-
dents with extraordinarily low popularity. (Our concern was that a president may be more
likely to follow public opinion the lower his personal popularity except when it is so low
that he believes he simply cannot win reelection.) Specifically, we reestimated the model
excluding the 20 observations for which the president’s personal popularity was less than
40 percent. The signs and significance of the key coefficients all hold under this alterna-
tive estimation.



his popularity is five points above average during this time, the analogous
increase in approval depresses the likelihood he follows public opinion
by 38 percent. Popularity thus has a substantively important as well as
statistically significant impact on whether a president’s decisions corre-
spond to public opinion.

These estimates establish that the Conditional Pandering Theory pro-
vides a more accurate description of presidential policymaking than the
competing perspectives do. Most of them, including the Dynamic
Representation, Lack of Substantive Responsiveness, Crafting of Public
Opinion, Electoral Cycle, and Latent Opinion perspectives, indicate that
the effect of popularity should be insignificant. The only other perspective
implying a significant impact is the Need-based Popularity perspective,
and it suggests that all four of the popularity variables should have negative
effects. The results on presidential popularity thus provide strong support
for the Conditional Pandering Theory over other schools of thought.

The results for the control variables are also largely consistent with
expectations. The first control, President’s Ideological Congruence, has a
significant impact in the first half of the term. During these years, the
greater the correlation between a president’s ideology and citizens’ pref-
erences, the more likely the president is to take a popular position. In the
second half of the term, the factor does not have a significant effect.
The estimates thus suggest that reelection-seeking chief executives tend
to pursue a more ideological agenda in their first two years and then refo-
cus the agenda toward the goal of reelection during the latter two.

The other control variables that have significant effects include the
indicators for foreign policy and the individual presidents. As predicted,
in each half of the term policy congruence is less likely for the foreign pol-
icy issues. This result comports with presidents’ greater capacity to
change public opinion and take unilateral action on foreign policy issues.
Together with the findings of chapters 2 and 4, the negative impact sug-
gests that presidents are less concerned with current opinion on matters
of foreign affairs.

The effects of the individual presidents imply that personal differences
explain some, but not a great deal, of variation in presidential policymak-
ing across administrations. In particular, the findings indicate that, once
one accounts for structural factors, Richard Nixon was less likely than
Gerald Ford or George H. W. Bush to take popular positions and Bill
Clinton also less likely to do so than Bush. The lower degree of respon-
siveness by Clinton is in one sense surprising given his reputation for fol-
lowing public opinion.21 The finding, however, is consistent with Jacobs
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and Shapiro (2000), who argue that Clinton did not design his policies to
cater to public opinion but instead tried to craft opinion to support his
agenda.

The remaining control variables, which represent congressional ideol-
ogy and public concern, do not have significant effects on the likelihood
of policy congruence. The negligible impact of congressional ideology is
not surprising given that, as discussed at the outset, blame-game poli-
tics and the president’s desire to appear successful in the legislative
arena could have countervailing effects. The result regarding public con-
cern is also not terribly surprising given that Cohen (1997) similarly finds
it does not affect presidential policy decisions once one controls for other
factors.

Second-Term Presidents

All in all, table 7.3 is consistent with expectations. The results on the key
variables as well as the control factors are generally in line with predicted
effects. Most significantly, the analysis upholds the Electoral Proximity
and Conditional Pandering Theory Popularity predictions. In doing so,
it supports the Conditional Pandering Theory and challenges competing
perspectives. We have therefore validated the theory with regards to the
policy decisions of presidents running for reelection.

We still have not, however, examined the behavior of second-term
presidents. The theory suggests that these presidents will endorse those
policies most likely to establish a favorable historical legacy. Thus from
a theoretical standpoint, the Electoral Proximity and Conditional Pandering
Theory Popularity predictions do not concern the policymaking of sec-
ond-term presidents. It is possible, however, that these predictions are
relevant to second-term administrations. For example, to the extent that
a second-term president wants a particular candidate, e.g., his vice-
president or another member of his party, to win the office, he may behave
as if running for reelection.

