
"It’s Never Easy for the President to Get  

Exactly What He Wants.” 

Presidential Activism and Success in the Legislative Arena  

During the Presidencies of Clinton, Bush, and Obama 

 

Inauguraldissertation 

zur Erlangung des Grades eines Doktors der Philosophie 

im Fachbereich Gesellschaftswissenschaften 

der Johann-Wolfgang-Goethe-Universität  

zu Frankfurt am Main 

 

vorgelegt von 

Markus B. Siewert 

aus: Freiburg im Breisgau 

Eingereicht: April 2017 

Erschienen: Juni 2018 

 

1. Gutachter: Prof. Claudius Wagemann, PhD 

2. Gutachter: Prof. Dr. Christian Lammert 

3. Gutachter: Prof. Dr. Jens Borchert 

Tag der mündlichen Prüfung: 12. Oktober 2017 
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1 Introduction 

In a modification of a popular quote on the president’s position in the legislative arena, we can 

state that all the president really needs from Congress are bills, but he needs them very badly.1 The 

popularity of the man in the White House and his perceived leadership qualities depend to a large 

degree on the whether he can deliver on the promises he made on the campaign trail, or if he can 

call upon Congress to pass the public policy to the benefit of the American people. For better or 

worse, the image of modern presidents - yet even his legacy - is clearly made by his legislative 

successes and triumphs, but at the same time by his failures and fiascoes as well. Therefore, the 

president’s tides of success in the legislative arena and the actions he takes to shape his fortune are 

key figures for the White House’s self- as well as outside-perception. Both are at the center of this 

study. 

1.1 Three Big Cheers!!! And One Willful Negligence 

All sorts of ballyhoo and hullaballoo were prepared at the South Lawn right outside of Oval Office 

on August 20th, 1996. Even a Marine Band was present to celebrate the passage of the Small Busi-

ness and Job Protection Act (Publ. L. 104-188) that provided a raise of the minimum wage by 90 

cents per hour from $4.25 to $5.15 over a span of two years. In the wake of his reelection cam-

paign, the minimum wage hike was one of the hot-button issues for President Clinton in the debates 

with his contender Bob Dole and a Republican-dominated Congress. Leon Panetta, back then 

Chief of Staff of Bill Clinton, caroled that “to hold the bill signings and bring the people there 

sends a very clear message that these are initiatives the president pushed and sends a signal to the 

country these were his victories.” (Pianin 1996). “A minimum wage increase, portable health care, 

pension security, welfare to work opportunities,” Clinton exclaimed in his statement, “that’s a plan 

that’s putting America on the right track.” (Public Papers of the President 1996a). 

                                                 

1  Originally, Anthony King concludes that “all you [the president] really need from Congress is votes, but he need those votes 

very badly.” (A. King 1983, 247). 
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Only two days later, on the 22nd of August, the fanfare was largely gone, and the loud noise came 

from the other side of the White House where groups of activists had gathered to protest the Per-

sonal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (Publ. L. 104-193) (Vobejda 

1996). Unimpressed by the demonstrators, Clinton famously referred in his remarks that “today 

we are ending welfare as we know it” highlighting the enduring legacy of his signature reform bill. 

Pointing towards positive and negative aspects in his signing speech, Clinton labeled the welfare 

reform “on balance, […] a real step forward for our country, for our values, and for people on 

welfare” but also vowed “to work with the Congress in a bipartisan effort to correct the provisions 

of this legislation that go too far and have nothing to do with welfare reform.” (Public Papers of 

the President 1996c). Already during the negotiations on the bill Clinton recognized with frustra-

tion that he does not “want to have a pile of vetoes”, adding “so here I am - all dressed up and 

ready to cooperate […] but it takes two to tango.” (Cloud 1995a). 

Fast forward eight years to the 22nd of October 2004 - different president, different setting. On 

board of Air Force One sits George W. Bush hitting the trail for his reelection in 2004. In between 

two campaign events, the president signs the American Jobs Creation Act of 2004 (Publ. L. 108-

357) abolishing tax breaks for American corporations for which the United States got penalized 

by the World Trade Organization with billions of dollars. In its place, the new bill created a host 

of new subsidies and special interest hand-outs. While the latter was widely opposed by the Bush 

administration, it badly needed the sanctions lifted by the WTO. No festive ceremony, no cheerful 

remarks; just “a one-paragraph statement by the press secretary” was drafted to announce the bill 

as the new law of the land (Reuters 2004).  

On March 23rd, 2010, President Barack Obama signed into law one if not the defining milestone 

of his presidency: the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. In his remarks on signing, 

Obama with a very personal note referring to his own mother’s long illness highlighted the historic 

significance of the health care reform after decades and decades of gridlock. Praising members of 

Congress and his administration alike for the great efforts put into the bill (Public Papers of the 

President 2010), the president finally signed the bill using twenty-two different pens which he 

handed out afterwards as gifts to the protagonists of the bill. Vice President Joe Biden congratu-

lated Obama at the end of the ceremony in his very own way calling the bill “big f***ing deal” 

(Facebook Day 2016). 
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Not All Bills Look Alike If Viewed from the White House 

If signing bills into law is one of the key figures to evaluate the worth of a presidency, then all 

four can be considered to have the same value. All of them are important pieces of legislation with 

a strong impact on the American society and economy (Mayhew 2005; Mayhew 2016). Addition-

all, all of them became part of the president’s legislative legacy. Yet, they differ beyond the fact 

that three of them received extravagant and pompous ceremonies, while the fourth was signed 

outside the limelight hoping that it might get lost in the darkness of history.2 

 Stating the obvious, George W. Bush was not awfully happy with the American Jobs Creation 

Act. While opposing the large corporate tax cuts he finally agreed to the bill since it achieved 

the one goal he wanted most, namely getting rid of the provisions that were objected by the 

WTO. Therefore, it is no wonder that the White House refrained from giving the bill the usual 

fanfare and publicity that usually accompanies these kinds of bills. 

 From the vantage point of the White House, increasing the minimum wage was a major policy 

victory for the Clinton administration. In his signing statement, the president only mentioned 

two areas of disagreement with the bill, both not striking at the heart of the bill.3 

 Similarly, passing health care reform under Obama was without any doubts an extraordinary 

achievement. Yet, looking more closely on the content of the legislation, we can detect several 

major concessions by the Obama administration such as dropping the public option or taxing 

certain types of health care plans. 

 Lastly, the legislative history of the welfare reform bill of the Clinton White House had a very 

rocky path. Having been vetoed twice by Clinton, he finally signed the bill after some impasse, 

and despite major concerns about key provisions included in the final version. 

Hence, once we delve into the policy details, we can see that although all bills addressed major 

issues of their time and were enacted - give or take - with the support of the respective administra-

tion, they conceal different degrees of success in terms of policy substance and priorities. Thus, 

not all pieces of legislation that are signed into law can automatically be considered victories from 

the vantage point of the White House but must be evaluated against the backdrop of the president’s 

policy preferences (Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; Rudalevige 

2002; Sinclair 2003; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

                                                 

2  A short summary on all bills included in this study is provided in the online appendix. 

3  The two issues referred to the creation of a new sub-minimum wage for young people, and an exemption for employees who 

largely depend on tips (Public Papers of the President 1996b).  
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The logical follow-up question then is how we can explain the varying degrees of success of the 

president in the legislative arena. One way to look at it is by concentrating on the contextual factors 

whether they broaden the president’s room for maneuver or if they constrain his political leverage. 

For instance, While Obama experienced the luxury of overwhelming majorities in both chambers 

of Congress, Bush also governed together with a Republican House of Representatives and Senate, 

yet with a razor-thin margin in the latter. Clinton, on the other hand, was not blessed with a Dem-

ocratic Congress in 1996; but more famously had to find ways to cooperate with a GOP4 majority 

on Capitol Hill swept-in two years before by the so-called ‘Republican Revolution’. Looking be-

yond the congressional context, the three presidents also enjoyed different levels of support for 

their policy positions. The minimum wage hike was liked by an overwhelming majority of the 

American people, whereas both the welfare and the health care reform had a mixed backing by the 

public, at best. Lastly, the American Jobs Creation Act did not even poll with the public. 

Yet, the dissimilarities do not stop with these background conditions. The bills, moreover, differ 

against the light of the actions undertaken by the White House. Hence, the Bush White House 

showed basically no interest in shaping the substance of the American Jobs Creation Act. Clinton, 

on the other side, introduced his own proposal regarding the structure of the minimum wage leg-

islation in February 1995, but otherwise stood clear from the deliberations. However, he kept up 

pressures on Congress by threatening multiple times to veto any outcome that contained provisions 

limiting the pool of recipients, and by going public regularly on the topic. On the welfare reform, 

the Clinton administration also applied its bully pulpit5 but furthermore offered detailed policy 

details on the bill and frequently engaged in direct, though ad-hoc negotiations, with lawmakers 

on Capitol Hill, and issued a veto threat. Finally, the Affordable Care Act is an example of a 

legislative full-court press by the White House. Although the Obama administration did not pro-

vide a comprehensive bill proposal, it introduced a broad outline of its core principles regarding 

an effective reorganization of the health care system. Subsequently, the White House constantly 

pushed for the enactment of the bill, engaging directly in negotiations with congressional leaders, 

committee chairs and rank-and-file members, lobbying on the floor during the votes, and adver-

tising the benefits of the health care reform across the country.  

                                                 

4  Since the era of Reconstruction, the Republican party is frequently called the Grand Old Party (GOP). 

5  The term bully pulpit is frequently attributed to President Theodore Roosevelt expressing that the office of the presidency 

offers a unique position to communicate with the American people.  
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Table 1.1: The Configuration of Four Bills: Context - Actions - Success 

Bill Party Control Public Support Presidential Actions Legislative Success 

Small Business Protec-

tion Act (HR 3448) 

divided 

government 

- Presidential approval 

49.6% 

- Overwhelming support 

on the policy 

- own proposal 

- veto threats 

- going public 

Final bill is a major policy 

victory for the White 

House with only marginal 

concessions. 

Personal Responsibil-

ity and Work Oppor-

tunity Reconciliation 

Act (HR 3734) 

divided 

government 

- Presidential approval 

55.5% 

- Mixed support with 

strong opposition 

- own proposal 

- ad-hoc negotiations 

- veto threat 

- going public 

Final bill is largely a com-

promise between aspects 

the president supported 

and issues he opposed. 

American Jobs Crea-

tion Act (HR 4520) 

unified 

government 

- Presidential approval 

52.2% 

- No issue positions 

polled 

- no legislative actions 

- no going public 

Final bill resembles only 

weakly things the presi-

dent favors; mostly dislikes 

the overall outcome. 

Patient Protection 

and Affordable Care 

Act (HR 4827) 

unified 

government 

- Presidential approval 

51.4% 

- No majority support; 

almost equal portions 

support or oppose 

- broad policy draft 

- constant negotiations 

and lobbying efforts 

- going public 

Final bill includes core is-

sues of the president’s ini-

tiative, but also some ma-

jor concessions 

Own compilation based on content analysis of the legislative histories of each bill. 

Main Interest of this Study 

In sum, the four selected bills display dissimilar combinations of contexts, commitment by the 

White House, and different gradations of success (see also table 1.1.). These configurations are 

the starting point motivating the following examination of the president’s position in the legislative 

arena. Specifically, the study is interested in two sets of interrelated questions: 

(1) First, what do presidents do in the legislative arena? Presidents have a broad range of instru-

ments at their disposal to exert influence in lawmaking. This toolkit ranges from offering 

policy proposals to lobbying and negotiating with legislators, going public in front of audi-

ences, or even threatening to veto a bill. Thus, the guiding question is in what ways the pres-

ident applies these legislative instruments? How frequently does the White House rely on 

threats, on his bully pulpit, or directly engages in lawmaking? Furthermore, how much is the 

president’s behavior driven by the context of the legislative arena? 

(2) Second, how successful are presidents in the legislative arena when it comes to the substance 

of legislation? If indeed not all bills exhibit victories alike from the vantage point of the White 

House, then the question becomes how often presidents need to compromise in lawmaking, 

or even accept less than what they actually wanted? Moreover, what do presidents do to shape 
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their legislative fates, and more specifically, in what ways are contextual features of the leg-

islative arena intertwined with these actions in producing preferable outcomes for the White 

House? 

To address these two sets of questions, the subsequent study examines a total of one hundred 

pieces of domestic legislation that were enacted during the presidencies of William J. Clinton 

(1993-2001), George W. Bush (2001-2009), and Barack H. Obama (2009-2013). To this end, an 

original dataset is constructed which encompasses a variety of information on the president’s ac-

tions during the legislative process such as if he offered initiatives or policy guidelines, actively 

participated in bargaining with Congress or lobbying legislators, or threatened a veto. Furthermore, 

the dataset contains information on the going public activity by the president measured through 

the average number of public remarks he issued on a policy topic. Pertaining to the second set of 

questions, the dataset includes an overall assessment on the president’s success in getting his pol-

icy preferences enacted on each of the bills covered by the analysis. All in all, this unique data 

allows to draw a comprehensive picture of presidential activism and patterns of substantial success 

in the legislative arena in an era of highly polarized parties. 

1.2 The Legislative Presidency: Expectations, Constraints, and Influences 

The U.S. obsession with competition does not stop at the White House. It is thus no wonder that 

in the aftermath of every presidency, the legacy of the president is assessed against those of his 

predecessors. Taking a closer look at some of the latest surveys shows that presidential leadership 

and their performance in the legislative arena constitute important categories in these evaluation 

schemes. The 2010 poll conducted by the Siena College Research Institute, for example, appraises 

presidents along twenty different characteristics such as their domestic accomplishments, their 

relationship with Congress, or their ability to lead, to communicate, and to compromise (Siena 

College Institute Survey 2010a).6 Similarly, a survey done by Brandon Rottinghaus and Justin 

                                                 

6  The survey was held for the fifth time since 1982. 238 presidential scholars participated in the study via email or web invitation. 

The 43 presidents had to be ranked across 20 categories ranging from poor (1) to excellent (5) (see Siena College Institute 

Survey 2010b for more information). 
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Vaughn in 2015 among scholars studying the presidency in the United States asked their respond-

ents to evaluate presidential greatness based on criteria like his legislative skills, his diplomatic 

qualities, but also his personal integrity (Rottinghaus and Vaughn 2015).7 

The fascination with rating presidents is far from new. Already Richard E. Neustadt commented 

at the end of the 1950s that “we measure him [the president] as ‘weak’ or ‘strong’ and call what 

we are measuring his ‘leadership’.” (Neustadt 1991, 3). However, these judgements are inherently 

linked to the expectations one has towards the office and the person holding it (Azari 2015; Bose 

and Landis 2003; Nichols 2012; Schlesinger 1997). While there is per se nothing wrong with sub-

jectivity, the problem is that these expectations have nowadays reached stratospheres that are un-

realistic to be ever met. With respect to the president in the legislative arena, this finds its clearest 

expression in the so-called “green-lantern-theory of the presidency” (Genovese 2015; Klein 2014; 

Nyhan 2009). In short, the basic argument here is that presidents can achieve whatever they want 

once they put their mind to it. Differentiating between a LBJ-version highlighting the president’s 

negotiations skills and a Reaganite-version stressing the skills of a great communicator, Brandon 

Nyhan and others point out that proponents of this theory adhere to the belief that presidents are 

successful if they just find the right angle to pressure members of Congress or to mobilize the 

public on their behalf. 

This picture of a super-hero-like president (Mercieca and Vaughn 2014; Vaughn and Mercieca 

2014), however, frequently clashes with the realities of an office that is embedded in an “anti-

leadership environment” (Helms 2005, 127). A quick read of the U.S. Constitution immediately 

reveals the double dilemma of presidential leadership in the legislative arena: First, unlike parlia-

mentary systems in which government and parliamentary majority are bound together in a 

“Schicksalsgemeinschaft”, i.e., community of destiny (Steffani 1983), the framers designed a po-

litical system that was later labeled a system of “separated institutions sharing [and competing for] 

powers” (Jones 2005, 24; Neustadt 1991, 29) which is probably the defining feature of presiden-

tial-congressional relations in the legislative arena. Since both branches of government have their 

own source of legitimacy and their own constituencies that they are accountable to, the independ-

ence between the institutions is much bigger compared to parliamentary systems. Therefore, Con-

gress and the president in the legislative arena must - for the better or worse - cooperate, and in 

the end, agree on one final version of policy, although this usually involves hot arguments about 

                                                 

7  The poll was conducted among political scientists of the American Political Science Association (APSA) Presidents and Ex-

ecutive Politics section. In total, 162 out of 391 members completed the evaluation form rating all 43 presidents across various 

characteristics from 0 to 100 (Rottinghaus and Vaughn 2015). 



 8 

the pros and cons of a piece of legislation. If they do not cooperate, the system is prone to gridlock 

and immobility.  

In addition, secondly, the founding fathers decided not to put the presidency but instead the Con-

gress at the center of the legislative process. Art. I. Sec. 1 unequivocally states that “all legislative 

Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of the United States […]”. The president, on 

the other side, is equipped with only few constitutional powers concerning the making of laws. It 

is, first and foremost, the instrument of a suspensive veto (Art. I, Sec. 7 U.S. Const.) that secures 

the president a spot at the bargaining table since at the end of the day, he needs to sign bills passed 

by Congress so that they can become the law of the land. Beyond that, one must look very closely 

to find more competencies written into the Constitution since most of them are hidden within 

implied powers8, as for example, the president’s annual State of the Union address which is delin-

eated from the provision according to which the president should “from time to time give to the 

Congress information of the state of the union, and recommend to their consideration such 

measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient” (Art. II, Sec. 3 U.S. Const.). 

So where do these high expectations then come from if the constraints on the presidency set by 

the Constitution are so strong? The point is that we need to look beyond the constitutional re-

sources of the office to assess the possible strengths of the president in the legislative arena. Once 

we do that it becomes apparent that the president is not as helpless as it might seem on paper. In 

many ways, the modern presidency has a unique position within the political system from which 

he draws its power.9 Given the fact that there is only one president at a time, and everything that 

he does, says or wants gets recognized by the other political actors, the office of the presidency is 

extremely well-equipped to set the legislative agenda of Congress and others (Canes-Wrone 2006; 

Edwards and Barrett 2000; Edwards and Wood 1999; Taylor 1998), or to promote their preferred 

policies before the American people (Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2011; Kernell 2006). Further-

more, since the president has the power to veto at the end of the process, lawmakers preemptively 

react to objections and warnings from the White House, and incorporate them into their consider-

ations (Cameron 2000; Guenther and Kernell 2015). Beyond that, the president, of course, can 

always fall back on his “power to persuade” (Neustadt 1991) meaning that he can talk directly to 

                                                 

8  The concept of implied powers refers to the idea that the framers impossibly could have envisioned all competencies of the 

office. Thus, some aspects follow from the broad provisions of the Constitution such as the State of the Union but also most 

of the president’s unilateral powers. Of course, these derivations are usually contested and have frequently involved the 

Supreme Court as final arbiter (Fisher 2014; Howell 2005a; Moe and Howell 1999; Siewert 2016). 

9  Neustadt differentiates between formal powers as constitutional authority and informal power as extra-constitutional influ-

ence (Neustadt 1991, 7). 
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lawmakers on Capitol Hill engaging in deal-making and horse-trading (Beckmann 2008; 

Beckmann 2010; Wayne 2009b). 

Given the institutional limitations of the presidency through the separation of powers, and the 

legislative toolkit of the White House, the art of presidential leadership is to find the right mix of 

legislative strategies to succeed with their preferred policy objectives given the contextual param-

eters (Beckmann 2010; Edwards 2009c; Elgie 2015; Rudalevige 2005; Peterson 1990; Wayne 

2009b). It is therefore the interplay between constraints, leverages, and the expectations that frame 

the president’ position in the legislative arena. The questions asked in this study consequently 

address what president’s do in lawmaking, what affects their actions, how successful they are in 

the end in achieving their policy goals, and what conditions boost or restrict their prospects of 

success. 

1.3 Perspectives on the President in the Legislative Arena 

There are many approaches to analyze presiden-

tial leadership (Edwards and Howell 2009; Elgie 

2015; Rhodes and ’t Hart 2014b; Sinclair 1993). 

Pertaining to the president’s position in the legis-

lative arena, existing studies can be organized 

around five different perspectives on three ana-

lytic dimensions - two substantial, and one meth-

odological (see also figure 1.1):10 

(i.) personality-oriented vs institution-oriented, 

(ii.) context-centered vs presidency-centered, and 

(iii.) quantitative vs qualitative approaches. 

The personality-oriented perspective stresses the importance of the presidents’ personal qualities 

and skills. These approaches can look back on a long tradition of great work and prominent schol-

ars including, among others, Clinton Rossiter (Rossiter 1956), James Barber (Barber 2008), Dean 

Simonton (Simonton 1986; Simonton 1988), Erwin Hargrove (Hargrove 2015), or Fred Greenstein 

(Greenstein 2009a). Accordingly, it is first and foremost the individual that fills the office and 

                                                 

10  For a different systematization but similar arguments see (Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 1996; Bowles 1999; Shull and Shaw 

1999). 

Figure 1.1: Analytic Perspectives on the Presi-

dent in the Legislative Arena 
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brings different capabilities, competencies, and experiences to the presidency - which is why these 

accounts are frequently labeled president-centered (Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 1996). Through fo-

cusing on leadership styles and character traits of the men in the White House, these studies pro-

vide a unique viewpoint by delving into the skill sets of presidents, analyzing their decision-mak-

ing behavior and attitudes, yet even their cognitive capacities asking how these characteristics 

combine in producing great outcomes or worst failures.11 

These personality- or president-centered accounts, however, draw major criticism from proponents 

who argue for an institutionalist perspective on the president’s position in the legislative arena. 

Within this paradigm, we can differentiate between those that follow a context-centered approach 

and others that take a presidency-centered perspective (Helms 2014; Howell 2008; Moe 1993).12 

Regarding the latter, the main argument is that it is the significance of the office of the presidency 

that trumps the individual. It is hence the institutional structures of the White House, and the way 

presidential-congressional relations are set-up that largely pre-define the scope of possible options 

and behaviors of presidents. Since modern presidents face similar contexts and challenges, presi-

dential actions and the usage of legislative strategies are to large parts detached from the personal 

predisposition of the man in the White House. Consequently, presidential actions should be com-

parable across presidents and follow less the individual patterns caused by specific leadership 

styles (Beckmann 2010; Cameron 2002; Edwards 2009c; Howell 2005a; Rudalevige 2005). 

The congress-centered perspective constitutes a second strand within institutional paradigm. Here, 

the main argument is that it is the political context of Congress that fundamentally shapes presi-

dential-congressional interactions. Thus, while presidency-centered scholars take the vantage 

point of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW - the White House - congress-centered scholars start from 

the other end, on Capitol Hill. Presidential actions and success, therefore, are first and foremost a 

function of the partisan composition of Congress, the distribution of ideological preferences 

among legislators, or the support rate from the president’s party and the opposition (Bond and 

Fleisher 1990; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Edwards 1989; Edwards 2009c; Fleisher, Bond, 

                                                 

11  For an assessment of the leadership styles of Clinton, Bush, and Obama see Greenstein 2003; Greenstein 2009b; Rockman 

1996; Rockman 2003; Rockman, Waltenberg, and Campbell 2012; Wayne 2011; Wayne 2012. 

12  See also the symposium with several contributions on the future of presidency research, published in Presidential Studies 

Quarterly, Vol. 39(4), 701-818. 
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and Wood 2008). According to these studies, the president’s leadership qualities have no system-

atic effect on their success rates in lawmaking. Presidential skills hence just “matter at the mar-

gins” (Edwards 1989).13 

Beyond these two substantial dimensions, a third one pertains to aspects of research designs and 

methodology (Edwards and Wayne 1983; Edwards, Kessel, and Rockman 1993). On this matter, 

Gary King stated at the beginning of the 1990s that „presidency research is one of the last bastions 

of historical, non-quantitative research in American politics” (G. King 1993, 388), a fact that led 

Matthew Dickinson ten years later to the conclusion that because of this “American presidency 

research is often described as the political science discipline’s poor stepchild” (cited in Howell 

2008, 303). While it is true that there still is comparably more research done on the presidency 

that is qualitative in the sense of case-centric, historically-oriented, and ideographic than on other 

fields of American politics (Hult, Walcott, and Weko 1999; Pierson 2007), the last thirty years 

have seen major upshots in quantitative research as well (Howell 2008; Howell 2009). Moreover, 

these developments went hand in hand with the institutional turn in studying the presidency ac-

companied by an increase of attention in model-building and theory-testing (Canes-Wrone 2009; 

Moe 2009). So, American presidency research nowadays clearly has fewer reasons for inferiority 

complexes since the study of the president is addressed from various research angles. Nevertheless, 

the observation by King and others still holds that methodological innovations in the field in many 

terms often lag behind developments in other subfields of American politics. 

1.4 Research Design and Data Collection 

Perspective and Approach 

The previous description of approaches to the study of the presidency is, of course, stylized in the 

sense that it depicts the poles in their ideal-typical form. In research reality, however, most studies 

mix these analytic dimensions and combine them, so that hybrids are conceivable for almost every 

spot within the property space of figure 1.1. Yet, this short overview not only helps to structure 

current debates and to highlight their resemblances and differences, it also enables to locate this 

study within the broader spectrum of scholarship on the presidency. 

                                                 

13  Another line of research that focuses on context but in a broader sense of political time can be found in the works by Stephen 

Skowronek, and others, who stress longue durée factors within the political system from the perspective of American Political 

Development (James 2009; Skowronek 1997; Skowronek 2011). 
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As outlined before, the following study aims at two sets of questions: firstly, in what ways does 

the president make use of his diverse instruments in the legislative arena, and secondly, how suc-

cessful is he in getting his policy preferences enacted into law? To answer these questions, the 

examination takes an institution-centered approach, in a way that it starts from the basic assump-

tion that we can identify common patterns of presidential behavior and successes by concentrating 

on their strategic course of actions. This does not deny that every president enters office with a 

certain style of leadership; yet, focusing on strategic and not the tactical level of presidential deci-

sion-making allows to block out the myriad idiosyncratic features that characterize the legislative 

process in the United States (instead of many, see Edwards 2009c; Neustadt 1991; Peterson 1990; 

Rudalevige 2002; Sinclair 1993). Thus, the approach follows others according to which modern 

day presidents share a certain portfolio of legislative instruments and strategies across which we 

can compare them - acknowledging that how they play out in every single case might differ due 

to many factors outside of the chosen framework. 

Building upon this institution-oriented perspective, the following analyses focus on both congress- 

and presidency-centered components linking structure and agency. Congressional factors, without 

any doubts, are central to the quest of making sense of the president’s position in the legislative 

arena. However, examinations of presidential success in lawmaking from a congress-centered an-

gle frequently do not pay close enough attention on the president’s decisions. For instance, in their 

seminal study of the president’s position in the legislative arena, presidential skill is measured via 

his reputation as being highly, moderately or poorly skilled throughout the entire presidency (Bond 

and Fleisher 1990). Yet, such an approach clearly does not match the variation of skilled and 

unskilled behavior presidents display over the time in office. More recent studies in this line of 

research on the president’s success in lawmaking even completely forego explanatory factors ac-

counting for presidential actions (Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Fleisher, Bond, and Wood 

2008). Instead, the following analyses take up recent trends that bring the presidency back into the 

picture when examining his position in lawmaking and the successes his actions might bring or 

not (Barrett 2004; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; Canes-Wrone 2001; 

Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002). In this regard, the following analyses goes beyond existing re-

search on three major fronts: 

 First, it provides new insights on the president’s legislative instruments and his prospects of 

success for an era of hyperpolarized politics in the United States. This enables us to compare 

patterns of legislative activism and success of the most recent presidents with those of earlier 
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eras looking for commonalities and differences between them (Rohde and Barthelemy 2009; 

Cameron 2002; Coleman and Parker 2009). 

 Second, this study is the first to cover data across a range of presidential tools in lawmaking 

that usually are not analyzed in a comprehensively. Building a dataset encompassing a broad 

variety of instruments, however, allows us to get a much broader picture of the actions the 

president’s takes in the legislative process. 

 Third, the study is based on a multi-methods-design using standard regression techniques and 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). In this respect, the forthcoming analyses provide 

an innovative methodological perspective introducing QCA to the field of presidency-re-

search. The added value of QCA especially pertains to its unique perspective which aims at 

identifying patterns that are combinatorial in nature and which allow for equifinal explana-

tions of an outcome. The pioneering approach of QCA thus allows to reveal multiple combi-

nations and ways in which structural and agency-based conditions combine going beyond 

existing studies which focus on the single effects of selected explanatory factors (Ragin 

2008b; Schneider and Wagemann 2012). 

Timeframe and Case Selection 

Three aspects related to the period of investigation and the selection criteria of important pieces 

of domestic legislation need to be explicated as the main unit of analysis. Regarding the former, 

the study covers a timeframe of ten legislative periods between 1993 and 2013 across the presi-

dencies of William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and the first four years of Barack H. Obama. The 

concentration on these three presidencies thus takes up the call to update our insights about con-

gressional-presidential relations into the era of hyper-polarized politics (Cameron 2002; Rohde 

and Barthelemy 2009). With the beginning of the 1980s, a new era of party politics started to take 

of in the United States which lead to ever more polarized parties, both on the level of the electorate 

but even more pronounced on the level of the political elites (Hetherington 2009; Layman, Carsey, 

and Horowitz 2006; Theriault 2008). While party polarization increased steadily over the last three 

decades, it took off and hit the ground running during the Clinton administration and the Republi-

can take-over of Congress in the so-called ‘Republican Revolution’. In many ways, the three pres-

idents therefore share a partisan environment as well as political dynamics characterized by polar-

ized parties in Congress which are unified and willing to increasingly engage in partisan warfare 

(Theriault 2013). In this sense, the forthcoming analysis offers fresh perspectives into the presi-

dent’s position in a hyper-polarized legislative arena. 
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Pertaining to the case selection, the underlying study draws on David Mayhew’s well-known list 

of important pieces of legislation (Mayhew 2005; Mayhew 2016). To identify these bills, Mayhew 

and his team of collaborators sift through various newspaper sources checking which bills make it 

onto their final summaries of the legislative sessions of Congress. From this initial list of potential 

major bills, Mayhew builds his list of important legislations which are defined as “both especially 

innovative and especially consequential” (Mayhew 2016)14 by discussing their prospective impact 

and repercussions for American politics and society. This decision comes with certain advantages 

and disadvantages. On the positive side, the original sample comprises a large variety of substan-

tial bills which include both initiatives by the president and Congress. The status of importance 

also guarantees a high level of salience which ensures (i.) a certain level of comparability between 

them, and (ii.) that president and Congress equally care about them so that they engage in bargain-

ing with each other. Andrew Barrett and Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha rightly note that “[w]hen im-

portant legislation is debated […] so much is at stake both politically and in terms of policy making 

regarding these proposals, providing for a good test of presidential success” (Barrett and 

Eshbaugh-Soha 2007, 103) and his degree of activism in the legislative arena. Moreover, it makes 

the findings comparable to preceding studies basing their analyses on Mayhew’s list or similar 

criteria (e.g., Barrett 2004; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Cameron 2000; Edwards and Barrett 

2000). 

Yet, this case selection limits the scope of the analysis in two ways. First, the focus on salient bills 

means that the presented results, first and foremost, speak to those presidential-congressional in-

teractions between the White House and Capitol Hill that involve high-prized, mostly contested 

issues, and are thus highly visible. We know that salience indeed has effects on the president’s 

position in the legislative arena since it increases the scope of conflict across many dimensions 

(e.g., Cameron 2000; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010b; Light 1999; Rudalevige 2002). Whether the findings 

of this study also pertain to bills of lesser importance therefore lies outside of this study. Second, 

Mayhew’s list, moreover, only includes bills that were enacted by Congress, and not those which 

failed to pass. This, of course, restricts the analysis of congressional-presidential interactions; for 

instance, we know that presidential initiatives are less prone to fail than congressional ones 

(Edwards and Barrett 2000), or that the president opposes more bills under divided government 

that consequently also fail to pass (Edwards, Barrett, and Peake 1997). However, for the current 

examination it is analytically more appropriate to concentrate only on passed bills. On the one 

                                                 

14  The quote can be found in the latest document on the bill selection for the 113th Congress. For a detailed description and 

justification of Mayhew’s case selection criteria see the appendices of his original works (Mayhew 2005, 227–52). 
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hand, we can assume that failed bills display different dynamics, most importantly the opposition 

by the president. On the other hand, once we examine the success of the president on the substance 

of legislation, considering also failed bills creates conceptual problems on how to assess presiden-

tial success (Sinclair 2003). For instance, bills the president opposes and fail to pass would then 

count as complete victories since the president was able to block a disliked policy. This, however, 

is conceptually different from looking at the positive impact on policy-making by the president 

(see also the discussion in chapter 4 on how to assess presidential success). Bills that pass and 

those that fail should therefore kept analytically separate since they address two different aspects 

of congressional-presidential relations (Edwards, Barrett, and Peake 1997). 

As a last scope criteria, the subsequent study only includes initiatives related to domestic politics. 

There is a long tradition of work highlighting the differences in congressional-presidential inter-

actions when it comes to areas of domestic and foreign policy (instead of many, Wildavsky 1966; 

Canes-Wrone, Howell, and Lewis 2008). In general, these studies point out that presidents have 

more leverage in the latter area since it falls into their original prerogative to conduct foreign 

relations with other nations. Therefore, we can again expect that different issue dynamics play out 

if a bill is about matters of foreign policy rather than about domestic issues. Yet, there are certain 

items that do not fit into the classical differentiation but rather constitute “intermestic policies” 

which parts of both worlds (Barilleaux 1985). These grey-zone cases include, for example, bills 

related to the combat of terrorism, or appropriation bills for the Department of Defense. Those 

bills are considered in the further analyses since they first and foremost address domestic issues 

such as homeland security or the budget process, even though they additionally have external ef-

fects. Another example is the Trade Act (Publ. L. 107-210) during the Bush administration which 

regulated foreign trades but also involved the fast-track authority for the president to negotiate 

international treaties with foreign nations. Thus, the bill was as much a matter of the separation of 

powers between the president and Congress as it was an item of foreign policy. 

All in all, these criteria result in a total of 105 pieces of important pieces of domestic legislation 

that were passed by Congress during the presidencies of William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and 

Barack H. Obama (up to 2013). Due to a lack of data, five bills were excluded from the analyses 

since not enough information was available to define the issue position of the White House on 

these given bills. Therefore, the final study includes one hundred bills across a timespan of twenty 

years.  
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Data Collection and Coding 

This study rests upon a new dataset that was collected through content analyses of documents and 

multiple newspaper sources brought together in each bill’s legislative history. What sounds like a 

straightforward procedure, however, involves a scavenger hunt through the legislative process of 

a bill. The legislative history of a bill in the context of law is usually defined as “the collection of 

documents created by the process by which a legislature creates laws” (Cannan 2013, 132). This 

includes all kinds of committee hearings and mark-ups, floor debates, or the final conference re-

port. In the context of political science, the term legislative history has a broader meaning being 

commonly used to describe a compilation of all kinds of documents and sources by the researcher 

pertaining to the bill’s creation (among others, Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; 

Rudalevige 2002). 

No matter if one applies a narrow or broader reading, the main problem is that today’s legislative 

process usually does not produce one history, but multiple histories. Gone are the days, in which 

the legislative process in Congress was conducted linear as we know it from the textbooks with 

fixed stages occurring one after another. Nowadays, drafting legislation often happens non-linear, 

ad-hoc, or as Barbara Sinclair has coined it in “unorthodox” ways (Oleszek et al. 2016; Sinclair 

2017). In its consequence, researchers must engage in a reverse search starting from the bill’s 

endpoint - its signing - and reproduce its pathways through the legislative deliberation. The plural 

is important since there are multiple streams in a bills generation process, just think about the 

bicameral nature of Congress. But even within one chamber, each bill has usually different ver-

sions, some parts are regrouped, some parts die on the way, sometimes it can even happen that a 

bill is replaced by a completely different bill while maintaining its identification number. 

All in all, the process of compiling legislative histories (!) for each bill involves a burdensome 

search for those documents which speak to the bill’s creation in Congress. For this study, the 

legislative histories - starting with the introduction of a bill in Congress and ending with its signing 

- comprise three main types of sources which were collected through keyword searches on the 

respective databases.15 First, we draw on the profound stock of Congressional Quarterly (CQ). CQ 

on a regular basis, especially in its journal CQ Weekly, offers a tone of background stories and 

detailed description of major legislation which are considered by Congress. It is a valuable source 

that allows tracks developments happening at the time and thus allows for a close to real-time 

                                                 

15  For each bill a list of keywords was drafted based on the bill’s main topics. The keywords can be found in the documentation 

on each bill provided in the online appendix. 
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account of the legislative proceedings. In addition, each year CQ publishes a final compilation of 

articles on a variety of bills and happenings in its CQ Almanac.16 Second, to cast the net widely 

and not to miss important features related to a piece of legislation, the legislative histories also 

include articles from The New York Times and The Washington Post. Both newspapers were 

selected based on their importance as major national outlets. Here, the search was restricted to the 

both newspaper’s national edition and its political and economic sections excluding op-eds or other 

forms of commentaries.17 Third, the study draws on several official documents such as statements 

of administration policy (SAP’s), and public remarks by the president including all kinds of public 

speeches or news conferences. SAP’s are usually drafted by the White House Office of Manage-

ment and Budget (OMB) which oversees whether a piece of legislation is in line with the general 

policy of the White House. Therefore, SAP’s enable the administration to go on record and to state 

its preferences which often includes veto threats.18 Public remarks, on the other hand, were col-

lected to assess the going public activity of the president. All official statements and speeches can 

be found in the Public Papers of the President accessible via the database of the U.S. Government 

Publishing Office.19 

The legislative histories provide the basis to address the two central sets of questions of this study 

concerning the level of White House activism in lawmaking and the degree of the president’s 

legislative success, and their respective determinants. Turning first to the assessment of the presi-

dent’s activity in lawmaking, we can note that there is no log-book which allows us to track all 

presidential actions in the legislative arena with the need accuracy.20 Therefore, we must take a 

detour via public accounts of the lawmaking process sifting them through for empirical nuggets 

that provide evidence of the legislative involvement by the White House (e.g. Beckmann 2010). 

This means that the information on the president’s engagement first and foremost pertains to those 

actions that reach the surface of public visibility. Informal bargaining between the branches, on 

                                                 

16  All sources were collected via CQ’s central database (Congressional Quarterly Press 2017). There is no access possible via 

German universities; data access was granted during visiting fellowships at the APSA Centennial Center, Georgetown Uni-

versity, and the American University in D.C, the University of Irvine California, and guest accounts at the New York Uni-

versity Florence. 

17  Both newspapers are accessible through the Lexis Nexis database. 

18  A compilation of SAP’s across presidencies can be found at the webpage The American Presidency Project maintained by 

John Woolley and Gerhard Peters at the UC Santa Barbara. Samuel Kernell, moreover, compiled an overview of veto threats 

included in SAP’s in his latest database (Woolley and Peters 2017; Kernell 2017). 

19  All public statements were collected via the Public Papers of the President, and for some bills through the Compilation of 

Presidential Documents (U.S. Government Publishing Office 2017). 