This subsection assesses whether in fact the policy decisions of sec-
ond-term presidents differ from those of first-term presidents. At the out-
set, three types of findings are possible. First, the electoral cycle and
personal popularity may influence a chief executive’s policy decisions
similarly in the first and second terms. Second, we could find that a
second-term president’s likelihood of taking a popular position is unre-
lated to the electoral cycle or his personal approval ratings. Such a result
would accord not only with the Conditional Pandering Theory but also
with the Dynamic Representation and Lack of Substantive Responsiveness
perspectives. These latter perspectives suggest that regardless of whether a
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president is running for reelection, the factors should not affect executive
policymaking.

A third possibility is that presidential popularity and/or the electoral
cycle could affect the likelihood of policy congruence but not in the way
the factors do during the first term. For instance, the results could indicate
that the Need-based Popularity perspective holds during second terms;
that is, we could find that presidents who are not running for reelection
are more likely to take popular positions the lower their personal approval
ratings are. Naturally, we could also uncover a pattern of policymaking
distinct from any of the perspectives thus far introduced.

Unfortunately, the testing on second-term presidential behavior is
more limited in scope than the analysis of first-term behavior. Within the
years of the survey data, the only second-term administrations include
those of Nixon (prior to his resignation), Reagan, and Clinton. Moreover,
during two of these administrations, presidents faced a threat of impeach-
ment, which may have given them the incentive to behave as if they were
running for reelection. For these reasons, the conclusions about second-
term presidents are necessarily more tentative than those about first-term
ones.

The more limited scope of the data requires eliminating at least two of
the control variables from the earlier analysis. We chose to exclude the
president indicators since the likelihood of policy congruence did not sig-
nificantly differ among Nixon, Reagan, and Clinton during the first term.
There are also insufficient degrees of freedom to estimate separate effects
for both presidential and congressional ideology by the half of the term.
In the preceding analysis, congressional ideology had an insignificant
impact in each half, while the effect of presidential ideology was signifi-
cant only in the first half. We accordingly estimate one effect of congres-
sional ideology for the entire second term. Table 7.4 presents the
findings.

It is immediately apparent that presidents’ decision making differs
between the first and second terms. The effect of the electoral cycle is not
at all significant and is even negative. Also, unlike the results for first-term
presidents, personal popularity does not appear to influence the likeli-
hood of policy congruence during the latter two years of the second term.

Interestingly, the coefficients on popularity for the first two years are
marginally significant and follow the pattern for first-term presidents
who will run for reelection within two years.22 This result is arguably an
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22. The effect for presidents with below-average popularity is positive with a two-
tailed p value of 0.07 while the effect for presidents with above-average ratings is negative
with a two-tailed p value of 0.11.



artifact of the impeachment threats Nixon and Clinton faced during the
first two years of their second terms. In May of 1973 the Senate Watergate
Committee began its nationally televised hearings, while during 1997 and
1998 the Monica Lewinsky scandal was unfolding. The threat of losing
office may accordingly have caused Nixon and Clinton to behave like
presidents soon facing a contest for reelection.

Among the control variables, only presidential ideology appears to
affect the likelihood of policy congruence. In each half of the term, the
effect is positive and at least marginally significant (p ≤ 0.1, two-tailed).
This result differs from the findings regarding first-term behavior, where
presidential ideology did not have a substantial impact on policy congru-
ence during the second half of the term. The discrepancy is consistent
with the argument that second-term presidents are less motivated than
first-term ones by electoral motivations.
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Table 7.4 Determinants of Policy Congruence, Second-term Presidents

Probit Coefficient
Independent Variables (Standard Error)

2nd Half −1.432
(2.811)

2nd Half 1st Half

(Popularity − Mean Popularity) × −0.009 0.117
(1 − Above Average Popularity) (0.345) (0.065)

(Popularity − Mean Popularity) × −0.019 −0.278
(Above Average Popularity) (0.179) (0.175)

President’s Ideological Congruence 2.811 1.901
(1.409) (1.175)

Foreign Policy −1.926 −0.110
(2.273) (1.024)

Public Concern −0.048 −0.070
(0.089) (0.109)

Congress’ Ideological Congruence 7.916
(6.690)

Constant 2.655
(1.688)

Number of Observations 75
Log Likelihood −38.868
LR Test for Random Effects χ2

(1) = 9.942 (p = 0.002)

Note: The dependent variable is Pr (Policy Congruence = 1). The results in the separate
columns for the first and second terms regard the variables that are estimated separately
by the half of the term. Ford is the omitted president indicator.