20  There is a daily log of the president’s routine and workload. However, the information usually does not allow to match the 

action with a certain topic, for instance, meetings with lawmakers on a specific piece of legislation. 
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the other side, is only available via elite interviews with the respective actors, an approach which 

is not suitable for a large number of cases (see Beckmann 2008 for an innovative survey on three 

cases during the Bush administration). Thus, while we are aware of the detriment that we are only 

able to grasp a certain type of presidential actions, we are nevertheless confident that the data 

collection strategy allows us to paint a comprehensive and accurate picture of White House activ-

ism in the legislative arena - especially, since we focus on high-stake policy issues which are 

usually closely tracked by the public sources included in the data. 

Based on the sources compiled in the legislative histories, information on the president’s involve-

ment in the lawmaking was gathered on six important legislative strategies at the disposal of the 

White House. Information on each strategy was manually coded with the software MaxQDA.21: 

 Endorsement. Endorsing a specific piece of legislation serves the function of signaling the 

lawmakers the support of the president, and his intentions to sign the bill. 

 Agenda-Setting. Capturing the strategy of the White House to set the legislative agenda of 

Congress, sources were sifted whether the administration offered broad policy guidelines or 

even a detailed initiative on a specific piece of legislation. 

 Vote-Lobbying. Accounting for lobbying of legislators on a floor vote, actions by the admin-

istration occurring in the immediate context prior to a vote were coded whether they displayed 

pressuring lawmakers, including (in)famous instances of arm-twisting or horse-trading. 

 Direct Negotiations. Bargaining with Congress is the bread-and-butter business of the White 

House in the legislative arena. Thus, the sources were scanned regarding evidences for direct 

involvement in the deliberations of Congress differentiating between ad-hoc and infrequent 

contacts, on the one side, and frequent, more institutionalized negotiations, on the other. 

 Veto Threats. Furthermore, information was gathered whether the president issued a veto 

threat or not based not only on the SAP’s but also on the other sources included in the legis-

lative histories. 

 Going Public. Finally, all public statements by the president that were identified via keyword 

searches at the data collection stage were manually coded whether the president’s remarks 

addressed the topic of the bill under consideration or not. Since the lifetime of the bills in-

cluded in this study - from its introduction to its clearance or signing - varies considerably 

from two or three weeks up to almost two years, the average number of public remarks per 

week was calculated to adjust for different durations of the legislative process. 

                                                 

21  All data can be found in the appendix. 
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While the coding decisions are straightforward concerning the first four legislative tools, assessing 

going public behavior by the president requires some additional choices.22 Presidential remarks 

are not only issued in different settings - e.g., nation-wide on TV, radio, or via podcasts, on town-

hall meetings, or via press conferences - but also come in different rhetorical styles (see, e.g. 

Barrett 2005b; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Rottinghaus 2009). Sometimes a statement is a direct appeal 

to the public to pressure members of Congress. A good example of such a remark can be found in 

a speech by Obama on the Leahy-Smith America Invents Act during which he reminded the audi-

ence that there is additional legislation pending which the president wants to be enacted stressing 

“[..] I need everybody who's listening, here and across the country, tell Congress: Pass the Amer-

ican Jobs Act” (Public Papers of the President 2011b). In other times, presidents directly call upon 

Congress, like President Bush did during a news conference in May 2001 saying that 

“it’s now time for the Congress to act quickly. It’s time for the Congress to pass mean-

ingful, real tax reform, and I urge them to do so before Memorial Day. Tax relief will 

be good for our economy, but tax relief is also a very important way to help deal with 

high energy prices. And so the Congress needs to act.” (Public Papers of the President 

2001c). 

Yet, public remarks most often come in the form that presidents outline the advantages of their 

policy proposals, or elucidate their position on a respective piece of legislation. A prime example 

here is President Obama’s first weekly address in office from the 24th of January 2009, in which 

he stated the necessity to act decisively on the economic crisis pointing out 

“[t]hat is why I’ve proposed an American recovery and reinvestment plan, to immedi-

ately jump-start job creation, as well as long-term economic growth. […] It’s a plan 

that will save or create 3 to 4 million jobs over the next few years, and one that recog-

nizes both the paradox and the promise of this moment: the fact that there are millions 

of Americans trying to find work, even as all around the country there’s so much work 

to be done.” (Public Papers of the President 2009a).  

While these types can be found across all presidents, their frequencies vary depending on the pres-

ident’s personality and not so much structurally which is way they are not further differentiated 

but all treated as representations of the president’s intent to promote his policy positions within 

the public sphere (Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011, 318f). However, the statement by the president 

                                                 

22  The online appendix comprises a codebook for the study. Furthermore, all citations for the first for tools can be found in the 

bill summary, also provided in the appendix.  
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must include a direct reference to the given bill under consideration. Remark that do not fulfill this 

criterion are excluded. An example for such a statement is President Clinton’s remark in the con-

text of the highway and transportation bill in which he stated - in a very broad and unspecific 

manner - that “it is in the national interest to know that […] our national future depends upon a 

decent network of highways and a decent investment in mass transit.” (Public Papers of the 

President 1998). 

The information compiled within the legislative histories is also the foundation for the assessment 

of the president’s success on the substance of legislation. Since this is discussed in detailed in the 

sections 4.2 and 4.3. dealing with the conceptualization and measurement of presidential success 

on the substance of legislation, the coding process is described only briefly at this point. The eval-

uation of the extent to which a given bill reflects the policy preferences of the president is based 

on the legislative histories. To this end, statements referring to the president’s position and their 

realization were coded relying mostly on the sources from CQ Weekly, CQ Almanac, The New 

York Times, and The Washington Post using again the software MaxQDA. All in all, these popular 

sources make frequent references related to the president’s legislative preferences and whether 

they are met by Congress. Based on this information, each case is scored by asking in how far the 

final bill matches the policy positions of the president. This way, a presidential success score is 

constructed which ranges from a full success to clear non-success allowing for different degrees 

of concessions and compromises in between (see also table 4.2). 

In addition to these main elements pertaining to the president’s involvement in the legislative pro-

cess, and his success in securing his policy positions, a battery of additional information was col-

lected. This includes data on party control of Congress (House of Representatives 2016; Senate 

Reference Desk 2016a), as well as on public opinion both regarding the president’s job approval 

(Gallup Inc. 2016) and issue support (The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research 2016) as the 

main explanatory factors for the congress-centered perspective. Moreover, the dataset includes 

information gathered from the legislative histories on bill-related aspects of the legislative process 

pertaining to its contentiousness such as the nature of the coalition-building process whether it was 

bipartisan or not, or if the bill experienced any obstructionist elements such as a filibuster-threat 

in the Senate.23 

                                                 

23  See for information on these bill-specific issues the summary on each bill provided in the online appendix. 
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1.5 Where to Go from Here 

This study proceeds as follows: the next chapter 2 lays the foundation for the forthcoming analyses 

by presenting the analytic framework. It starts with a description of the elementary parameters 

defining the legislative arena (section 2.1). Thus, it one by one elaborates aspects of partisan com-

position between the branches, the effects of heightened party polarization in Congress, as well as 

specific features pertaining to the bicameral system of the United States. In doing so, the focus is 

on explicating how the congressional environment affects the position of the president in the leg-

islative arena. The subsequent section 2.2 addresses the legislative toolbox of the White House. 

To this end, the president’s main legislative strategies are discussed against the backdrop how the 

use of these tools is influenced by the congressional context. Section 2.3 lastly discusses additional 

features that have an impact on congressional-presidential relations. 

Chapter 3 offers the first analytic perspective examining multiple strategies that the White House 

has at its disposal when it enters the legislative bargaining game. In a first step, section 3.1 gives 

an introduction by means of descriptive patterns of presidential engagement. In the course of this, 

we present overall patterns of legislative action across the selected tools differentiating along pres-

idencies and legislative stages. Furthermore, a sequential approach of presidential activism is dis-

cussed highlighting the configurational aspect throughout the legislative process. Section 3.2 then 

tackles the question under what conditions presidents display more, or less engagement in law-

making. The analyses apply several logit and ordinary least square regression in order to test how 

party control and public support as the key defining features of the president’s position in the 

legislative arena shape the action taken by the White House. 

The concept of presidential success in the legislative arena is discussed in chapter 4. Thereby, it 

first differentiates different concepts that are frequently used in the analyses of the legislative pres-

idency highlighting their pros and cons for the analytic focus of this study (section 4.1). Subse-

quently, section 4.2 elaborates the substantial notion of success according to which presidential 

success can be defined as the extent to which a final bill reflects the policy preferences of the 

president. Based on existing scholarship, the section furthermore deals with the systematization of 

the concept via debating various operationalization and measurement strategies. Lastly, section 4.3 

discusses some critical coding decisions and common pitfalls when defining presidential success 

in terms of substance of legislation. 

A descriptive portrait of presidential success based on the previously defined concept is drawn in 

chapter 5. Here, section 5.1 provides first an overview about general patterns of success across the 
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three presidencies. Moreover, it sets the three most recent presidencies into an historical perspec-

tive by comparing their success rates with those of their predecessors going back to Lyndon B. 

Johnson. Section 5.2. then offers some descriptive findings on how success varies across the con-

gressional contexts, public support, and legislative actions taken by the White House. 

The main ideas of set-analytic approaches, as well as the set calibration is presented in chapter 6, 

laying the groundwork for the subsequent analyses. To this end, section 6.1 introduces into the 

key notions behind set-analytic thinking and explicates why a set-theoretic perspective is appro-

priate for the investigation of presidential success in the legislative arena. Section 6.2 and section 

6.3. subsequently address the calibration of the outcome set - high presidential success - as well as 

the four main explanatory conditions, namely party control, public support, White House engage-

ment and going public activity. 

Chapter 7 and chapter 8 report the findings of the QCAs looking for configurations of conditions 

associated with presidential legislative success and its absence. In doing so, section 7.1 and section 

7.2 conduct the analyses on the overall dataset using two different benchmarks of presidential 

success. In addition, separate analyses are performed on the individual presidencies in chapter 8 

to identify commonalities and differences between patterns of success and non-success across the 

presidencies of Clinton, Bush, and Obama. This, furthermore, involves a discussion of selected 

pieces of legislation to facilitate the interpretation of the cross-case results and to account for un-

explained or deviant findings. 

Lastly, this study concludes with chapter 9 which offers a synoptic summary of the main findings 

regarding presidential activism and success in lawmaking. For this purpose, the key results are 

debated in section 9.1, while section 9.2 provides a brief outlook on some fruitful avenues for 

future research on the legislative presidency.   
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2 Neither Dictator, Nor Emperor, Nor Clerk: 

The President’s Position in the Legislative Arena 

The 23rd of July 2011 was an extremely warm and humid day even by Washingtonian standards. 

Experiencing the hottest month in the history of Washington D.C., the Washington Post registered 

the day with a temperature of 103° Fahrenheit (39,4° Celsius) as the second highest with on its 

‘sweat-ceiling’ barometer (Rogers and Livingston 2011). This Saturday morning, the atmosphere 

at Pennsylvania Avenue 1600 was also heated – despite the air-condition in the White House: with 

just a few days left before the United States would head over the so-called fiscal cliff, President 

Obama called the main congressional leaders from both parties to the White House aiming to solve 

the looming debt-ceiling that would mean the default of the US government. The day before, 

Boehner had retreated from an ostensible deal with the White House, the result of facing a staunch 

opposition among the ranks of his own congressional caucus. Boehner later remarked that 

“[n]obody wanted to be there. The president is still pissed.” But here they were, sitting at the long 

table in the Cabinet Room right next to the Oval Office, the big four of Capitol Hill: John Boehner, 

then Speaker of the House, and his counterpart Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, joint by Harry Reid 

and Mitch McConnell as the Senate’s respective majority and minority party leaders. 

At one point in the discussion, Boehner asked President Obama to step outside the room so that 

the four lawmakers could haggle about a deal. “We think we can work this out. […] We’ll come 

back to you. We are not going to negotiate this with you.” The bewildered Obama was furious 

about being compromised in his own home. Reminding everyone in the room that he, the acting 

president, was the one who had to sign the bill into law, it was Boehner who countered dryly: “Mr. 

President, as I read the Constitution, the Congress writes the laws. You get to decide if you want 

to sign them.” With Reid and Pelosi consenting, Obama did not have much of a choice but to leave 

the bargaining table and retreat to the Oval Office, wondering what kind of deal he would be 

presented with at the end of the day. Later that evening, Boehner received a call from the White 

House during which Obama exclaimed that he would not accept the deal struck by the congres-

sional leaders some hours earlier. As Boehner would later recall, the president “was moaning and 

groaning and whining and demanding … threatening … He was pretty desperate.” (the episode is 

protrayed in Woodward 2012; see for all quotations).  
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The frustrations experienced by Obama are surely not unique to his presidency. At some point, 

most presidents discover that their capacities in the legislative arena are limited and that the job 

looks very different from inside the White House than it does from the outside. Being asked about 

his relationship with Congress six months into his presidency, George W. Bush quipped in his 

very own humor: 

“Listen, I think we’ve had one of the most constructive first 6 months of any Presidency 

[...] No, I’ve always - a dictatorship would be a heck of a lot easier; there’s no question 

about it. [Laughter] But dealing with Congress is a matter of give and take. The Presi-

dent doesn’t get everything he wants; the Congress doesn’t get everything they want.” 

(Public Papers of the President 2001b). 

Similarly, Barack Obama had to admit four years into his presidency that “[t]he problem is that 

I’m the president of the United States, I’m not the emperor of the United States. My job is to 

execute laws that are passed.” (Obama 2013). None of this is exceptional to the last occupants of 

the White House. Harry Truman, for instance, famously stated in the light of the election of Gen-

eral Dwight D. Eisenhower for president, “[h]e’ll sit here, and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do that!’ And 

nothing will happen. Poor Ike - it won’t be a bit like the Army. He’ll find it very frustrating.” (cited 

in Neustadt 1991, 10). In the light of this apparent helplessness within the legislative arena, Neu-

stadt therefore concludes that the president’s role in the legislative arena rather resembles the one 

of an honorable clerk than the role of a leader. 

Figure 2.1 presents the framework for the following analysis of presidential activism and success 

in the legislative arena. In the complex system of separated institutions sharing and competing for 

powers (Neustadt 1991; Jones 2005), presidents first and foremost act within the parameters as set 

by Congress whose institutional characteristics constitute the key determinants of presidential-

congressional relations in the legislative arena (Bond and Fleisher 1990; Edwards 2009c). Inspired 

by an actor-centered institutionalist perspective, the chosen framework therefore captures both the 

structural contexts presidents face as well as the strategic options at their disposal when they enter 

the realm of lawmaking. In this it follows what Lawrence R. Jacobs and Desmond S. King have 

called a “structured-agency-approach” according to which “presidents have opportunities to lead, 

but not under the circumstances they choose or control (Jacobs and King 2010, 794; similarly 

Beckmann 2010; Edwards 2009c; Edwards and Wayne 2014; Jones 2005; Peterson 1990). 
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Figure 2.1: President and Congress in the Legislative Arena 

 

Own depiction. 

The Constitution intertwines the two branches of government ascribing all legislative powers to 

the Congress, while at the same time assigning the presidency the capacity to propose policies and 

to sign bills into laws. This way, there is the need for constant collaboration in lawmaking between 

the executive and the legislative branch. Among the institutional determinants, the question of 

party control between the branches clearly stands out as probably the single most important feature 

influencing the interactions between the Congress and the White House, in general, and the dy-

namics of the legislative process. But beyond that, the institutional context is further defined by 

the distribution of ideological preferences among legislators, as well as the bicameral system with 

its two chambers having their own distinct set of parliamentary rules. Hence, the fate of the presi-

dent in the legislative arena to great extents depends on the support of members in Congress which, 

as Jon Bond and Richard Fleisher point out, is “[…] mainly a function of member’s partisan and 

ideological predispositions operating within constraints imposed by the institutional structure of 

Congress.” (Bond and Fleisher 1990, 41).  

While the main parameters of presidential-congressional relations are demarcated through the ac-

tor constellations within the House of Representatives and the Senate and their respective institu-

tional procedures, this does not mean that they fully determine the president’s position in the leg-

islative arena (Fleisher and Bond 2000b; Sinclair 2006; Thurber 2013). The Constitution may not 
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endow presidents with (m)any tools to dictate the outcome of lawmaking,24 yet presidents are not 

as powerless as the quotes in the beginning want us to believe. On the contrary, the White House 

occupies a position in the American political system which is in many ways unique and facilitates 

the president’s role as an active part throughout the various stages of the legislative process (see 

figure 2.1). The president consequently has an array of multiple legislative strategies at his dis-

posal, including instruments such as proposing legislation for consideration (Edwards and Barrett 

2000; Taylor 1998), engaging in lobbying and bargaining with legislators on Capitol Hill 

(Beckmann 2008; Beckmann 2010; Wayne 2009b), going public and trying to mobilize the support 

among the American people (Barrett 2005b; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Kernell 2006), or to threaten 

to veto legislative proposals (Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000; Deen and Arnold 2002a; 

Guenther and Kernell 2015). 

The following sections elaborate on both the institutional environment of Congress and the arrows 

in the legislative quiver of the White House. The main goal is to sketch out the key parameters of 

the president’s position in the legislative arena and to specify their underlying mechanisms. The 

guiding question thereby is how structure and agency interrelate, and in how far certain parameters 

constrain or expand the opportunity structures for presidents in the legislative arena. To this end, 

the next section 2.1 concentrates on the congressional context and its main aspects of party control 

between the branches, the increasing polarization of parties in Congress, and the effects of a bi-

cameral design for executive-legislative relations. Section 2.2 subsequently describes the legisla-

tive instruments of the White House. In doing so, the discussion focuses on how the usage of each 

presidential tool is shaped by the encountered congressional context and how it relates to the pres-

ident’s prospects of success in the legislative arena. Section 2.3 finally enlarges the analytic per-

spective via embedding presidential-congressional interactions into the broader political environ-

ment. For this purpose, three additional features influencing the president’s position and actions 

in the legislative process are presented: namely the role of public support, the question of political 

time, and lastly the effects of policy-specific elements. Section 2.4 concludes the chapter with final 

remarks on key elements of the president’s position in the legislative arena. It also gives an outline 

                                                 

24  The White House possesses various tools to act unilaterally. These include, among others, executive orders, memoranda, 

proclamations, executive agreements, and signing statements. While these instruments are important elements of presidential 

power, they lie outside the current analysis which focuses on the dynamics of the regular legislative process, and on the give-

and-take between the White House and Congress, and not so much on what the president can do to circumvent this process 

(for an introduction to the topic of presidential unilateralism see P. J. Cooper 2002; Howell 2005a; Howell and Kriner 2008; 

Kelley and Marshall 2008; Mayer 2002; Ostrander and Sievert 2013; Rudalevige 2012; Warber 2006). 
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of how the presented framework guides the subsequent investigations into presidential activism 

and success in lawmaking. 

2.1 The Congressional Context as Key Determinant for the White House in 

the Legislative Arena 

Unified Party Control between the Branches as Prime Asset of the Presidency in Law-

making 

The question of party control between Congress and the presidency is perceived as vital for the 

fate of any president and his agenda. In December 2000, for instance, Senator Phil Gramm (R-TX) 

euphorically exclaimed at the sight of a razor-thin Republican majority in the Senate and the pro-

spectus of George W. Bush being president, “someone’s got to be in the majority. Someone's got 

to set the agenda. I've been waiting all my life to have a Republican president and a Republican 

Congress.” (cited in Mitchell 2000). Only six years later, it was President Bush himself who ech-

oed the fatalistic notion in front of the Washington press corps according to which “there’s a lot 

of attitude here that says, ‘Well, you lost the Congress; therefore, you are not going to get anything 

done’.” (Public Papers of the President 2006). 

Table 2.1 gives an overview about shared, split and divided party control for the era of the modern 

presidency from 1953 until today. It shows that from the second half of the 20th century onwards, 

presidents were frequently confronted with opposing majorities in at least one but often even both 

chambers of Congress. Only John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson in the 1960s, and the ad-

ministration of Jimmy Carter at the end of the 1970s enjoyed prolonged periods of Democratic 

majorities on Capitol Hill. The overwhelming majority of presidents since Dwight D. Eisenhower, 

on the other hand, had to face a Congress controlled by the other party. From the thirty-two legis-

lative terms between 1953 and 2017, only ten Congresses displayed unified government, while 

twenty observed some form of split-party government. In two more Congresses the partisan ma-

jorities switched back and forth between parties, so that control alternated in the 83rd (1953-1954) 

and the 107th (2001-2002) Congress. This ratio is also expressed in the latest presidencies: George 

W. Bush experienced three and half years of split and divided government, whereas Clinton and 

Obama had to deal with at least one opposing chamber for six of their eight years in office. 
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Table 2.1: Partisan Composition of Congress and the Presidency; 1953-2017 

President Party Congress (Years) 
Party Control between the 

Branches 

Members of Congress from 

the President’s Party 

House Senate1 

Barack H. Obama D 

114. (2015-2017) divided government 43% 46% 

113. (2013-2015) split government 46% 55% 

112. (2011-2013) split government 44% 53% 

111. (2009-2011) unified government 59% 59% 

George W. Bush R 

110. (2007-2009) divided government 46% 49% 

109. (2005-2007) unified government 54% 55% 

108. (2003-2005) unified government 53% 51% 

107. (2001-2003) unified / split government2 51% 50% 

William J. Clinton D 

106. (1999-2001) divided government 49% 45% 

105. (1997-1999) divided government 48% 45% 

104. (1995-1997) divided government 47% 48% 

103. (1993-1995) unified government 59% 57% 

George H.W. Bush R 
102. (1991-1993) divided government 38% 44% 

101. (1989-1991) divided government 40% 45% 

Ronald W. Reagan R 

100. (1987-1989) divided government 41% 45% 

99. (1985-1987) split government 41% 53% 

98. (1983-1985) split government 38% 55% 

97. (1981-1983) split government 44% 53% 

James E. Carter D 
96. (1979-1981) unified government 64% 59% 

95. (1977-1979) unified government 67% 62% 

Gerald R. Ford R 94. (1975-1977) divided government 33% 38% 

Richard M. Nixon /  

Gerald R. Ford 

R 93. (1973-1975) divided government 44% 43% 

Richard M. Nixon R 
92. (1971-1973) divided government 41% 45% 

91. (1969-1971) divided government 44% 43% 

Lyndon B. Johnson D 
90. (1967-1969) unified government 57% 64% 

89. (1965-1967) unified government 68% 68% 

John F. Kennedy /  

Lyndon B. Johnson 

D 88. (1963-1965) unified government 60% 66% 

John F. Kennedy D 87. (1961-1963) unified government 61% 64% 

Dwight D. Eisenhower R 

86. (1959-1961) divided government 35% 35% 

85. (1957-1959) divided government 47% 49% 

84. (1955-1957) divided government 47% 49% 

83. (1953-1955) unified / split government3 51% 50% 

1 Independent senators are counted with the party with whom they caucus. 
2 After Sen. Jeffords (VT) switched his party affiliation from Republican to Democrat, the Senate majority goes over to the 

Democratic party. 
3 Multiple alternations between majorities in the Senate due to reelections. 

Compiled from the Senate (Senate Reference Desk 2016a) and the Office of the Clerk of the House 

(House of Representatives 2016).  
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The data hence shows that today we are indeed witnessing an “era of divided government” 

(Sundquist 1988; Fiorina 1992) - a fact that has major ramifications for the nature of interactions 

between Congress and the presidency. Although unified government does not automatically trans-

late into halcyon unity and legislative accomplishments, neither does divided government per se 

precludes collaboration across the aisles. However, presidential-congressional relations are ceteris 

paribus much more cooperative and harmonious if the White House and the Capitol are controlled 

by the same party, and in contrast much more prone to conflict, contention and controversy if the 

presidency and the Congress are split between the two (instead of many, see Andres and Griffin 

2013; Coleman and Parker 2009; Conley 2003; Conley 2009; Davidson 2009; Edwards 2009c; 

Edwards and Wayne 2014; Rohde and Barthelemy 2009; Rudalevige 2005; Sinclair 2006; Thurber 

2013; Ware 2001). 

One reason for this is that there are usually more commonalities concerning policy and politics at 

both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue if the White House and the majority in Congress belong to the 

same political party. Although US legislators are considerably more independent in their actions 

than their counterparts in parliamentary systems (Dodd and Oppenheimer 2017; Uslaner and Zittel 

2008; Zittel 2016), the overlap of and cohesion among electoral goals, ideological values and sub-

stantial policy issues is still much bigger among members sharing the same party label than across 

partisan lines. This idea of a shared bond that connects the two branches – although less visible 

and less strong than in parliamentary systems – if the two institutions are controlled by the same 

party is nicely expressed in the statement by George J. Mitchell, back then Democratic majority 

leader in the Senate during the first year of the Clinton administration, according to whom “[…] 

we have a president whose positions we agree with. We’re all part of the same party for a reason.” 

(cited in Langdon 1993). Similarly, Frances E. Lee points out that in times of unified government, 

the image of a successful president is as important for the congressional majority as it is for the 

president since “presidential successes create credit-claiming opportunities for the president’s 

party […] while a party can benefit by resisting, criticizing, and otherwise making the opposing 

party's president look bad.” (Lee 2008, 914). Taken together, from the vantage point of the White 

House this implicates that in times of unified government a larger cohort of legislators should be 

willing to support the policy agenda of the president powered by their own political motivations 

and ambitions than it would be the case if the opposition party were to form the majority (Bond 

and Fleisher 1990; Edwards 1989; Edwards 2000a; Fleisher and Bond 2000a; Pfiffner 2009; 

Thurber 2013).  

 



 30 

Yet, the advantages for the White House stemming from congressional majorities are not only 

about mere numbers. Moreover, majority status in Congress comes with the control of critical 

gate-keeping positions as well as procedural powers, especially in the House of Representatives 

but also in the Senate (Aldrich and Rohde 2000; Cox and McCubbins 2005; Lee 2012; Monroe, 

Roberts, and Rohde 2008; Oleszek et al. 2016; Sinclair 2012b; Sinclair 2017). For instance, the 

party winning most seats in the chamber not only constitutes a majority on each (sub)committee, 

but also provides the chairmanships whose responsibilities include, among other things, to set the 

committee’s timetable, structure the debate, or to bring up bills for markup. Furthermore, it is the 

leadership of the majority parties in the House of Representatives and the Senate that play a crucial 

role. Equipped with strong procedural competences regarding their respective chambers, they have 

the control over the agenda of their chamber and therewith select which legislative items are dis-

cussed, when a debate happens and for how long, or when a floor vote is scheduled. They moreover 

decide which committee is mainly responsible for drafting a bill, or they can bypass the committee 

process altogether and bring bills up for a floor vote just by themselves. Since the legislative pro-

cess in the US is characterized by myriad, different access points, such gate-keeping positions and 

steering tools as just mentioned, can be used to either guide a bill through the halls of Congress 

widely unharmed and intact, or it can be used to slow a legislative proposal, water it down, or to 

block it from passing altogether.  

All these aspects taken together underscore why the question who is in charge of the two branches 

of government is so central to the president’s position in the legislative arena. As many studies 

have shown and as we will see further below, in times of unified government initiatives put for-

ward by the White House usually receive a warm welcome on Capitol Hill (Edwards and Barrett 

2000; Peterson 1990; Taylor 1998), the cooperation with the congressional leadership is smooth, 

and multiple lines of communications ensure continuous exchange about politics and policy 

(Andres and Griffin 2013; Beckmann 2008),while there are a bulk of fellow co-partisans that are 

predisposed to vote together with the president (Bond and Fleisher 1990; Fleisher and Bond 1996). 

If Democrats and Republicans each control one of the institutions at either end of Pennsylvania 

Avenue, congressional-presidential relations usually become much more strained with the White 

House: the congressional leadership pursues different legislative agendas and political goals, con-

flictual bargaining strategies take the place of more cooperative ones (Andres, Griffin, and Thurber 

2000; Beckmann 2008; Cameron 2000; Sinclair 2000a), and there are fewer legislators that share 

the policy preferences of the president (Fleisher and Bond 2000a). Of course, this picture only 

holds under the presumption of all else is being equal, since presidential-congressional relations 
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are influenced by numerous other intervening and confounding factors, such as the partisan nature 

of the policy issue, the salience of the measure, the legislative time, or the public standing of the 

president, among others. Yet, party control has been proven to be one or even the single most 

important factor in a countless number of studies on the president’s position in lawmaking (in 

addition to the studies already cited, see Barrett 2005b; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; 

Beckmann 2010; Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 1996; Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Covington, 

Wrighton, and Kinney 1995; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Rudalevige 2002; Sinclair 2003). 

The Polarization and Centralization of Congressional Parties, and What It Means for 

the White House 

These days are not only an era of divided government but also an era of hyper-polarized parties in 

the United States. Concerning congressional parties25, polarization refers to two intertwined pro-

cesses: on the one hand, parties have become internally more and more ideologically homogenous, 

while at the same time ideologically drifting further and further  apart from each other (Layman, 

Carsey, and Horowitz 2006; Lee 2015; Poole and Rosenthal 2007; Theriault 2008). Being powered 

by both societal and institutional driving forces, the effects of party polarization in Congress are 

clearly visible in the House of Representatives as well as the Senate. 

Figure 2.2: Ideological Overlap between Democrats and Republicans in Congress; selected Congresses 

  

                                                 

25  Traditionally, one can differentiate between three perspectives (Key 1964): (i.) parties in the electorate focus on issues of 

voting behavior and alliances, (ii.) parties as organizations revolve around structural reorganizations and innovations of the 

party apparatus, and (iii.) parties in government concentrate on the role that parties play in policy-making and governing.  
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Own compilation from DW Nominate scores dataset (“VoteView” 2017). 

Figure 2.2 illustrates both dynamics of intraparty and interparty polarization. The graphic shows 

the distribution of members of Congress based on their ideological positioning measured via the 

DW Nominate scores grouped by parties (Poole and Rosenthal 2007; “VoteView” 2017). Law-

makers on the far-right display very conservative attitudes and preferences, whereas legislators 

located at the left-hand side of the spectrum exhibit very liberal policy positions.26 As can be seen 

in in the upper left, when Ronald Reagan occupied the White House the two parties were ideolog-

ically relatively close to each other if we consider, for instance, the party medians. Moreover, both 

Republicans and Democrats counted among their ranks a considerable number of moderate and 

cross-pressured legislators - i.e., such members of Congress whose party affiliation is not in sync 

with their ideological identification, as it is the case for conservative Democrats or liberal Repub-

licans. This is highlighted in the overlap of the blue and red bars in the middle of the ideological 

spectrum. If we, however, fast-forward ten years to the first two years of the Clinton administration 

(upper right-hand), we recognize that the legislators from the Republican party have been notice-

ably moved to the right, hence becoming more conservative, whereas Democrats simultaneously 

have become slightly more liberal. Again, a couple of years later, George W. Bush came upon two 

almost completely separated parties in Congress when he entered his first term in office (lower 

left), whereby the GOP had drifted even more to the right of the ideological spectrum. Finally, 

these trends have even amplified at the time Barack Obama arrived in the White House (lower 

                                                 

26  DW Nominate scores are calculated via voting behavior on roll call votes. Here, only the first dimension is used which 

captures the economic and social dimension which are nowadays collapsed onto a single policy space (for more information 

see, Poole and Rosenthal 2007; “VoteView” 2017). 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

10,80,60,40,20-0,2-0,4-0,6-0,8-1

M
em

b
er

s 
o

f 
C

o
n

gr
es

s

DW Nominate Scores

107th Congress (2001-2002)

Democrats Republicans

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

10,80,60,40,20-0,2-0,4-0,6-0,8-1

M
em

b
er

s 
o

f 
C

o
n

gr
es

s

DW Nominate Score

111th Congress (2009-2010)

Democrats Republicans



 33 

right). Today, there is a broad chasm which is clearly identifiable in the bar charts. While in the 

times of Reagan only a few Republicans held extreme ideological positions, nowadays the right 

pole of the ideological spectrum is heavily crowded with lawmakers, mostly linked to the Tea 

Party and the Freedom Caucus. Yet, we can also see that the polarization is asymmetric since the 

movement of the Democratic party to the left side of the ideological spectrum is much slower and 

by far not as extreme as the GOP (e.g., Mann and Ornstein 2016). 

This ideological shift of parties in Congress has several implications for presidential-congressional 

relations. One major effect is that it increases the ideological space between the president, on the 

one hand, and pivotal members of Congress, on the other (Cameron 2002). The data in figure 2.3 

illustrates the core trend over a period of sixty years for both the House of Representatives and the 

Senate: Concentrating on the gap between the president and the median member of each chamber 

- which means approximating the preference of the 50% + 1 legislator who casts the vote for the 

majority - we can see that the ideological distance has tremendously increased over the last dec-

ades, yet only in times of divided government (orange trend line). Under unified government, on 

the other hand, the overlap between the president’s ideological positioning and that of the chamber 

medians remain the same as the trend lines are even leveled (green trend line). For the House, this 

trend is further corroborated and even stronger if we compare the ideological differences between 

the president and the median of the majority party instead of the one for the whole chamber (purple 

and yellow lines). While the median legislator of the chamber is the pivotal actor when it comes 

to voting on the floor, the median member of the majority party often plays a crucial role in getting 

a vote on a bill in the first place because congressional leaderships usually bring up those bills 

which have the support within their own party only – this refers to the so-called Hastert-Rule after 

Speaker Danny Hastert (R-IL) who described his task as the leader of the House to please “the 

majority of the majority” (cited in Sinclair 2006, 149). 

The widening ideological gap between the two branches, first and foremost, signals that presidents 

today face greater political disagreements when it comes to passing policies in times of divided 

government compared to earlier eras in American politics. Yet, the obstacles have also become 

bigger when party control is unified. This is mostly due to the asymmetric effects of polarization 

triggered by the specific design of the US Senate. Today’s Senate de facto operates under super-

majoritarian requirements following its arcane parliamentarian rules and practices. The most 

(in)famous example here is clearly the filibuster which allows an individual senator to delay the 
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legislative process (Koger 2010; Wawro and Schickler 2007). Filibustering27 broadly refers to 

“any tactics aimed at blocking a measure by preventing it from coming to a vote.“ (Beth and 

Heitshusen 2014, 1). Defined in this broader sense, filibustering not only includes the tactic of 

hijacking the floor by performing an act of endless speech but also more informal instruments, 

such as holds or already the mere threat of a filibuster. Barbara Sinclair demonstrates for selected 

terms that major pieces of legislation are indeed frequently subject to filibuster-related problems, 

and ever more so in our current times. While during the 1960s only one out of ten bills experienced 

some form of filibuster, this number has dramatically risen in the 1990s to the extent that nowadays 

every second measure encounters obstructionism in the Senate (Sinclair 2007, 126). 

Figure 2.3:Ideological Distance between the President and Pivotal Members of Congress, 1953-2015 

 

                                                 

27  The term ‘filibustering’ has its etymological origins in the Dutch word freebooter; thus, meaning that the standard parlia-

mentary process is pirated by a senator (National Public Radio 2005).  
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Own depiction based on the DW Nominate scores dataset (“VoteView” 2017). 

Today, especially important bills need a three-fifth majority to overcome obstructionism by a mi-

nority of the Senate and move a piece of legislation forward. This, however, tremendously raises 

the hurdle for conducting everyday business in the Senate. The effect of this can be seen in the 

second part of figure 2.3 displaying the trend of polarizing distances between the president and the 

Senate’s chamber median, on the one hand, and its filibuster pivot - i.e. the ideological position of 

the 6oth senator - on the other, again differentiating between unified and divided party control. If 

we first consider the overall tendencies for the chamber medians the picture is very similar to the 

one in the House of Representatives: in times of unified government polarization leads to a slight 

decrease in ideological differences between the branches, whereas the gap visibly widens if the 

two institutions are controlled by different parties. The situation in the House and the Senate, how-

ever, differs if we concentrate on the filibuster threshold. Here, the super-majoritarian nature of 

the Senate leads to the situation that the ideological gap between the president and the filibuster-

pivot increases even in times of unified government (blue trend line) reaching similar levels as 

under divided party control (red trend line). From the perspective of the White House this means 

that todays’ presidents are confronted with a more hostile environment in the Senate independent 

of party control (Bond, Fleisher, and Cohen 2015; for a different view see Beckmann and Kumar 

2011a). 
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Another aspect of the party polarization from the vantage point of the White House, that creates 

further tensions for the presidential-congressional relations, is the disappearance of moderate leg-

islators that used to occupy the ideological center (Binder 1996; Fleisher and Bond 2004; Theriault 

2004).28 Especially in situations where both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue are controlled by dif-

ferent parties, moderate lawmakers are among the first targets of the White House to explore pos-

sibilities and options for horse-trading and deal-making across party lines (Covington 1988; 

Fleisher and Bond 1996; Fleisher and Bond 2004). A statement from a staffer employed in the 

Bush White House quoted by Gary Andres, himself a legislative liaison during the Clinton admin-

istration, nicely points out the underlying problem with the waning moderates in Congress: 

 “During George H.W. Bush’s administration, the White House would routinely lobby 

twenty-five to forty Democrats depending on the issue. During the Reagan administra-

tion that number was even higher. We’re lucky if we have 10-15 Democrats on our list 

today [...]. The numbers just aren’t there the way they used to be 15 or 20 years ago.” 

(cited in Andres 2005, 763). 

Nick Calio, assistant of legislative affairs in both Bush White Houses, also highlights the issue 

noting that “the potential pool of support was fundamentally different among Democrats between 

1989 and 2003. It was like someone took a big eraser and wiped out our target list.“ (cited in 

Andres 2005, 763). The empirical data presented in figure 2.1 strongly corroborates these obser-

vations by these Washingtonian insiders. It clearly shows that moderate legislators have basically 

vanished from both chambers of Congress. And if we keep in mind that staffers in Republican-

controlled White House in the Bush administration already lamented about the diminished oppor-

tunities and very few realistic targets to attract support from the other side of the aisle, and to make 

deals on a cross-partisan basis, we can imagine what difficulties the staff during Democratic ad-

ministrations faced when they looked for moderate legislators among the ranks of the Republican 

Party. 

On the other hand, the process of intraparty homogenization also strengthens the position of a 

president in times of unified government. As party affiliations offer weaker ties between presidents 

and members of Congress than in parliamentary systems, an understanding of a shared fate or a 

naturally-given policy congruence on a single matter is not self-evident. Lee Hamilton, Democrat 

                                                 

28  By convention moderate legislators are usually identified having a DW Nominate score between +0.2/0.3 and -0.2/0.3. Cross-

pressured ones are those with an ideology score which deviates from their party affiliation, i.e. liberal for Republicans and 

conservative for Democrats (Binder 1996; Fleisher and Bond 2004; Theriault 2004) 



 37 

from Indiana, stood in front of reporters answering questions after his vote against the president’s 

position nearly brought down Clinton’s anti-crime initiative in 1994:  

“It doesn’t give me any joy to cast a vote against President Clinton or any other Presi-

dent, for that matter. Would I like to see him get a victory when he obviously needs one? 

Yes. Do I make that my first or my second priority? No. […] I don’t get elected because 

of what Bill Clinton thinks or what the House leadership thinks. The electorate makes 

up its own mind.” (cited in Apple 1994) 

However, two further effects of party polarization somewhat mitigate Hamilton’s statement in 

today’s perspective. For one, although not mirroring the discipline of their parliamentarian coun-

terparts, levels of partisan voting behavior in Congress have reached record highs over the last 

decades, with both parties showing a party unity of almost 90% across roll call votes. Thus, parties 

indeed vote as cohesive blocks on many pieces of legislation of substantial interest (Newlin Carney 

2015). From the vantage point of the White House, it is even more important to take a look at the 

support of those votes on which the president takes a public position. Here, the partisan bias be-

comes extremely visible. A comparative look at the three presidencies included in this analysis 

reveals that while support from the president’s party has increased over the last two decades, the 

percentage of votes on which the opposite party voted in agreement with the president’s position 

has sharply declined. Over the eight years of the Clinton administration, Clinton received on 74% 

of votes support from Democrats in the House and 85% in the Senate, whereas the support was 

only half as high from the Republicans, namely in House 32% and in the Senate 40%. For President 

Bush, support from his own party was even slightly higher with 80% in the House and 86% in the 

Senate, whereby the support rate for the opposite party dropped noticeable in the House to 25%, 

but not in the Senate with 51%. The clearest divide in party support, however, was experienced by 

President Obama. During his first six years in office, his fellow co-partisans in the House voted in 

line with the president’s position on 83% of all votes, within the Senate this figure even came up 

to 94%. Republicans, on the other hand, only rarely cast their ballot in line with the Obama ad-

ministration, with a margin of 20% in the House and 48% in the Senate (Zeller 2015). 

Thus, the difference in average support between the president’s party and the opposition party has 

increased from 42% in the House under Clinton, to 55% under Bush, and 63% under Obama. In 

case of the Senate, however, we find a slightly more positive picture with the numbers being 45%, 

35%, and 46%. All in all, these trends point into the direction of stricter party line voting which 

further reinforces the structural parameters of party control in Congress. Hence, if the same party 
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controls both Congress and the presidency, cohesive voting behavior should facilitate the presi-

dent’s position in the White House. In case of split party control, however, presidents in today’s 

highly polarized era face a much more unified opposition then they used to  during the 1960s up 

until the 1980s (Rohde and Barthelemy 2009; Thurber 2013). 

As a second effect of increased polarization in Congress, parties have willfully expanded the pow-

ers of their respective leadership circles. The centralization in favor of the party leaders is based 

on the underlying logic that the political and policy goals of more homogenous party caucuses in 

combination with enlarged political competition between the parties are better served if the instru-

ments of the party leadership are strengthened.29 If more members of the same party share the 

same goals, it is more cost-effective if deals are struck by a smaller circle of entrusted leaders, 

while on the other hand, a strong leadership is better equipped to implement and enforce a unified 

party caucus (for the so-called conditional party government thesis, see Aldrich and Rohde 2000; 

Aldrich and Rohde 2001). This mechanism is especially observable in the House of Representa-

tives, in which the Speaker of the House and his team have an arsenal of various types of carrots 

and sticks at their disposal to ensure the discipline among the rank-and-file members and even 

committee chairmen, but also to steer the complete legislative process, from a bill being put into 

the legislative hopper until it is cleared for the White House. Therefore, the House of Representa-

tives  in many ways works like a parliament based on the majority party’s undisputed dominance 

of the legislative process, while the minority party serves as a coherent opposition to the governing 

majority (Aldrich and Rohde 2000; Cox and McCubbins 2005; Cox and McCubbins 2007; Owens 

and Burdett 2006; Smith 2007). 

This is also mirrored in the change of the self-understanding of the speakership and his position 

vis-à-vis the presidency. In times of unified government, the House leadership regularly serves as 

an extension to the White House. This interpretation as a loyal lieutenant to the president impres-

sively manifests itself in a statement by Hastert according to which a central component of his job 

description includes “to pass the president’s program” (cited in Kriner 2010, 272) - an attitude that 

for the most part also reflects the working relationship between Speaker Pelosi and the Obama 

administration (Sinclair 2012a; Sinclair 2013). In reverse, the power game turns upside down if 

the opposing party controls the majority in the House. As an observer of the political process 

                                                 

29  Aldrich and Rohde base their conditional party government thesis on these two pillars. They state: „These two conditions – 

preference homogeneity and preference conflict – together form the ‘condition’ in the theory of conditional party government. 

As they increase, the theory predicts that party members will be progressively more willing to create strong powers for leaders 

and to support the exercise of those powers in specific instances.” (Aldrich and Rohde 2001, 275)  
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during the Gingrich-era has put it, “Gingrich seems to think of himself as a kind of Prime Minister, 

chosen by the House of Representatives, as a U.S. equivalent of the British Parliament.” (cited in 

Cloud 1995b). In times of divided party control the speaker hence takes over the role of the head 

of a counter government deriving their legitimacy from having a governing majority comparable 

to parliamentary systems. 

But it is even in the Senate that we can note the empowerment of the leadership which makes 

herding the cats in the notorious individualistic upper chamber easier than in previous days (Lee 

2009; Monroe, Roberts, and Rohde 2008; Sinclair 2012b). While US senators per se have a self-

understanding of primus inter pares, because they represent larger constituencies and serve longer 

terms than their counterparts in the House, we can also observe that the majority leadership holds 

various powers to structure the legislative process, such as bringing bills up for consideration or 

scheduling votes. Yet in contrast to the House, the majority leader in the Senate traditionally per-

ceives him- or herself to be more at eye level with the White House - no matter if they share the 

same party label or not. Harry Reid, for instance, famously quipped in the direction of an incoming 

President Obama that “I do not work for Barack Obama; I work with him.” (cited in Murray 2009). 

2.2 Presidential Leadership in the Legislative Arena: The White House’s 

Toolkit for Legislative Engagement 

The Legislative Early-Game: Setting the Agenda 

One of the most important presidential strategies in the legislative arena is (trying) to set the agenda 

of Congress (see Wood 2009 for an extensive overview; Cohen 2012; Edwards and Wood 1999; 

Light 1999). The reasoning behind this is straightforward: Since presidents have only few tools at 

hand to sway lawmakers on how they cast their ballot, the focus of the White House is set at an 

earlier stage: by already influencing what is considered in the first place. Compared with the leg-

islative prevalence of executives in parliamentarian democracies, presidents in the United States 

are clearly less able to dominate the agenda space. Yet based on his constitutional right to recom-

mend legislation deemed necessary and appropriate (Art. II, Sec 3, U.S. Constitution), it is primar-

ily the resources of the executive branch - i.e., the departmental bureaucracies, and the Executive 

Office of the President - which put the president into the position to exert policy leadership via 

drafting legislative proposals. 
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Unmatched by any other single legislators or even Congress as a whole, John W. Kingdon is right 

to argue that “[…] no other single actor in the political system has quite the capability of the 

president to set agendas.“ (Kingdon 2003, 24). Previous research has shown that defining the 

agenda is a promising strategy for the White House. Presidential initiatives, both major and minor 

ones, almost always find their way into the legislative hopper (Cameron and Park 2008, 51f; Cohen 

2012, 24ff; Edwards and Barrett 2000, 116ff). Accordingly, legislation proposed by the admin-

istration makes up between 30% and 50% of the congressional calendar, while the remaining pro-

portion is initiated by members of Congress, is based on recurring pieces of legislation, and are 

reaction to external events or imminent crises (Edwards and Barrett 2000, 112ff; Taylor 1998, 

377ff; Theriault 2002). While this indeed makes the president the single most important agenda-

setter, it also demonstrates that he does not dominate the legislative agenda of Congress (Sinclair 

2006, 255–63). 

We can mainly identify three mechanisms how presidential agenda-setting affects the lawmaking 

process in Congress. First, it enables the president to define the boundaries of policies under con-

sideration, and in this way to structure the following deliberation. In this sense, agenda setting is 

first and foremost about obtaining the Deutungshoheit - i.e., the prerogative of interpretation - over 

the policy debate through setting the terms of the debate, moving first on certain policy aspects, 

and via framing and priming of core arguments (Edwards and Wood 1999; Eshbaugh-Soha and 

Peake 2005). George W. Bush, for instance, during his 2000 presidential campaign advertised his 

plans for massive across the board tax breaks which, at that time, were perceived as a mere “pipe 

dream” on both sides of the political spectrum (Milbank 2001). Cutting taxes, and especially to 

this extent, did not rank high among the priorities of lawmakers nor the American public. The 

arrival of Bush in the White House, however, completely changed the dynamics of debate. It put 

the tax cut proposal upfront of the legislative agenda during his first half year as president, and 

Democrats in the end had to accept an amount of tax breaks which came up to more than double 

of what they called reasonable six months before during the election campaign. Bill Clinton, on 

the other hand, was largely rolled by the issue dynamics in the debates regarding the overhaul of 

the Internal Revenue Service in 1997. Favoring only minor reforms, he had to concede early on to 

pressures from the public and Congress who, fueled by several major scandals, thirsted for a large-

scale reorganization of the IRS instead of a fine-tuning approach preferred by Clinton (Broder 

1997). Of course, these are only two illustrations highlighting how presidents can succeed but also 

fail in setting the tone of the debate from early stages and through this pre-structure the outcome 

of the lawmaking process. 
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Second, presidential leadership at the agenda-setting stage helps to overcome collective action 

problems within Congress and among its 535 legislators by providing a focal point around which 

other political actors’ policy positions can crystalize (Cameron and Park 2008; Cohen 2012; 

Neustadt 1991, 8f). The USA PATRIOT Act can serve as a prime example in this regard, on which 

the New York Times stressed that “[b]y and large, the House and Senate bills both use as a starting 

point a proposal sent to Capitol Hill nearly two weeks ago by the White House.” (Lewis and Pear 

2001). Since lawmakers in Congress today only have scarce resources to draft their own bills, 

presidential input from the beginning is often highly appreciated. Yet, a proposal from the White 

House furthermore fulfills the role of first mover draft upon which the subsequent debate can be 

structured. In this sense, it both offers a distinct policy outline upfront and provides guiding posts 

for the further deliberation process. 

Third, agenda-setting offers the White House the opportunity to highlight its priorities, how they 

are distributed across various policy issues, and in which way policies should be packaged 

(Rudalevige 2005, 437ff; Wayne 2009b, 317ff). Because the resources of any administration to 

lobby Congress are not infinite and the multiple political arenas are usually heavily crowded with 

myriad policy items and problems striving to be solved, the White House needs to prioritize its 

policy agenda. This involves, among other things, to select some issues over others, decide about 

their sequencing, how to pursue them, and how much political capital it wants or needs to spend 

on any given item. Therefore, the administration will focus on certain policies with more attention, 

on others with less, depending on the prioritization by the president but also upon other consider-

ations, such as the overall density of the policy agenda or imminent pressures of the time. The 

trick is to not overwhelm Congress with the president’s initiatives. As Lyndon B. Johnson fa-

mously quipped, “Congress is like a Whiskey drinker. You can put an awful lot of whiskey into a 

man if you just let him sip it. But if you try to force the whole bottle down his throat at one time, 

he’ll throw it up.” (cited in Rudalevige 2002, 113). Thus, the failure to prioritize easily leads to 

overload of Pennsylvania Avenue with Congress at the one end, and to excessive demands and 

exhaustion for the White House at the other end. The rocky start of the Clinton administration 

underlines this argument: since the White House did not pursue a ‘rifle-approach’ to define clear 

policy priorities for its initial months and then execute them, it got lost in numerous legislative 

battles and mine-fields early on in its first year. Instead it followed a ‘shotgun-approach’ by ad-

dressing as many issues as possible at once leading to an overkill and chaos (Rockman 1996; 

Sinclair 2000b). 
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The degree of presidential activism and success in setting the agenda ebbs and flows with the 

congressional context. Initiatives from the White House receive fewer agenda space in times of 

divided government (Cohen 2012; Edwards and Barrett 2000; Light 1999; Peterson 1990; 

Rudalevige 2002; Taylor 1998). This is due to a dual dynamic of agenda competition. First, the 

majority party takes a more active role in the legislative process if control between the branches is 

split. In these instances, the leadership in particular becomes a rival to the president’s policy 

agenda. Under unified party control, on the other side, the congressional party leadership complies 

to or agrees with the administration’s legislative program and cedes the power to initiate legislation 

largely to the White House (Edwards and Barrett 2000; Taylor 1998). Second, the president also 

proposes fewer initiatives when confronted with a congressional majority from the other side of 

the aisle (Eshbaugh-Soha 2005; Peterson 1990). In this sense, the administration anticipates its 

declining influence over the legislative agenda since its initiatives will fall on less fruitful grounds. 

However, the White House is not only overly successful in securing agenda space for its legislative 

initiatives. Once they make it onto the legislative calendar of Congress, the odds of getting enacted 

are also higher compared to congressional initiatives which die more frequently on their way 

through the legislative stages. However, the success rate of bills initiated by the White House drops 

dramatically if party control changes from unified to divided government (Cameron and Park 

2008; Edwards and Barrett 2000; Rudalevige 2002; Peterson 1990). 

The Legislative Main-Game: Bargaining in the Legislative Arena via Lobbying, Nego-

tiating, and Threatening 

Once a bill is before Congress the legislative game enters the notorious process of deal-making. 

From the vantage point of the White House the aims of its engagement in lawmaking are straight-

forward: ensure that legislative proposals mirror as much as possible the preferences of the presi-

dent, thwart as many items which are disliked by the White House, and structure everything in the 

way that ensures the bill liked most by the president is also the one which is most acceptable to 

the majority of lawmakers in the House of Representatives and the Senate. To achieve these ends, 

each president has multiple instruments at his disposal in order to exert influence throughout the 

legislative process. However, since the president widely lacks constitutional authority to shape, let 

alone dictate the substance of legislation while it is debated in Congress, the main avenue through 

which his influence must work its way is through persuasion and bargaining with lawmakers 
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(Neustadt 1991, 29ff).30 In principal, we can differentiate three main bargaining strategies that 

presidents apply at this stage of the legislative process (Wayne 2006; Wayne 2009b): 

 lobbying with the focus on winning votes on the floor of the chamber (Beckmann 2010; 

Peterson 1990; Sullivan 1988), 

 negotiating the content of a bill before it reaches the floor (Beckmann 2008; Beckmann 2010; 

Covington 1988; Edwards 2000a; Jones 2005), and  

 issuing veto threats with the goal of exerting concessions on the substance of bills (Cameron 

2000; Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000; Deen and Arnold 2002b; Guenther and Kernell 

2015; Sinclair 2006).  

When it comes to lobbying undecided lawmakers on critical votes direct involvement by the White 

House is frequently decisive in pushing a bill over the finish line. One famous episode appeared 

during the contested House votes on the Aviation and Transportation Security bill, where “the 

White House paid special attention to undecided Republicans such as Jack Quinn of New York, 

who met with Transportation Secretary Norman Y. Mineta for an hour on Oct. 30, then got a per-

sonal phone call from Bush at 7:45 on the morning of the vote and met with the president later that 

day.” (cited in Benton 2001). Quinn, according to other sources, was just one of a dozen moderate 

Republican and Democrat fence sitters whom President Bush personally called or met right before 

vote was cast. In the end, House Majority Whip Tom Delay confirmed that the president’s lobby-

ing made the difference getting the House bill passed, whereby not everybody was moved by the 

administration’s efforts. Democratic Representative Chris John from Louisiana, for instance, voted 

against the president’s position although he was offered projects for his district. Congressman 

Christopher H. Smith, a Republican from New Jersey, also rejected the White House position and 

voted for the federalization of the airport security personnel after his brother, an pilot, convinced 

him on the necessity of the approach (see Allen 2001b; Bumiller 2001; Eilperin 2001). 

There are plenty historical as well as more recent accounts of presidential browbeating and arm-

twisting the legislative arena. Lobbying “pivotal voter[s] with all the tactical arrows in the presi-

dent’s persuasive quiver” is indeed an essential part of a “vote-centered strategy [which] aims to 

win the congressional endgame” (Beckmann 2010, 21). The universe of lobbying approaches is 

                                                 

30  Neustadt’s paradigm that the president’s power is “the power to persuade” still forms the core for any assessment of the 

president’s position in the legislative arena. However, there are other forms of influence that go beyond persuasion which 

can be subsumed under the label of unilateral instruments of the presidency (Howell 2005b; P. J. Cooper 2002). Since the 

focus of this study is on the ‘traditional’ legislative process, unilateral tools largely lie beyond the realm of this investigation.  
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extensive encompassing various forms of horse-trading and log-rolling such as vote buying, offer-

ing sweeteners or calling in favors, up to more aggressive maneuvers like threatening to withdraw 

political support on other issues or to mobilize the constituency against a legislator (see, for 

instance, Beckmann 2008). 

While episodes of direct lobbying by the White House often provide anecdotal evidence for pres-

idential power, last-minute involvement by the president and his surrogates happens quite regu-

larly, especially when it comes to very important and highly contested bills. Yet, the bread-and-

butter business of presidential-congressional relations is to negotiate the content of a bill before it 

reaches a vote. Thus, presidents have no choice but must engage in a perpetual bargaining process 

with the lawmakers in Congress to ensure that the outcome of the legislative process mirrors the 

administration’s policy preferences. Or as Lyndon B. Johnson has put it “there is only one way to 

deal with Congress, and that is continuously, incessantly, and without interruption.” (cited in 

Edwards 2009c, 110). 

As means to fulfill this end, the White House has created a whole apparatus to establish a perma-

nent presence on Capitol Hill whose sole purpose is to keep an ear to the ground, to court pivotal 

legislators on any given policy area, and to maintain a close relationship with the legislative staff 

of the lawmakers and the committees (K. E. Collier 1997; Edwards and Wayne 2014; Jones 2005; 

Riley 2010). In this regard, the White House Office of Legislative Affairs serves as direct link 

along Pennsylvania Avenue. But the president regularly also dispatches other surrogates to nego-

tiate with members of Congress such as the vice president, departmental secretaries or West Wing 

staff, e.g. his chief of staff, policy czars or other special advisers. And when it comes to very 

important pieces of legislation, the president himself joins the legislative infight giving a justifi-

cation of his positions in person. It is important to note that these negotiation channels operate bi-

directional. On the one side, they are central to guarantee the input of the White House into the 

legislative deliberation in Congress through its attendance in congressional hearings, caucus meet-

ings, and negotiations. On the other side, it also delivers congressional information and feedback 

to the White House and its decision-making process (Riley 2010, 11ff).  

Unfortunately, information on behind-the-scenes negotiations between the branches is hard to 

come by since there is no record of meetings between the White House and members of Congress 

which would allow a comprehensive assessment. One of the few systematic investigations into 

presidential involvement throughout the legislative process by Matthew Beckmann shows that 

presidential bargaining strategies differ both in quantity and quality (see also Peterson 1990; Jones 
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2005). Accordingly, direct engagement on domestic policies fluctuates considerably across presi-

dencies between one and two thirds of bills included in the dataset. This underscores the fact that 

presidents are indeed frequently involved in lobbying Congress, some presidents are noticeably 

more active than others (Beckmann 2010, 110ff). Moreover, White House engagement also differs 

with respect to who gets targeted and in what form. For instance, case studies on the Bush admin-

istration during the 107th Congress show that the White House most prominently approached the 

leaders and committee chairs of their own party, and only trailing behind leaders from the opposi-

tion party or pivotal members for the floor vote. Even more interesting, these contacts also differ 

in their tone since open consultation and information sharing exclusively occurs between the White 

House and party leaders and committee chairmen within the same party. Lobbying efforts towards 

opposing leaders or pivotal actors, on the other side, never reach this level of active cooperation, 

but are limited to arguments outlining advantages and disadvantages of policies, or include pres-

sure tools such as mobilizing grass-root support within the constituency (Beckmann 2008; Beck-

mann 2010, 68–105). 

Besides the scarce empirical information on White House involvement in the legislative process, 

there are numerous examples for comments by pundits, journalists and Washingtonian insiders 

having worked for one of the administrations, all underscoring the importance of presidential en-

gagement in the legislative process. For example, one lobbyist commented on the Bush admin-

istrations role on the Medicare Prescription Drug bill according to which “[t]he White House in-

volvement in the entire process is key. […] Not only does he have the bully pulpit, but it's going 

to take a lot of horse trading and arm twisting to get this thing done.” (cited in Adams 2003). The 

underlying reason is that lawmakers on Capitol Hill usually perceive the lack of White House 

involvement as a sign of presidential indifference, and to go and vote according to what is best for 

them. This can be found in the statement by Rep. Mark Foley (R-FL), one of the few moderate 

Republicans in the 107th Congress, who argued during the debate on the McCain-Feingold bill that 

the administration has “absolutely stayed completely clear of the subject”, adding, “it’s a pass for 

me. If the White House isn’t belly-aching […] it’s a much easier vote than if the president was 

arm-twisting.” Frank Wolf, a Republican from Virginia joined Foley in his assessment since 

“[n]obody has spoken to me I don’t think there will be punishment for anybody.” (both cited in 

Milbank 2002). On the other hand, if the administration gets involved it is usually very difficult to 

stand up against the man in the White House. For instance, this experience was tough to learn for 

Sam Coppersmith, a freshman Democratic representative from Arizona, during the budget nego-

tiations with the Clinton White House in May 1993. “By God, it's hard to say no to the president. 
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I think I said, 'Mr. President, I can't say yes'” he stated after Clinton called him twice to pressure 

him on the administration’s position (cited in Merida 1993). 

A third strategic option for the White House to engage in negotiations with Congress is to threaten 

a veto whilst a bill is debated in Congress. While the veto power is first and foremost a negative 

tool to block legislation, presidents usually do not oppose a bill per se – though, it may of course 

be the case.31 More often, however, they are generally supportive of a bill but do not like its current 

format, oppose selective items in it, or miss specific parts in the bill which close to the heart of the 

administration. In a legislative game, which is characterized by imperfect information and insecu-

rity about exact policy positions, veto threats entail important informational cues about the pref-

erences of the White House and therefore provide critical signals during presidential-congressional 

interactions. Because lawmakers do not want to see a piece of legislation brought to naught after 

having labored hard for it, they try to anticipate and adjust to the president’s positions and to move 

a bill into his direction so that he is willing to sign it into law (Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 

2000; Deen and Arnold 2002b; Sinclair 2006). 

Previous studies have demonstrated that the president’s veto threat is indeed an effective instru-

ment when bargaining with Congress. The overwhelming majority of policy issues that are subject 

to a veto threat by the White House are either partially or completely adjusted by Congress as a 

reaction to the president’s proclamation (Cameron 2000; Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000; 

Guenther and Kernell 2015; Sinclair 2003). Furthermore, we can expect veto threats to be rare 

events in times of unified government because of the bigger policy congruence between the con-

gressional majority and the White House (Cameron 2000; Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000; 

Guenther and Kernell 2015; Sinclair 2003). Moreover, since presidential-congressional negotia-

tions are more cooperative during shared party control, the president can use less confrontational 

signals to highlight items he dislikes, or the leaders of president’s party are even able to block 

unpopular issues in the first place. During divided government, on the other hand, presidents quite 

regularly make use of some form of veto threat. Cameron, for instance, demonstrates that the fre-

quency of veto threats skyrockets from 4% to 23% under divided government, and even 34% for 

important pieces of legislation. 

Thus, presidents do not have to wait until the end of the legislative process to veto a bill - which 

is rather cost ineffective. Instead, the administration is usually better served to outline its concerns 

                                                 

31  For instance, the theory of blame-game politics predicts that in times of divided government the opposition party willfully 

proposes legislation that they know the president will veto. Such veto baits are less about policy than about politics allowing 

to picture the political opponent as obstructionist (see Cameron and McCarty 2004; Groseclose and McCarty 2001). 
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about problematic policy issues in advance and to threaten to veto the bill if the problems are not 

appropriately addressed by the lawmakers on Capitol Hill. In this way, the White House can make 

proactive use of its veto power to shield legislation from undesired add-ons or to enforce conces-

sions regarding preferred policy objectives (Cameron 2000; Cameron 2009; Deen and Arnold 

2002a; Deen and Arnold 2002b; Groseclose and McCarty 2001; Guenther and Kernell 2015; 

Matthews 1989; McCarty 1997). 

The Legislative Side-Game: Bypassing Congress Via Going Public 

Another strategy for presidents to boost their position vis-à-vis Congress is to use the bully pulpit 

of the presidency and to speak directly to the American people. Samuel Kernell famously termed 

this approach going public referring to “a class of activities that presidents engage as they promote 

themselves and their policies before the American public.” (Kernell 2006, X). The White House 

has manifold channels to disseminate its policy agenda ranging from major events such as the 

State of the Union address (Cummins 2010), to national televised speeches (Canes-Wrone 2001), 

or more daily business such as weekly radio addresses and podcasts, issuing press statements and 

holding conferences from the White House briefing room in front of the Washington press corps 

(Barrett 2005b; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Rottinghaus 2009). In addition, today’s presidents more and 

more often hit the road and travel across the country advertising their positions and try to mobilize 

support for their policies (Cohen 2010; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2011). In sum, all these outlets 

can serve multiple goals such as setting the agenda and framing policies (Edwards and Wood 1999; 

Canes-Wrone 2006), raising public awareness and increase the salience of an issue (Canes-Wrone 

2001; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010a), or highlighting their priorities among others (Eshbaugh-Soha and 

Miles 2011). 

Public appeals by the president do not only come through various formats but  can also take dif-

ferent forms (see Barrett 2005b; Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011). In its most common practice 

presidents speak to the public and explain the substance of certain policies, outline their positive 

elements, and how they enhance the life of the people. At other times, the president directly appeals 

to the public and asks them to get involved on behalf of the president’s position. For instance, 

George W. Bush exclaimed during one of his campaign-like events across the country promoting 

his tax cut proposal in 2001 that “I get to propose things in Washington, but I don’t get to vote on 

them. If you like what you hear, you might decide to make an e-mail or a call to some of those 

who represent you.” (cited in Allen 2001a). President Obama similarly turned to the American 

people multiple times during the debates on the economic stimulus bill in 2009 stating that “[n]ow 
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is the time for Congress to act. It’s time to pass an economic recovery and reinvestment plan to 

get our economy moving.” (Public Papers of the President 2009b). 

No matter in which form presidential public statements are brought forward, we can hypothesize 

that going public works via two mechanisms. On the one hand, political practitioners and observ-

ers’ alike belief that presidents can increase the pressure on members of Congress via taking their 

case to the people (Canes-Wrone 2006; Canes-Wrone 2001; Kernell 2006; critically Edwards 

2003). The basis for this assumption is that presidents are in the position to influence how the 

public views and perceives policies. By elaborating on the pros and cons of their policy positions 

presidents can try to move public opinion towards their direction, and to increase the salience of 

an issue by enlarging the scope of conflict. On the other hand, public statements can also be un-

derstood as direct signals for lawmakers on Capitol Hill. President Bush, for instance, exclaimed 

in one of his public speeches:  

“The No Child Left Behind Act is working across the country. So when Members of 

Congress think about reauthorization— by the way, I’m here to—I’m not only speaking 

to you, I’m lobbying. This is— I’m lobbying Congress. [Laughter] I’m setting the stage 

for Congress to join me in the reauthorization of this important piece of legislation.” 

(Public Papers of the President 2007) 

In this sense, public remarks fulfill the role of additional informational cues through which the 

president can highlight his policy preferences. We can therefore understand going public by the 

president both as an indirect tool but also as another communication channel for interbranch bar-

gaining (Barrett 2004; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Fett 1994; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

Although presidential public appeals are ubiquitous in today’s 24/7 news environment, the benefits 

from and promises of going public - i.e., to exert influence about public opinion and to increase 

congressional support - are highly contested. A number of studies point towards the limited capac-

ities for presidential leadership of the public. It is thus not clear if and under what circumstances 

the president can indeed move the public opinion closer to his own position. While some studies 

provide evidence of the ineffectiveness of going public as a legislative strategy (Edwards 2003; 

Edwards 2009a; Edwards 2009c), others draw a more positive picture showing that the president’s 

ability to wield influence is conditional upon a range of contextual factors such as the popularity 

of the president and his positions (Canes-Wrone 2006; Kernell 2006), the prior salience of an issue 

in the public and the media as well as the complexity of a policy (Eshbaugh-Soha 2010b; 

Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2011), the target audience (Tedin, Rottinghaus, and Rodgers 2011), or 

the type of public event (Rottinghaus 2010). Again, other examinations of the linkage between 



 49 

going public and legislative success demonstrate that extensive usage of the bully pulpit by the 

president indeed pays off in the legislative arena since it correlates with the his success rate in 

Congress (Barrett 2005b; Canes-Wrone 2001; Canes-Wrone 2006). Yet, a word of caution is in-

dicated because going public might also complicate presidential-congressional relations. For in-

stance, it might increase the stakes in negotiations by expanding the scope of conflict and demark-

ing clear-cut lines which restrict the room for compromise. Hence, presidents might be better off 

to refrain from strong public claims and instead stay private and look for other ways to negotiate 

with Congress (Covington 1987; Edwards 2000a, 200; Edwards 2015; Lee 2008). 

2.3 Putting the Legislative Arena into Perspective: Additional Contextual 

Factors Influencing Presidential Leadership 

Presidential-congressional relations - as described in the previous paragraphs - do not take place 

in a vacuum. Against the backdrop of the manifold idiosyncratic and contingent features of US 

lawmaking, three sets of factors especially stand out as potentially systematically influencing the 

dynamics of central parameters of the president’s position in the legislative arena. One key inter-

mediating factor from the vantage point of the White House is how the president is perceived 

among the public. The importance of the support by the American people for the president is reg-

ularly stressed by political practitioners and academics alike. As one Democratic staffer in the 

Senate put it during the budget negotiations between the Clinton administration and Congress in 

1993, “it’s an absolute rule up here: popular Presidents get what they want; unpopular ones don’t.” 

(cited in Rosenbaum 1993). However, the effects of the president’s popularity are best understood 

as working in the background by conditioning the main parameters of legislative arena, that is how 

party control of Congress plays out and how much impact the president’s legislative arrows can 

unfold when they hit their targets on Capitol Hill (Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond, Fleisher, and 

Wood 2003; Edwards 1989; Neustadt 1991). In this sense, George C. Edwards correctly notes that 

 “[w]idespread support should give the president leeway and weaken resistance to his 

policies. Thus, public support gives a president, at best, leverage, but not control. On 

the other hand, when the president lacks popular support, this strengthens the resolve 

of those inclined to oppose him and narrows the range in which he receives the benefit 

of the doubt. The president's options are reduced, his opportunities diminished, and his 

room for maneuver checked; he loses crucial ‘leeway’.” (Edwards 2009b, 347). 
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The linkage between public support and presidential influence in the legislative arena can be 

sketched out in the following way: strong public backing for the president in form of high approval 

ratings or support on a given policy issue serves as a cue for lawmakers on Capitol Hill about the 

preferences of their constituencies (Borelli, Wrighton, and Bryan 1998; Canes-Wrone 2004; 

Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Edwards 2009b; Lebo and O’Geen 2011; Ponder and Moon 

2005). High job approval ratings or polling on issue support hence indicates that a majority of the 

people agrees with the way the president does his job and backs his political agenda. Consequently, 

it should increase the willingness among lawmakers to cast their vote in-line with the president’s 

position interpreting high public approval as a demand for legislative action from their own con-

stituency. Otherwise, legislators fear electoral or political retribution from opposing a popular 

president. However, these incentives vanish if presidential approval rates drop or strong issue sup-

port is lacking. In the absence of strong signals from the electorate, lawmakers do not have to 

worry about potential fallouts if they do not follow an unpopular president but instead might gain 

politically out of it. 

Although this connection between public support and the potentials for presidential leadership in 

the legislative arena are widely accepted among pundits, practitioners, and the public itself, sys-

tematic investigations come up with a rather indistinct picture of the underlying linkage. Accord-

ingly, some studies do find no or only weak substantial effects of the president’s public standing 

on his position in lawmaking, once other structural factors like party affiliation or ideological con-

gruence are taken into the equation (Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond, Fleisher, and Wood 2003; K. 

E. Collier and Sullivan 1995; Edwards 1989). One main aspect here is that the underlying mecha-

nism of the president’s public prestige is mitigated in today’s party-dominated Congress. Hence, 

it is reasonable to assume that there will always be a core of lawmakers supporting the president’s 

agenda independent of his standing with the public. On the other hand, the president’s strongest 

opponents on the other side of the aisle will refuse to support him even against the light of sky-

rocketing approval ratings. Yet other systematic studies point in the opposite direction showing 

strong effects of public approval on the president’s capacity to act successfully in the legislative 

arena providing evidence that the public standing indeed boosts the president’s leeway vis-à-vis 

Congress (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Rivers and Rose 1985; Rudalevige 2002; Villalobos, 

Vaughn, and Azari 2012). Finally, a couple of studies also highlight the conditional nature of 

public approval since its effects on the president’s leverage depends on the salience and complex-

ity of the issue (Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002), its interaction with the state of the economy 



 51 

(Beckmann 2010),32 and even the dimension of support - issue-specific or generic approval - or 

what target group - overall approval or party identifiers - is chosen for the analysis (Lebo and 

O’Geen 2011; Ponder and Moon 2005).33 

A second important set of conditioning factors pertains to aspects of political time and sequencing 

during a presidency. As such, the capacities of presidential leadership in the legislative arena are 

also influenced by the election cycle, not only regarding his own reelection campaign but also 

concerning presidential off-year elections. One frequently invoked concept in this respect is the 

notion of a honeymoon period between an incoming administration and Congress. The argumen-

tation here follows the idea that features such as a political mandate following an electoral victory, 

high levels of public support for the new president, a favorable window of opportunity to enact 

new policies, and an opposition party which is reluctant to dispute the White House come together 

and form a political advantageous environment for the incoming president. Beckmann and God-

frey therefore rightly note that it is the “election-induced fusion between the president, policy, and 

public [..] what drives presidents’ honeymoons in Congress.” (Beckmann and Godfrey 2007, 260; 

similarly Dominguez 2005; Light 1999). On the other side, by inversion the president’s sway over 

Congress ebbs and flows with his tenure and hits rock-bottom during the long transition period in 

which the president-elect awaits that the current office holder hands over the keys to the White 

House. By turning into a so-called lame duck, both political allies and foes on Capitol Hill are 

already focused on the next administration and the question if they can get a better deal with the 

incoming president than with the outgoing (Beckmann 2010; Light 1999; Peterson 1990). Thus, it 

is commonly accepted that presidential influence decrease over time.34 In-between, we can assume 

that presidents take a more visible role during election years. One reason for this lies in the fact 

that with looming elections presidents need to raise their visibility through pushing their creden-

tials in front of their constituencies. Upcoming elections furthermore expand the stakes of party 

                                                 

32  The state of the economy, economical mood or pro- or retrospective economic evaluations are sometimes used as another 

proxy for the environmental context of the presidency (Canes-Wrone 2001; Canes-Wrone 2006; Peterson 1990). However, 

it seems that this connection is only reasonable on a macro-level and less suitable for the meso-level applied in this study. It 

is therefore discarded in the following analysis since the distance between the proxy and its concept - public demand for 

legislation - is rather sketchy and the mechanism not well elaborated on a case-base level. 

33  Other studies indicate that the mixed picture might also be due to different operationalizations and data collection strategies 

such as taking only the most recent poll before a vote, averaging trends over time, considering the volatility of public support, 

and so forth (Edwards 1997; Edwards 2009b).  

34  Yet, it is worth pointing out that the electoral cycle is counteracted by the cycle of increased effectiveness. Since new admin-

istrations have no idea how to run the place in the beginning they learn on the job and become more effective over the tenure 

of the president (Light 1999). 



 52 

conflict leading to more presidential engagement (Cummins 2010). However, the effects of elec-

tion differ across legislative instruments. Thus, election years should raise the need to the use veto 

threats since blame-game politics and electoral not policy incentives shape presidential-congres-

sional relations (Deen and Arnold 2002b). On the other hand, election might suppress the usage 

of other legislative tools such as going public or other forms of negotiations with lawmakers since 

campaign-related issues trump policy-making behavior (Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011). 

Another aspect of time in lawmaking pertains to the sequencing of the legislative process. Alt-

hough the orthodox way of lawmaking is largely eroding (Sinclair 2017), laws usually follow a 

staged procedure in both the House and the Senate, starting with the introduction to the committee 

and floor votes and leading up to the conference stage in which lawmakers try to reconcile a single 

bill based on the different versions passed by the two chambers (see figure 2.1 above). It is rea-

sonable to expect that aspects of presidential engagement and success in the legislative arena varies 

across these different stages. For instance, we know that the president uses public remarks differ-

ently throughout the legislative process (Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011), or lobbies the House 

and the Senate to a different quantity (Beckmann 2010; Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002). Others 

have also shown that the substantial success of the White House to get its policy preferences en-

acted into law increases over the course of lawmaking with president’s being most successful at 

the end of the process  (Barrett 2005a; Sinclair 2003). 

Finally, one last set of conditioning feature in presidential-congressional relations refers to policy-

specific issues. On the most fundamental level one can differentiate between the realm of domestic 

and foreign policy. Here, it has been frequently argued that presidents enjoy greater leverage in 

foreign affairs compared to domestic issues because of the presidential prerogative in the former 

(Wildavsky 1966; Canes-Wrone, Howell, and Lewis 2008). But also type and content of policy 

seems to affect possibilities of presidential leadership in the legislative arena. In this sense, previ-

ous studies have shown that presidential actions and their impact vary across issue salience but 

also the complexity of the respective policy proposal as well as different types of legislation such 

as omnibus bills or appropriations (Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000; Canes-Wrone and de 

Marchi 2002; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010a; Light 1999; Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002; Villalobos, 

Vaughn, and Azari 2012). Moreover, one crucial aspect that is frequently overlooked in systematic 

analysis of presidential-congressional interactions is the nature of the coalition-building process 

underlying a given policy initiative. Against this background, we can assume that the question if 

a policy proposal exhibits bipartisan traits, i.e. strong cooperation across party lines in Congress, 
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or otherwise is structured in a competitive or even partisan manner, certainly has an impact on the 

strategic position of the president in the legislative arena (Jones 2005; Sinclair 2003).35 

2.4 Concluding Remarks and How to Move Forward 

The political system of the United States is one of separated institutions sharing and competing 

for power (Neustadt 1991, 29; Jones 2005, 24). Analyzing the president’s position in the legislative 

arena is thus inseparable from examining the nature of the relationship between both ends of Penn-

sylvania Avenue. As the previous paragraphs have highlighted, the configuration of party control 

is at the center of any analysis of the president’s role in lawmaking while aspects such as the 

distribution of ideological preferences among legislators, the centralization in favor of party lead-

erships, or the parliamentary rules of the two chambers further amplify the effects of the partisan 

composition of the two branches. The question if the president’s party has a majority in either the 

House or the Senate, in both or none of the two chambers therefore not only matters for the general 

outcome of a bill and in how far the White House gets its substantial preferences written into law, 

but also affects the strategic position of the president in the legislative process and accordingly the 

actions he takes. 

The president - except for his veto pen - largely lacks ‘hard’ instruments to influence, let alone to 

dictate the legislative process. Along these lines, the president indeed falls far short of having all-

encompassing dictatorial or imperial competences to rule without the consent of the legislative 

branch. However, the implemented power-sharing structure forces both branches of government 

to cooperate if they want to enact any policy which, on the other side, guarantees the president 

always a spot at bargaining table. The discussion of the versatile legislative toolkit of the White 

House moreover has shown that the president’s powers go beyond those of a mere ceremonial 

clerkship. The president instead possesses various means to achieve his ends, i.e., proposing leg-

islation and prioritizing them, lobbying and negotiating with lawmakers on Capitol Hill, using the 

bully pulpit of the presidency and going public, threatening to veto to draw concessions. The forth-

coming analyses thus are guided by two interrelated sets of questions: 

 The first set addresses the issues related to the degree of activism of the president in the leg-

islative process. Here, a central aim of the analysis is how actively presidents engage in the 

                                                 

35  Of course, the potential effects of policies do not end here; each policy initiative usually has its own characteristics, its own 

path-dependencies and stories. Seldom bills come out of the blue but more frequently are discussed within policy-making 

circles for a longer period before they get finally enacted (Light 1999; Kingdon 2003). 