The results on the other control variables in table 7.4 are consistent
with the analogous ones of table 7.3 except for the parameter estimates
regarding foreign policy. While these coefficients remain negative, they
are no longer significant at conventional levels. A possible explanation for
this discrepancy relates to the argument that second-term presidents are
primarily concerned with establishing an historical legacy. Given that
principal motivation, a president may simply want to enact the foreign
and domestic policies that will advance his legacy, thus causing there to be
no discernible discrepancy between the domains in his likelihood of tak-
ing popular positions.

Overall, the findings provide additional support for the Conditional
Pandering Theory. As it predicts, a second-term president does not
become more likely to support popular policies as the election nears.
Also, a second-term president’s personal popularity appears to influence
his decision making only when he faces the threat of losing office through
impeachment, a situation that arguably creates incentives similar to when
he is running for reelection. Presidents’ decision making thus differs sub-
stantially between first and second terms and in ways that are consistent
with the Conditional Pandering Theory.

C AV E AT S

The two major caveats of chapter 7 are ones that have been identified else-
where but are worth underscoring. First, some readers may be uncom-
fortable with the idea of examining the Conditional Pandering Theory
with data on congruence. As we have taken pains to explain, the analysis
of this chapter concerns predictions of the theory that specifically regard
congruence; thus we have direct evidence on the verisimilitude of the the-
ory, if only, through this corroboration, indirect evidence on pandering.
Of course, this test like all others is subject to the criticism that alterna-
tive explanations may account for the observed patterns in the data. We
have accordingly taken pains to account for possible alternative explana-
tions, highlighting where, if at all, each overlaps with the theory as well as
where each differs.

The other major qualification is that the testing relies on budgetary
data, a reliance that raises questions about the generalizability of the
results. For instance, the fact that budgetary issues are relatively salient
allows for the possibility that the findings are limited to salient legislation.
While this feature of the data does not pose a problem for purposes of
testing the Conditional Pandering Theory (recall that the theory concerns
only policy decisions the public is likely to learn about), the empirical pat-
terns should not be presumed to hold for more obscure legislation. Other
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questions about generalizability may be less specific but simply spring
from the fact that the analysis lacks a larger set of (salient) policy deci-
sions. Obviously, in an ideal world, we would have examined even more
decisions than the 235 of this chapter. Having said as much, we empha-
size that these 235 observations have numerous features that indicate the
results should indeed be more broadly applicable. The data encompass a
range of substantive domains, presidencies, and political contexts.
Moreover, because presidents legally cannot avoid stating a budgetary
proposal, our data lack the typical bias toward responsiveness that most
data on presidential policy decisions possess.

C O N C LU S I O N

This chapter has examined predictions that the Conditional Pandering
Theory generated about the likelihood of congruence between a presi-
dent’s policy decisions and public opinion. The predictions have con-
cerned how the electoral cycle, a president’s personal popularity, and the
presidential term affect the likelihood of congruence. The analysis also
controlled for a variety of other factors, including the ideological leanings
of the president and Congress, differences among individual chief execu-
tives, and the intensity of public concern. Even accounting for these fac-
tors, the Conditional Pandering Theory received a great deal of support.
Indeed, compared with the other major schools of thought, the theory
better explained the patterns of presidential decision making.

As expected, the president was found to be most likely to take a popu-
lar position when he would soon be facing a contest for reelection and
had average approval ratings. When the approval ratings of such a presi-
dent dropped so that he was relatively unpopular, or when they rose so
that he was highly popular, his likelihood of supporting policies favored
by the public declined. The likelihood of his taking a popular position
was also lower in the earlier part of the term. Finally, as predicted by the
Conditional Pandering Theory, these effects of presidential popularity
and the electoral cycle held only for presidents running for reelection.
During the second term, the electoral cycle had no effect, and a presi-
dent’s popularity seemed to affect his behavior only when he faced a
threat of losing office through impeachment proceedings.