 54 

lawmaking, what patterns of involvement we can identify, and what influences the president’s 

actions in the legislative arena. 

 The second set pertains to questions to what degree the president is successful in the legislative 

arena. Here we will look at the success rates of Clinton, Bush, and Obama across their presi-

dencies asking in how far the bills included in this study mirror the policy preferences of the 

president. Furthermore, we will investigate under what conditions presidents are more, or less 

successful in getting their positions enacted. 

How do we move forward from here in tackling these questions based on the analytic framework 

presented on the previous pages? The subsequent analyses take up the call for a structured-agency-

approach in the examination of the president’s position in the legislative arena (Beckmann 2010; 

Edwards 2009c; Jacobs and King 2010; Jones 2005; Peterson 1990; Sinclair 2006). To this end, 

two contextual factors are put at the center that play a major role in defining the president’s posi-

tion in the legislative arena. This includes, on the one hand, the question of party control between 

the branches, and on the other, the amount of support among the American public for the president 

and his policies. Party control and public support rank among the most important factors, both 

from a scholarly perspective as well as from the viewpoint of Washingtonian insiders, when it 

comes to explaining the ups and downs of presidential performance in the legislative process. The 

agency-centration of the study comes in through the examination of the various instruments that 

the White House has at its disposal. Here, the main analytic focus lies on (i.) the president’s power 

to propose and draft legislation, (ii.) getting directly involved in lawmaking through lobbying, and 

(iii.) negotiations, (iv.) making use of the veto threat, and lastly (v.) the president’s usage of going 

public to promote his positions in front of his constituencies. 

While these congress- and presidency-centered factors build the core components of the frame-

work for the subsequent analysis, additional components discussed in the previous sections are 

considered as scope conditions, or conditioning factors that work in the background. In this sense, 

the aspect of party polarization already guided the analytic layout of the study and the decision to 

concentrate only on presidential-congressional interactions in a highly polarized and hyper-parti-

san era (Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Davidson 2009; Sinclair 2006; Thurber 2013).36 Simi-

larly, intervening effects pertaining to policy-related factors partially factored into the case selec-

tion strategy. First, the analysis only includes domestic policy issues. This takes up the idea that 

                                                 

36  Empirically, the indicators used to capture party control between the branches and the ideological distance among the presi-

dent and pivotal lawmakers are almost perfectly correlated for the selected timeframe. Therefore, it is enough to include one 

concept in the subsequent analysis. 
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the rules of the game differ between the areas of domestic and foreign politics (Wildavsky 1966). 

Second, the scope of the analysis is further narrowed by examining only major pieces of legisla-

tion, and by this ensuring that the issue salience is comparable across cases (Mayhew 2005; 

Eshbaugh-Soha 2010b). Other policy-related aspects, on the other hand, are included if suitable as 

additional controls. The same applies to issues of political time and sequencing which are ad-

dressed at various points of the analysis, for instance to highlight differences between presidential 

actions and success across different stages of the legislative process.  
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3 All the President Does is Lobby for and Sign Laws: 

Presidential Engagement in the Legislative Arena 

“The president proposes, Congress disposes” is a common saying in Washington, D.C. as well as 

popular quote in textbooks on the role of the president in the legislative arena (e.g., Kingdon 2003, 

23).37 Even presidents themselves reiterate the statement on a frequent basis. George W. Bush, for 

instance, publicly exclaimed during the debates about his education reform initiative in 2001 that 

“[o]ne of the things chief executives in government know: We get to propose - we just don’t get 

to write the law.” (cited in Milbank 2001). Similarly, Bill Clinton echoed the statement in front of 

an audience when signing the motor voter legislation in 1993 according to which “[…] all the 

President does is lobby for and sign laws. If the Congress doesn’t pass them, they don’t get 

passed.” (Public Papers of the President 1993a). All presidents are thus painfully aware that there 

is a true point to John Boehner’s literal interpretation of the U.S. Constitution according to which 

it is Congress who writes the laws, and the president can decide if he signs them or not (see again 

Woodward 2012). 

Yet, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the president can and should not be reduced to a 

mere role of initiator-in-chief. On the contrary, the office of the presidency comes with a diverse 

toolkit of legislative strategies which enables the president to exert influence in the legislative 

arena in various ways. However, since the White House has neither the resources to act upon all 

initiatives equally, nor is there one approach that fits all circumstances in a uniform manner, ad-

ministrations must use their legislative instruments strategically and usually tailor their strategies 

to the needs of the specific piece of legislation under consideration:  

“As administration officials see it, Bush engages Congress in different ways, depending 

on the issue and political needs, sometimes using his bully pulpit to build public support, 

sometimes lobbying lawmakers directly, sometimes both. ‘There are some issues where 

the president will outline principles,’ said a senior administration official. ‘In areas the 

president articulates as a priority, he will spend the necessary capital and make the 

                                                 

37  A google scholar search shows that the saying goes back, at least, to the early 1970s (Johannes 1974; Kernell 1973). Appar-

ently, the quote has also a biblical reference since Thomas à Kempis writes in the 14th century “for man proposeth, but God 

disposeth; and the way of a man is not in himself.” (Kempis 2017). The upshot therefore is that man/the president is only as 

powerful as God/the Congress allows him to be, and thus the former depends on the will of the latter. 
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necessary effort, both with Congress and the public at large.’” (Dewar and Milbank 

2002). 

It is a little striking that scholars have hitherto missed to examine the multiplicity and wide array 

of the legislative instruments of the presidency in an encompassing perspective. Instead, system-

atic investigations into the legislative presidency have concentrated on the analysis of single tools 

of the White House be it the power to initiate legislation (Cohen 2012; Edwards and Barrett 2000; 

Taylor 1998), to lobby lawmakers on Capitol Hill and engage in negotiations (Beckmann 2008; 

Beckmann 2010; Peterson 1990), to issue veto threats (Cameron 2000; Cameron, Lapinski, and 

Riemann 2000; Deen and Arnold 2002b; Deen and Arnold 2002a; Guenther and Kernell 2015; 

Sinclair 2003), or to mobilize the American people via going public (Barrett 2005b; Barrett 2005a; 

Canes-Wrone 2001; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Kernell 2006). Yet, what is largely omitted in these 

studies is a comprehensive picture of the ways in which the president spends his political capital 

and resources in the legislative arena.  

The forthcoming sections concentrate on the investigation of a broad pool of legislative strategies 

available to the White House.38 Section 3.1 provides a descriptive picture about presidential ac-

tions in lawmaking. To this end, data on White House engagement is presented providing new 

insights on presidential involvement in an era of hyperpolarization. Here, we concentrate on three 

aspects, namely (i.) overall patterns of presidential actions across the five selected instruments also 

differentiating between Clinton, Bush, and Obama, (ii.) varying legislative engagement throughout 

different stages of lawmaking, and (iii.) sequential usage of bargaining, veto threats, and going 

public over the course of a bill’s lifetime. Section 3.2 subsequently addresses the question of which 

conditions affect the president’s actions in the legislative process. Based on logistic and ordinary 

least square (OLS) regressions, we examine in how far the two main explanatory factors of party 

control and the president’s public approval influence his engagement controlling for additional 

aspects related to policy-specifics of the deliberation process, and the president’s time in office. In 

addition, we examine how the diverse policy instruments interrelate with each other by looking at 

bivariate correlations between the single tools. Section 3.3 finally concludes the chapter with a 

summary of the main findings. 

  

                                                 

38  The analyses concentrate on the five tools that aim at influencing legislation. Endorsement as a mere signaling tool is left out 

of the analyses. 
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3.1 A Descriptive Portrait of Presidential Involvement in Lawmaking 

Comparing Legislative Engagement in Lawmaking and Across Presidencies 

Table 3.1 reports the volume of engagement by the president in the legislative process. The data 

is based on the content analysis of each individual bill assessing whether it was object to a given 

legislative tool of the White House or not.39 As can be seen in the column capturing the overall 

legislative process, the president makes frequent use of his legislative toolbox, though to varying 

degrees.40 Direct lobbying by the administration right before legislators cast their vote is the least 

deployed tool, although it is still frequently used with one out of four bills (24%). Veto threats are 

also a common tool in today’s era of hyperpolarization; practically one thirds of all important bills 

(34%) included in the current study exhibit at least one veto threat from the White House during 

their legislative life in Congress. Beyond that, the administration sends detailed plans or even 

fully-grown initiatives to Congress for consideration on a regular basis with 42% of all bills. Sim-

ilarly, extensive usage of the bully pulpit by the president is common tool; here, the president 

issued at least one public remark every two weeks on a given bill in 44%. Unsurprisingly, direct 

negotiations with lawmakers on Capitol Hill is the most often used strategy by the president. In an 

overwhelming majority of 61% of all important bills the White House was actively engaged in the 

process of writing the law in at least one of the legislative stages. In sum, this first overview high-

lights that today’s presidents are highly active in the legislative arena, proposing laws, regularly 

lobbying and constantly bargaining, extensively going public, and frequently issuing veto threats. 

These findings largely match with what we know from previous studies on presidential involve-

ment in lawmaking. For instance, investigations of the president’s proposal power point out that 

the legislative agenda of Congress comprises between 30% and 45% presidential initiatives, de-

pending on the case selection of what counts as a major piece of legislation (Edwards and Barrett 

2000, 122; Taylor 1998, 378f; Theriault 2002, 24). Barbara Sinclair has shown with regard to veto 

threats that the ratio of major bills that were subject to a clear veto threat was 30%, on average for 

                                                 

39  The information concerning going public by the president originally pertains to an indicator assessing the number of public 

remarks on a given bill divided by the duration of the legislative discussion in Congress (see. Section 1.4 for further expla-

nation). To facilitate the instrument’s comparability, going public is recoded into a dummy variable, capturing frequent going 

public (1) if the president referred to a bill at least every second week, and otherwise (0).  

40  A given legislative instrument is counted as present if the president used it at least one time throughout the legislative process. 

Therefore, the data does not assess the intensity of engagement in the sense how often the president used a specific tool. For 

instance, bills exhibiting one veto threat at any given stage is treated equally as bills displaying three veto threats at three 

different stages. 
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selected legislative periods between 1961 and 1998 (Sinclair 2003, 49; Sinclair 2006, 247).41 Con-

cerning the direct participation in congressional deliberations by the White House, Matthew Beck-

mann has demonstrated that modern presidents seldom stay completely absent. Presidents between 

1953 and 2004 thus play an active part in in negotiations with Congress, on average, in 71% of all 

cases. However, if we discard vocal endorsement of bills by the administration, White House in-

volvement drops to 47% over the whole time period (Beckmann 2010, 111). If presidents in a 

hyperpolarized era indeed are more involved in lawmaking compared to their predecessors yet 

remains unclear, since Beckmann’s study uses a different operationalization of major bills which 

includes also ones that are less important to the White House. Lastly, regarding the frequency of 

going public activity by the president we can state, that the most recent presidents seem to be much 

more active in their usage of the bully pulpit. In the underlying sample, presidents went public 

23.5 times per bill, on average. Broken down by weeks, the mean going public activity per bill is 

1.05 remarks per week.42 Andrew Barrett’s study, whose coding scheme is used here, finds a much 

lesser degree of activism for a comparable dataset covering important laws passed between 1977 

and 1992. Accordingly, presidents issued, on average, 10.9 public statements per bill, and 0.9 

remarks per month. This, however, seems to be a reasonable development against the backdrop of 

exponential trends regarding the media and its tremendous importance for the presidential public 

relations in today’s 24/7 news cycle environment (Cohen 2008; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006). 

The data presented in table 3.1 also allows a comparison between the three administrations in-

cluded in the current analysis. Regarding the overall process, it is eye-catching that Clinton, Bush 

and Obama display very similar patterns of involvement in the legislative arena. Yet, the activity 

level of Obama seems to lag those of his predecessors since he is much less engaged when it comes 

to direct negotiations, threatening vetoes, or extensive going public. However, we can assume that 

this lack of engagement can be mostly explained by the fact that we only have data for the first 

four years of the Obama administration, and that the overall picture might look more similar if we 

take Obama’s second term into consideration. All in all, the uniform picture across the presidencies 

underscores the argument that - from a strategic perspective - activism by the White House in the 

                                                 

41  The ratio of veto threats found by Cameron is lower with 14%, on average. However, the sample of his study ranges from 

very important pieces of legislation to minor issues, whereas the latter lower the overall average (Cameron 2000, 188). 

42  However, the standard deviation of 1.5 highlights that there is enormous variation between the bills. A glance at the data 

reveals that there is a huge spread ranging from zero remarks up to 7.9 presidential statements per week, whereby many bills 

receive only scant public mentioning by the president. This is in line with other findings using similar designs (see, e.g., 

Barrett 2005b; Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011). 
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legislative arena is rather institutionally-driven, and less a matter of the president’s persona. Clin-

ton, Bush, and Obama filled their office with very different leadership styles and governing phi-

losophies (Greenstein 2009a; Hargrove 2015); yet, when it comes to the strategic level of legisla-

tive engagement, all three used the instruments of the White House in a very similar way.  

Table 3.1: The Legislative Toolbox of the President: Overview Across Administrations and Different Stages 

of the Legislative Process 

Presidential 

Legislative 

Instruments 

Overall Process House Stage Senate Stage Final Stage 

All Clinton Bush Obama All Clinton Bush Obama All Clinton Bush Obama All Clinton Bush Obama 

Proposal 
42% 

(42) 

44% 

(16) 

40% 

(18) 

42% 

(8) 

32% 

(31) 

24% 

(8) 

36% 

(16) 

37% 

(7) 

35% 

(34) 

33% 

(11) 

36% 

(16) 

37% 

(7) 

10% 

(8) 

12% 

(4) 

6% 

(2) 

14% 

(2) 

Lobbying 
24% 

(24) 

22% 

(8) 

22% 

(10) 

32% 

(6) 

10% 

(10) 

12% 

(4) 

11% 

(5) 

5% 

(1) 

11% 

(11) 

6% 

(2) 

14% 

(6) 

16% 

(3) 

15% 

(12) 

18% 

(6) 

9% 

(3) 

21% 

(3) 

Negotiation 
61% 

(61) 

61% 

(22) 

64% 

(29) 

53% 

(10) 

31% 

(30) 

21% 

(7) 

36% 

(16) 

37% 

(7) 

40% 

(38) 

36% 

(12) 

41% 

(18) 

42% 

(8) 

49% 

(40) 

47% 

(16) 

52% 

(17) 

50% 

(7) 

Veto Threats 
34% 

(34) 

42% 

(15) 

36% 

(16) 

16% 

(3) 

27% 

(26) 

29% 

(10) 

30% 

(13) 

16% 

(3) 

26% 

(25) 

21% 

(7) 

34% 

(15) 

16% 

(3) 

26% 

(21) 

32% 

(11) 

24% 

(8) 

14% 

(2) 

Going Public 
44% 

(44) 

50% 

(18) 

47% 

(21) 

32% 

(6) 

38% 

(37) 

50% 

(17) 

32% 

(14) 

32% 

(6) 

43% 

(41) 

48% 

(16) 

41% 

(18) 

37% 

(7) 

53% 

(43) 

53% 

(18) 

55% 

(18) 

50% 

(7) 

Total Num-

ber of Bills 
100 36 45 19 97 34 44 19 96 33 44 19 81 34 33 14 

Own calculations based on the original dataset collected via content analysis of the legislative histories of 

each bill. 

Comparing Legislative Engagement Across Stages of Lawmaking 

Table 3.1 moreover contains information about the degree of presidential activism along the three 

main phases of the legislative process, namely the House and the Senate floor vote, as well as the 

final stage in which the versions passed by the two chambers are reconciled - if necessary.43 Again, 

the numbers show on how many bills the White House made use of the specific instrument during 

the respective time the bill was under consideration in Congress. Concentrating on the aggregate 

pattern for the three presidents, the following points stand out: 

  

                                                 

43  As can be seen in the last row of table 3.1, the total number of bills at each stage varies. Some bills, for instance, did not 

receive a deliberation on the House or Senate floor. The drop in the number at the final stage is due to the fact that these bills 

were passed by the two chambers of Congress with the same language which made a reconciliation between the two chambers 

superfluous. 
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 First, initiating proposals or sending detailed policy drafts, first and foremost, occurs at the 

earlier stages when bills are deliberated in the House and the Senate. This is fully in-line with 

the assumed mechanism that the proposal power’s central aim is to frame the terms of the 

debate or even to set the agenda. This works best, if it is done early in the legislative process 

when the policy alternatives are still fluid and malleable, and the president’s prospects to 

structure the underlying arguments is highest. If the White House, on the other hand, provides 

lawmakers with the necessary information about its preferred policies at an advanced stage, 

most of the legislators will already have made up their own minds, which makes it harder for 

the president to influence, or let alone alter them (Beckmann 2008; Beckmann and Kumar 

2011b). 

 Second, it can be noted that strategic vote lobbying, or the issuance of veto threats do not vary 

across the three stages but rather display constant patterns throughout all phases of the legis-

lative process. Again, this is reasonable since both tools should occur independent from the 

legislative sequence. Vote lobbying as well as waving the veto pen are strategies that are im-

plemented if the legislative process is contested, and cooperative or proactive strategies failed 

to show the intended effects. Thus, vote lobbying should only be necessary if prior negotia-

tions did not result in a strong coalition supporting the president’s position. With a veto threat, 

on the other side, the president feels the need to single out detested provisions or disagree-

ments within the policy proposal which were not removed throughout the interbranch bar-

gaining. Hence, both tools are, so to speak, a last resort for the White House which they might 

need to deploy at every stage of the process to move the bill forward. 

 Third, it strikes the eye that while the propensity to issue own legislative proposals and initi-

atives drops at later stages, the picture is the other way around if we look at the trends regard-

ing negotiating and going public. Here, levels of engagement concerning both strategies visi-

bly increase if we compare the floor stages to the final stage. Thus, while presidents indeed 

display a relentless push for their policy agenda when it comes to bargaining and horse-trading 

with members of Congress, or by promoting their policies through going public (Beckmann 

2010; Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011), it seems that presidents put up additional means to-

wards the end of the legislative process. 
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Addressing Sequences of White House Engagement 

In the previous section, the data referred to whether the president shows engagement in at least 

one stage of the legislative process, and how active the White House was at every stage on an 

aggregate level. This, however, does not enable us to assess whether the administration’s involve-

ment differs in the sequencing how it deals with Congress. For these reason, we construct a simple 

decision tree model which captures whether the president displayed active engagement in the leg-

islative process (1), or if he did not (0) throughout the floor stage and the final stage (see figure 

3.1). In this simple version, we do not distinguish whether the House or the Senate was the first-

mover chamber. Therefore, we can only partially interpret the resulting eight pathways in a tem-

poral order. However, it still allows for the basic differentiation between the floor process in the 

House and the Senate, and the final stage in which the two chambers work out the differences 

between the respective versions of their bills. Furthermore, the data reported below only captures 

those bills that were part of the full legislative process. 

Figure 3.1: Decision-Tree for the Legislative Involvement of the President 

 
Own calculations based on the original dataset collected via content analysis of the legislative histories of 

each bill. 

Table 3.2 reports the column percentages and the absolute number of bills across three legislative 

instruments for each logically possible path. Furthermore, the data differentiates between the tree 

administrations to see whether Clinton, Bush, and Obama display similar or divergent patterns of 

engagement. Turning first to the administrations bargaining efforts, we can see that in 40% of the 

cases, the president does not engage in negotiations with Congress at any stage of the process (path 

8). Next to that, however, two more paths are frequently traveled by the White House. On the one 

hand, path 7 points out that the president often enters late in the process by participating only at 

the latest stage when the two chambers work out their details (23%). Strategically, this makes 
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sense for the president because he can safe much of his resources at the floor stages, and concen-

trate on the final phase. On the other hand, the White House frequently plays an active part 

throughout the whole legislative process with 14% of all bills displaying constant legislative bar-

gaining efforts (path 1). Moreover, the picture of White House activism looks very similar across 

the three administrations. The only difference that strikes the eye is that the patterns of presidential 

engagement for Obama are quite crisp, in the sense that he either needed to bargain throughout the 

whole process, or not at all. 

Regarding veto threats, 46 of the 77 observed bill sequences experience no veto threat by the White 

House (path 8), while by inversion 33 exhibit at least one during any stage of the debate. Among 

the latter, it appears that some form of veto threat chain are especially common (Cameron, 

Lapinski, and Riemann 2000). Only six of the 33 bills display a single threat (paths 4, 6, 7) whereas 

the president issues multiple veto threats in the other 27 cases. Most often, the administration even 

threatens throughout the whole process since 14% of all cases - or 33% of all bills that experienced 

a veto threat - fall onto path 1, with veto threats at every stage of the process. It becomes also 

apparent, that the usage of the veto threat also diverges from negotiations since the before observed 

back-loading - i.e. engaging late in the legislative process - does not apply for veto threats. On the 

contrary, only three bills display a veto threat at the final stage without a prior one at the floor 

process. Concerning difference across individual presidencies, we can state that the veto threat 

behavior differs to some degree. While the overall pattern is similar, we can observe that Bush had 

to use his veto threat more in three-way sequences while Clinton’s veto threat behavior is looks 

more diverse since he often also used it only to influence the floor process. Concerning Obama, 

we can see that he rarely had to threaten but if he had to during his first two years in office, he also 

had to threaten throughout all stages. 

Finally, looking at the going public activity by the president, the patterns appear to be very similar 

again to the ones for bargaining.44 However, the distribution is even clearer since some paths are 

only rarely travelled. First, if the president goes public, he does so throughout the whole process 

(path 8). Second, there is an increase in going public activity if the legislative process approaches 

its final stages (see paths 3, 5, and 7). Yet, the patterns for bargaining and going public also differ 

in one important way: while direct engagement by the White House most frequently happens only 

at the final stage (path 7), going public as a strategy is most often used by the president throughout 

                                                 

44  To facilitate the comparability, the indicator public remarks per week was recoded into a dummy of 1 if the average number 

of remarks per week was above 0.5, and 0 otherwise. 
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the entire time the bill is under consideration in Congress. This highlights an important difference 

in the use of the two instruments since the latter is back-loaded, whereas the former resembles a 

constant push for action by the president. Once we look at the single administrations, we can also 

see that Clinton’s going public behavior deviates compared to his predecessors. While Clinton 

made extensive usage of his bully pulpit across all stages (path 8), Bush and Obama did less so 

but instead also used increased their going public activity at the Senate stage (path 5), and first and 

foremost later in the process (path 7). 

Table 3.2: Sequential Involvement by the White House in Lawmaking 

Sequence of  

Engagement 

Negotiations Veto Threats Going Public 

All Clinton Bush Obama All Clinton Bush Obama All Clinton Bush Obama 

Path 1 

H - S - F 

14% 

(11) 

10% 

(3) 

13% 

(4) 

29% 

(4) 

14% 

(11) 

6% 

(2) 

22% 

(7) 

14% 

(2) 

31% 

(24) 

42% 

(13) 

22% 

(7) 

29% 

(4) 

Path 2 

H - S - ~F 

6% 

(5) 

10% 

(3) 

6% 

(2) 

0% 

(0) 

9% 

(7) 

10% 

(3) 

13% 

(4) 

0% 

(0) 

5% 

(4) 

6% 

(2) 

3% 

(1) 

7% 

(1) 

Path 3 

H - ~S - F 

3% 

(2) 

0% 

(0) 

6% 

(2) 

0% 

(0) 

5% 

(4) 

13% 

(4) 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

1% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

3% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

Path 4 

H - ~S - ~F 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

1% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

3% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

1% 

(1) 

3% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

Path 5 

~H - S - F 

8% 

(6) 

10% 

(3) 

6% 

(2) 

7% 

(1) 

4% 

(3) 

6% 

(2) 

3% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

6% 

(5) 

0% 

(0) 

13% 

(4) 

7% 

(1) 

Path 6 

~H - S - ~F 

5% 

(4) 

10% 

(3) 

3% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

3% 

(2) 

0% 

(0) 

6% 

(2) 

0% 

(0) 

1% 

(1) 

3% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

Path 7 

~H - ~S - F 

23% 

(18) 

26% 

(8) 

25% 

(8) 

14% 

(2) 

4% 

(3) 

10% 

(3) 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

13% 

(10) 

6% 

(2) 

19% 

(6) 

14% 

(2) 

Path 8 

~H - ~S - ~F 

40% 

(31) 

35% 

(11) 

41% 

(13) 

50% 

(7) 

60% 

(46) 

55% 

(17) 

53% 

(17) 

86% 

(12) 

40% 

(31) 

39% 

(12) 

41% 

(13) 

43% 

(6) 

Total Number 

of Bills 
77 31 32 14 77 31 32 14 77 31 32 14 

Own calculations based on the original dataset collected via content analysis of the legislative histories of 

each bill 
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3.2 Analyzing Presidential Engagement in Lawmaking Across Legislative In-

struments 

The previous section has shown that patterns of presidential involvement in the legislative arena 

display constant features across presidencies whilst there is some noticeable variation among spe-

cific instruments as well as along sequences of the legislative process. In the upcoming paragraphs, 

we take a closer look at potential determinants for presidential engagement throughout the legis-

lative process. The main guiding question is whether and if so how the main structural elements 

of the legislative arena - namely, party control and public support - affect the president’s strategic 

actions in lawmaking. Since all legislative instruments of the president are assessed via binary 

indicators except for the one capturing the going public activity, logistic regressions are conducted 

for the analysis of the president’s actions to offer legislative details, to engage in vote lobbying 

and direct negotiations with Congress, or to issue a veto threat whilst the analysis of going public 

behavior is performed via an OLS regression (Backhaus et al. 2016; Field 2013). Because the 

dataset encompasses information across multiple instruments in the president’s legislative toolbox, 

we can for the first time assess if and how they are interconnected with each other in an exploratory 

manner using bivariate correlations. 

What Affects the Ebb and Flow of Presidential Engagement in the Legislative Arena? 

Based on the theoretical framework outlined in chapter 2, there are numerous factors that influence 

the president’s propensity to use his bargaining instruments in the legislative arena. However, the 

two key explanatory factors that broadly determine the context in which presidential-congressional 

relations take place, and thus should have the strongest effect on the president’s strategic decisions 

in lawmaking are party control between the two branches and public support for the president 

(Bond and Fleisher 1990; Edwards 1989). As pointed out at length on the foregoing pages, we can 

assume that presidents will show less activism if they experience a political context which is fa-

vorable to them, whereas the requirement for presidential engagement increases if the White House 

must govern under more negative omens. The underlying reasoning is straightforward. If the same 

party controls both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue, the president normally does not need to get 

visibly involved in the legislative process. Instead, the White House usually can rely on a solid 

faction of partisan supporters who share a common policy agenda, and if things turn bad, collab-

oration between the two branches still runs smoother and conflicts can be addressed through in-

formal channels rather than resulting in high profile activities by the administration. Similarly, if 
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the president enjoys high levels of popularity among the people he does not need to spend addi-

tional political capital but instead can draw on his public support (Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011). 

On the other hand, if the context in the legislative arena turns negative from the vantage point of 

the administration - i.e. the opposition party has a majority in Congress, or his popularity ratings 

drop - the necessity to take an active part in lawmaking should increase. Then, the White House 

needs his legislative toolkit to push back against an unfavorable environment via negotiating with 

lawmakers, threatening vetoes, or going public if it wants to see the president’s policy preferences 

enacted (Cameron 2000; Deen and Arnold 2002a; Kernell 2006; Sinclair 2006). 

For the following analyses, party control is assessed via a dichotomous variable which takes a 

value of 1 if the majority in Congress and the president belong to the same party, and 0 for times 

of split- and divided government. Presidential popularity, on the other side, is measured via Gal-

lup’s presidential job approval ratings (Gallup Inc. 2016). Since public approval is a factor that 

unfolds in the background and thus should not display instantaneous effects, one is best advised 

to use an indicator that accounts for a longer time perspective and not so much focus on single 

approval ratings, e.g. directly prior to a given vote (Edwards 2009b). On that score, the average 

approval for the president over the lifetime of a bill is calculated which captures the overall trend 

of the president’s popularity while Congress debates a bill (Barrett 2004; Peterson 1990). 

In addition to these two main explanatory factors, a range of control variables are included into 

the analysis to check for bill-specific as well as the time-related aspects. The status of a bill on the 

president’s agenda status is one important control factor (Covington, Wrighton, and Kinney 1995; 

Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Edwards and Barrett 2000; Peterson 1990). Accordingly, pres-

idents should pay more attention to bills which are part of their own policy agenda and which they 

want to see promoted rather than off-agenda items. In this sense, the White House should display 

a higher amount of legislative activism on initiatives that are close the administration’s heart com-

pared to bills which are largely driven by congressional actors. This does not mean that president’s 

do not care about other bills, but that they care more about their own agenda items. The assessment 

whether a bill belongs to the president’s agenda or not is based on a content analysis of the docu-

ments compiled in the legislative histories for each bill. It includes, for instance, items which the 

president advertised on the campaign trail, or which found their way into the State of the Union 

Address. Its status is coded 1 if it is on, and 0 if it is off the president’s agenda. 

Another control pertains to the nature of the coalition-building process in Congress (Jones 2005; 

Sinclair 2003). Even in today’s hyperpolarized environment, not all bills are equally contested 

between the parties. There are still numerous issue areas such as infrastructure or agriculture where 
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partisan lines are less concrete and less clearly drawn leaving some room for bipartisan coopera-

tion. From the vantage point of the White House, a bipartisan deliberative process in the House 

and the Senate hence should stifle presidential engagement for two reasons: For one, the bill under 

consideration might refer to a policy issue on which a broad consensus exists. On the other side, 

even if the president does not agree with Congress, the display of bipartisanship among congres-

sional actors sends a strong signal down Pennsylvania Avenue that lawmakers have already made 

up their mind, and that any engagement to change them might be a waste of resources. On the 

other hand, competitive or partisan cleavages on policy issues are signs of heightened controversy 

which might trigger presidential involvement. Again, the nature of the coalition-building process 

is based on the evaluation of the document analysis. Thus, the presence of bipartisanship (1) should 

be inversely correlated with presidential activism across the variety of presidential instruments. 

As a last bill-specific control variable, it is considered whether a bill experienced any filibuster-

related obstructionism during its time in Congress (Guenther and Kernell 2015). As outlined be-

fore, the arcane parliamentary rules of the Senate make it possible to slow down or even block 

bills from moving forward through the legislative process. Since the right to signal a hold on an 

issue or to threaten a filibuster is granted to individual legislators, it is independent from party 

control, and differs conceptually from the idea of bipartisanship. Yet, filibuster issues can be con-

ceived as a sign of an increased scope of conflict which requires the involvement of the president 

to break the logjam, and to move on with the legislative process. Thus, we can also interpret it as 

in indicator for the degree of disagreement and controversy surrounding a given bill. Therefore, 

we can expect that bills object to a filibuster-threat (1) draw more attention from the White House 

than bills without one (0). The information on filibuster-related problems during deliberations in 

the Senate is gathered through content analyses of each bills legislative history by taking into 

consideration references indicating its use to obstruct and undermine the ongoing process.45  

In addition to these three bill-related controls, two factors accounting for the timing of a bill’s 

passage are incorporated in the analysis. For one, newly elected presidents seem to enjoy a so-

called honeymoon period. The literature describes this period as a mixed consequence of claiming 

a mandate in the aftermath of an election, higher congressional support, favorable opinion polls at 

the start of their presidency, but also the reshuffling of opportunity windows when old policies 

                                                 

45  Coding filibuster-related issues is notoriously difficult since in today’s Senate already the announcement of a filibuster, or 

the informal practice of a hold is enough to block legislative initiatives. Cloture votes are also an unsatisfying proxy since 

often these votes are held upfront to ensure the consent of the senators. Here, the broader definition of filibuster-related issues 

is applied which includes all tools at an individual senators disposal to obstruct the normal order of business in the Senate 

(Beth and Heitshusen 2014; Binder 2013). 
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become available which were being blocked by the predecessor in the White House (Beckmann 

and Godfrey 2007; Dominguez 2005). From this perspective, the first year offers yet another fa-

vorable context for presidents. We can therefore conclude that the existence of a honeymoon phase 

leads to less presidential engagement since other political actors and the public are largely sympa-

thetic to his agenda, and he can save his political capital. The only exception, however, applies to 

the president’s proposing power; here we can expect any new administration to be much more 

active right at the start of the term. To account for a potential honeymoon effect, all bills that 

passed in the first year of a presidency are receive a 1, and otherwise a value of 0. 

One final measure that is controlled for is whether increased activism is linked to the election cycle 

of both presidential and midterm elections. Here, the directional expectations are somewhat un-

clear. On the one hand, we can hypothesize that electoral campaigns should boost legislative in-

volvement by the White House since it wants to distinguish itself in the legislative arena. Moreo-

ver, election years also offer an opportunity for the opposition party to challenge the president, or 

to make him go on record on a given bill. Alternatively, this might lead to so-called veto baits, i.e. 

bills which the opposition knows the president dislikes and thus will threaten to veto, which can 

subsequently be politically instrumentalized to picture the administration as obstructionist 

(Cameron 2000; Groseclose and McCarty 2001). On the other side, we can assume that presidents 

pay less attention to the legislative process and stay passive since during elections years. Following 

this line of argumentation campaigning absorbs a lot of resources and political capital which the 

president consequently lacks to be engaged in the legislative arena (Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 

2011). Bills that pass in an election year are assigned a value of 1, and a 0 during off-election 

years.46 

Findings on Presidential Activism in the Legislative Process 

Table 3.3 reports the results of the four logistic regressions on the president’s actions to (i.) pro-

pose legislation and offer detailed policy drafts, (ii.) engage in vote lobbying, (iii.) bargain with 

lawmakers, and (iv.) issue veto threats. The interval-scale ratio of the indicator assessing going 

public by the president is analyzed via a standard linear OLS regression (Backhaus et al. 2016; 

Field 2013). The main part of the following analysis focuses on the question in how far the key 

                                                 

46  Other time-related controls which are frequently used include measures for the president’s time in office (Beckmann 2010; 

Rudalevige 2002; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012), or accounting for the president’s last year in office when he is a so-

called “lame-duck” (Beckmann 2010). Both were controlled for in additional analysis without showing a significant effect 

nor enhancing the overall fit of the explanatory models. The exception is for lobbying efforts on which tenure displayed a 

significant but marginal effect. 
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context-defining features party control and public support shape presidential behavior in the leg-

islative arena. To this end, the presentation of findings concentrates on the examination of these 

two explanatory factors and in addition those factors that reach a conventional level of significance 

of at least > 0.05.47 In a second step of the analysis, a closer look at the interrelatedness of the 

diverse tools is taken based on bivariate correlations to investigate in how far the activity on one 

dimension of the president’s toolkit is affected by the other instruments. 

A first glance at the overall fit of the predicted model shows that the analyses for the individual 

policy instruments of the White House perform on moderate levels with the pseudo-R2 ranging 

between 0.266 and 0.429 for the logistic regressions, and an R2 of 0.236 for the OLS regression. 

However, with logistic regressions the pseudo-R2 usually results in lower model fits. Parameters 

for multicollinearity moreover highlight the independence of the single predictors so that we can 

assume that the variables are, as required, not correlated with each other. 

Turning to the findings, a look at party control as key determining factor for presidential-congres-

sional relations shows that the expected inverse relationship occurs across all legislative strategies 

except for vote lobbying. Unified government hence, by and large, dampens the degree of activism 

by the White House. That heightened lobbying just before a vote is held on a bill is positively 

associated with unified government can be readily explained though. Last minute arm-twisting 

and log-rolling normally targets legislators that belong to the same party as the president. Yet, it 

should be less of a fruitful strategy when dealing with a Congress controlled by the opposite party. 

However, party control turns out as a significant predictor for just two of the five legislative strat-

egies, namely when it comes to intensive negotiations between the White House and lawmakers 

on Capitol Hill, and regarding the probability that the president issues a veto threat on a given bill 

under consideration. Concerning the latter, this largely corroborates previous findings by Cam-

eron, Sinclair and others that the question of unified or divided government has a tremendous 

effect on the president’s veto threat behavior (Cameron 2000; Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 

2000; Sinclair 2003). This matches the common narrative that presidential-congressional interac-

tions in lawmaking are more conflict-prone and less cooperative than under unified government. 

In times of shared party control presidents thus do much less frequently resort to veto threats in 

their bargaining with lawmakers, whereas in times of divided or split government veto threats 

                                                 

47  As frequently stated, the 5% significance cut-off is arbitrary as should testing against the null-hypotheses not be over-inter-

preted. The following analyses therefore are to be understood as simple tests of correlations and tendencies. Moreover, none 

of the other variables included come close to levels of significance 0.05 (Gill 1999).  
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become an essential part of the White House portfolio when it comes to coercing legislative con-

cessions from an opposition-controlled Congress. 

Table 3.3: Analyses of Presidential Activism in the Legislative Arena across Instruments 

 

Calculations performed in SPSS 24; see appendix for syntax.  

I II III IV V

Proposal Lobbying Negotiation Veto	Threat Going	Public

Context

Party	Control -0.40

(0.63)

0.28

(0.69)

-1.24

(0.58)**

-2.49

(0.67)**

-0.05

(0.02)

Approval 0.01

(0.02)

0.04

(0.02)*

0.00

(0.02)

-0.01

(0.02)

-0.01

(0.65)

Controls

On-Agenda 2.69

(0.55)**

1.00

(0.57)*

1.55

(0.47)**

0.32

(0.52)

1.15

(0.63)**

Bipartisan -0.95

(0.67)

-3.00

(1.31)**

-1.32

(0.59)**

-1.11

(0.59)*

-0.47

(0.58)

Filibuster -0.15

(0.53)

1.14

(0.56)**

-0.21

(0.48)

0.12

(0.52)

0.10

(0.69)

Honeymoon 0.80

(0.75)

0.52

(0.81)

0.33

(0.73)

-1.05

(0.99)

0.86

(0.26)**

Election 0.85

(0.60)

-0.38

(0.65)

-0.16

(0.53)

-0.3

(0.54)

-0.07

(1.09)

Clinton 0.01

(0.77)

0.34

(0.80)

0.05

(0.70)

0.43

(0.87)

0.22

(0.87)

Bush -0.20

(0.72)

0.22

(0.76)

0.32

(0.66)

0.42

(0.84)

0.15

(0.84)

Constant -2.35

(1.57)

-4.47

(1.82)

0.31

(1.36)

0.70

(1.37)

0.95

(0.78)

Pseudo-R	sq.^										

/	R	sq.
0.429 0.313 0.266 0.364 0.236

N 100 100 100 100 100

significance	level:	**	<	0.05;	*	<	0.1 I	-	IV:	Logistic	Regressions

standard	errors	in	brackets	()	 V:		OLS	Regression

^	according	to	Nagelkerke	
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Unified government furthermore significantly reduces the propensity of the White House to en-

gage in direct negotiations with Congress. While this finding differs compared to prior studies 

according to which party control has no influence on presidential involvement in lawmaking 

(Beckmann 2010, 110–13),48 it is fully in line with our theoretical expectations. In an era of cohe-

sive and centralized congressional parties, presidents need to spend less political capital on time- 

and resource-consuming negotiations with Capitol Hill when their party holds a majority. A prob-

able linkage at work here is the combination of a strong overlap between policy goals, fewer cross-

pressured legislators within the own ranks which need to be courted, and empowered congres-

sional leaders that can enforce party unity. However, this does not mean that presidents abstain 

completely from the legislative process under unified government. Instead, we can assume that the 

signaling of policy preferences and the exchange of information happens through backchannels 

which do not see the light of formal engagement which we assess in this study (Andres and Griffin 

2013; Riley 2010). 