In the Conditional Pandering Theory, all of this variation is predicted
as a function of presidents’ incentives to pander to public opinion; in
the theory, the likelihood of congruence is constant whenever the presi-
dent agrees with the mass public about the optimal course of action.
Furthermore, other schools of thought do not predict the same patterns
of variation in congruence. Consequently, the results of this chapter, in
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supporting the Conditional Pandering Theory, provide indirect evidence
for the existence of pandering.

Considering these results together with those of earlier chapters, they
suggest that presidents will pander to public opinion but only under a
limited set of conditions. In particular, when a president is marginally
popular and will soon face a contest for reelection, he has an incentive to
placate current opinion even if doing so entails supporting a policy he
believes will not advance societal welfare. Otherwise, he will not want to
pander to current opinion.

Of course, the fact that American presidents are not constantly pan-
dering to the public does not imply that they are constantly making pol-
icy decisions that advance societal welfare. Indeed, the Conditional
Pandering Theory highlights how the president’s competence, or ability
to assess the likely effects of policies, is critical to the enactment of good
policies. To the extent presidents have low levels of competence, it is far
from heartening that they commonly have incentives to ignore mass opin-
ion. The concluding chapter discusses this issue in more detail, as well as
other implications regarding the ability of the American political system
to produce policies in the long-term interest of the nation.
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chapter eight

Chief Executives, Policymaking, and the Public

This book has established that presidents’ involvement of the mass pub-
lic significantly affects policymaking in Washington. More specifically,
presidents’ arousing and monitoring of mass opinion have been shown to
move executive and legislative decisions in the direction of majority sen-
timent. This impact does not, however, entail citizens leading the policy
process. Instead, it tends to involve the passage of policies that the presi-
dent as well as the general public supports.

Part 1 showed how presidents’ public appeals advance the enactment
of such policies. I found that presidents increase their prospects for leg-
islative success by publicizing popular initiatives Congress is not initially
disposed toward enacting. Particularly for domestic affairs, the legislative
impact of an appeal depends on the initial popularity of the proposal.
When a president publicly advocates a domestic initiative that comports
with citizens’ preferences, he pressures congressional members to support
it. In contrast, by going public about an unpopular domestic proposal, he
actually loses legislative influence.

On issues of foreign affairs, the impact of an appeal is less dependent
on citizens’ initial support for the position the president is advocating
because he has a greater ability to alter their predispositions. Still, a chief
executive cannot simply obtain any foreign policy proposal he wants by
promoting it over the airwaves. If the initiative is highly unpopular, pub-
licizing it will likely harm rather than aid his prospects for legislative suc-
cess. As a result, even though the president will at times go public about
foreign policy proposals that are somewhat unpopular, in general he will
not make appeals about initiatives that face mass opposition.

This finding that the policy impact of an appeal depends on current
opinion suggests presidents may have the incentive to pander to the citi-
zenry on salient issues. Yet part 2 established that, in fact, presidents
do not invariably have the incentive to follow current opinion on salient
issues. Instead, the president is typically motivated to pursue the policies



he believes will promote societal welfare, regardless of whether they are
popular. This is the case even during his first term. A president will only
want to pander to public opinion, in the sense of supporting a popular
policy he believes is not in voters’ interests, if he expects to confront a very
competitive electoral race in the near future. In contrast, when the presi-
dent is highly popular or unpopular, when the election is distant, and
when he is not seeking reelection, he will enact policies he deems likely to
produce good outcomes for society.1

In sum, the results imply that much of the time a president is prone to
take unpopular positions, but he will not advocate them to the citizenry.
Because his appeals are focused on popular domestic proposals and for-
eign policy ones that do not face strong public opposition, the speeches
may give the misimpression that he is a plebiscite who endorses whatever
the current stances of the public are. In reality, however, the president is
typically publicizing policies that he would have supported had they not
been popular. Furthermore, on salient issues in general, the president will
not simply follow mass opinion.