The picture is less straightforward for the effects of public approval on the president’s involvement 

in lawmaking. Although presidential approval reaches significant levels only for vote lobbying, it 

highlights that the strategic use of legislative tools differs from a favorable congressional context. 

While strong public support is negatively correlated with veto threats and going public by the 

president, his legislative activity increases with soaring popularity concerning drafting of policy 

proposals, vote lobbying, and direct negotiations with Congress. The connection between fewer 

veto threats and fewer public remarks per bill in times of high popularity also underscores that the 

president uses both tools if confronted with negative omens rather than pushing his policy prefer-

ences if he has a popular stance among the public, or as in the case of the veto threat must less rely 

on it if he enjoys higher levels of public support (Canes-Wrone 2001; Deen and Arnold 2002b; 

Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011). 

Next, we take a closer look at those factors that display a significant effect on the legislative be-

havior of the president focusing on the single legislative instruments. Since the effect strengths are 

not intuitive in logistic regressions, it is better to transform the odds ratios into predicted probabil-

ities for a better interpretability. The changes in predicted probabilities are depicted for all tools in 

                                                 

48  One reason for this divergent finding might be that Beckmann applies a lower standard what counts as active engagement in 

the legislative process since he includes active lobbying and verbal endorsement into his indicator of presidential involve-

ment. On the contrary, the current study applies a higher benchmark since the sources must report some form of formal 

bargaining between the branches to be considered a negotiation effort by the White House. 
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figures 3.2a-j. The effects for the analysis of going public, on the other side, can be directly de-

duced from the results of the OLS regression reported in table 3.3. 

Agenda-Setting by the White House. The only factor that reaches a level of significance for influ-

encing the administration’s actions on drafting policy proposals is the status on the president’s 

agenda. As can be seen in the graph on the upper-left (figure 3.2a), the probability with just 9% is 

very slim that the White House will offer a policy plan if a given bill is not part of the legislative 

agenda of the administration. Once the agenda status changes and an issue is part of the president’s 

legislative program, however, the prospects that the White House also comes up with some de-

tailed guidelines or an own initiative jumps by 50 percentage points to 59%. Thus, on-agenda 

items clearly receive much more attention from the White House than off-agenda items demon-

strating that administrations prioritize issues on the overall congressional agenda when it comes 

to preparing policy initiatives (Light 1999; Peterson 1990). 

Vote lobbying. Switching to vote lobbying activity by the White House, it becomes apparent that 

several factors have an impact upon the behavior of the administrations. As already mentioned, 

presidential approval shows a strong positive association with the White House’s decision to en-

gage in vote lobbying (figure 3.2b). According to these findings, we can conclude that the likeli-

hood of a bill experiencing arm-twisting or log-rolling immediately prior to a vote at any stage of 

the legislative process halves if there is a decline in the president’s popularity by one standard 

deviation. This means a drop by fourteen percentage points in approval reduces the probability of 

vote lobbying from 60% to almost 30%. In addition, some of the control variables proved also to 

be connected to last-minute whipping by the White House. Both the presence of a filibuster-related 

issue (figure 3.2c) and a partisan or competitive coalition-building process within Congress (figure 

3.2d) slightly raise the probability of lobbying on a given vote. While this is highly reasonable 

since both indicators signal that the scope of conflict is high on these issues, the increase is only 

marginal; yet, we can note that the chance of witnessing arm-twisting and brow-beating on bipar-

tisan bills is close to zero. Finally, the White House uses its political capital to pressure on its own 

legislative priorities rather than on items which are off its agenda (figure 3.2e).  
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Figure 3.2: Change in Predicted Probabilities for Significant Predictors of Presidential Activism in Law-

making  

3.2a 

 

3.2b 

 

3.2c 

 

3.2d 

 

3.2e 

 
3.2f 

 

3.2g 

 

3.2h 

 
3.2i 
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Own depiction based on predicted probability calculations.  
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Negotiations. Unified government has a strong effect on the White House engagement in direct 

bargaining with the legislative branch. The predicted probabilities in figure 3.2f nicely illustrate 

the estimated strength of this relationship. While intensive negotiations are expected to occur on 

28% of all bills in times of unified government, its likelihood more than doubles to 58% if party 

control of Congress switches to split or divided government. In addition to the question of party 

control, agenda-status and a consensual deliberation process also show a considerable impact on 

the president’s negotiation efforts. As can be seen in figure 3.2g, the probability of a White House 

engagement in lawmaking is 30 percentage points higher if the debates on Capitol Hill follow 

partisan lines (58%) compared to a bipartisan process (27%). Moreover, agenda status also matters 

(figure 3.2h). While the likelihood is already very high that the administration bargains with law-

makers over bills which are not part of the president’s program (58%), its chances skyrocket 31 

percentage points to 89% once they become on-agenda items. All in all, these findings largely 

refute arguments that the White House might strategically tailor its activities towards those fights 

it is disposed to win, anyway. The contrary is the case: presidents clearly negotiate and haggle 

over substance when they face less favorable context conditions in Congress such as divided party 

control or if the bill is characterized by partisan rancor. Thus, presidents get active when it is 

needed most, and not if they can score ease victories (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 

2010; Fett 1992; Peterson 1990). 

Veto Threats. The president’s behavior on veto threats shows similar patterns as his involvement 

in bargaining. Yet, the effects of unified and divided government are even more pronounced as it 

can be seen in the bar chart in figure 3.2i. If president and congressional majority belong to the 

same party, the prospects that a given bill is subject to a veto threat are extremely rare with just 

14%. However, when the partisan colors on either side of Pennsylvania Avenue switch, the prob-

ability of a veto threat jumps dramatically to 67%. Beyond the partisan composition of Congress, 

the nature of coalition-building has an independent effect on the veto threats (figure 3.2j). Accord-

ing to the analysis, the likelihood that a bill draws a veto threat from the White House is consider-

ably greater if the process is structured along partisan cleavages (67%) than it is for bipartisan 

issues (40%), although the probability is already quite high for the latter (Sinclair 2003).  

Going public. The OLS regression on going public activity by the president finally reveals two 

highly significant factors. Agenda-status exhibits again a strong positive relationship to White 

House engagement. A change from being off to being on the president’s agenda hence leads, on 

average, to 1.15 more public remarks by the president which is almost a move of one full standard 

deviation (1.47). Yet, this is again completely reasonable since we would expect presidents to 
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spend more time advertising policies that matter to him when compared to items that are only 

promoted by Congress. It is furthermore the only time that the honeymoon for an incoming ad-

ministration shows up as significant. However, the direction of the relations is reverse from what 

we expected at the beginning. Since a presidential honeymoon should give the White House a 

benefit of the doubt, we assumed that this would lead to lesser engagement and not more activism 

(e.g., Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011; Rottinghaus 2009). Instead, we can observe that during his 

first year, the president uses his bully pulpit more often issuing, on average, 0.86 more public 

remarks per week, all else being equal. One reason for this finding might be that administrations 

usually start with important items into their first term which in their consequence also need more 

advertisement. Eager to deliver campaign promises and to pass their priority issues upfront, they 

try to build up momentum early on in their term. Checking for outlier cases indeed signals that 

these strong results might be driven by several bills such as Obama on the American Recovery 

and Taxpayers Act (6.25 remarks per week), Bush’s tax reform initiative (4.62), or Clinton on the 

Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (7.91). 

Do Presidential Actions Go Hand in Hand in the Legislative Arena? 

Having information across a diverse portfolio of instruments at the president’s disposal to engage 

with Congress in lawmaking allows us for the first time to assess the interrelations of these legis-

lative strategies. Table 3.3 reports the findings of bivariate correlations among the single tools.49 

It becomes apparent that almost all legislative strategies are positively interrelated with weak to 

moderate strengths. Yet, we can point out a couple of things. 

First, negotiating with lawmakers and going public go hand in hand with all other instruments - 

except for the latter which shows a slight inverse relation to veto threats. Both, getting directly 

involved in bargaining on substance and going public as way to promote policy initiatives are at 

the center of the president’s toolbox. Thus, it is reasonable that if the president’s offers a proposal 

or lobbies on bill that these strategies do not stand by themselves, but are augmented by intensive 

bargaining or going public. Yet by turning this argument around, we can also conclude that en-

gaging with Congress or the public over policies are not stand-alone tools, but rather that presi-

dents combine them in concerted actions. 

                                                 

49  The correlations are based on Pearson. With two binary variables, the coefficient equals the phi-coefficient. For the one 

continuous variable SPSS automatically performs a point-biserial correlation which can be interpreted as Pearson’s correla-

tion. Since the going public indicator violates assumptions of normal distribution and two extreme outliers, Spearman’s Rho 

and Kendall’s Tau where calculated as non-parametric alternatives. Both show the same significant results for going public. 
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Second, going public and direct bargaining are not mutually exclusive strategies but also display 

a positive interrelationship. Thus, it is not that presidents either bypass Congress through going 

public or bargain directly with legislators on Capitol Hill. Instead, the more often the president 

speaks about a policy initiative, he may also embark upon negotiations with members of Congress, 

and vice versa. 

Third, the propensity to threaten a veto or to lobby on a vote are the least connected tools. While 

lobbying legislators on a floor vote goes hand in hand with negotiations and going public, veto 

threats occur more often, if the president also bargains or offered a detailed policy draft. That the 

latter is equivocal with respect to the going public activities by the White House can be interpreted 

as sign that president’s do not much engage in blame-game politics, in the sense that if he threatens 

to veto he simultaneously turns to the public more often to increase the pressures on Congress. On 

the contrary, the president often combines his veto threats with intensive bargaining. 

Table 3.4:Bivariate Correlations Among Legislative Instruments  

 
Own calculations performed in SPSS 24. See syntax in the appendix.  

Going	Public Proposal Lobbying Negotiate Veto	Threat

Going	Public 1.00 .270** .407** .341** -0.095

Sig. 0.007 0 0.001 0.348

Proposal 1.00 0.139 .307** .202*

Sig. 0.169 0.002 0.044

Lobbying 1.00 .257** -0.008

Sig. 0.01 0.938

Negotiate 1.00 .228*

Sig. 0.023

Veto	Threat 1.00

Sig.

significance	level	(Pearson):	**	<	0.05;	*	<	0.1
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3.3 Summary on Key Findings 

The aim of this chapter was to explore the level of presidential engagement in lawmaking in a time 

of hyperpolarization. Today’s presidents have hardly another chance than actively participate in 

the legislative process since the public but also other political actors expect them to draft their own 

proposals and to lobby for their preferred policies on Capitol Hill. The presented data underscore 

this constant push by the White House in the legislative arena. Presidents indeed make use of their 

broad toolbox of strategies to influence the outcome of the legislative process. Yet, this engage-

ment clearly varies across different tools with direct bargaining and negotiating with lawmakers 

as predominating strategy. Other instruments such as going public, providing legislative initiatives 

or threatening to veto are frequently applied, while even instances of late-hour arm-twisting on 

winning votes is not as infrequent as we might expect. 

We have also seen that the usage of the selected legislative instruments differs according to the 

stage of the legislative process. This again highlights the strategic adaption of these tools by the 

administration. In this sense, the White House tries to set the agenda early when bills are still 

discussed in the House and the Senate, while bargaining and going public activity by the president 

increases at the end of the legislative process when the bill take on its ultimate shapes. Thus, pres-

idents intensify their pressure at later stages hoping to exert a final touch of influence on the out-

come. Vote lobbying and veto threats, lastly, occur irrespective of the stage of the legislative pro-

cess.  

One main finding moreover points out that overall patterns of engagement in the legislative arena 

do not noticeably diverge between Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and Barack Obama. Thus, legis-

lative behavior on the strategic level is largely driven by the necessities of the office, and less so 

by characteristics of the president’s leadership style (Barrett 2005b; Beckmann 2010). However, 

we have also seen that we need to invest more into analyzing more complex patterns such as se-

quential usage of instruments since a snapshot picture focusing on the overall approach might 

mask differences between the presidents. For instance, we have seen the going public activity of 

Clinton used the bully pulpit of his presidency much more over the entire legislative process 

whereas Bush and Obama more often increased their activity at later stages. Whether aspects like 

these are driven by personal or contextual factors - Clinton experienced six years of purely divided 

government - has yet to remain open. 
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The analyses of factors affecting legislative actions by the White House has brought to the fore 

that presidents are not “jumping in front of the congressional parade” (Beckmann 2010, 113), but 

rather fight uphill battles when trying to influence lawmakers on Capitol Hill and to achieve their 

preferred policy outcomes. Presidents are across the board more active - except for last-minute 

arm-twisting and brow-beating - when they face a Congress controlled by the opposition party. 

These effects of presidents pushing back against an unfavorable institutional context are strongest 

regarding veto threats (Cameron 2000; Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000; Sinclair 2003), but 

also for negotiating directly with lawmakers in Congress. Public approval as the second important 

factor defining the president’s position in the legislative arena offers a less straightforward picture 

since it sometimes exhibits positive association on some tools and a negative on others. Although 

public approval only reaches significant levels for vote lobbying, this pattern might hint towards 

the fact that cooperative or productive legislative instruments towards Congress are related with 

high approval, whereas conflict-oriented tools like veto threats and bypassing Congress via going 

public are more related to declining approval. 

Beyond these two main explanatory factors, especially the question of a bills status on the presi-

dent’s agenda as well as the nature of the coalition-building process in Congress have some sig-

nificant effects on the president’s actions. Time-related aspects, on the other side, do not seem to 

play much of a role. Here, the honeymoon period had only an impact on the number of public 

remarks, however, showing an unexpected direction by increasing the levels of activism 

(Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011). Yet, we argued that this might be largely an effect of some 

outliers in the data. Lastly, none of the dummy variables accounting for individual presidencies 

was significant underscoring once more that presidential behavior does differ across administra-

tions. 

All in all, these findings point out that “it does not look like presidents strategically tailor their 

efforts because they want to experience success or avoid failure per se […].” (Beckmann 2010, 

111). On the contrary, modern presidents have no other chance than to take an active stance vis-à-

vis Congress and to directly participate in the legislative process if they want to see their legislative 

agenda turned into substantial policies. Here, the imperative to do so is much greater, if the presi-

dent is confronted with unfavorable omen rather than the other way around.  
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4 How the Hell Can You Tell? Assessing Presidential 

Success in the Legislative Arena 

In 1962, when Arthur Schlesinger, Sr. finished his second round of surveys among historians and 

political scientists ranking all US presidents of the time as per their (perceived) greatness, he con-

veyed the final version of the poll to President John F. Kennedy. The president exclaimed “How 

the hell can you tell? Only the president himself can know what his real pressures and real alter-

natives are. If you don’t know that, how can you judge performance?” (cited in Mercieca and 

Vaughn 2014, 5). Kennedy’s argument was as valid back then as it is today. How can outside 

observers to the political process - no matter if as political scientists or interested citizens - with 

all its intricacies and backroom deal-making plausibly assess if a president was ‘great’ or ‘failed’ 

in office, if he was a ‘successful’ president or not? 

One of the main issues here is that success as a concept is many-faceted, multidimensional, and 

normatively charged. For instance, a look at public statements by journalists, pundits and political 

insiders highlights the variety of different notions and understandings of what counts as presiden-

tial success or failure in the legislative arena: 

 “[…] final approval of the bill [HR 1836, Bush’s tax cut proposal] would mark a major legis-

lative victory for the president, who campaigned on his pledge to reduce Americans’ taxes 

and has devoted a considerable amount of time to ensuring its passage since taking office.” . 

 “The landmark health care bill [HR 3590, Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act] that 

President Obama signed into law […] was a huge victory for Obama and the culmination of 

decades of work […].” (Jarlenski and Rubin 2010). 

 “The bills [HR 2014, Taxpayer Relief Act, and HR 2015, Balanced Budget Act] also marked 

perhaps Clinton's greatest legislative triumph. His team left the bargaining table with more of 

what he wanted on the details […].” (CQ Almanac 1997). 

 “The legislation was miniature in scope compared with the president's famous but failed 1994 

plan to overhaul the entire health care system, and it did little for the estimated 43 million 

Americans without insurance – the focus of Clinton's ill-fated proposal. Nevertheless, both 

Clinton and congressional Republicans claimed HR 3103 [Health Insurance Portability and 

Accountability Act] as a major achievement.” (CQ Almanac 1996b). 
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 “’I would say to my friends, the Democratic Party, you won a great victory,’ Gingrich said of 

the minimum wage battle [HR 3448, Small Business Job Protection]. ‘Some of us swallowed 

more than we wanted to […].’” (CQ Almanac 1996c). 

 “Days later, Obama announced that he had struck a deal with Senate Republicans to extend 

all of the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts through Dec. 31, 2012 [HR 4213, Tax Relief, Unemployment 

Insurance Reauthorization, and Job Creation Act]. It was a huge disappointment to liberal 

Democrats, as well as to some conservatives seeking a permanent extension, and it was a 

major capitulation by Obama.” (Schatz 2010). 

 “White House advisers today called the bill [HR 1, No Child Left Behind Act] a triumph for 

Mr. Bush, even though he had to make major concessions for its passage, including giving up 

on a voucher program for private schools.” (Bumiller 2002). 

 “The result was a bargain that both sides could call a victory [HR 5140, Economic Stimulus 

Act]. Mr. Bush and House Republican leaders agreed to provide tax rebates to almost every-

body, including millions of people who did not earn enough to pay federal income taxes. Ms. 

Pelosi agreed to drop demands to expand unemployment benefits and food stamps.” (Andrews 

and Herzenshorn 2008). 

  “Even an apparent capitulation [S365, Budget Control Act] by Obama helps present him to 

voters as a reasonable compromiser doing battle against rigid ideologues, his aides say.” 

(Wallsten and Nakamura 2011). 

 “The president aggressively pushed a plan in 2005 that would have allowed young workers to 

invest part of their Social Security tax payment in private accounts […]. But his proposal 

never gained traction even in his own party, with Congress never bringing his plan to the floor 

for a vote.” (Aujla 2010). 

 “The Senate on Thursday approved a five-year, $307 billion farm bill [HR 6124, Food, Con-

servation, and Energy Act] with wide bipartisan support, virtually sealing President Bush's 

defeat in a battle over agriculture policy. Mr. Bush has promised to veto the bill […].” 

(Herzenshorn 2008). 

 “While the House and Senate conferees work to mesh the two versions of the economic plan 

[HR 2264, Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act] each passed into one bill, the Clinton team 

notes that the result essentially doesn’t matter – whatever emerges will be a victory for the 

president.” (Devroy 1993b). 

From this eclectic collection of statements already, we can derive a long list of partially non-ex-

clusive, partially opposing conceptions of presidential legislative success and failure, respectively. 
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In this sense, a successful president can be seen as someone who (a) delivers on a campaign prom-

ise or a top legislative priority, (b) accomplishes a historic achievement, (c) pushes legislation 

against great odds and major oppositions, (d) exerts influence over members of Congress, 

(e) achieves more than anticipated rather than performing below expectations, (f) gets more out of 

the legislative process than his political opponent, (g) secures key elements of his agenda without 

making too many compromises, (h) strikes a comprise and is open to deal-making, (i) balances 

policy losses and political gains, (j) is able to gain support among members of Congress for a 

legislative initiative, (k) prevents the passage of a bill which is contrary to its agenda, or (l) signs 

a bill, no matter what it looks like. What becomes apparent is that there are no universally accepted 

definitions of presidential success nor any broadly acknowledged benchmarks against which we 

could gauge what makes up a victory or defeat for the president in the legislative arena. 

The fact that the underlying notion of presidential success in the legislative arena varies so much, 

highlights the chameleonic nature of the concept. First, presidential success, even if narrowly con-

fined to the realm of lawmaking, comes in various guises. For instance, we can focus on several 

aspects related to executive-legislative relations such as how good is the White House in setting 

up fruitful working relationships with members of Congress, how does the president engage in 

coalition building, or how successful is he in turning his policy agenda into laws. Second, even if 

we concentrate on the latter understanding of presidential success, the concept preserves its mul-

tidimensional characteristics. Thus, what counts as success and defines the legislative legacy of a 

presidency is still unclear. Is it the fulfillment of campaign promises and priorities or is it rather 

about carrying home some historical achievements? Does the passage of a bill which the president 

supports already count as a success or is it about the actual substance of the policy that is included? 

What defines failure? Is it the size of concessions and compromises or is it the failure to get a 

policy initiative enacted? And to make it even more difficult, these questions, thirdly, are norma-

tively charged. Therefore, the evaluation of success naturally differs across the eye of the beholder, 

depending on things such as the structure of expectations or the basic attitudes, the timing of the 

assessment, or the general mood of the circumstances. In sum, assessing presidential success in 

the legislative arena is far from being a straight-forward endeavor which is why the following 

chapter concentrates on these three problem areas, and discussing them step-by-step. 
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Figure 4.1 displays the structure of the paragraphs 

ahead via adapting the scheme on key tasks linked to 

conceptualization and measurement proposed by Rob-

ert Adcock and David Collier (Adcock and Collier 

2001). Paragraph 4.1 presents a conceptual map for the 

background concept asking what do we mean if we 

talk about presidential success in the legislative arena? 

Being a contested concept presidential legislative suc-

cess takes many different shapes and can be under-

stood in various ways. Therefore, alternate understand-

ings are weighted against each other with the goal of 

developing a systematized concept which fits best the 

underlying research question. Paragraph 4.2 then deals 

with the differentiation of the systematized concept of 

presidential legislative success. For this purpose, some 

current measurement strategies are discussed before 

an own scale for presidential success in the legislative 

arena is presented. Paragraph 4.3 finally highlights some critical aspects linked to the assessment 

and coding of presidential success based on the substance of legislation, such as the complexity of 

legislation or strategic behavior by political actors which pose problems of measurement validity. 

To this end, a coding procedure is designed which aims at overcoming these analytic hurdles via 

offering some research-pragmatic solutions. 

4.1 Putting Diverse Concepts into Perspective: What Does It Mean When 

We Call a President Successful in the Legislative Arena? 

Giovanni Sartori famously reminds us that “that concept formation stands prior to quantification.” 

He continues, “We cannot measure unless we know first what it is that we are measuring. Nor can 

the degrees of something tell us what a thing is. As Lazarsfeld and Barton neatly phrase it, ‘before 

we can investigate the presence or absence of some attribute […] or before we can rank objects or 

measure them in terms of some variable, we must form the concept of that variable’.” (Sartori 

1970, 1038; italics in the original). However, most studies analyzing presidential success in the 

legislative arena follow the reverse strategy. In most instances, the concept of success is not 

Adapted from Adcock and Collier 2001, 531. 

Background Concept
The broad constellation of meanings and

understandings associated with a given concept

Systematized Concept
A specific formulation of a concept used by a given

scholar; commonly involves an explicit definition

Indicators
Also referred to as measures and operationalizations.

Scores for Cases
The scores for cases generated by a particular indicator.

Conceptualizing

Operationalizing

Assessing

Paragraph 4.1: Mapping 
presidential success in the

legislative arena

Paragraph 4.2: Elaborating
on a graded concept of

presidential success

Paragraph 4.3: Discussing
pitfalls in assessing

presidential success

Figure 4.1: Assessing Presidential Success in 

the Legislative Arena 
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phrased out explicitly but instead we must draw our conclusions implicitly from the respective 

measurement scale (see, for example: Bond, Fleisher, and Wood 2003; Canes-Wrone and de 

Marchi 2002; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010a; Fleisher and Bond 1996; 

Fleisher, Bond, and Wood 2008; Lebo and O’Geen 2011; Lockerbie, Borrelli, and Hedger 1998). 

The problem with such an approach is that it treats presidential legislative success as a concrete 

concept which is defined via indicators, whereas actually it is a rather abstract concept which needs 

to be specified before we can assign numbers to it in a meaningful way (Blatter 2016, 6). Unfor-

tunately, when it comes to conceptualizing presidential success in the legislative success the lack 

of conceptual contemplation and clarity is remarkable. Quantitative studies, on the one hand, pri-

marily focus on issues of measurement, i.e. what is the best indicator to reliably and validly meas-

ure the latent variable under consideration, while aspects of concept formation take a back seat. It 

is telling that the main literature overviews about presidential success in the legislative arena talk 

about measurement and not about the concept (Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 1996; Prins and Shull 

2006; Shull and Shaw 1999, 41–59).50 But also qualitative case studies which, generally speaking, 

put more emphasis on issues of concept formation regularly fail to specify criteria for and bench-

marks of presidential success leaving it up the reader to riddle about what the underlying concept 

of presidential success in the legislative arena is. 

The conceptual confusion gets even worse when concepts such as leadership and influence, con-

currence and support are used interchangeably with legislative success. There is, per se, nothing 

to object when it comes to conceptual diversity, particularly because no single best concept exists 

which would enable us to capture all aspects of executive-legislative interactions. Instead, re-

searchers are encouraged to opt for a “pragmatic approach” (D. Collier and Adcock 1999, 539f) 

and to construct a systematized concept which is most suitable to answer the respective research 

questions they pose (Adcock and Collier 2001, 532). However, conceptual diversity should not 

lead to analytic confusion, for instance, if conceptual boundaries are not delineated clearly enough 

or different terms are used synonymously despite their divergent underlying meaning. 

Thus, the key question is what do we mean when we claim a president is successful in the legisla-

tive arena? Searching for answers, the next paragraphs provide a conceptual map which, on the 

one hand, structures the varying notions and alternative conceptualizations of success highlighted 

at the beginning of this chapter, and on the other hand, helps to pin down the concept of presidential 

                                                 

50  This is not a phenomenon which is limited to presidential studies. For instance, Goertz and Mahoney observe that quantitative 

studies often do not even provide a single paragraph on concept formation but rather discuss related issues under the heading 

of operationalization or measurement which, however, highlight a different focus (Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 127ff). 
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success in the legislative arena. This enterprise is necessary because only once we agreed upon a 

systematized concept for the study, we can move down one rung of the ladder and discuss issues 

related to measurement strategies and how to capture the idea of presidential success in the best 

way (Adcock and Collier 2001, 530ff; Gerring 2012b, 107–94). 

Leadership and Influence as Presidential Success in the Legislative Arena? 

Presidential success in the legislative arena is frequently equated with the concept of presidential 

leadership (for an overview, see instead of many Edwards 1989; Edwards 2009c; Genovese 2015). 

In this sense, a successful president is, among others, someone who provides a vision for the coun-

try, someone who offers direction and orientations, someone who masters a crisis situation, or 

someone who leads others.51 As to President Harry S. Truman “a leader is someone who gets 

someone else to do something that they would rather not do, and like it”; a statement which is 

echoed in Robert Dahl’s definition of power according to which “A influences B to the extent that 

he gets B to do something that he would otherwise not do.” (both cited in Sullivan 1991, 692; see 

also Dahl 1957).52 

Obviously, these understandings of leadership are closely intertwined with concepts such as influ-

ence, power, and skill. Thus, presidential leadership comes in various forms and can take many 

avenues. Today, Richard E. Neustadt’s famous dictum that “presidential power is the power to 

persuade” (Neustadt 1991, 11) has reached an almost axiom-like status in presidential studies. The 

argument is straight-forward: Since the office of the president is only equipped with a limited 

amount of institutional resources, the man in the White House, by necessity, must resort to infor-

mal strategies of bargaining and deal-making which are less coercive. In this respect, we can bor-

row the concepts of hard and soft powers from Joseph S. Nye (e.g., Nye 2004);  accordingly, 

because the president largely misses hard powers in form of institutional capacities to implement 

his policy preferences by command in the legislative arena, he must apply soft powers to nudge 

                                                 

51  Equating success with leadership trades one elusive concept for another. As others have correctly noted, “there are almost as 

many definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept.” (Bernard Bass cited in Elgie 

2015, 26; similarly, see Edwards 2009c, 3ff). For an extensive discussion on different conceptualizations and defining attrib-

utes of leadership with further references, see Elgie 2015, 26–30; Helms 2012, 2–6; Rhodes and ’t Hart 2014. 

52  Traditionally, a sharp distinction is drawn between power and influence with only the latter being linked to leadership. Again, 

a quote by a president, this time Dwight D. Eisenhower illustrates the argument. “Now I think, speaking roughly, by leader-

ship we mean the art of getting someone else to do something that you want done because he wants to do it, not because your 

position of power can compel him to do it, or your position of authority. A commander of a regiment is not necessarily a 

leader. […] He can say to a body such as this, ‘Rise,’ and ‘Sit down.’ You do it exactly. But that is not leadership.” 

(Eisenhower 1954). Here, a pragmatic approach is taken defining influence (soft power) and power (hard power) as two sides 

of the same coin which both tap into different aspects of leadership (similarly, Genovese 2015). 
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others into his direction. Therefore, exerting influence over the perception of members of Con-

gress, interest groups, public opinion, the press, citizens, or foreign leaders and nations - or at least 

trying to - is at the core of presidential leadership (for a summary of definitions, see Elgie 2015, 

26–30; Helms 2012, 2–6; Rhodes and ’t Hart 2014a). Yet, others have rightly emphasized that 

presidents are not as powerless when it comes to hard powers as the image provided by Neustadt 

suggests. Instead, the White House is endowed with various unilateral instruments in the legisla-

tive arena to enforce his policies and to secure his sphere of interest. This includes legislative and 

administrative tools such as executive orders, signing statements, administrative memoranda, and 

many more (P. J. Cooper 2002; Howell 2005a; Howell and Kriner 2008; Kelley 2007; Kelley and 

Marshall 2009; Mayer 2002; Warber 2006). 

No matter if conceived as power of persuasion or unilateral powers, trying to assess presidential 

success through the lens of presidential leadership poses not only analytic pitfalls but also brings 

forward a specific notion of legislative success. Regarding the former, leadership, power, and in-

fluence usually work in the background and subliminal. Therefore, it is extremely difficult to pin 

these down conceptually or even observe them. To put it differently, it is hard to operationalize 

these concepts - i.e., when do we recognize a successful leader once he walks into the room? - but 

also to measure them - i.e., how can we isolate presidential influence in one or across many cases? 

Furthermore, one must carefully keep the explanandum, here success, separate from the explanan-

tia, i.e. presidential actions. While these issues, of course, should not discourage from using these 

concepts, it creates problems to any empirical analysis of presidential success. 

Concerning a specific understanding of presidential success in the legislative arena, equating lead-

ership, influence, and power with legislative success narrows, and, at the same time, stretches the 

concept of interest. It limits the notion of success, on the one hand, because it only captures a 

specific dimension of the concept, namely those cases where the president is directly involved, 

tries to sway his counterparts, or engages in an active leadership role. In this sense, success is a 

broader concept compared to influence or leadership because it also encompasses instances in 

which the president gets what he wants out of consensus, concurrence, and without having to do 

anything about it. Therefore, a president might succeed in the legislative arena without exercising 

leadership, influence, or power (Bond and Fleisher 1990, 53f). On the other hand, paralleling suc-

cess with leadership results in conceptual stretching. For instance, legislative leadership is just one 

attribute of presidential leadership among many others such as administrative leadership or public 

leadership. And even if it is confined to the legislative process, there are still manifold different 

aspects to leadership, e.g. leadership in agenda-setting, in policy formulation, in negotiating, arm-
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twisting, and log-rolling, in going public, and so forth, and at every stage the president can be 

judged as successful or not. Furthermore, the definition of a successful president then heavily de-

pends on both the notion of success and the idea of leadership raising additional problems and 

questions. Are only those presidents successful who achieve everything they want or does rather 

compromising and consensus building, normatively speaking, constitute a part of an ideal typical 

leader (see for the latter, e.g. Brown 2014)? Can we apply the same benchmark to presidents who 

face a difficult environment such as a Congress controlled by the opposition, low public approval 

ratings, or times of crises, as to those governing in more favorable contexts? Taken together, lead-

ership, influence, or power are either too narrow or too broad, tapping into either too specific or 

too generic understandings of success, to be a viable and fruitful systematized concept for presi-

dential success in the legislative arena. 

Support and Concurrence as Presidential Success in the Legislative Arena? 

These critiques with regard to defining legislative success in terms of leadership and influence led 

to a stronger focus on institutional manifestations of presidential success in the legislative arena 

(seminally, Edwards 1989; Bond and Fleisher 1990). One way these scholars propose to think 

about success in the legislative arena is via the support the president’s positions receive from 

members of Congress (among others: Edwards 1989; Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond 2013; 

Fleisher and Bond 1996; Fleisher and Bond 2000a).53 The underlying idea here is that a successful 

president enjoys high levels of support from legislators, and if he enjoys high levels of support he 

is successful in passing his political program. To operationalize support among legislators, re-

searchers use so-called support scores as empirical indicator (for an explication of the 

methodology, see e.g. CQ Almanac 2011b). These scores are based on roll calls - i.e. the floor 

votes which are namely recorded for each legislator - on which a statement by the president signals 

his position in favor or against the specific vote. If a given legislator, then, casts his vote in line 

with the president’s position, he is considered as supportive. On the other hand, the vote counts as 

opposition if he does not vote in the same way as the president’s preference. These scores then can 

be calculated for individual members of Congress or aggregated across all votes, differentiating 

between selected groups of legislators, various policy subfields, between more or less decisive 

votes, and also along chambers. While the technical issues related to this measure and its opera-

tionalization are intensively discussed (Bond and Fleisher 1990, 54–71; Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 

                                                 

53  As mentioned before, the concept of presidential success is rarely explicitly outlined which is why the following discussion 

takes a detour via the used indicators as manifestations of the underlying concept. 
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1996; Edwards 1989, 16–33; Prins and Shull 2006; Ragsdale 2014, 477ff; Shull and Shaw 1999, 

41–58), the key problem lies more with the fundamental question if support scores are a good 

proxy for what we conceive as presidential legislative success. Or in other words: is the concep-

tualization and operationalization via the systematized concept of support among legislators a 

good representation of the background concept of presidential success in the legislative arena? 

Obviously, having the support of a majority in both chambers is a necessary precondition for the 

president to be successful in the legislative arena. Without it, no bill will come out of Congress. 

Yet, the support score indicator only indirectly captures central attributes which we usually asso-

ciate with concept of legislative success. What they do touch on are aspects of coalition-formation, 

in the sense of who supports the president and who does not which can be analyzed for multiple 

contexts such as party affiliation, ideological background, or policy fields. As stated above, high 

support scores also show that Congress predominantly voted in accordance with the president’s 

position on many issues. Thus, support scores are first and foremost a measure for level of con-

currence between (factions of) Congress and the president, and thus conceptually different from 

presidential success in lawmaking (Prins and Shull 2006; Ragsdale 2014; Shull and Shaw 1999). 

For instance, we only learn a few things about the actual legislative success of the president. Sup-

port scores neither tell us something about how the coalition and the support levels came about, 

e.g. did legislators support the president because he persuaded them to do so, or because of other 

reasons such as party, ideology, or constituency? Similarly, the information that the support score 

during a given Congress was 80%, meaning that legislators voted in support of the president’s 

position in 80% of the roll call votes, only tells us little about what the president did and what he 

did not accomplish. For example, the measure mixes productive votes which lead to the passage 

of a bill and destructive votes which block actions; in this sense, voting in line with the president, 

no matter in favor or against a bill equally drives the support score, yet pertains to two different 

types of votes. Additionally, we do not know what the final bill looked like, e.g. did the president 

generally support the passed bill which, however, included several policy compromises? In sum, 

support scores seem to be a suboptimal representation of what we commonly understand as pres-

idential success in the legislative arena. 

Getting Bills or Policies Enacted as Presidential Success in the Legislative Arena 

Besides leadership, influence, power, support, or concurrence at least two more basic notions of 

presidential success in the legislative arena can be found both within the popular statements cited 
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in the beginning of this chapter, but also within scholarly publications. Thus, success can be de-

fined either as winning on votes and passing bills, or as winning on substance and passing policies 

closely representing the preferences of the White House while inhibiting others which are disliked. 

From a conceptual perspective, these two understandings of success stand for two kinds of con-

cepts (seminally, Sartori 1970; Goertz 2006b; Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 127–76). 

Success conceived as winning on votes and passing bills, on the one hand, is a dichotomous con-

cept, i.e. the president can either win on a specific vote or he can lose, but nothing in-between. The 

two poles of such a conception of success are two contradictory states of being that leave no con-

ceptual middle ground. It thus resembles the characteristics of other dichotomous concepts such 

as the dichotomy between being alive versus being dead, or man versus woman which are also 

both mutually and exhaustively exclusive. Success in terms of substance, on the other hand, allows 

for a continuum between its conceptual poles which leaves room for various gradations of success. 

Such a conception differs from the contradiction between life and death and comes closer to the 

idea of temperature which can vary between hot and cold as conceptual poles. Thus, it does not 

exclude the conceptual middle but instead enables us to capture different degrees of hotness and 

coldness, respectively (D. Collier and Adcock 1999, 543f; Sartori 1987, 182–85). 

Both, dichotomous and graded conceptualizations have their valid place among empirical studies 

of the presidential success in the legislative arena. The overwhelming majority, however, base 

their analyses of presidential legislative success on the former understanding - yet, without further 

elaborating their choice but rather driven by the choice of the indicator (see, among others: Beck-

mann 2010; Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond, Fleisher, and Wood 2003; Bond and Cohen 2015; 

Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Covington, Wrighton, and 

Kinney 1995; Fleisher and Bond 1996; Fleisher, Bond, and Wood 2008; Lebo and O’Geen 2011; 

Lockerbie, Borrelli, and Hedger 1998). Here, success as key explanandum is usually operational-

ized via congressional roll call votes on which a position of the president is available. This is quite 

similar to the support scores; yet, it is not about how many legislators voted together with the 

president but rather if the position of the president prevails or not. Presidential victories, on the 

one hand, are those votes that are in line with the president’s position - i.e., votes which are sup-

ported by the president and receive a majority, or which are opposed by the president and fail to 

get a majority. Presidential defeats, on the other hand, are those votes that pass against presidential 

opposition or fail despite presidential support (for an explication on the methodology, see e.g., CQ 
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Almanac 2011b).54 Accordingly, the president’s success in the legislative arena is a matter of black 

or white because either he wins on a vote or he loses; but there is no room in-between these two 

states. 

Understanding presidential legislative success as dichotomy and operationalizing it in this way 

resonates well with the theoretical idea of legislative success, and captivates due to its simplicity 

and clarity. Furthermore, information on the voting behavior is easily observable and therefore, 

easily available (see again, for an overview: Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 1996; Bond and Fleisher 

1990, 53–80; Prins and Shull 2006; Shull and Shaw 1999, 41–58).55 However, from a conceptual 

perspective two aspects are somewhat problematic. First, one can raise the question if it is valid to 

treat those votes as functionally equivalent facets of success on which the president prevails either 

by supporting a bill that passes or by opposing a bill which fails. As a refutation, for example, one 

can argue that passing a favored bill and hindering a disliked bill captures two conceptually dif-

ferent issues of success - not to speak of different underlying mechanisms. Second, a dichotomous 

perspective leads us to believe that all presidential successes look the same. Yet, we know they 

are not! Going back to the first pages of chapter one and revising the examples given there, it 

becomes apparent that the president - in one form or another - supported the passage of all these 

bills. Since all of them received his signature at the end of the lawmaking process, all bills count 

as legislative success based on a dichotomous understanding. However, as we can recall the pres-

ident’s satisfaction with the content of these bills varied considerably. 