These findings diverge from the two recurring themes of the literature
that have appeared throughout the book. The first, that presidents’ in-
volvement of the public does not increase the extent to which current
opinion influences policymaking, emerges in studies that claim public
appeals are merely grandstanding (e.g., Clinton et al. 2004), ones that
argue congressional members are not pressured by appeals (e.g., Polsby
1978), and ones that suggest presidents are not substantively responsive to
public opinion (e.g., Cohen 1997; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000). In contrast
with this theme, the analysis here has shown that presidents’ involvement
of the public does shift policy toward current opinion. By appealing to the
mass citizenry, a president increases the likelihood that relatively popular
initiatives are enacted. Furthermore, on salient issues, a chief executive
who will soon face a tight electoral race may pander by supporting popu-
lar initiatives independent of his beliefs about the merits of the initiatives.

The fact that such policy pandering is restricted to when the chief
executive faces an imminent, competitive electoral contest suggests presi-

186 Chapter Eight

1. It is worth noting that the results on pandering suggest House members face
greater incentives to pander to public opinion than is the case for presidents. House elec-
tions occur every two years, and most members face a race that is sufficiently competitive
that they cannot take unpopular positions on salient issues without incurring electoral risk
(e.g., Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002). In fact, according to the findings of part 2,
most House members perpetually face the same electoral context in which a president has
the incentive to pander to public opinion on salient issues. These congressional motiva-
tions arguably contribute to presidents’ incentive to focus public appeals on relatively
popular initiatives.



dents’ incentives for demagogic policymaking are quite limited. The book
thus diverges from the second recurring theme of the literature, which is
that a president’s involvement of the mass public, on balance, disserves
citizens because it causes him to disregard their long-term welfare. As
documented previously, this theme has appeared in recent scholarly re-
search (e.g., Bessette 1994; Tulis 1998) as well as early philosophical anal-
yses of the U.S. political system (e.g., Federalist Papers 1987 [1788];
Mill 1958 [1861]). In contrast to these works, this study suggests presi-
dents typically do not follow mass opinion if they believe it is misguided
or misinformed.

P R E S I D E N T I A L  ( I N ? ) C O M P E T E N C E  A N D  U N R E S P O N S I V E N E S S

Of course, whether a president’s propensity to disregard current opinion
is in fact beneficial to society depends on the extent to which the chief
executive is better informed than the mass public. This section discusses
how the results pertain to situations in which the president is not in fact
more knowledgeable.

The Conditional Pandering Theory described in chapter 5 allows that
presidents may be wrong and the mass public correct in their assessments
about the likely consequences of policies. In the theory, a president’s abil-
ity at obtaining policy expertise is captured by his level of competence;
the more competent the chief executive, the more capable he is at ascer-
taining likely outcomes of policies. When a president endorses an initia-
tive that produces a bad outcome, this error costs him reelection if voters
learn about it before casting their ballots. Thus while the Conditional
Pandering Theory finds that presidents can usually disregard current
opinion, it does not indicate that they can enact whatever policy they
want without concern for voters’ evaluations. Instead, the analysis sug-
gests that presidents who make incompetent decisions are likely to be
voted out of office.

This implication may still not make the theory, as well as the empirical
findings supporting it, entirely heartening to those who hold that a chief
executive almost never has more expertise than the public does; to the
extent this is the case, the book indicates the American electorate might
be better off with a political system that motivated presidents to pander to
public opinion more consistently. An even wider range of readers may be
dismayed by the fact that the empirics do not uncover a high level of pop-
ular responsiveness given that, clearly, responsiveness has many virtues.
For example, it ensures leaders do not pursue a course of action that ben-
efits them over the populace and encourages citizens to be engaged with
the political process. It is my hope that nothing in this book has left the
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impression that I believe such assets of popular responsiveness are non-
existent. At the same time, the assets do not negate the possibility that
responsiveness can also have problematic consequences. My purpose in
focusing on the issues of demagoguery and pandering has been to say
something novel, and precise, about this set of potentially problematic
consequences.

Moreover, for all who like to see high levels of popular responsiveness,
the book offers a combination of good news and ammunition for arguing
that fears of demagoguery have been overblown. The good news is the
finding that presidents’ success from appealing to the public is dependent
on promoting relatively popular proposals; in other words, speechmaking
is not (successfully) employed to propel the enactment of unpopular leg-
islation. The ammunition, by comparison, is the finding that presidents
will often not want to pander to public opinion. According to the preced-
ing chapters, there are a wide set of conditions when we can observe a
president taking a popular position and need not be concerned that he is
disregarding information about how to further societal welfare.

I M P L I C AT I O N S / S P E C U L AT I O N  A B O U T  A LT E R N AT I V E

P O L I T I C A L  S Y S T E M S

While the book has focused on national American politics, the question
of how a chief executive’s arousing and monitoring of current opinion
may alter policymaking is naturally not limited to this context. Indeed, the
quote of Aristotle at the start of the Preface underscores the applicability
of the question to democratic governance more generally. An in-depth
comparative study of how presidents’ involvement of the mass public
affects policymaking in other contexts, or given certain reforms to the
American system, would clearly be beyond the parameters of this analy-
sis. However, as a preliminary effort in this vein, I speculate about some
implications for alternative electoral institutions. Because the primary
normative finding of the book concerns presidents’ incentives to pander
to mass opinion, the following discussion is focused on these incentives.

It is worth emphasizing that even within this limited subject matter,
the discussion is in no way meant to be a thorough inquiry. Instead, this
section has two related aims. It attempts to offer insights on what the
preceding chapters can (and, equally important, cannot) say about the
benefits of the various electoral institutions, and second, hopes to pro-
voke future research that may evaluate these insights.2
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U.S. presidency in relation to other executive institutions.



A Longer Presidential Term

The book suggests that a president will not pander to public opinion un-
less he will soon be running for reelection, where “soon” was measured
by the final two years in office. Consequently, one might suppose that
the analysis supports a long presidential term. Indeed, the Conditional
Pandering Theory implies that, all else equal, lengthening a chief execu-
tive’s term would decrease the amount of policy pandering.3 The theory
does not, however, suggest that such an institution would necessarily
improve societal welfare. In particular, this welfare is highly dependent on
the ability of the chief executive to assess the likely consequences of poli-
cies. Citizens thus have a strong interest in quickly replacing presidents
whose skills at policymaking prove lacking.

Relating this logic to the United States, assume the length of the presi-
dential term was extended to six years. During the first term, less pandering
would occur because the president would only have the incentive to engage
in this behavior toward the end of the six years. However, if the president
showed himself to be an incompetent policymaker during the first few
years, the public could not soon replace him with a more competent leader.
The American populace may accordingly be worse off than if his term were
only four years, even with the reduction in pandering.

By this same logic, neither the Conditional Pandering Theory nor any
other part of the analysis recommends a benign dictatorship. While the
theory suggests that a dictator appointed for life would lack incentives to
pander to public opinion, it also incorporates that she would not be
removable after issuing incompetent decisions. The public may accord-
ingly be far worse off with a benign dictator than with a succession of
presidents running for reelection. In the latter situation, the chief execu-
tives would at times pander to public opinion. However, much of the
time they would try to enhance citizens’ long-term interests, and when-
ever one of these executives was incompetent at doing so, the electorate
could simply replace her.

A Limit of One Term

A separate electoral institution that could alter the policy incentives of
chief executives would be to prohibit them from seeking reelection. This
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3. This implication is consistent with Chappell and Keech (1983), who show through
a series of simulation experiments that American presidents would take a longer-term per-
spective toward macroeconomic policy, and thus better promote citizens’ welfare, if they
served a six-year rather than a four-year term.



restriction is present in the presidential systems of Colombia, Costa Rica,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, and Sri Lanka
(Shugart and Carey 1992, 88). The analysis of the preceding chapters
suggests that a president in such a system should lack any incentive to
pander to public opinion.4 In particular, the Conditional Pandering
Theory finds that presidents who do not face electoral pressures are more
concerned with the expected outcomes of policies than the initial popu-
larity of them.

The theory does not imply, however, that a limit of one term would
necessarily improve a citizenry’s well-being relative to what it would be
given a limit of two terms, such as exists in the United States. With a limit
of one term, voters would never be able to assess a presidential candi-
date’s competence on the basis of his behavior in office. Their ability to
evaluate the candidates would consequently decline, potentially causing
the election of less capable leaders. The benefits to citizens from the re-
duction in pandering could accordingly be offset by the lower compe-
tence of the elected executives.