The latter argument is probably the main downside of a dichotomous conceptualization of presi-

dential success, namely that it is not able to assess whether the content of legislation before Con-

gress reflects the policy positions of the White House. The question of substantial success, how-

ever, has been called by Matthew Beckmann and Vimal Kumar the “paramount metric of presi-

dential success” (Beckmann and Kumar 2011b, 17; the same argument can be found in Rohde and 

Barthelemy 2009, 300). However, changing the notion of success from getting bills enacted to 

getting policy substance enacted also requires a shift of the conceptualization strategy. It does not 

                                                 

54  Like support scores, presidential success scores can capture single votes or aggregated yearly measures, can be calculated for 

different policy fields, across more or less decisive votes, and also differentiated along chambers. 

55  Yet, there are still some ambiguities triggering measurement issues. For instance, it is not always easy to identify a, let alone 

the position of the president on a given bill because the position develops over time, or is related to specific aspects of a bill 

but not the whole. Furthermore, since the legislative process in the US is so complex it can happen that there are contradictory 

positions on different versions of a bill. Another aspect is that presidential success scores only capture bills which received 

a floor vote, and thus ‘over-reports’ positive successes because a) bills the president supported but failed to get a vote - e.g., 

Clinton’s health care plan or Bush’s social security reform - are not included, as are b) bills that the president opposed and 

therefore die early in the legislative process. However, these problems are not specific to presidential success scores alone, 

but rather pose general difficulties to conceptualizing and assessing legislative success. 



 90 

make much sense to think about presidential success on the substance of legislation in terms of 

black and white. What is rather needed is a graded understanding of success that allows for the 

assessment of degrees of presidential legislative success (Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-

Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; Rudalevige 2002; Sinclair 2003; Villalobos 2013; Villalobos, 

Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

Interim Conclusion: A Conceptual Map of Presidential Legislative 

The exploration of a ‘good’ conceptualization of presidential success in the legislative arena was 

guided by a “pragmatic approach to concepts” promoted by Collier and Adcock. This involves, on 

the one hand, to acknowledge the raison d’être of alternative understandings of presidential legis-

lative success with neither of them offering the single best conception. On the other hand, concep-

tual pragmatism also relates to the choice of the concept which should be driven by the questions 

asked and the objects pursued by the researcher (D. Collier and Adcock 1999, 539). The discussion 

has shown that there are various possibilities to think about presidential success in the legislative 

arena resulting in different conceptualizations and operationalizations. In this regard, figure 4.2 

highlights several aspects: 

 First, all conceptualizations of presidential success in the legislative arena speak to different 

issues of the background concept. Therefore, the decision about which conception to choose 

depends on the specific research angle. Approaching presidential success via leadership and 

influence, for example, emphasizes the actions of the president and puts them into context. 

Support and concurrence, instead, offer a more institutionalistic vantage point which comes 

at the price of assessing presidential success rather indirectly. Concentrating on enacting bills 

and policies, lastly, puts the ends of lawmaking at the center of attention. 

 Second, it has also become clear that the presented understandings of success do overlap up 

to a certain degree. For instance, the successful passage of a bill, of course, might be related 

to the effective exercise of influence. Moreover, strong presidential leadership can, of course, 

ensure congressional support. Nevertheless, it is important to keep these conceptualizations 

separate from each other. 

 Third, the discussions above have highlighted that the notions of support and concurrence as 

well as leadership, power, and influence offer rather broad understandings, and thus address 

issues beyond what we commonly see or define as presidential success in the legislative arena. 
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 Fourth, and lastly, figure 4.2 also shows that there is plenty of space for additional conceptions 

of presidential success in the legislative arena, besides the ones mentioned.56 

Figure 4.2: A Conceptual Map for Presidential Success in the Legislative Arena 

 

Own depiction. 

In what follows, presidential success in the legislative arena is therefore defined as the extent to 

which the substance of a (final) piece of legislation reflects the policy positions advocated by the 

president and his administration. Getting policies turned into law is essential to every president, 

and hence is central to his legacy. This definition, moreover, strikes a balance between conceptu-

alizations which are either too broad such as support or leadership, but also too narrow such as 

influence or power. Additionally, concentrating on the substance of legislation provides a more 

detailed picture of the president’s position in the legislative process than just looking at the passage 

of bills. The following analyses are thus based on a graded conceptualization of legislative success 

which enables to assess degrees of success from the president’s perspective. With the objective of 

deriving a proper operationalization which fits this notion of legislative success, the next sections 

provide an overview about existing strategies of operationalization and measurement by discuss-

ing some of their pitfalls, and elaborate on an innovative approach to assess the success of a pres-

ident on the substance of legislation.

                                                 

56  For example, popular accounts such as FactCheck.org (The Annenberg Public Policy Center 2017) or newspapers like The 

Washington Post (Kessler 2017) measure success and failure of presidents whether they were able to live up to the promises 

made during their campaigns or their presidencies. 
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Table 4.1: Overview over Empirical Studies Using a Graded Concept of Presidential Legislative Success 

Study Design of the Study Conceptual Notion Operationalization Critical Aspects 

Barrett, Andrew 

(2005) 

Timeframe: 1977-1996 

Units of analysis: significant legisla-

tion passed and failed according to 

Mayhew and Edwards et al. 

Sample: 233 out of 357 statutes (no 

treaties, only bills which presidents 

want to pass in some form) 

In how far does the bill re-

flect the overall policy pref-

erences of the president? 

Five-point scale: 

1 = bill looks nothing like what the presi-

dent wanted 

2 = only few important provisions the presi-

dent wanted made it into the bill 

3 = the bill reflects largely a compromise 

4 = president receives much of what he 

wanted but significant concessions 

5 = bill reflects virtually everything the 

president asked for 

- transparent operationalization / an-

chor examples 

- presidential and congressional bills 

- passed and failed bills 

- bills that are completely opposed 

by the president are excluded 

- differentiation in the middle of the 

scale 

Barrett, Andrew and Mat-

thew Eshbaugh-Soha 

(2007) 

Timeframe: 1965-1990 

Units of analysis: significant bills that 

passed according to Mayhew 

Sample: 191 out of 226 statutes (no 

information on president’s position, 

only bills which presidents want to 

pass in some form) 

In how far does the bill re-

flect the overall policy pref-

erences of the president? 

Five-point scale: 

1 = bill looks nothing like what the presi-

dent wanted 

2 = only few important provisions the presi-

dent wanted made it into the bill 

3 = the bill reflects largely a compromise 

4 = president receives much of what he 

wanted but significant concessions 

5 = bill reflects virtually everything the 

president asked for 

- transparent operationalization / an-

chor examples 

- presidential and congressional bills 

- only passed bills 

- differentiation in the middle of the 

scale 

Beckmann, Matthew N. 

(2010) 

Timeframe: 1953-2004 

Units of analysis: bills from seven 

domestic policy areas  

Sample: 769 initiatives which re-

ceived serious consideration in Con-

gress 

Did a passed bill move to-

wards the direction of the 

president or not? 

-> graded concept which is 

later collapsed into a di-

chotomy 

Four-point scale (but collapsed into dichot-

omous measure): 

1 = likes a lot / mostly likes 

0 = dislikes a lot / mostly dislikes 

- intransparent operationalization 

- presidential and congressional bills 

- only passed bills (two-step ap-

proach; first passed-failed bills, sec-

ond success on substance for 

passed bills) 

- four-point scale is collapsed into di-

chotomy 
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Peterson, Mark A. (1990) Timeframe: 1953-1986 

Units of analysis: policy proposals is-

sued by the White House 

Sample: stratified random sample of 

299 out of 5.069 proposals 

Who predominates in the 

process of lawmaking? 

Five different states: 

 inaction 

 opposition dominance 

 compromise 

 presidential domination 

 consensus 

- transparent coding scheme 

- passed and failed initiatives 

- only presidential initiatives 

- no clear ordinal scale 

Rudalevige, Andrew 

(2002) 

Timeframe: 1949-1996 

Units of analysis: policy initiatives 

made up by several WH proposal 

Sample: stratified random sample of 

384 out of 2.796 initiatives 

How much of the policy 

proposal by the president is 

included in the final bill? 

Four-point scale: 

0 = defeat/inaction 

1 = less than 50% of what the president 

wanted 

2 = more than 50% of what the president 

wanted 

3 = complete success 

- little information on coding rules 

- passed and failed initiatives 

- only presidential initiatives 

- too clear cut differentiation in the 

middle of the scale 

Sinclair, Barbara (2003) Timeframe: 1961-1998 

(selected Congresses) 

Units of analysis: bills matched to CQ 

key votes 

Sample: 585 bills which were identi-

fied as key votes 

No clear definition Five-point scale between complete win (1) 

and complete loss (5) 

- completely intransparent opera-

tionalization 

- presidential and congressional bills 

- passed and failed bills 

- middle categories 

Villalobos, José D.,  

Justin S. Vaughn and Julia 

R. Azari 

(2012); 

Villalobos, José D. (2013) 

Timeframe: 1949-2010 

Units of analysis: presidential initia-

tives  

Sample: stratified random sample of 

469 out of 4.239 initiatives 

How much of the policy 

proposal by the president is 

included in the final bill? 

Four-point scale: 

0 = defeat/inaction 

1 = less than 50% of what the president 

wanted 

2 = more than 50% of what the president 

wanted 

3 = complete success 

- little information on coding rules 

- passed and failed initiatives 

- only presidential initiatives 

- too clear cut differentiation in the 

middle of the scale 

Own compilation based on the studies cited in this table. 
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4.2 A Substantial Understanding of Presidential Legislative Success 

Once opted for a graded concept of presidential success in the legislative arena based on the sub-

stance of legislation as the key analytic focus and benchmark, the next steps according to the tem-

plate by Adcock and Collier (see figure 4.1) involve the operationalization of the systematized 

concept and the elaboration of the data used to assess the concept of interest (Adcock and Collier 

2001, 531). Yet, David W. Rohde and Meredith Barthelemy rightly state that “[t]here has not [..] 

been the same kind of systematic attention to legislative content as there has been to bill adoption 

or roll-call success.” (Rohde and Barthelemy 2009, 300). A glance at existing scholarship shows, 

indeed, that although the content of lawmaking is a common yardstick to evaluate the president’s 

accomplishments and his legacy in the legislative arena, compared with the myriad of analyses 

that use some sort of success score, there are hitherto only a handful of empirical studies that adapt 

this vantage point in a systematic way and analyze it from a cross-case perspective (Barrett 2005a; 

Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002; Sinclair 

2003; Villalobos 2013; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

The next subsections, therefore, take up a call to action to pay more attention to the content di-

mension of presidential success. To this end, the following subsections, first, discuss existing stud-

ies concentrating on issues of operationalization and measurement with the aim to identify main 

decisions regarding the research design, on the one hand, and common problems which should be 

avoided, on the other. Based on this review, an own operationalization of presidential legislative 

success is presented which addresses some of the core pitfalls in assessing presidential success 

based on the substance of legislation. 

Graded Concepts of Presidential Legislative Success: A Review of Conceptualization 

and Measurement Strategies 

As outlined above, only a few studies have made the effort to systematically analyze the success 

of the White House in getting its policy positions enacted into laws across a larger number of 

cases. Table 4.1 gives an overview over the eight empirical studies that apply a graded concept of 

presidential legislative success that summarizes central features related to the design of the study, 

the definition of presidential success, and its operationalization, and points out its most critical 

aspects. What can we learn from these prior studies concentrating on the substance of lawmaking 

with respect to how to operationalize presidential legislative success? It strikes the eye that not all 
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of them provide a conceptual definition of what they mean when they talk about the legislative 

success of the president. Only those by Barrett, Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha, Beckmann, and Pe-

terson spend considerable space on elaborating their understanding of presidential success (Barrett 

2005a, 133ff; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007, 100ff; Beckmann 2010, 171ff; Peterson 1990). 

Yet, all studies perceive legislative success as a concrete concept, i.e. “meaning […] is determined 

through the links to observations.” (Blatter 2016, 6). 

But treating presidential legislative success as a concrete concept should not be taken for granted. 

The products of lawmaking, in general, display multidimensional outcomes. Especially in the US 

context, single bills usually address more than one policy, and even if they concentrate only on 

one issue area the bill might still include a funding dimension. For instance, think about omnibus 

bills which bundle multiple policy aspects in one single bill where the success of the president 

might differ across dimensions. Similarly, the president might get all his wishes regarding policy 

granted but receives much less funding than expected. Another aspect pertains the trade-off be-

tween policy and politics; for example, a president might win on the policy outcome of a given 

bill but consequently suffers high costs politically, in the long-run.57 Vice versa, a president might 

also lose on a specific bill but scores a win in the political arena. All in all, a substantial notion of 

legislative success is much less concrete than most studies acknowledge. Instead, success is a ra-

ther abstract concept and thus should be properly specified. 

Conceptual multipolarity is yet another problem. As outlined above, understanding success in 

terms of policy substance requires a graded concept whereas the notion of success as enacting bills 

is dichotomous. Some studies combine both perspectives by focusing on bills that passed and 

failed to pass Congress (Barrett 2005a; Sinclair 2003). This is driven by the desire to capture also 

legislative initiatives such as Clinton’s health-care debacle, Bush’s unsuccessful attempt to privat-

ize social security, or Obama’s immigration reform which never took off, and hence are considered 

as presidential failures. By the same token, there are also bills that the president did not like and 

that he was able to block counting as presidential successes. 

This operationalization, however, creates problems from a conceptual vantage point. Here, enacted 

bills strongly favored by the president fall into the same category as bills that fail to pass and the 

president opposed. The other way around, bills that are not enacted but strongly supported by the 

White House receive the same score as bills that pass despite the president’s opposition. This cre-

ates problems of interpretability since a concept is measured on a unidimensional scale that is not 

                                                 

57  The Affordable Care Act under President Obama is just one of the most prominent examples here. 



 96 

unidimensional. The issue is less acute if it is only focused on presidential initiatives since we 

could argue the failure to enact a presidential initiative clearly represents a defeat for the White 

House (Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002; Villalobos 2013; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

Yet, the negative category still includes two different types of bills: bills that pass and the president 

dislikes, and bills the president wants but fail to pass. Again, this makes it very difficult to interpret 

the analyses. Thus, the argument is that one should avoid to conflate the two perspectives on pres-

idential success (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010); namely, getting bills enacted 

or not versus in how far does a bill reflect the policy preferences of the president. Asking why 

some laws fail to pass is different from asking why the president is more successful on some en-

acted bills compared to others. Matthew Beckmann, for instance, acknowledges this fact by intro-

ducing a two-step procedure, first analyzing if a given bill the president prefers or opposes gets 

enacted or not, and in a second step looking at the extent to which enacted bills move towards the 

position of the president or not (Beckmann 2010, 106-149-171).  

Another set of critical aspects is linked to ill-defined justifications of scale levels and intransparent 

explanations of coding schemes. Although presidential legislative success is treated as a concrete 

concept which would lead us to expect a stronger focus on issues of measurement, only a minority 

of studies provides a detailed elaboration of how cases are scored with respect to the different 

scales. Measurement, however, involves more than the mere assignment of numbers to cases; in-

stead, it should refer back to the underlying concept and clarify how different conceptual levels 

are represented through the assigned numbers – it is about measurement and meaning (Adcock 

and Collier 2001, 530f; Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 140). Good examples are the studies by Peter-

son, Barrett, and Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha that offer a comprehensive discussion of their coding 

scheme, e.g., via providing anchor examples as illustrations of how conceptual and indicator levels 

are connected to each other (Peterson 1990, 76–99; Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 

2007, 103ff). Yet, others fail to present any explanation of what the numbers stand for with respect 

to the concept of interest leaving the reader completely in the dark about the underlying conceptual 

meaning (Sinclair 2003, 51ff). 

The justification of scale levels refers to an additional aspect. Obviously, all studies either use a 

four-point (Beckmann 2010; Rudalevige 2002; Villalobos 2013; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 

2012) or five-point scale (Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Sinclair 2003) to meas-

ure the president’s success on the substance of legislation. Both strategies have their advantages 

and disadvantages: The four-point scale, on one side, offers a clear-cut differentiation between 
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success and defeat without a middle category. This automatically leads to a clear-cut spread. How-

ever, from a conceptual perspective this is problematic since it misses an important meaningful 

category, that is bills resembling a compromise between what the president likes and what he 

dislikes. If we take concept validity seriously, in the sense that “valid measurement is achieved 

when scores (including the results of qualitative classification) meaningfully capture the ideas 

contained in the corresponding concept.” (Adcock and Collier 2001, 530), it seems to be more 

appropriate to choose a measurement scale which also covers a middle category that is conceptu-

ally necessary. The five-point scale, on the other side, might be deemed as too fine-grained, espe-

cially because it usually is easier to identify cases at the extreme ends of a conceptual spectrum, 

i.e., either clear wins or clear defeats. Introducing a middle category thus brings the measurement 

closer to the concept of presidential legislative success but might in return raise conceptual com-

plexity and by this increases the demands with respect to a clear differentiation of coding rules 

(see Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007, 103ff). 

Assessing Presidential Success in the Legislative Arena: Yet Another Proposal 

We defined presidential success in the legislative arena as the extent to which the substance of a 

(final) piece of legislation reflects the policy positions advocated by the White House. But: When 

a bill leaves the halls of Congress and is signed by the president how do we know if the president 

was successful or not? Table 4.2 displays the coding scheme for assessing presidential success in 

the legislative arena based on the substance of lawmaking. The overview provides the following 

information: For one, it clearly spells out the conceptual levels for each degree of presidential 

legislative success, and by this specifies the underlying meaning of each conceptual level and its 

respective scale. Beyond that, table 4.2 also links each grade of presidential legislative success to 

coding examples illustrating the coding decisions for each conceptual level through selected pieces 

of legislation that fall into the specific category. Lastly, a verbal qualifier is added which serves as 

a cue to each single level of presidential legislative success.  
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Table 4.2: Coding Scheme for the Assessment of Presidential Legislative Success 

Conceptual Meaning Coding Examples Verbal Qualifier 

The bill includes (almost) every-

thing the president has originally 

sought for without significant 

concessions. 

Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004 

 The White House gets almost most of it wants, like a Director of 

National Intelligence with restricted powers. Concession, if any, 

apply only to the technical level. 

Full Success 

The bill incorporates virtually all 

important policies the president 

advocated; yet, it includes some 

few concessions which are non-

cosmetic in nature.  

Children's Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act 

 Bill reflects almost all what Obama wanted. Yet, since it did not 

include the coverage for all children it is slightly less than a full 

success. 

Almost  

Full Success 

The bill predominantly mirrors 

the policy of the White House; 

yet considerable tradeoffs had to 

be made but without alienating 

the bills’ general outlook. 

Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act 

 The core of the bill pertains to Clinton’s wishes; some conces-

sions had to be accepted, especially the pilot program on the 

medical savings accounts which he had strongly opposed.  

Success with 

Concessions 

The bill is close to being a com-

promise; however, it tilts more to 

the positive side on behalf of the 

White House’s positions. 

Education Flexibility Partnership Act 

 Clinton lobbied hard to include provisions on class-size reduc-

tion, more teachers, and social promotion in the bill – all of it 

failed. Yet, the core provisions of the bill largely resemble what 

the president wanted. 

Compromise 

Plus 

The bill reflects an equal compro-

mise between positions the pres-

ident likes and positions he dis-

likes or are omitted from the stat-

ute. 

Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act 

 The bill is clearly a compromise in which Clinton had to accept 

major concessions, e.g., death penalty appeal, ban of funds. In 

addition, several measures were not as far-reaching as origi-

nally intended, and already approved in the Senate. 

Equal 

Compromise 

Regarding the positions of the 

White House this type of bills tilts 

rather to the negative side but 

still cannot be considered a full 

non-success. 

Housing and Economic Recovery Act 
 The broad bailout authority Paulson called for was established. 

Administration at the beginning opposed. Bush also had to ac-

cept almost all provisions he disliked / threatened to veto 

throughout the legislative process (raising the loan limits, over-

sight board, tax provisions, affordable housing trust fund, com-

munity development block grants). 

Compromise 

Minus 

The bill includes only a minority 

of the policy positions favored by 

the president or key aspects are 

opposed by the White House. 

Budget Control Act 

 The negotiations aimed at a grand bargain combining deficit 

reduction in a balanced approach and debt limit increase. Ne-

gotiations broke down repeatedly. In the end, Obama gets 

what he needed most – a debt limit. Yet, the prize was ex-

tremely high, politically and on substance. Deal furthermore 

falls far short of the envisaged grand compromise. 

Full Non-Success 

Own scale adapted from Barrett 2005; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007.  
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When it comes to the operationalization and assessment of concepts, it generally works best to 

first think about the conceptual poles. The reason for this is that we usually are much more confi-

dent to identify extreme representations of the latent concept of interest or to rate real-world cases 

in relation to ideal-typical notions than about cases falling into the conceptual middle categories 

(Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 132ff). Focusing on the two conceptual endpoints for presidential 

legislative success, the positive and negative poles are defined as follows: 

 Full successes are bills that virtually include all policy positions of the White House, and 

hence show almost no concessions or policy features the president dislikes.58 

 As to the opposite end of the conceptual spectrum, bills count as full non-successes if they 

either encompass only a minority of the policy positions advocated by the White House or if 

they largely consist of policy items the administration opposes. 

Contrary to existing studies (see table 4.1 above for Barrett 2005; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 

2007; Beckmann 2010; Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002; Sinclair 2003; Villalobos 2013; 

Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012), full non-success is not perceived as the exact mirror-image 

of full success, meaning full success stands for receiving everything and full non-success receiving 

nothing at all. Instead, success and non-success are treated asymmetrically. This is already indi-

cated by the labeling non-success which means it is rather thought of as the absence of success - 

or in conceptual terms as the negation of the positive pole - which is not the same as getting de-

feated or losing in the legislative arena. In other words, every defeat in the legislative arena is a 

non-success but not every non-success is also a defeat. Therefore, presidential defeat and non-

success in the legislative arena need to be treated as conceptually different.59 The difference is that 

a bill already counts as non-success if it does not predominantly include the policy features the 

president can support whereas the notion of defeat evokes a stricter standard than non-success and 

needs an own definition of the negative pole (Blatter 2016; Goertz 2006b, 30ff; Goertz and Ma-

honey 2012, 64–74 & 161–65). 

                                                 

58  Adverbs like ‘virtually’ or ‘almost’ serve as qualifiers that highlight the fact that presidents - as all other political actors - 

(almost) never achieve one hundred percent of what they want which is why we should allow some flexibility as long as the 

concessions are rather minor and do not strike the core of a bill (similarly, Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; 

Rudalevige 2002). 

59  If we take aspects of asymmetry in concept formation seriously, the analysis of legislative defeat or failure needs its own 

positive definition, and consequently a separate analysis. This is because the difference between symmetric and asymmetric 

approaches is not only critical to issues of concept formation, but beyond that also strongly affects the inferences that we 

(can) draw from our analysis. For instance, it makes a huge difference if we conceptualize the counterpart of war as either 

peace (positive, opposite) or non-war (negation), i.e. the absence of war which is not equivalent to peace. However, it should 

be obvious that explanations about the presence of peace are different from making inferences about the absence of war. 
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Between these two conceptual poles of full success and full non-success, presidential legislative 

success may vary to different degrees. Here, two gradations are especially useful to serve as anchor 

points: 

 On the one hand, bills can be categorized as partial successes if they encompass most of the 

policy positions and preferences of the president but also include significant tradeoffs and 

compromises the president does not like. These are best labeled successes with concessions. 

 On the other hand, there are those bills which strike a balance between positions supported by 

the administration and others which are opposed, and thus ultimately constitute an equal com-

promise between things liked and disliked by the president. 

In-between these four main scales of presidential success, three additional intermediate categories 

are defined to capture bills which are grey-zone cases: 

 Pieces of legislation falling in-between full and partial successes are bills that closely track 

the president’s policy preferences, yet include several non-cosmetic concessions. However, 

these compromises are, on one side, not significant enough so that the bill counts as a partial 

success, but on the other side go beyond the usual small concessions the president must accept 

on every bill. 

 Laws that are neither partial success nor clear compromises are labeled ‘compromise-plus’. 

Here, the president had to agree to many substantial tradeoffs which brings the bill close to 

being a compromise. Yet, on an aggregate level they still have enough positive features in-

cluded which differentiates them from pure compromises. 

 Lastly, bills that are neither equal compromises nor yet full non-successes are called ‘com-

promise-minus’. Legislation in this category has a clear negative tendency from the vantage 

point of the White House. Nonetheless, they are not complete non-successes because the neg-

ative aspects are not as dominating as in the latter case. 

4.3 Assigning Numbers to Cases: Do We Measure What We Want to Meas-

ure? 

Adcock and Collier rightly state that the measurement of a concept can only be as valid as “the 

scores […], derived from a given indicator [..], can meaningfully be interpreted in terms of the 

systematized concept [..] that the indicator seeks to operationalize.” (Adcock and Collier 2001, 

531). The standard way of collecting data with regard to presidential success on the substance of 
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legislation is via conducting content analyses of each bill’s legislative histories.60 For this reason, 

an extensive compilation of documents from various sources, including CQ Almanac and CQ 

Weekly, as well as newspaper stories from The New York Times and The Washington Post, was 

examined looking for information linked to the main question, i.e., to what extent a given bill 

reflected the policy positions of the president. Yet, what might sound banal at first glance is, how-

ever, not as easy to achieve. It has to be highlighted that every attempt to assess the degree of 

legislative success through an evaluation of the substance of lawmaking is confronted with several 

pitfalls that are closely linked to questions of measurement validity and whether the assessment of 

presidential legislative success is systematically biased. 

One critical aspect related to the issue of measurement validity already implied in the context of 

putting together the legislative history of a bill refers to the fact that laws usually resemble complex 

products of deal-making and bargaining. The process of lawmaking in the United States is highly 

complicated, and hence it is not surprising that its outcome is not easy to assess. With respect to 

the evaluation of presidential success in the legislative arena, one problem is especially worth 

pointing out: bills usually are multifaceted and multidimensional constructs which are artfully 

pieced together in order to secure a winning coalition in Congress and to ensure the signature of 

the president. Consequently, assessing presidential legislative success, strictly speaking, needs to 

pay attention to multiple dimensions and has to account for multiple tradeoffs between them. This, 

however, triggers major difficulties: for instance, since there are no lists of items included, for any 

given bill one would need to identify different proposals, which then would exponentially multiply 

the workload. And from there many problems trail behind such as the fact that some dimensions 

are more important than others, or how to aggregate evaluations across multiple elements, among 

others. 

Two research-pragmatic strategies try to cope with these issues. On the one hand, the legislative 

success of the president is evaluated from a wider angle based on an overall assessment of a given 

bill (similarly, Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010). Such an ap-

proach seems to be reasonable, especially since we can not only assume that normal citizens, pun-

dits and other political actors base their appraisal of the success of the president in the legislative 

arena on an aggregate scale. But it is also the way the outcome of the legislative process is fre-

quently presented by the White House. For instance, regarding the budget deal officials in the 

                                                 

60 Section 1.4. in the introductory chapter offers a detailed discussion of how the legislative histories of a bill in US lawmaking 

can be (re)constructed (see for a good overview, Cannan 2013). 
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Clinton administration claimed that “Americans [need] to look at his proposals as a whole, not at 

the particular piece that might hurt any one individual.“ (cited in Devroy 1993a). On the other 

hand, key elements for each bill are identified and controlled by how important they are to the 

president’s policy agenda or if they rather represent peripheral issues. This approach is extremely 

helpful to derive at a more fine-tuned evaluation regarding the compromises made by the White 

House during the bargaining process. For instance, if the president made concessions on issues not 

central to his policy agenda it should not count as much as compromises concerning issues close 

to the president’s priorities. Obviously, the latter involves concessions outweighing the former, 

and thus have a stronger effect on the assessment of the president’s success in the legislative arena. 

Strategic behavior by the president and his administration poses yet another problem for the as-

sessment of his success in the legislative arena. Here, numerous scenarios are frequently invoked. 

For example, how do we know that the positions that can be found in public statements by the 

administration echo the ‘true’ policy preferences of the president? One underlying argument 

stresses that the odds of certain policies getting enacted or not might already at the very beginning 

enter into the equation of the White House’s strategic thinking (see, for instance, Mouw and 

MacKuen 1992; Peterson 1990; Rivers and Rose 1985). Alternatively, presidents might also wait 

until late in the legislative process to reveal their preferences, and then sell a bill as a success 

claiming to support it. Considerations like these are not far-fetched as a short note by Ted Sorensen 

to President John F. Kennedy shows, according to which the administration could artificially in-

flate their success rate by adding “other bills we expect to pass […] to fatten our ‘batting average’.” 

(cited in Rudalevige 2002, 13). Consequently, if the president adjusts his positions based on some 

art-of-the-possible-considerations it might distort the scoring of presidential success towards 

higher values counting bills as successes, although they include concessions that are hidden 

through early adaptions on policy positions (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007, 105). Anyhow, this 

might be less of a problem for two reasons. On the one hand, prior scholarship has shown that the 

publicly revealed policy intentions authentically track the preferences of the president (Fett 1992; 

Peterson 1990), or at least try to strike a balance between strategic reflections and getting most of 

what he wants (Covington, Wrighton, and Kinney 1995). On the other hand, it is at least as plau-

sible that the strategic behavior by the White House works the other way around as the following 

story by a Washington insider illustrates: 

“[..]a Republican lobbyist close to the White House said he had no doubt the president 

would take a victory lap. ‘His strategy is always to shoot way up here,’ the lobbyist 

said, holding his right hand as high as he could reach with his palm parallel to the 



 103 

ground. ‘That way he can count on hitting here,’ he said, his flat palm at eye level. 

‘When this bill is finally done,’ the lobbyist said, his palm still in front of his face, ‘he 

will have hit here.’” (cited in Rosenbaum 2003). 

The main point here is that even in a setting like presidential-congressional relations, actors must 

behave in a cloud of imperfect and incomplete information. Presidents cannot be one hundred 

percent sure what members of Congress are willing to accept, and legislators do not know for sure 

on which policy aspects the White House might be willing to compromise. Therefore, presidents 

frequently aim as high as they can within their legislative program and formulate a maximum 

range of policy goals. In other words, presidents tend to “shoot for Mars, hit the moon and declare 

victory.” (Nather 2001). 

Even if we discard strategic behavior, the evaluation of presidential success in the legislative arena 

is further complicated by the fact that the legislative process is a moving target which means pref-

erences and actor constellations are not fixed but rather dynamic and variable. Presidents in this 

respect are no exception. For example, being asked about President Bush’s policy position on the 

Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act (Pub. L. 108-458) Donald Rumsfeld stated that 

“the president’s position is evolving as the negotiation evolve.” (cited in Shanker and Stevenson 

2004). Bush’s behavior was definitely not a particular case since similar statements can be found 

with respect to other presidents, as well. Republicans in Congress frequently complained that Bill 

Clinton’s issue positions were fluid and constantly shifting. Trent Lott, back-than Republican Ma-

jority Whip in the Senate stated snappishly, “Today he says he’ll sign it. I don’t know what his 

position will be tomorrow.” (cited in CQ Almanac 1996a). Similarly, White House press secretary 

to President Obama, Robert Gibbs, stated on the ongoing deliberations regarding what later be-

came the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (Pub. L. 111-148) that “the president's going 

to watch the process. He's going to be flexible, and we'll evaluate as we go.” (cited in Murray and 

Montgomery 2009). These instances of adaption and flexibility of the White House create major 

stumbling blocks for any systematic assessment of presidential success in the legislative arena 

relating to aspects of its reliability. There is simply no standard or benchmark against which to 

carry out an impartial evaluation of success based on the substance of legislation (see, for instance, 

Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010, 167–72, who are also pointing 

this out). This being the case, it is even more important to ensure a structured data collection pro-

cess which - at least partly - offers an adequate solution to these research-pragmatic hurdles. There-

fore, the coding process was designed around two main objectives addressing the aforementioned 

pitfalls of strategic behavior and preference flexibility. 
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This involves, first, the collection of all statements that included a reference to the president’s 

positions or preferences on the specific topic of interest. Depending on the bill at hand, the avail-

able information varies immensely, both regarding its quantity but also its quality. On some pieces 

of legislation very exhaustive and detailed legislative histories were compiled while for others 

only scarce pieces of information were available.61 To ensure the broadest possible picture of var-

ious perspectives on the White House’s positions related to specific policy issues a variety of in-

formation sources was used. Here, the triangulation of different resources was extremely helpful 

to detect inconsistencies and alterations in the preferences of an administration, and thus to control 

for strategic behavior. 

Second, all information containing references to the policy positions or success of the president 

on a given bill were sorted depending on their stage of the legislative process. Frequently, one can 

find explicit references in the sources if the president adapted his positions throughout the legisla-

tive process. For instance, at the end of the fight between President Obama and the Republicans 

in Congress over the extension of the Bush era tax cuts, Obama had to retreat from his original 

position. According to one source: 

“Still, that victory came at the cost of a painful concession: Obama campaigned on a 

promise to repeal the Bush-era tax cuts that benefit the wealthiest 2 percent of U.S. 

households, a stance that many Democrats were unwilling to surrender. But with Re-

publicans insistent on preserving all of the cuts, the president acknowledged that aban-

doning that long-held Democratic position was the price of preventing a political 

stalemate that would have caused taxes to rise across the board.” (Montgomery and 

Murray 2010). 

Similarly, CQ Weekly reported on the budget negotiations between Clinton administration and its 

counterparts on Capitol Hill that “[a]lthough Clinton was forced to make high-profile retreats from 

some positions he had staked out early in the process, overall the package stayed largely within 

the broad outlines he laid out in his speech to Congress on Feb. 17.” (Cloud and Hager 1993). 

Empirical nuggets like these help to identify issue positions of the president and whether they got 

altered during the legislative bargaining process. Yet, even if such references are not present, the 

ordering of source material along a temporal time-line permits, from a methodical vantage point, 

                                                 

61  For this reason, five bills were excluded from the dataset due to insufficient information and/or data quality. These are: The 

Congressional Accountability Act of 1995 (Pub. L. 104-1), the Katrina Emergency Tax Relief Act of 2005 (Pub. L. 109-73), 

the SAFE Port Act of 2006 (Pub. L. 109-347), the Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009 (Pub. L. 111-11), the 

James Zadroga 9/11 Health and Compensation Act of 2010 (Pub. L. 111-347). 
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to capture the dynamics of the give-and-take of the lawmaking process, and to track changes in 

the positioning of the White House over time via cross-referencing the sources. 

4.4 Summary 

In sum, assessing presidential success in the legislative arena based on an evaluation of the sub-

stance of legislation is not as straight-forward as it seems at first glance. Yet, the coding procedure 

set in place addresses the major problems and avoids systematic biases in the assessment of pres-

idential legislative success. In this sense, the coding decisions cope with problems stemming from 

(i.) the complexity of the topic at hand, (ii.) the peril of strategic adaption by the president to 

increase his success, and (iii.) potential coding errors due to the fluidity and alterations in the 

policy preferences of the White House. Furthermore, all information and data related to coding 

decisions can be found in the extensive online appendix to this study. This also includes short 

description and justifications of the assigned fuzzy set scores, and in addition more information 

all the most important characteristics of the deliberation process in Congress. This approach goes 

well beyond what has been done in prior studies whose case scorings are, in general, impossible 

to replicate. In contrast, it guarantees a maximum level of transparency, intersubjectivity, and rep-

licability, and hence is in line with the standards defined by the Data Access and Research Trans-

parency initiative (DART 2016). 
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5 A Descriptive Portrait of Presidential Success in 

the Legislative Arena 

The debt ceiling crisis in the summer of 2011 had a crescendo over months culminating in the 

showdown between Obama and the Republican controlled House in persona of Speaker John 

Boehner (see again the start of chapter 2). Yet, these debates in 2011 was neither the first nor the 

last one in a series of events. However, while raising the debt ceiling - necessary for the United 

State to borrow money - traditionally was a formal and rather uncontested issue and for that was 

regularly voted out of Congress without much conflict for decades (see, e.g., Austin and Levit 

2013), the new Republican majority in Congress decided to make the vote a referendum about the 

financial health of the US government, i.e. about the right amount of government spending and 

national debt. During the long and heated disputes President Obama was asked if he intended to 

surrender to the demands of the Republican Congress. He replied: 

“There's going to be a discussion when the Congress gets back from recess. I don't 

expect the Republicans to give in and I get 100 percent of my way; and I don't expect 

that we're going to give 100 percent of what the Republicans want.” (cited in Z. A. 

Goldfarb 2011). 

This was not the only time that President Obama painted a realistic picture of things that are and 

are not possible to achieve in the legislative arena. Similarly, shortly before the decisive vote in 

the Senate on his signature health care reform bill, Obama outlined to his fellow Democrats: “Now, 

let’s be clear: The final bill won’t include everything that everybody wants. No bill can do that.” 

(Public Papers of the President 2009c); yet, four days later, he added another dose of realism, “[a]s 

with any legislation, compromise is part of the process.” (Public Papers of the President 2009d). 

These insights are definitely not unique to the presidency of Barack Obama, and similar quotes 

can be found from many occupants of the Oval Office. But if Obama and his predecessors are 

right, these statements point us to the main question of how successful presidents are in getting 

their policy positions enacted into law? The following sections thus concentrate on this question 

providing a first empirical overview over the success of presidents in the legislative arena. Based 

on the previously outlined coding scheme for the assessment of presidential legislative success 

(see again table 4.2), it presents original new data from one hundred important pieces of legislation 

that passed Congress between 1993 and 2013 (Mayhew 2005; Mayhew 2016). 
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Section 5.1, first, draws a picture of presidential legislative success across administrations. Here, 

the focus lies, first and foremost, on a comparison across the presidencies of William J. Clinton, 

George W. Bush and Barack H. Obama, but their success rates are also juxtaposed to those of their 

predecessors. Section 5.2 subsequently displays data showing how patterns of presidential success 

ebb and flow depending on varying contexts such as party control, public support, and presidential 

engagement during the process of lawmaking. Section 5.3. finally provides an synoptic overview 

about the main insights of the descriptive patterns. 

5.1 Patterns of Presidential Legislative Success across Administrations 

Legislative Success Across Presidencies in Times of High and Low Polarization 

Figures 5.1a through 5.1d display the legislative success rates across the three presidencies of 

Clinton, Bush, and Obama as well as for each administration. First, let’s concentrate on the aggre-

gate numbers for all presidencies (see upper left hand side, figure 5.1a). Against the backdrop of 

Obama’s quote that no bill can resemble “everything that everybody wants” (Public Papers of the 

President 2009c), the picture looks surprisingly positive from the vantage point of 1600 Pennsyl-

vania Avenue: 23% of all bills fall into the category of full presidential legislative success which 

means that Clinton, Bush, and Obama had to accept virtually no compromises on their policy 

preferences in approximately one quarter of all important pieces of legislation included in this 

dataset. If we define a bill as success if it resembles predominantly the positions of the White 

House - i.e., being at least a compromise-plus - the president gets most of what he wants in nearly 

three out of four cases. Even if we set a higher benchmark of success and just look at those bills 

that fall into the first three categories - i.e., ranging between full success and success with conces-

sions - most bills with 54% still count as legislative successes for the president. Thus, presidents 

do get most of what they want most of the time. 

Having said this, the data in figure 5.1a also illustrates that presidents regularly must settle for less 

than perfect outcomes. Out of the one hundred bills included in the dataset, sixteen can be consid-

ered as less than compromise bills or full non-successes which means they reflect only a minority 

of policy issues the president supports, or respectively encompass many features which the White 

House opposes. Another 10%are equal compromises. Altogether, in 62% or approx. two out of 

three bills under consideration, the administration had to accept significant tradeoffs and conces-

sions on behalf of their policy positions. Thus, presidents also do need to compromise most of the 

time. 
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Figures 5.1a-d: Presidential Legislative Success for all and across the Administrations of William J. Clin-

ton, George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama (1993-2013) 

 

 

Based on own data compiled via content analyses of legislative histories of important bills passed between 

1993 and 2013. 

While the overall picture is mixed it nonetheless tends to be more positive than negative from the 

perspective of the White House. On one side, every fourth bill displays a full success and every 

third at least an almost full success for the president. Hence, at the end of the day between one 

quarter and one third of important bills coming out of Congress closely track the policy preferences 

of the president. On the other side, only a small - though not negligible - fraction of bills do not 

include his policy priorities or exhibit policy items which the president opposes highlighting the 

fact that the White House usually is either able to block those bills or to early steer them for a more 

favorable direction. In the light of the expectation that bills indeed do rarely include everything 

that everybody wants, the success rate of presidents is remarkable. 
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Comparing the administrations of Clinton, Bush and Obama against each other (see figures 5.1b-

d), it strikes the eye that the degree of successes and non-successes varies considerably across 

these three presidencies. Here, Barack Obama clearly comes in as the most successful one with an 

impressive 37% of full successes.62 Together with 16% of almost full successes and another 21% 

of successes with concessions, nearly three quarters of all bills predominantly matched Obama’s 

policy positions during his first four years in office. If we add those bills that can be considered as 

compromise-plus, Obama’s preferences prevailed in an overwhelming 85%. Bill Clinton likewise 

shows a strong record of legislative victories when assessed against the substance of legislation. 

22% can be considered as full plus another 19% as almost full successes. A total of 80% of the 

important bills included in the dataset passed during the Clinton administration predominantly 

reflected his positions. In comparison to his immediate pre- and successor, George W. Bush comes 

in rather poorly. Only 29% of important bills passed during his presidency score a full or almost 

full success which are considerable fewer than Clinton’s 41% and Obama’s 53%. Looking at the 

mirror image, George W. Bush had to accept a decisive number of bills in which he had to embrace 

many disliked policy items. 24% or one out of four bills during the Bush administration falls into 

the category of compromise-minus bills or full non-successes. During the Clinton and Obama 

White House, these bills made up a much smaller fraction with 11% and 9% respectively. Yet, 

even Bush received most of what he wanted in most of the cases with 65% being at least compro-

mise-plus bills. 

How do these success rates fit into a larger picture if we compare them with those presidents who 

governed in a less polarized era? Figure 5.2 and table 5.1 offer an overview about the presidential 

legislative success scores from the administrations of Lyndon B. Johnson up to George H.W. Bush. 

This data is based on a previous study by Andrew Barrett and Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha (Barrett 

and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007) examining 191 important bills that passed Congress between 1965 and 

2000 using the same selection criteria defined by David Mayhew (Mayhew 2005). Here, a quick 

look reveals that the success rates between Clinton, Bush, and Obama and those of their predeces-

sors, by and large, are similar if we look at the aggregate numbers (see also figure 5.1). For in-

stance, the ratio of full or almost full successes does not differ between earlier (37%) and the most 

recent presidencies (38%). Also, if we zoom out a little bit and look at all bills that preponderantly 

resemble the policy positions of the president - i.e., reflect at least compromise-plus bills - the 

success rates look very much the same with 78% for Clinton, Bush, and Obama, on the one hand, 

                                                 

62  However, one must keep in mind that the data captures only the first four years of the Obama presidency; therefore, the 

picture might look much dimmer if we expanded the timeframe including the whole eight years of his administration. 
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and 74% for presidents from Johnson up to Reagan, on the other. Yet, one aspect stands out, 

namely that modern day presidents had to accept, on average, twice as many bills which they 

opposed or disliked than presidents who held office in a less polarized environment. This fits into 

the argumentation that the increased polarization of parties has asymmetric effects on the prospects 

of presidential success in the legislative arena (see e.g., Bond, Fleisher, and Cohen 2012; Cohen, 

Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Fleisher and Bond 2000b; Fleisher, Bond, and Wood 2008). 

Table 5.1: Presidential Legislative Success for Individual Presidencies from Lyndon B. Johnson to George 

H.W. Bush (1965-1993) 

Degree of Presidential  

Legislative Success 
Johnson Nixon Ford Carter Reagan Bush 

Full Success 
35% 

(13) 

24% 

(10) 

6% 

(1) 

19% 

(4) 

6% 

(2) 

7% 

(1) 

Almost Full Success 
14% 

(5) 

12% 

(5) 

28% 

(5) 

24% 

(5) 

23% 

(7) 

14% 

(2) 

Success with Concessions 
24% 

(9) 

24% 

(10) 

39% 

(7) 

33% 

(7) 

32% 

(10) 

21% 

(3) 

Compromise Plus 
11% 

(4) 

10% 

(4) 

0% 

(0) 

14% 

(3) 

19% 

(6) 

29% 

(4) 

Equal Compromise 
16% 

(6) 

12% 

(5) 

22% 

(4) 

10% 

(2) 

6% 

(2) 

29% 

(4) 

Compromise Minus 
0% 

(0) 

12% 

(5) 

0% 

(0) 

0% 

(0) 

3% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

Full Non-Success 
0% 

(0) 

7% 

(3) 

6% 

(1) 

0% 

(0) 

10% 

(3) 

0% 

(0) 

Percentage /  

Total Number of Bills 

100% 

(37) 

100% 

(42) 

100% 

(18) 

100% 

(21) 

100% 

(31) 

100% 

(14) 

Percentage can vary due to rounding. Absolute numbers of bills in brackets. 

Based on data adapted from Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007.63  

                                                 

63  The data was thankfully shared by Matt Eshbaugh-Soha for which I am extremely grateful. Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha use 

a five-point scale in their study. To make the data comparable it was transformed as following: First, since both authors coded 

the bills independently from each other a single success score is calculated taking the average of the two codings. Second, 

this new score ranging between 1 and 5 with gradations in-between was then converted along the following scales:  aggregate 

scores with a 2.0 or smaller were coded as non-success, 2.5 as compromise-minus, 3.0 as equal compromise, 3.5 as compro-

mise-plus, 4.0 as success with concessions, 4.5 as almost full successes, and 5.0 as full successes. This closely tracks the 

original scale by Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha, and mimics an alternative aggregation they discuss themselves. It thus is a valid 

strategy which allows to compare the results from both studies (see Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007, 104 for the description 

of their coding scheme and a discussion of their aggregation rules). 
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Figure 5.2: Presidential Legislative Success from Lyndon B. Johnson to George H.W. Bush (1965-1993) 

 

Based on data adapted from Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007. 

In a nutshell, today’s presidents are not more successful than their predecessors although their 

parties are much more coherent with respect to their ideological composition and their policy po-
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enhance the position of the president in the legislative arena and therefore also his success rates, 

especially in times of unified government. Yet, the data rather points into the direction that presi-

dents in today’s era of polarized politics are not more successful than their predecessors since they 

a) do not get more of their policy preferences enacted, and b) have to sign more bills into law 

which they do not like. This is even more true if we consider that in the respective time periods 

under consideration, unified government occurred much more frequently in the later phase than in 

the earlier era, and that Clinton, Bush, and Obama therefore faced much better institutional starting 

conditions than their predecessors.64 Again, this interpretation of the descriptive patterns reiterates 

what other studies have already shown: the effects of party polarization on the legislative success 

of the president are asymmetric since any positive consequences stemming from party polarization 

for the president in the legislative arena are largely offset by its negative effects - first and foremost 

in the Senate where the individualistic parliamentary rules enable the minority party or single sen-

ators to extract concessions throughout the legislative process. This hence results in a general 

downward trend in presidential success in the legislative arena over the last 60 years (see, among 

                                                 

64  Between 1993 and 2013, Clinton, Bush, and Obama, in total, faced four Congresses with shared party control and six with 

split or divided government, once we count the 107th Congress under Bush as divided after the control of the Senate went 

over to the Democrats. Presidents from Johnson to Reagan (1965-1993), on the other side, were much more frequently con-

fronted with at least one chamber of Congress controlled by their opposite party since only they only enjoyed four Congresses 

with unified government and ten with split or divided government. 
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others, Beckmann 2010; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Fleisher and Bond 1996; Fleisher and 

Bond 2000b; Siewert 2016; Sinclair 2003; Sinclair 2006; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

Putting the success rates of individual presidencies into a historical perspective offers another an-

gle for comparison which highlights the cross-administration variation. Comparing the data shown 

in figures 5.1b-c and table 5.2, it stands out that Barack Obama’ success rates during his first four 

years in office, on average, closely match those of Lyndon B. Johnson who, by many standards, is 

regarded as one of the most successful presidents of the modern era, and surprisingly also Jimmy 

Carter. As we can see, both were highly successful in getting their policy positions enacted into 

law without making too many compromises with Johnson receiving most of want he wanted in 

84%, Obama in 85%, and Carter even in 90% of all bills. When focusing only on the top two 

categories, Obama’s presidency saw even more full or almost full successes with 53% than John-

son’s with 49% and Carter’s with 43%. Yet, Obama had to accept some bills which did not resem-

ble his policy positions or which he strongly disliked, a fact other presidents such as Lyndon B. 

Johnson and Carter but also George H.W. Bush completely avoided during their administrations. 

Nevertheless, in comparison with other modern presidents after World War II, Obama’s first four 

years clearly rank among the most successful ones when it comes to passing important pieces of 

legislation. 

George W. Bush’s record of legislative success, on the other side, looks a lot like the one of Rich-

ard Nixon, and to a lesser degree like the one of Ronald Reagan. Bush, jr. and Nixon predominantly 

signed bills into law that reflected their legislative preferences, to a greater or lesser extent. Yet, 

the success rate clearly falls behind those of Obama and Johnson with 60% for Nixon and 65% for 

Bush, jr. Yet, even with bills that predominantly resembled the policy positions of Bush jr. and 

Nixon, they still had to consent many more tradeoffs than other presidents. Additionally, both saw 

a considerable number of bills passing Congress - 19% during the Nixon and 24% during the Bush 

administration - that they either strongly opposed or only included a minority of their preferences. 

The assessment of their presidencies, thus, largely depends on the vantage point from which we 

look at the success ratios. For instance, Nixon and Bush jr., score similar or even higher than others 

such as Ronald Reagan or George H.W. Bush on full or almost full successes; yet, the latter ones 

had to accept fewer non-successes and compromise-minus bills than the former. The data therefore 

nicely highlights the polarizing nature of both presidencies: Achieving respectable levels of suc-

cesses with few compromises but simultaneously being forced to sign a noticeable number of bills 

contra their policy preferences.
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Figure 5.3: Presidential Legislative Success across Legislative Periods for William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama (1993-2013) 

 

Based on own data compiled via content analyses of legislative histories of important bills passed between 1993 and 2013. 
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Bill Clinton’s success rates, lastly, offer a mixed picture with both medium levels of success and 

non-success. With a score of 80% of all important bills predominantly reflecting his policy posi-

tions, Clinton falls into the middle of modern presidents close to Reagan (81%) but behind Carter, 

Obama, and Johnson. This also holds if we concentrate on the top two categories of full and almost 

full success. Yet, with 9% Clinton also had to accept a couple of bills which preponderantly ran 

against his policy positions comparable to Ford, Reagan, and Obama but not as many as Nixon or 

Bush jr. 

The Tides of Presidential Legislative Success Within Single Presidencies 

Presidential success in the legislative arena does not only vary across different administrations but 

also ebbs and flows during a president’s time in office. Figure 5.3 provides an overview about the 

absolute numbers of bills enacted during each congressional term. The first two years of a presi-

dency are frequently cited as being particularly fertile and favorable if the president wants to score 

legislative success. This holds especially true if the incoming administration comes from the other 

party than the outgoing. In these instances, the window of opportunity for enacting legislation is 

bigger because crucial pivots such as the veto-breaking pivot change their positions and conse-

quently move policy items out of the gridlock area (seminally see Tsebelis 2002; for an overview 

of studies, see e.g. Cameron 2000; Canes-Wrone 2009; Howell 2009). Additionally, the first year 

is often linked to the notion of a presidential honeymoon. Here, the common narrative goes that 

Congress is more sympathetic and welcoming to an incoming administration accepting the elec-

toral win as sort of a mandate to enact key parts of the legislative agenda the president ran on 

during his election campaign (instead of many, see Dominguez 2005; Beckmann and Godfrey 

2007). 

And indeed, what strikes the eye is that by far the highest success rates happened during Clinton’s 

and Obama’s first years in the White House. Clinton scored a full or almost full success in seven 

out of ten bills (70%), during the 103rd Congress (1993-1994) and Obama eight out of fourteen 

(57%) in the 111th Congress (2009-2010). These years also stand out if we look at bills that pre-

dominantly reflect the president’s positions. Here, Clinton scores a perfect record of ten out of ten 

important enactments being at least compromise-plus bills, and Obama achieving thirteen out of 

fourteen (93%). Yet, the same cannot be said for the presidency of George W. Bush whose first 

two years were quite productive with respect to legislative output but not as successful as the ones 

by his predecessor and successor. The Bush administration mostly lacked a honeymoon period. 

Only five out of fifteen bills (33%) passed during the 107th Congress (2001-2002) fall into the 
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category of full or almost full successes. Additionally, President Bush had to accept four bills 

(26%) that did not look much like bills he wanted to be passed. One aspect that contributed to 

Bush’s missing honeymoon with Congress was surely his contested election in the year 2000 

which was decided only by a ruling of the Supreme Court (Bush v. Gore, 532 U.S. 98) and which 

left him without anything close to a political mandate by the American people. On top of that, and 

unlike Clinton or Obama, Bush had to work with an opposition-controlled Senate for most of his 

first two years in office after the GOP lost its majority in July 2000 as a fallout of the heated 

debates about Bush’s tax cut proposal (critically, see Beckmann and Godfrey 2007). 

Table 5.2 gives an overview about the composition of successes and non-successes during single 

congressional terms as another indicator for the assertiveness of an administration over the time 

of a presidency. Apparently, the productivity of Congress in respect of important pieces of legis-

lation fluctuates considerably. With an average output of major laws of ten per Congress between 

1993 and 2013, the tally ranges from the most productive congressional sessions with fifteen major 

laws during the 107th Congress (2001-2002), fourteen during the 104th (1995-1996) and the 111th 

Congress (2009-2010), and thirteen during the 110th Congress (2007-2008) up to the least produc-

tive legislative periods with five bills each during the 106th (1999-2000) and the 112th Congress 

(2011-2012).65 Therefore, we also need to look at the proportion of success and non-successes in 

relation to the overall number of bills. Again, the presented data highlights the fact that presidents 

a) get most of what they want most of the time, but b) must frequently settle for legislative out-

comes which are far from being perfect. 

The information displayed in table 5.2 is based on two benchmarks of success. The first contrasts 

bills that predominantly reflect the president’s positions - i.e., being at least a comprise-plus bill 

as defined in section 4.2 - with those that do not - i.e., being equal compromises or less. The second 

uses a stricter standard to define success and non-success via juxtaposing bills that are almost full 

successes and almost full non-successes, respectively. Both indicators underscore how remarkably 

successful Clinton’s and Obama’s first two years in office were by both standards. However, it 

also becomes clear that Barack Obama’s score of record also includes several bills on that he had 

to accept considerable tradeoffs. As pointed out before, Clinton and Obama arrived at the White 

House with decisive majorities of their own parties on Capitol Hill, and whose policy agendas 

                                                 

65  It is interesting to note that the productivity in terms of passing legislation which is deemed as important based on the criteria 

by David Mayhew, on average, did not decline despite the rise of polarization (Mayhew 2005). Yet, there is a general trend 

that the US Congress produces fewer and fewer bills per legislative period if we look at all enactments which is a symptom 

of the increased gridlock in Congress due to the hyper-polarization of parties in Congress (among others, Stanley, and Niemi 

2015). 



 116 

showed a strong overlap with the ones put forward by the respective administration. Somewhat 

unexpectedly, also the 104th Congress shows a strong success rate when we focus on bills which 

pass the higher standard of presidential success. The 106th Congress, on the other hand, looks 

impressive if we look at bills that predominantly reflected the policy preferences since the success 

rate lies above the average. A second glance, however, reveals that this is mostly due to the fact 

that a) only a small number of bills passed during this Congress that was largely preoccupied with 

the impeachment of President Clinton, and b) most bills which are successes from the perspective 

of the White House also include a considerable amount of compromises which is the reason why 

the ratio between successes and non-successes looks much less impressive when applying a higher 

success standard. 

Table 5.2: Legislative Success of William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama Across Con-

gressional Terms (1993-2013) 

Based on own data compiled via content analyses of legislative histories of important bills passed between 

1993 and 2013.  

 
No. of 

Bills 

Success 

Bills 

Non-Success 

Bills 
Difference 

(Almost) Full 

Successes 

(Almost) 

Full Non-Suc-

cesses 

Difference 

C
lin

to
n

 

103. Congress 

(1993-1994) 
10 

100%  

(10)° 

0% 

(0) 
100 

70% 

(7) 

0% 

(0) 
70 

104. Congress 

(1995-1996) 
14 

71% 

(10) 

29% 

(4) 
42 

43% 

(6) 

7% 

(1) 
36 

105. Congress 

(1997-1998) 
7 

71% 

(5) 

29% 

(2) 
42 

14% 

(1) 

14% 

(1) 
0 

106. Congress 

(1999-2000) 
5 

80% 

(4) 

20% 

(1) 
60 

20% 

(1) 

20% 

(1) 
0 

B
u

sh
 

107. Congress 

(2001-2002) 
15 

73% 

(11) 

27% 

(4) 
46 

33% 

(5) 

27% 

(4) 
6 

108. Congress 

(2003-2004) 
8 

75% 

(6) 

25% 

(2) 
50 

39% 

(3) 

13% 

(1) 
26 

109. Congress 

(2005-2006) 
9 

67% 

(6) 

33% 

(3) 
34 

33% 

(3) 

22% 

(2) 
11 

110. Congress 

(2007-2008) 
13 

46% 

(6) 

54% 

(7) 
-8 

15% 

(2) 

31% 

(4) 
-16 

O
b

am
a 

111. Congress 

(2009-2010) 
14 

93% 

(13) 

7% 

(1) 
86 

57% 

(8) 

0% 

(0) 
57 

112. Congress 

(2011-2012) 
5 

60% 

(3) 

40% 

(2) 
20 

40% 

(2) 

40% 

(2) 
0 

 
Average 10 74% 26% 47 36% 17% 19 

° absolute numbers of bills in 
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Successes = 

 

Non-successes = 

compromise-plus or more 

equal compromise or less 

(Almost) full 

success = 
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Yet, the data in table 5.2 also shows that presidents frequently experience times in which they are 

less successful. From the vantage point of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, the 110th Congress ranks 

among the least successful periods of the last 50 years.66 Among recent presidents, it is the only 

legislative period that displays more bills that run against the policy preferences of the president 

than positive laws. In this, the 100th Congress is comparable to Reagan’s and Nixon’s last year in 

office. Additionally, this weighs particularly heavy because the 110th Congress was also very pro-

ductive. But as we can see, there are further Congresses that produced many pieces of legislation 

which did not resemble the preferences of the respective administration. Also during Obama’s 

third and fourth year in office (112th Congress), the Congress did a) not pass many bills and b) if 

it did, the bills resembled successes and non-successes at the same ratio. Especially if we apply a 

stricter standard of success, additional congressional terms show a rather balanced record of suc-

cess as, for example, Bush’s first two years (107th Congress), but also the second term of the Clin-

ton administration (105th and 106th Congress). 

5.2 Patterns of Presidential Legislative Success across Contexts 

Presidential Legislative Success and the Institutional Context 

The legislative arena is largely determined by the institutional set-up of Congress. In this regard, 

two aspects have major effects on the prospects of success for the White House: 

 First, the dual structure of Congress with the House of Representatives as the lower chamber 

and the Senate as the upper, each equipped with its own set of parliamentary rules and char-

acterized by its distinct decision-making processes, and the need to send bills to the president’s 

desk in the same language. 

 Second, the partisan composition of Congress. Because the House, Senate, and the presidency 

are elected independently of each other, this might result in different configurations of partisan 

control between the two branches of government, a circumstance that has tremendous effects 

on the dynamics of congressional-presidential relations. 

  

                                                 

66  See the appendix for the data on Lyndon B. Johnson up to George H.W. Bush. 
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Figure 5.4: Presidential Legislative Success across Stages of Lawmaking for the Administrations of Wil-

liam J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama (1993-2013) 

 

Based on own data compiled via content analyses of legislative histories of important bills passed between 

1993 and 2013. 

Figure 5.4 gives an overview about presidential success rates across different stages of the legis-

lative process. These ratios of successes and non-successes are based on the evaluation of different 

versions of each bill, i.e. after they were voted out of the House of Representatives, the Senate, or 

at the end of the process as final bills after they passed both chambers with the same legislative 

language. The information visualized in the horizontal bar charts illustrate several points which 

corroborate findings from earlier studies that focused their analyses on previous presidents and 

Congresses (Barrett 2005a, 111ff; Sinclair 2003, 42ff). For one, if we look at bills that predomi-

nantly reflect the policy positions of the White House - i.e. compromise-plus bills or better - pres-

idents never come off better than at the final stage of the legislative process. 74% of all important 

bills that are finally send for the president’s signature include the policy preferences of the White 

House compared to 63% of bills that come out of the Senate or the House of Representatives. This 

is important since it points out that presidents at the end of the day frequently succeed in getting 

their policies enacted, and that bills tend to move towards the presidents’ direction late in the 

process. Yet, this superior performance obviously can be traced back to the category of compro-

mise-plus legislations which means bills that mirror the president’s policy preference slightly bet-

ter than equal compromises. 
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If we apply a stricter standard by only looking at those bills that are (almost) full successes, we 

can see that the presidential legislative success rate is the highest in the House of Representatives 

in which 45% of all important bills fall into these two categories compared to 39% in the Senate 

and 38% at the final passage. However, the House seems to be a double-edged sword for the White 

House since it is not only the one where presidents perform best, but also the one where they 

perform worst. Here, the non-success rate - i.e. bills that predominantly do not reflect the policy 

positions of the administrations - with 22% is almost two times as high as in the Senate (12%) and 

three times as high as at the final stage (8%). These findings corroborate an - admittedly exagger-

ated - either/or-picture for the House of Representatives meaning that presidents either get almost 

everything of what they want or almost nothing. 

The Senate, finally, seems to fulfill its institutional role as compromise-oriented counterpart to the 

House of Representative, since the latter is more partisan and majority-dominated also regarding 

presidential legislative success.67 The data in figure 5.4 shows that full legislative non-successes 

from the vantage point of the White House are less common in the Senate than in the House but 

so are full legislative successes. And if we compare the patterns for the Senate and the final stage 

it strikes the eye that they primarily differ regarding the distribution of the middle categories. Here, 

equal compromise bills in the Senate (22%) account for nearly twice as many bills than in the final 

phase (10%), while it is the other way around for compromise-plus bills with 13% in the Senate 

and 20% for the final passage. 

The data presented in figure 5.5 combines the procedural perspective of different stages of law-

making with the question of party control of Capitol Hill and the White House. The partisan make-

up of the two chambers of Congress and the presidency is frequently cited as the most common 

explanatory factor for the variation in presidential success and non-success (instead of many, see 

Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; Bond and Fleisher 1990; Cohen, Bond, and 

Fleisher 2013; Edwards 1989; Fleisher and Bond 1996; Fleisher and Bond 2000b; Rohde and 

Barthelemy 2009; Rudalevige 2002; Sinclair 2003; Sinclair 2006). In times of unified government, 

the success rates of presidents are expected to be higher because of the considerably greater over-

lap of ideological preferences, policy objectives and electoral goals between members of Congress 

and the administration. Additionally, the institutional resources linked to the status of the majority 

party enable the leadership of the majority party to structure the parameters of the debate and to 

                                                 

67  The story goes that George Washington told Thomas Jefferson that the Senate works as functional equivalent of a saucer for 

hot tea in order to ‚cool down’ the legislation passed in the House of Representatives (Senate Reference Desk 2016b) 
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shepherd a bill through the parliamentary process. By doing so they can either shield bills favored 

by the White House from being watered-down through the opposition party or block policy issues 

that are unpopular to the president. On the other hand, if the two branches of government are 

controlled by different parties the invisible bond along Pennsylvania Avenue is much weaker, and 

so are the incentives to cooperate or to pass legislation which reflects the policy priorities of the 

president (seminally, Aldrich and Rohde 2000; Lee 2009; see also Andres and Griffin 2013; 

Sinclair 2009; Thurber 2013). 

As can be seen in figure 5.5, presidents are indeed much more successful across all stages of the 

legislative process if their own party is in control of the House, the Senate, or both. This is espe-

cially true regarding full successes whose ratio goes through the roof in times of unified govern-

ment but drop dramatically once party control switches to the opposite party. On the other hand, 

full non-successes are obviously linked to divided party control whereas they are rather rare in-

stances under unified government, while this trend accounts for all stages but is most pronounced 

in the House. Here, 44% of all bills passed (24 out of 55) are full successes if the president’s party 

has the majority but only 15% (six out of 40) if his party is in the minority. Even more so, 43% of 

all bills (17 out of 40) are full non-successes if the opposite party provides the majority leadership 

in the House of Representatives. Thus, the odds of success greatly shift with party control in the 

House, indeed. 

Figure 5.5: Legislative Success across Stages of Lawmaking and Party Control for the Presidencies of 

William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama (1993-2013) 

 

Based on own data compiled via content analyses of legislative histories of important bills passed between 

1993 and 2013. 
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The numbers for the Senate display the same picture, although to a lesser degree. Here, full suc-

cesses also increase with majority status of the president’s party whereas non-success become 

marginalized. Yet, the success rates slightly tilt towards the middle categories, i.e. displaying more 

concessions in times of unified government but also more compromises instead of clear non-suc-

cesses in times of divided government. We can assume that this is an effect of the Senate’s parlia-

mentarian rules which put greater powers into the hands of individual senators and the minority 

party than it is the case in the House. In today’s polarized environment nearly all bills require a 

super-majority of 60 senators - especially important pieces of legislation like the ones under con-

sideration. Because of this, the effects of party control are mitigated in the Senate since the oppo-

site party can extract concessions from the president or its congressional allies in times of unified 

government, while conversely the president’s party can do the same if they are in the minority 

(Lee 2008; Bond, Fleisher, and Cohen 2012). 

Concerning the final stage of the legislative process, there are three bar charts in figure 5.5 differ-

entiating between unified, split, and divided government. If the president’s party controls both 

chambers of Congress, the data looks - more or less - similar to earlier stages, namely that an 

overwhelming majority of bills reflects the policy preferences and only a small percentage does 

not. Yet, the graphs for split and divided government are different. During split government, the 

president gets both a considerable number of (almost) full successes (37%) but also many (almost) 

full non-success (32%). Therefore, also by looking at the bar charts, we can spot that split govern-

ment is a mix of one chamber controlled by the president’s party and the other by the opposite 

party. This is somewhat surprising because we could presume that in times of split party control 

the legislative outcomes would be hybrid bills from the viewpoint of the White House, i.e. bills 

that reflect some positive aspects from one version of the bill and some negative aspects from the 

other version. Thus, we would expect a picture that looks much more like the one we see for 

divided government. Here, the outcomes at the final stage deviate most visibly from previous ones. 

While in both the House and the Senate the success rates are skewed to the right-hand side, and 

thus towards legislative non-successes, the picture for the final passage vote looks much more like 

a normal distribution. There are much fewer full non-successes and instead bills which do not 

represent perfect outcomes for the president but are not as bad either. This indicates that many 

bills, which are unpopular from the perspective of the White House at earlier stages, move into the 

direction of the president’s policy positions over the course of the bargaining and negotiating pro-

cess (similarly, Beckmann 2010; Sinclair 2003). 
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Presidential Legislative Success and Presidential Popularity 

The idea that “popular presidents get what they want; unpopular ones don’t” (anonymous Senate 

staffer, cited in Rosenbaum 1993) has not only become proverbial on Capitol Hill but is nowadays 

deeply entrenched in the way we think about the presidency. Although it is hotly debated if public 

support affects the president’s leverage and leeway vis-à-vis members of Congress and other po-

litical actors in Washington, DC (instead of many, see Canes-Wrone 2004; Edwards 2003; 

Edwards 2009b; Rottinghaus 2010; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2011; Ponder and Moon 2005), it 

is nevertheless included as key explanatory factor in nearly all analyses on presidential success in 

the legislative arena (among others: Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; Bond and 

Fleisher 1990; Bond and Cohen 2015; Bond, Fleisher, and Wood 2003; Canes-Wrone 2001; 

Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Conley 2003; Covington, 

Wrighton, and Kinney 1995; Edwards 1989; Edwards 2009c; Lebo and O’Geen 2011; Peterson 

1990; Rudalevige 2002; Villalobos 2013; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

Figure 5.6 displays the success rates of presidents on important pieces of legislation across four 

categories of public support. Prior studies have shown that presidential approval has positive ef-

fects on legislative success if it is above 50%, i.e. if a majority of the American people approves 

the way the president handles his job (Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Peterson 1990). How-

ever, this does obviously not mean that they always get everything they want out of Congress. 

Several things are worth pointing out: For one, while presidents are indeed quite successful if their 

public approval ratings rise above 50%, still bills on which the president must accept considerable 

tradeoffs are quite common irrespective of the overall level of approval for Clinton, Bush or 

Obama. There are numerous bills which do not predominantly reflect the president’s position for 

presidents with overwhelming public support (27% or eight bills out of 30) and moderate approval 

ratings (28% or eight out of 29); yet, with a lesser degree for majority support (8% or two out of 

26). Also, levels of success do not vary much between presidents who are moderately popular 

among the public and those who enjoy the support of most people. Here, full and almost full suc-

cesses account for 38% (eleven bills out of 29) with moderate levels of public approval, and 

36% (eleven out of 30) for overwhelming support; again, presidents with majority support are 

more successful with 50% (thirteen out of 26 bills) being (almost) full successes. 

Furthermore, it strikes the eye that there is not a single bill that counts as a full success for the 

president - i.e. that it encompasses virtually all policy preferences of the president - once public 

support of the American drops below 40% (see figure 5.6). There are only three out of fifteen bills 

(20%) that count as almost full successes whereas the share of bills that do not predominantly 
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reflect the policy preferences of the White House lies at 53% (eight out of 15 bills). Thus, all in 

all, we might want to qualify the initial statement about popular and unpopular presidents: unpop-

ular presidents undeniably have a tough time to get their policy positions enacted into laws while 

popular ones do better; still popularity does not protect them from bills that they do not like. 

Figure 5.6: Presidential Legislative Success and Public Approval for William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, 

and Barack H. Obama (1993-2013) 

 

Based on own data compiled via content analyses of legislative histories of important bills passed between 

1993 and 2013, and data on presidential approval ratings from Gallup 2016. 
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endorsing bills, formulating policy proposals, lobbying members of Congress before a vote, en-

gaging in negotiations about bills, or issuing veto threats (e.g., Barrett 2005a; Barrett and 

Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2008; Beckmann 2010; Cameron 2000; Edwards and Barrett 

2000; Sinclair 2003; Sinclair 2006), and (ii.) indirect approaches such as presidents publicly argu-
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2006; Rottinghaus 2010). 
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Figure 5.7: Legislative Success and White House Activism for the Presidencies of William J. Clinton, 

George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama (1993-2013) 

 

Table 5.3: Legislative Tools and Presidential Success for the Clinton, Bush, and Obama White House 

(1993-2013) 
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Until now, existing scholarship has narrowly focused on the effects of one or two instruments on 

presidential success in the legislative arena but have never taken a comprehensive look at the com-

plete toolkit of legislative strategies of the White House in a single study. Concentrating, first, on 

direct legislative strategies by the White House, figure 5.7 and table 5.3 presents data on the usage 

of these different tools and how they are related to presidential legislative success rates. We can 

see that presidents constantly take an active part in the process of lawmaking, but that patterns of 

White House activism vary greatly not only across instruments but also across degrees of success. 

 First, with respect to bill endorsements we can observe that (almost) full successes are more 

frequently endorsed by the White House while the ratio steadily declines with the amount of 

tradeoffs included in a bill. 25 out of 43 bills (58%) that receive an endorsement fall into the 

top two categories of legislative success whereas non-successes represent only a small per-

centage of endorsed bills. For instance, only six endorsed bills (14%) do not predominantly 

reflect the president’s policies. These patterns are somewhat expectable since a president’s 

inclination to sign off on bills should increase the more a bill resembles his preferences and 

positions, and decrease the more the final bill encompasses considerable compromises. 

 Second, when it comes to delivering own legislative proposals - either in form of a detailed 

policy outline or a fully outgrown legislative - with 42 out of 61 bills (71%) more than two-

thirds predominantly track the president’s policy positions whereas a considerable ratio of 

bills with 29% falls below what we can call successful pieces of legislation. Somewhat sur-

prisingly, only few legislative proposals end up as full successes while most bills fall into the 

middle categories: fifteen out of 61 are compromise-plus bills (25%), eleven bills are suc-

cesses with concessions (18%), and yet another eight can be considered equal compromises 

(13%). 

 Third, active lobbying of legislators when a vote is scheduled is the least frequently applied 

strategy by the White House although one quarter of all bills under consideration experienced 

some form of direct lobbying immediately prior to a vote. Bills that are most strongly linked 

to lobbying efforts by the administration are compromise-plus bills (ten out of 25), i.e. bills 

that tilt in the direction of the president but also include a lot of substantial concessions. Be-

yond that, only a small portion of bills are directly lobbied by administrations. Interestingly 

though, it is either full successes or full non-successes that received most attention. 

 Fourth, administrations are directly engaged in negotiations with members of Congress in 

61% of all important bills which makes it together with issuing legislative proposals the most 

regular legislative activity of the White House. If we focus on the top tier of the legislative 
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success scale it becomes apparent that (almost) full successes are seldom subject to intensive 

White House negotiations whereas only five full successes and six almost full successes ex-

perienced some form of proceedings. Thus, again, it is eye-catching that the overwhelming 

majority of bills associated with the White House talking, consulting, and bargaining with 

legislators on Capitol Hill are bills in the middle-categories which means neither full successes 

nor full non-successes. Among those 61 bills on which interbranch negotiations took place, 

sixteen fall into the category of compromise-plus bills (26%) and another 14 bills into success 

with concessions (23%) while, at the same time, it is rare that administrations are not actively 

involved in these kinds of bills. 

 Fifth, and lastly, regarding veto threats by an administration there is a general trend that the 

less successful a president is on the substance of a legislation the higher is the propensity that 

a veto threat is issued. For instance, only three bills out of the 34 subject to a threat are full 

successes whereas the share of threats immediately increases as soon as includes concessions 

by the president. Again, this is not surprising since bills that include only some few items 

favored by the president should be more veto-prone than bills that mirror most of what he 

wants (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Cameron 2000). However, veto threats are also com-

mon for bills that look rather positive from the vantage point of the White House. Here, two 

reasons are conceivable: Either presidents issue veto threats to protect the content of a bill 

from being watered-down, or the veto threat at an early stage of the lawmaking process moved 

the bill towards a more acceptable position over the course of the bargaining process (Cam-

eron 2000, 178–202; Deen and Arnold 2002b; Deen and Arnold 2002a; see also Sinclair 2003, 

52ff). 

Directly engaging with members of Congress by delving into the toolkit of legislative instruments 

of the White House is just one avenue for the president trying to actively sway their prospects of 

success in the legislative arena. Yet another strategy at the White House disposal is to go public, 

i.e. mobilizing public support on behalf of the presidents’ policy positions and signaling their pri-

orities to legislators. Figure 5.8 gives an overview about the distribution of presidential legislative 

success differentiated whether the president goes extensively public on a given bill or not. 



 127 

Figure 5.8: Legislative Success and Going Public Activity for the Presidencies of William J. Clinton, 

George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama (1993-2013) 

 
Based on own data compiled via content analyses of legislative histories of important bills passed between 

1993 and 2013, and data from the Public Papers of the President regarding public statements. 
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basis also predominantly reflect the preferences of the administration, the ratio is eleven points 

lower with 68% (39 out of 56 bills) if they only sporadically go public. Yet, we can see that there 

are some noticeable differences between the success and non-success rates. If we concentrate only 

on (almost) full successes, their share is higher among bills on which the president does not exten-

sively go public with 43% than the other way around (32%). Thus, the graph nicely demonstrates 

that successes in the category of extensive going public activities are largely driven by compro-

mise-plus bills, i.e. those bills on which the administration had to accept a lot of substantial 

tradeoffs. On the other hand, it also becomes apparent that (almost) non-success are quite rare 

events when presidents use their bully pulpit and aggressively promote a bill via going public 

(10%) while their ratio doubles if the White House stays calm on an issue. However, inference 

remains still tricky. It either might be the case that presidents are indeed able to enhance their 

success rates via publicly promoting their policy whereas bills move against their preferred direc-

tion if they stay silent. On the other hand, we can also hypothesize that presidents choose to stay 

calm more often on items for which their prospects of winning are less promising while going 

public more often if they have reasonable chances of successfully coming out of the lawmaking 

process (e.g., Barrett 2004; Canes-Wrone 2001; Canes-Wrone 2004; Rottinghaus 2009). 
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5.3 Synopsis 

The starting point of this chapter was the awareness that lawmaking in a system of separation of 

sharing and competing powers necessitates compromise between the main political actors, which 

is why the final outcomes of the process only rarely are one hundred percent satisfying. As Presi-

dent Obama pointed out “I don't expect the Republicans to give in and I get 100 percent of my 

way; and I don't expect that we're going to give 100 percent of what the Republicans want.” (cited 

in Z. A. Goldfarb 2011). 

By this measure, however, the picture of legislative success that we painted over the course of the 

last pages looks unexpectedly positive from the vantage point of the White House. Presidents re-

ceive most of what they want in terms of policy substance in an overwhelming majority of cases, 

while they are, on the other side, rarely forced to accept bills that predominantly run against their 

policy preferences. Yet, the interpretation of this picture is contingent upon from which side one 

looks upon it. On the same account, we can conclude that presidents on most occasions must live 

with a considerable amount of concessions in the legislative arena, whereas full successes are not 

exceptionally rare but occur on a minority of bills (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Barrett 

2005a; Beckmann 2010; Rudalevige 2002; Sinclair 2003; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012). 

Thus, depending on which position we take, presidents can be perceived as either quite successful 

in getting most of what they want enacted, or as having to compromise on a majority of cases. 

However, if we agree that presidents start from a position of structural disadvantages, the glass is 

rather half full, than half empty. Compared against the institutional limitations and constraints 

presidents face in the legislative arena - as described in chapter 2 - the overall performance in 

achieving policy successes is indeed convincing. This is especially true if we understand success 

not only as passing preferred outcomes but also in terms of avoiding undesirable results. 

Yet, we have also seen that not all presidents are equally successful. Among recent presidents, 

Obama’s success rate clearly stands out, and here especially his first two years in office, as one of 

the most successful years in the last 50 years - and in this comparable to Lyndon B. Johnson’s 

tenure and his Great Society program. But the Obama presidency also shows the downside since 

the ratio of success dropped dramatically during his second two years after losing the majority in 

Congress. The presidency William J. Clinton, on the other side, comes off well on these grounds 

since he managed to get his positions enacted despite an unfavorable context in his second year. 