A limit of one term could also influence the types of individuals who
would run for office. If a president could never seek reelection, highly
qualified individuals who would be interested in the position given the
possibility of serving multiple terms might no longer be interested in pur-
suing it. Such an effect could reduce the typical level of executive compe-
tence and thus further offset the benefits the restriction would generate in
terms of reducing the incentives for pandering.

An Interim Term

The final electoral institution I speculate about is the requirement of an
interim term, by which I mean that a president may run for reelection but
cannot do so while still in office. This institution is not merely theoreti-
cal. At certain points, Argentina, Panama, Peru, and Venezuela have had
laws specifying that the president can seek reelection only after an interim
term or terms have passed (Shugart and Carey 1992, 88). Also, within the
United States, Virginia requires an interim term before a governor can run
for reelection.
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4. Stokes (2001) finds that term limits do not alter the likelihood Latin American
presidents will choose unpopular neoliberal reforms during the first six months in office.
Given that the findings in part 2 also suggest pandering is unlikely in the beginning of a
president’s term, they are consistent with Stokes’s result, which should not be interpreted
to suggest that term limits would not affect pandering or responsiveness later in a presi-
dent’s term.



The logic of the Conditional Pandering Theory implies that this elec-
toral institution should provide fewer incentives for pandering than a sys-
tem like that of the United States. Given a requisite interim term, the
president is never running for reelection while in office. By the time he
does seek to serve again, voters will have likely learned the outcomes
of most policies he enacted. Consequently, compared with a system in
which a president can seek immediate reelection, chief executives should
be more concerned with the expected outcomes of policies and less with
current opinion.

A mandatory interim term does not entail some of the negative conse-
quences inherent to the previously discussed reforms. Unlike lengthening
the presidential term, a requisite interim term does not force voters to suf-
fer incompetent presidents for a longer period of time. Also, unlike a limit
of one term, an interim term does not eliminate the possibility that a pres-
ident’s behavior could affect voters’ assessments on whether to grant him
another period of service. Still, the institution has potentially negative
consequences. For instance, as with the limit of one term, a prohibition on
consecutive terms could affect the type of individual willing to run for
office; some highly capable aspirants might be dissuaded from seeking the
position if they could not serve consecutive terms.

Furthermore, as documented in Martha Joynt Kumar et al. (2000),
presidential transitions impose costs on society. Summarizing some of
these costs, Democratic political advisor Harrison Wellford observes
that during a transition “You have a series of action-forcing deadlines that
come up against you like freight trains. There are a lot of things that hap-
pen right there and for a brand new administration that hasn’t done any
of this before, these are intimidating challenges” (Kumar et al. 2000,
754). Obviously, such issues are beyond the scope of this study. For
our purposes, it is simply worth underscoring that a requisite interim term
should give presidents less incentive to pander to public opinion but
that the electoral institution may have other, negative effects on societal
welfare.

P R E S I D E N T S , P O L I T I C A L  I N S T I T U T I O N S  

A N D  T H E  M A S S  P U B L I C

The literature on how presidents affect policymaking has been domi-
nated by research that all but ignores mass opinion. A great deal of work
has been conducted on formal powers like the veto and executive orders,
on presidents’ ability to bargain with Congress, and on their personal
qualities. Among studies that consider the impact of public opinion, most
have examined presidents’ personal popularity or prestige. The policy
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preferences of the mass citizenry, in contrast, have not often been the
focus of scholarly inquiry.

The preceding analysis implies that this lack of attention is not justi-
fied. Citizens’ policy preferences have a substantial impact on the presi-
dent’s role in policymaking, both in terms of executive power and
decision making. When Congress is likely to reject a popular executive
proposal, a president may appeal to the public about his position and
thereby pressure members to enact it. Moreover, mass opinion can affect
a president’s likelihood of supporting an initiative. Future analysis of the
president’s role in the policy process should accordingly incorporate that
the involvement of the mass public affects this role.

This implication is not limited to the American context or even to
existing democracies. In nations undergoing democratization, the opti-
mal design of executive institutions is a practical matter. The findings of
this book underscore that the relationship between a chief executive and
his or her public can significantly affect the ways in which formal institu-
tions operate in practice. Constitutional scholars and architects should
therefore consider this relationship when evaluating how a political sys-
tem will likely function.
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