The Bush administration, finally, stands out as one of the least successful presidencies in terms of 

policy successes, both in recent times and by historical standards. This pertains to the number of 
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bills that reflect (almost) full successes, but even more so if we look at the large number of bills 

that Bush had to sign into law despite his obvious rejection. 

Concerning substantial success differentiated along contexts and legislative instruments, several 

points are worth to repeat: 

 As expected, the descriptive patterns highlight the strong impact party control on the substan-

tial success of the White House. While this effect is visible across all stages of the legislative 

process, it is most pronounced in the House of Representatives. In the Senate, the success rate 

is more balanced due to the institutional features of the chamber that require the constant 

bargaining with the minority party. On a positive note for the presidency, we can yet observe 

that its success rate in times of divided government is never better than at the final stage of 

the legislative process. This means that although presidents must accept many concessions if 

they face an opposite Congress, they are nevertheless able to push the outcome towards a 

preferable direction over the course of its deliberation (similarly, Sinclair 2003). 

 Regarding the relation between the president’s popularity and his success we can notice a 

largely asymmetric pattern. While the White House is slightly more successful when a major-

ity of the people backs the president’s job performance, it stands out that the president’s suc-

cess rate drops if approval ratings fall below 40%. In this category, the president’s score card 

looks rather balanced since there are several bills that do not resemble much of the admin-

istration originally wanted. 

 Finally, the picture of presidential success on the substance of policy goes hand in hand with 

the insights gained in chapter 3. It becomes apparent that full and almost full successes are 

rarely linked to the White House direct involvement. In combination with the finding that 

presidents are more active if they are confronted with unfavorable context conditions, we can 

again state that presidents get involved when it is needed and not to cash in on easy successes.  
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6 A Set-Theoretic Perspective on Presidential Suc-

cess in the Legislative Arena 

When it comes to describing the political world on both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue, observers 

and practitioners alike tend to point out the complexity and conditionality of congressional-presi-

dential relations, its case- and context-sensitivity, the significance of timing and sequencing, of the 

mix between advantageous or unfavorable circumstances, and sometimes even how idiosyncrasies 

can affect the dynamics of the legislative process. For instance, let us trace some arguments in 

three classical studies on the president’s position in the legislative arena that all had a tremendous 

impact on the last generation(s) of presidency scholars. 

 Acknowledging that the bargaining between the Congress and the White House is “a game 

played catch-as-catch-can, case by case” (Neustadt 1991, 32), Richard E. Neustadt famously 

referred to the president’s prestige and popularity as “a factor operating mostly in the back-

ground as a condition” (ibid., 74) that although it might “not decide the outcome in a given 

case but can affect the likelihoods in every case.” (ibid., 76). In the eyes of Neustadt, presiden-

tial popularity has first and foremost asymmetric effects since it “may not produce a Washing-

ton response. But public disapproval heartens Washington’s resistance” (ibid., 76) and by this 

restricts the president’s leeway. 

 Towards the end of his analyses, George C. Edwards, III. states that “White House officials 

support the view that the conditions for successful presidential leadership of Congress are in-

terdependent.” He further continues by stressing that while party control of Congress and pub-

lic support “are the principal underpinnings of presidential leadership of Congress” they are 

individually not sufficient to guarantee legislative success but only if they go together whereas 

“in the absence of such fortuitous circumstances, stalemate is the most likely relationship with 

Congress.” (Edwards 1989, 217). “The interdependence”, so Edwards, “of resources extends 

beyond the need for a sizable party base in Congress and public support.” For instance, “public 

support makes the use of legislative skills more effective” (ibid., 218), while “bargaining can 

be to the advantage of a president who serves in a period of slack resources […] if the president 

can create an atmosphere conducive to compromise and does not have to bargain with the 

opposition party […].” (ibid., 220). Edwards concludes that “[..] the conditions for successful 
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presidential leadership of Congress are contingent, and the president’s strategic position un-

certain […].” If circumstances are not serendipitous, the potential for leadership is dimin-

ished.” (ibid., 220). 

 Referring to Neustadt’s seminal work, Richard Fleisher and Jon R. Bond summarize what 

they call the presidency-centered perspective on congressional-presidential relations accord-

ing to which “[w]hile the partisan and ideological composition of Congress may set broad 

limits, a skilled and popular minority president can overcome the lack of a partisan majority 

and persuade Congress to support his preferences. Similarly, an unskilled or unpopular ma-

jority president can squander the advantages of party control.” (Bond and Fleisher 1990, 222). 

And although they stress the importance of Congress-centered explanations over presidency-

centered ones, they nevertheless find significant results for the latter ones if they interact with 

each other, also depending on the context set by the former parameters (ibid., 224-229). 

While these aspects of contingency, concurrence, and interplay among conditions in determining 

the success of the president in lawmaking are frequently echoed (e.g., Jones 2005; Peterson 1990; 

Wayne 2006), too little attention has been paid in systematic research on presidential legislative 

success. From a quantitative perspective, the call for more rigorous research on the presidency was 

largely answered with the development of formal models and testable hypotheses (Bond and 

Fleisher 1990; Bowles 1999; Canes-Wrone 2009; Edwards and Wayne 1983; Edwards 1989; 

Howell 2008; Howell 2009; G. King 1993; Miller 1993; Moe 1993) which, however, follow strict 

x-centered designs whose main interest lies with identifying the net effects of single variables - all 

else being equal - whereas interaction models are still rare events (Canes-Wrone 2001; Cohen, 

Bond, and Fleisher 2013). In this sense, we can observe a mismatch between the theoretical as-

sumptions and underlying ontologies about the president’s position in the legislative arena, on the 

one hand, and the methodological approaches used to analyze it, on the other - something which 

is frequently admonished for other political science subfields (Hall 2003). Qualitative research on 

the presidency which represents a much large proportion of designs compared to other subfields 

of American politics (Howell 2008; Hult, Walcott, and Weko 1999; Pierson 2007), on the other 

hand, much closer heeds characteristics such as context, time, and interrelatedness. Yet, the vast 

bulk of these studies is mostly ideographically-driven and historically-oriented, and has missed 

major methodological innovations and stimuli that bear a lot of potentials for a more systematic 

examination of the president’s role in the legislative process. 

Therefore, what is needed are designs and methods which enable us to systematically assess the 

question of presidential legislative success from a vantage point that tracks at least some of these 
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key features of executive-legislative interactions in lawmaking. To this end, the following chapter 

introduces Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) as a novel approach to the systematic cross-

case analyses of presidential success in the legislative arena which is embedded in set-theoretic 

reasoning and offers an innovative perspective through its core analytic properties such as config-

urational thinking, equifinality, and asymmetry, or its inherent case-orientation(Goertz and Ma-

honey 2012; Mahoney and Goertz 2006; Ragin 2004; Ragin 2008b; Rihoux and Ragin 2009; 

Schneider and Wagemann 2012).  

Section 6.1 first outlines the main ideas of set-theoretic thinking and its underlying logics high-

lighting why it is particularly well-suited to address the question of presidential success in the 

lawmaking but also pointing out why QCA is not a golden bullet to all ontological premises. Sec-

tion 6.2 subsequently presents the calibration of the outcome before the next section 6.3 discusses 

the selection of the key explanatory factors and calibration of the condition sets as the main ana-

lytic building blocks of the following QCA analyses with the aim of identifying configurations of 

presidential legislative success. 

6.1 Why a Set-Theoretic Perspective Makes a Difference 

Over the last decades, we have experienced some (heated) discussions about qualitative and quan-

titative approaches in the social sciences, and their (perceived) differences (for an introduction 

into the discussions, see G. King, Keohane, and Verba 1994; Brady and Collier 2004; Brady and 

Collier 2010; Box-Steffensmeier, Brady, and Collier 2010; Goertz and Mahoney 2012). As part of 

these debates, researchers have put forth major methodological advancements in the realm of qual-

itative methods,68 not only but particularly with the aim to enhance their techniques and tools with 

an eye towards improving them to draw valid inferences - no matter if descriptive or causal - and 

causal explanations (Beach and Pedersen 2016; Bennett and Elman 2006; Bennett and Checkel 

2015; Blatter and Haverland 2012; Blatter, Haverland, and van Hulst 2016; George and Bennett 

2005; Goertz 2006b; Mahoney 2001; Mahoney 2010; Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003; 

Mahoney and Thelen 2015; Ragin 2008b; Rohlfing 2012; Schneider and Wagemann 2012). While 

these methodological discussions are a river with many currents, the introduction of set-theoretic 

                                                 

68  The term ‘qualitative methods’ is used differently by US and European methodologists. While the US scholars usually dif-

ferentiate qualitative = case-oriented approaches from interpretivist designs and tools, the European methodologist usually 

refer to the latter when the revoke the term ‘qualitative’ (Blatter, Langer, and Wagemann 2017; Koivu and Damman 2015; 

Siewert 2017). In the following, the terminology follows the US reading.  



 133 

approaches with its main proponent Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), and their broad 

dissemination across the social sciences can be called, beyond any doubts, one of the most im-

portant innovations. First introduced by Charles C. Ragin at the end of the 1980s and further de-

veloped by himself and others (Ragin 1987; Ragin 2000; Ragin 2008b; Rihoux and Ragin 2009; 

Schneider and Wagemann 2012), QCA and set-theoretic thinking has started its triumph across 

various (sub)fields of political science but also sociology, evaluation research, or business and 

management studies (Buche and Siewert 2015; Marx, Rihoux, and Ragin 2014; Rihoux et al. 2013; 

Wagemann, Buche, and Siewert 2016). 

The culmination of these discussions and developments, for the time being, can be found in the 

works by Gary Goertz and James Mahoney in which they bring forward a line of arguments ac-

cording to which there are two inherently different approaches on how we can perceive and exam-

ine the social and political world that surrounds us (Mahoney and Goertz 2006; Goertz and 

Mahoney 2012). To this end, Goertz and Mahoney identify several characteristics and dimensions 

based upon which they distinguish between a quantitative and a qualitative culture. Although their 

statements and interpretations have not gone uncontested (e.g., Adcock 2013; Ebbinghaus 2014; 

Elman 2013),69 the framework proposed by Goertz and Mahoney offers a useful heuristic to ex-

plain core aspects in how far set-theoretic approaches offer new perspectives to the study of social 

and political phenomena in general, and the analyses of presidential success in the legislative 

arena, in particular. The following paragraphs therefore discuss selected key features of set-theo-

retic thinking in general, and especially QCA via elaborating on their central underpinnings and 

core ideas including aspects such as its approach to inference, the importance of diversity- and 

case-orientation, and issues of conceptualization and measurement.70 

Set Relations and the Issue of Inference 

The logic of set theory conceives connections between two or more social phenomena in terms of 

set relations. Basically, two types of associations are possible: superset and subset relations.71 Fig-

ures 6.1 display the set relations between an explanatory factor (X) and an outcome to be explained 

                                                 

69  Especially rooting all qualitative methods in set theory seems to overshoot the mark in the light of the huge pluralism under-

neath the tent of qualitative designs and techniques. 

70  Originally, Goertz and Mahoney started out with ten characteristics differentiating quantitative and qualitative approaches 

(Mahoney and Goertz 2006) but later advanced their argument listing up to 25 features nested in five broader topics, namely 

individual cases, causality and causal models, population and data, concepts and measurement, and asymmetry, in order to 

distinguish the two cultures from each other (Goertz and Mahoney 2012). 

71  More specifically, there is only one type of set relation because every statement of a superset relationship can be reformulated 

as a subset relationship, as can be seen in figure 6.1. 
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(Y) via so-called Venn diagrams.72 Scenario I on the upper left-hand side shows a situation in 

which set X (light grey) is a perfect superset of set Y (dark grey). As we can see in the Venn 

diagram, Y is only present if X is being present as well. On the other side, this does not mean that 

whenever X is present, also Y is present as well, since the Venn diagram nicely demonstrates that 

instances exist in which the explanatory factor is there but the outcome is absent (X~Y).73 Instead, 

the statement ‘if X then also Y’ is depicted in scenario II on the upper right-hand side of figure 

6.1. Here, set X is now a subset of the outcome set Y. The statement therefore holds that whenever 

X is present Y is present as well, because there are no instances that display the explanatory factor 

(X), but not the outcome (~Y). Yet, it is possible that Y is present without X (~XY), the very same 

instance that was impossible in scenario I where X was a superset to Y. 

Figure 6.1: Venn-Diagrams Displaying Superset and Subset Relations 

Scenario I: 
Set X (light grey) is a perfect superset of set Y (dark grey) 

 

Scenario II: 
Set X (light grey) is a perfect subset of set Y (dark grey) 

 

Scenario III: 
X (light grey) is a non-perfect superset of Y (dark grey) 

 

Scenario IV: 
X (light grey) is a non-perfect subset of Y (dark grey) 

 

Own depiction adapted from Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 60 & 72, and Siewert 2017. 

                                                 

72  Venn-diagrams allow the visualization of dichotomous crisp sets. For fuzzy sets XY-plots are better suited; here, a superset 

relation between X and Y prevails in principal if values on X are higher or equal to values on Y (X ≥ Y) while a subset 

relation between X and Y holds if X ≤ Y. In an XY-plot, superset relations are depicted if all cases lie below or on the 

diagonal defined by X=Y whereas in subset relations all cases reside above or on the diagonal (Schneider and Wagemann 

2012, 66f & 76f). 

73  The tilde sign (~) is traditionally used to signal the absence or so-called complement of a set. Sometimes one can also find 

the usage of small letters or other signs (¬). 
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In set-theoretic approaches, researchers now interpret superset and subset relations in terms of 

necessary and sufficient conditions, and by these means make set relations suitable for inferential 

analyses of social and political phenomena (for QCA, see Ragin 2008b; Schneider and Wagemann 

2012; for other set-theoretic approaches, see Beach and Rohlfing 2015; Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 

16–40; Mahoney and Vanderpoel 2015; Mikkelsen 2015a; Rohlfing 2012, 23–60). In this sense, 

saying that factor X is a superset of the outcome Y can be reformulated as X is a necessary condi-

tion for Y. The statement of necessity refers to the situation that an explanatory factor must be 

present so that an outcome of interest can occur, otherwise it will not. Thus, the perfect superset 

relation nicely captures the element of necessity because Y only occurs simultaneously with X and 

never without it. A sufficient condition, on the other hand, is represented through a perfect subset 

relationship. The statement of sufficiency says that whenever an explanatory factor is there, its 

presence also implies the presence of the outcome. Put differently, whenever X then also Y. Again, 

the perfect subset relation between X and Y displays sufficiency because there is no single situa-

tion in which the presence of X is not linked to the presence of Y. 

The switch from superset and subset relations to necessary and sufficient conditions might seem 

benign at first sight. But the change of wording brings not only a change of labels but also in 

inferential status. However, one must be careful here because set relations are not per se causal, 

but can also be definitional or constitutive (Ragin 2008b, 13f). Charles C. Ragin is quite straight-

forward on this writing that “it is important to point out that the use of set-theoretic methods to 

establish explicit connections does not necessarily entail the use of the concepts or language of 

necessity and sufficiency, or any other language of causation.” (Ragin 2008b, 20). Therefore, the 

same is true for set relations as for other kinds of associations such as correlations in statistics: 

they cannot be equated with causality (Beach and Rohlfing 2015, 3; Rohlfing and Schneider 

2016, 2). Set relations, along these lines, are first and foremost „explicit connections“ comparable 

to correlations who are “tendential connections”, where both might entail causal relevance or they 

might not (Ragin 2008b, 17; Ragin and Rihoux 2004, 3). Thus, although many proponents of set-

theoretic approaches regularly invoke the notion of causal analysis as the main goal of QCA (Ragin 

2008b, 14; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 8; Rohlfing and Schneider 2016, 3), it is important to 

note that establishing causal inference or even causal explanation does not follow automatically 

from the discovery of set relations. Yet, this should not downplay the importance of set-theoretic 

analyses - as it does not downplay the importance of regression techniques based on correlations 

- since “demonstrating explicit connections is central to social science, whether or not there is 

interest in necessary or sufficient causation or any other kind of causation.” (Ragin 2008b, 20; also 
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Gerring 2012a on the importance of descriptive inference). To avoid the causal notion resonating 

with expressions such as necessity and sufficiency, Ragin and others frequently use the terms 

shared antecedent conditions equivalent to supersets highlighting that cases which display an out-

come have the same conditions in common, whereas subset relations can be understood as config-

urations which share a common outcome (Ragin and Fiss 2017).  

Another clarification pertains the admonition that set-theoretic approaches are only able to evalu-

ate deterministic connections (e.g., Goldthorpe 1997; Lieberson 1994; Lieberson 2001; Lieberson 

2004). Determinism would only allow for perfect set relations that would be destroyed by already 

one deviant case. Leaving the question aside if the world works deterministically or probabilisti-

cally, determinism poses a high standard for modelling the social world in all its complexity. 

Therefore, to make the analysis of set relations more suitable for the social sciences some degree 

of deviation needs to be tolerated. Non-perfect set relations are depicted in scenarios III and IV in 

figure 6.1. The lower left-hand side displays a non-perfect superset; the difference to a perfect 

superset relation here is that now there are some instances in which the outcome (Y) is present 

without the explanatory factor (~X). Similarly, the lower right-hand shows the situation of a non-

perfect subset relationship between X and Y because there are some situations in which the ex-

planatory factor (X) is present but not the outcome (~Y). To this end, set-theoretic approaches 

such as QCA allow for inconsistencies like these and offer numerous parameters of fit such as 

consistency, coverage or relevance which inform the interpretation how (in)consistent the connec-

tions between X and Y are (Goertz 2006a; Ragin 2006; Ragin 2008b, 44–68; Schneider and Wage-

mann 2012, 119–150 & 235ff). 

It should be clear by now that analyzing set relations takes a different perspective on connections 

between social phenomena than correlations do (Goertz and Mahoney 2013a; Grofman and 

Schneider 2009; Ragin 2008b, 13–27; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 56–90; Thiem, Baumgart-

ner, and Bol 2015). The latter are traditionally symmetric in nature; this means that they are fit to 

give answers such as ‘the higher the public support for the president, the higher his success in the 

legislative arena’. By implication, standard correlational techniques consequently imply that ‘the 

lower his support rates, the lower his prospects of being successful’. This is easiest to grasp from 

the 2x2 table presented in table 6.1. Here, it is shown that positive correlational patterns are based 

on the simultaneous evaluation of the association between the presence of X and the presence of 

Y (cell 2), and the absence of X and the absence of Y (cell 3). Vice versa, a negative correlation 

is established via the simultaneous assessment of ~X and Y (cell 1), on the one hand, and X and 

~Y (cell 4), on the other. Set relations in contrast to correlations thus apply an asymmetric or 
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triangular angle on data. As can be seen in table 6.1, to establish a superset relationship between 

explanans and an explanandum, one compares the cells that indicate the presence of Y (cell 1 and 

cell 2) whereby the cell capturing the absence of X (cell 1) should be (almost) void of cases since 

these contradict the superset relationship X and Y. The remaining cells 3 and 4 are irrelevant for 

the assessment of the superset relationship.74 Going back to the example of a potential connection 

between public support and presidential success, the difference becomes clear. From a set-theo-

retic perspective public support is a superset of presidential success - and thus might qualify as a 

necessary condition - if whenever the president is successful on a given bill he also enjoys high 

public support. Conversely, there should be no or only few instances that show presidential success 

without strong public support. Yet, bills in which the president was unsuccessful play no role in 

this assessment, and there can be either public support or not without weakening the superset re-

lation (see again scenario I and III in figure 6.1). 

The investigation of subset relations between X and Y only concentrates on those cells that capture 

the presence of X (table 6.1). Thus, cell 2 in which X and Y are simultaneously present confirm 

the subset relationship whereas instances in cell 4 are contradictory since Y is absent although X 

is present. Again, cell 3 and this time also cell 1 are irrelevant for establishing a subset relationship 

between X and Y. In the example, there is a stable subset relationship between strong public sup-

port and presidential legislative success if the presence of public support is consistently linked to 

legislative success, and if there are only a few situations in which the president enjoys high levels 

of support but is unsuccessful. If the public support rates are low, presidents can be either success-

ful or not without contradicting the existing subset relationship (scenario II and IV in figure 6.1). 

Table 6.1: 2x2 Table Highlighting the Difference between Correlations and Set Relations 

O
u
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o

m
e

 

Y 

Cell 1 

Contribute to negative correlation 

Superset relation: contradicts 

Subset relation: irrelevant 

Cell 2 

Contribute to positive correlation 

Superset relation: affirms 

Subset relation: affirms 

~Y 

Cell 3 

Contribute to positive correlation 

Superset relation: irrelevant 

Subset relation: irrelevant 

Cell 4 

Contribute to negative correlation 

Superset relation: irrelevant 

Subset relation: contradicts 

 
~X X 

Explanatory Factor 

Own depiction adapted from Ragin 2008, 21; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 59 & 71. 

                                                 

74  However, cases in cell 4 displaying X but not Y are important to assess the trivialness and relevance of superset relationships 

(Ragin 2006; Goertz 2006a; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 144ff & 233ff). 
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All in all, a set-theoretic approach offers a unique perspective on social reality which is distinctive 

from traditional correlational techniques.75 Superset and subset relations rather dissect correlations 

and hence enable to systematically investigate patterns across cases that (i.) have a common out-

come with the goal of identifying shared antecedent conditions, and (ii.) share a specific configu-

ration of conditions and examine if they also have the same outcome in common. 

Diversity- and Case-Orientation as Core Features of Set-Theoretic Approaches 

The analytic angle of observing social phenomena through the lens of set relations implicates sev-

eral ontological and epistemological characteristics which are frequently subsumed under the la-

bels of diversity-orientation76 (Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 51–74; Mahoney and Goertz 2006; Ma-

honey and Vanderpoel 2015; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 1–12 & 76–89; Ragin 2008b, 13–

28 & 109–23; Rohlfing 2012, 40–60) and case-orientation (Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 41–50; 

Ragin 2004; Rihoux and Lobe 2009). The idea of diversity-orientations includes the trias of con-

figurational thinking, equifinality, and asymmetry which is intrinsic to set-theoretic approaches. 

The discovery of connections between an outcome of interest and several conditions that are nec-

essary and/or sufficient is the central goal of set-theoretic approaches and especially QCA. How-

ever, in stark contrast to standard regression designs which typically focus on working out the 

average treatment effect that one or more independent variables have individually on a given de-

pendent variable,77 set-theoretic approaches follow a configurative research perspective. This 

means that combinations of multiple conditions instead of single factors are at the center of the 

analysis. To put it differently, set-theoretic approaches like QCA concentrate on the identification 

of packages or recipes of conditions that conjointly are linked to the outcome (Mahoney and 

Goertz 2006, 230–36; Ragin 2013, 174). 

                                                 

75  Bear Braumoeller Boolean logit approach tries to mimic central features of the described diversity-orientation, and offers 

some innovative perspectives to statistical analysis (Braumoeller 2003). 

76  Here, the older expression of diversity-orientation is preferred to the term causal complexity which is also frequently used as 

label for the following features of set-theoretic approaches. However, the latter term is misleading regarding several aspects: 

first, the word causal already implicates too much since as described there is nothing inherently causal about set relations. 

Second, all social methods would sign the claim that they analyze causal complexity or complex realities. Thus, the com-

plexity here is just one type of complexity, while highly complex methods such as structural equation models or other fancy 

regression techniques also focus on causal complexity but in a different form. 

77  Interaction terms in regressions do not capture the same aspect as conjunctural terms in QCA: one difference is that interac-

tion terms are based on multiplication and addition stemming from linear algebra while conjunctions are modeled via Boolean 

algebra minimum and maximum operators (Goertz and Mahoney 2013a; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 83ff; Thiem, 

Baumgartner, and Bol 2015, 16ff). 
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The notion of equifinality is yet another key characteristic of the diversity-orientation in set-theo-

retic approaches besides the focus on configurative packages of conditions. Equifinality refers to 

the fact that there frequently is not just one combination of conditions that is consistently linked 

to an outcome but rather multiple packages referring to different (but also partially overlapping) 

sets of cases. Equifinality is omnipresent in social science research, yet a set-theoretic perspective 

makes it more visible and treats it as a centerpiece of its social science endeavor. Regression-based 

techniques, on the other hand, also experience infinite equifinality but only look for one model 

that captures the underlying data in the best way (Mahoney and Goertz 2006, 236f; Schneider and 

Wagemann 2012, 78ff). 

Asymmetry finally plays an important role in set-theoretical thinking and has several implica-

tions.78 Most importantly, asymmetry in the context of QCA and other set-theoretic approaches 

means that we cannot derive any conclusions from the analysis of the presence of a social phe-

nomenon for its examination of its absence. This becomes clearer if we look back at scenario II in 

figure 6.1.; here, saying that X is in a perfect subset-relationship to Y does not allow us to draw 

any inference about the absence of Y other than X can be present or not - which is however a 

meaningless exercise. Instead, different analyses must be conducted if one is interested in the out-

come as well as the non-outcome (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 81ff).79 

How do these three aspects of diversity-orientation in set-theoretic thinking now augment our un-

derstanding of president’s success in the legislative arena? The introductory taken from seminal 

studies on the presidency pointed out that conditions of legislative success are usually perceived 

as having interdependent or contingent effects. One prominent aspect brought forward by Edwards 

was that unified government might not alone guarantee presidential success but it might need the 

conjoint presence of high public support to deter potential wavering legislators from defecting the 

White House. Now, we see that this equals a configurative statement that is best modelled in set-

theoretic terms. As such, it can be formalized as A*B → Y where A and B form a conjunction of 

                                                 

78  There are at least two more meanings of asymmetry in QCA and set-theoretic thinking, in general. First, asymmetry also 

refers to the fact that the same condition can contribute to the same outcome both in its presence and in its absence, depending 

on the configurative context. Therefore, effects are not understood as linear. Second, the idea of asymmetric concepts plays 

an important role in set-theoretic thinking. 

79  If we think this argument through, the notion of asymmetry implies that we might even need different explanatory factors - 

thus, maybe complete different analyses - to explain an outcome or its non-outcome. This, however, is rarely done in set-

theoretic applications. 
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conditions comprising the presence of unified government AND high public support which is con-

sistently linked to presidential legislative success (Y).80 

Similarly, Bond and Fleisher hinted at another argument that in the absence of unified government 

the president might still be able to push a piece of legislation into his perspective if his actions are 

supported by a majority of the American people. By doing so, they referred to a second, equifinal 

package of conditions that might be linked to presidential success. Again, formalizing this state-

ment we can now say A*B + ~A*B*C → Y, which reads that either the combination of unified 

government AND public support OR the absence of unified government in combination with pub-

lic support AND presidential involvement imply legislative success.81 Lastly, the issue of asym-

metry means that we cannot just turn around these arguments to derive insights about legislative 

non-success other than, for instance, if unified government AND public support is absence the 

president might be successful or not - a statement which does not bring us much forward (see again 

figure 6.1). Thus, as was indicated in the statement by Richard Neustadt at the beginning of this 

chapter, the effects of certain explanatory factors might be asymmetric in the sense that it does not 

contribute positively to the success of the president but only negatively in its absence. All in all, it 

becomes clear that set-theoretic reasoning is closely in line with the way we think about the pres-

ident in the legislative arena, and hence leads to a better alignment between theories and method-

ology (Goertz and Mahoney 2012; Hall 2003; Mahoney 2010; Schneider and Wagemann 2013a). 

Another key argument brought forward by proponents of QCA as a set-theoretic approach is that 

it facilitates the combination and complementarity of drawing cross-case inferences and making 

sense of cases at the same time. Most case-oriented scholars agree that set-theoretic approaches 

share the common goal to treat cases as cases with capital letters and thus are interested in explain-

ing specific outcomes. This also differentiates these research designs from variable-oriented tech-

niques for which cases are often mere sides to collect observations and to derive cross-case tenden-

cies. However, the understanding of case-orientation varies across set-theoretic approaches, and 

even within the field of QCA the topic is far from uniformly discussed (Beach and Rohlfing 2015; 

                                                 

80  QCA and other set-theoretic approaches are based on Boolean algebra. It is standard by now to use capital letters to indicate 

the presence of a set and ~ or ¬ for its absence. The multiplication sign * stands for the logical AND-combination (NB is 

oftenly left out) and the addition sign + stands for the logical OR-combination.  

81  Here, A, B, and C are so-called INUS conditions where acronym INUS stands for „an insufficient but necessary part of a 

condition which is itself unnecessary but sufficient for the result“ (Mackie 1965, 245). Similarly so-called SUIN conditions 

exist which means „a sufficient but unnecessary part of a factor that is insufficient but necessary for an outcome“ (Mahoney, 

Kimball, and Koivu 2009, 126). 
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Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 41–50; Ragin 2004; Rihoux and Lobe 2009; Thelen and Mahoney 

2015). 

To answer the question what case-orientation means in the context of QCA, it is easier to start 

with what it does not mean. The focus on systematic cross-case analyses thus comes at the price 

of relaxing the holistic nature that is usually ascribed to case-oriented research (Bennett and Elman 

2006; Blatter and Haverland 2012; George and Bennett 2005; Thelen and Mahoney 2015). QCA 

therefore does not offer a thick description of cases as it is possible in single-case studies but rather 

decomposes cases into analytic building blocks called conditions which are subsequently analyzed 

in their respective interplay.82 Furthermore, QCA is rather ill-suited to uncover temporal processes, 

to detect patterns within packages of conditions, or to reveal the effective forces of causal mecha-

nisms - all problems which are better addressed applying other case-oriented approaches (among 

others, see Baumgartner 2009; Baumgartner 2013; Beach and Pedersen 2016; Bennett and Checkel 

2015; Blatter and Haverland 2012; Falleti and Lynch 2009; Falleti and Mahoney 2015; Grzymala-

Busse 2011; Mahoney, Kimball, and Koivu 2009; Mikkelsen 2015a; Rohlfing 2012). However, 

there are multiple recommendations and instructions on how to combine QCA and follow-up case 

studies in a set-theoretic multimethod design to complement and enhance the strength of inference 

at the cross-case level with additional leverage gained at the within-case level (Beach and Rohlfing 

2015; Goertz 2017; Rohlfing and Schneider 2013; Rohlfing and Schneider 2016; Schneider and 

Rohlfing 2013; Schneider and Rohlfing 2014; Schneider and Rohlfing 2016). 

So, where does the case-orientation come in? For one, QCA can be described as a Y-centered 

approach which means that instead of concentrating on the effects of one or multiple factors on an 

outcome of interest (effects-of-causes or X-centered), the focus is the other way round asking what 

configuration of factors are reasonably linked to the outcome (causes-of-effects) (Bennett and 

Elman 2006, 456ff; Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 41–50; Mahoney and Goertz 2006, 230ff; Ragin 

2004, 128f; Rihoux 2013; Rohlfing 2012, 44ff).83 The difference of perspective might seem su-

perficial at first glance, but the change of viewpoint becomes clearer when comparing two ques-

tions related to presidential success in the legislative arena either asking ‘what configuration of 

conditions describes the President Obama’s success on his health care reform’ or ‘what was the 

effect of unified government on Obama’s success rate in Congress during his first years in office’. 

                                                 

82  As one world-leading and independent scholar of QCA based in Frankfurt does not get tired to highlight, the etymological 

origin of the word ‘analysis’ is Greek and means ‘disintegration’. 

83  Linked to the Y-centration, researchers usually tend to start from cases with positive outcomes and construct their population 

of cases from there (Mahoney and Goertz 2004; Mikkelsen 2015b; Ragin 2004, 130ff). 
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Thus, the case-orientation in QCA resides in its interest in gathering information and making in-

ference about specific cases instead of average net-effects across cases. 

Another aspect of case-orientation of QCA which follows from its Y-centration is that it can un-

cover different types of cases and how they fit into the overall set-relational picture. In this sense, 

it is not only interested in finding out patterns that are related to a certain outcome but also reveal-

ing cases that are inconsistent with explicit connections found on the cross-case level - i.e., cases 

which we would expect to show a certain outcome based on the cross-case findings but do not -, 

and furthermore cases which are not explained - i.e., cases that show the outcome of interest but 

are not covered by any result from the cross-case analysis (Mahoney and Goertz 2006, 242ff; 

Ragin 2004, 135ff). Again, this feature of QCA offers a distinctive perspective for the analysis of 

presidential success in the legislative arena: (i.) it clusters cases that show the same packages of 

conditions and are linked to presidential success, (ii.) identifies deviant cases showing common 

conditions but not presidential success and thus may point towards important confounding condi-

tions, and (iii.) exposes cases of presidential success which cannot be explained based on the ex-

planatory factors included in the analysis. 

Lastly, intimacy with the cases under consideration is a vital element which informs nearly every 

stage of an analysis with QCA - whereby the diminished feasibility of acquiring in-depth case 

knowledge if confronted with larger datasets should not absolve from it (Cooper and Glaesser 

2016; Fiss, Sharapov, and Cronqvist 2013; Greckhamer, Misangyi, and Fiss 2013). For instance, 

an intimate familiarity with the cases can help to construct meaningful concepts and guide the 

calibration of sets. This is, of course, more doable with a smaller number of cases. Yet, even when 

faced with many cases an iterative process of concept formation and set membership allocation is 

advisable, e.g., via relational scoring of cases based on similar types of cases (Ragin 2013, 172). 

Furthermore, knowledge of and sensitivity to cases should play an important role when exploring 

and interpreting the truth table, evaluating and deciding upon the parameters of fit, and finally 

when inferring from the results back to the cases after the technical minimization process (Rihoux 

and Lobe 2009). 

Sets as Analytic Building Blocks 

One last key feature of set-theoretic approaches which stands out - but is also frequently over-

looked or misinterpreted - is their reliance on sets in contrast to variables (Ragin 2008a; Ragin 

2008b, 71–108; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 23–41). Sets constitute the core analytic building 

blocks of QCA and other set-theoretic approaches, and can be defined as “zones of inclusion and 
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exclusion” allowing to assess cases “according to their fit within the boundaries of a set” (Mahoney 

cited in Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 24; see also Verkuilen 2005). In other words, sets take 

Giovanni Sartori’s idea of concepts as “data containers” (Sartori 1970, 1039) literally in the sense 

that cases can be fully in the set, fully out of a set, or partially in-between. There are mainly two 

types of sets, namely crisp sets and fuzzy sets.84 While the former captures the fit of cases to an 

underlying concept in a dichotomous way as either fully in the set or fully out, the latter adds 

gradations of belongingness which makes it possible to ascribe cases partial membership scores in 

any given set. 

Thus, sets differ from variables in many important ways. First, sets should be calibrated in a way 

that reflect the underlying meaning of the concepts they stand for. The process of calibration there-

fore has to be understood as the meaningful interpretation of data in the light of conceptual alias 

theoretical knowledge, case intimacy, and empirical information at hand (Schneider and 

Wagemann 2012, 32). The assigned set membership values, in the end, are nothing more than the 

numerical transformation of the concepts, and thus merely indicate the linkage between an empir-

ical case and a theoretical concept. Consequently, set membership values need to be read against 

the backdrop of the underlying concept which is why the process of calibration inherently involves 

a profound qualitative element, no matter if the sets are based on qualitative information or quan-

titative indicators (Ragin 2008b, 71–84; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 24ff).85 

Second, fuzzy sets - as just highlighted - simultaneously capture differences in kind (like nominal 

scales) and differences in degree (like ordinal scales). However, although fuzzy sets contain both 

qualitative and quantitative information, it is key to note that the former trumps the latter. Compa-

rable to the idea of phase shifts in the natural sciences, a set value of 0.5 demarcates a sensible line 

where a social science concept changes its state of matter from being more in line with the theo-

retical concept to being less in line, and vice versa (Ragin 2008b, 72f; Schneider and Wagemann 

2013c; in contrast to Goertz and Mahoney 2013b). This means that sets essentially create two 

classes of objects, i.e. those being (more) in the set and those being (more) out of the set, with or 

                                                 

84  There are two more variants: multi-value QCA enables to process multinominal data. However, multi-value sets do not fit 

squarely with the logic of set-theoretic thinking, and are thus rarely applied since it has several additional problems during 

the analytic process (Cronquist and Berg-Schlosser 2009; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 255–62; Thiem 2013; Vink and 

Vliet 2009; Vink and Vliet 2013). Another variant is generalized-set QCA which, however, is never cited or used beyond the 

realm of the studies by its inventor (Thiem 2014a). 

85  Unfortunately, the conceptual character is often lost when applying a direct calibration strategy. Instead of looking for theo-

retical or conceptual boundaries, many studies only use empirical information like the mean or spread of their data in order 

to mechanically derive at thresholds for their fuzzy set memberships (for a critical discussion of these practices in QCA 

publications, see Buche and Siewert 2015; Wagemann, Buche, and Siewert 2016). 
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without levels of degree within these two categories. On this account, the position of the crossover 

point is crucial since it delineates the transition of a case’s membership or non-membership in a 

set. Ragin aptly labels the 0.5 threshold “point of maximum ambiguity” (Ragin 2008b, 30) be-

cause, conceptually speaking, we do not know if a case is (more) in or (more) out of a set.86 

Related to their classificatory nature, sets differ from variables in a third way. While researchers 

using ordinal or metric variables are usually interested in the full range of their indicators, sets 

differentiate between relevant and irrelevant variation (Ragin 2008b, 33 & 83f). Information below 

or above a certain point are thus truncated since it is meaningless to concern the question of con-

ceptual fit between a case and an underlying concept. For instance, we would call a person ‘very 

tall’ no matter if she is 1.95 meters or 2.10 meters - so the additional variation is not informative 

or even irrelevant for our concept of a tall person. The same principle not only applies to the set 

values for the full membership or full non-membership but also to the differences in degree if less 

fine-grained set membership levels are used to group similar cases into classes. 

Interim Summary: What Set-Theory Brings New to the Table 

The previous paragraphs gave a profound overview about the distinct analytic vantage point that 

set-theoretic approaches such as QCA offer for the analyses of social and political phenomena in 

general, and especially for the investigation of the success of presidents in the legislative arena. 

The added value of this research angle can be summarized along four key points: 

 Set relations look at explicit connections between social and political conditions that are not 

based on correlations. Set relations instead enable to detect patterns of superset and subset 

relationships which then can be interpreted in terms of necessity and/or sufficiency. 

 Set relations focus on diversity in the sense that set relations identify combinations of condi-

tions or configurative packages, reveal patterns of equifinality - i.e. multiple alternative, 

equally reasonable linkages between explanans and explanandum -, and lastly highlight sev-

eral aspects of asymmetry in these relationships. 

 Set-theoretic approaches are closely linked with a case-oriented tradition in the social science 

which is less interested in uncovering tendencies across many cases but more in making sense 

of the outcome of specific cases. Regarding QCA, this case-orientation finds its expression in 

                                                 

86  The 0.5 cross-over point hence constitutes the point of indifference because it is neither in nor out of the set but defines 

precisely the border of the set. Assigning this exact set value of 0.5 should be avoided for two reasons: first, from a conceptual 

perspective it allows no statement about what the case is because it is not in the set nor out of the set. It is, indeed, maximally 

ambiguous. Second, it creates technical problems throughout the further analyses in a QCA since cases coded as 0.5 cannot 

be assigned uniquely to a specific truth table rows (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 28). 
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the Y-centration and its strong focus on cases that fit the detecting patterns but also those cases 

that are deviant or not covered by cross-case findings. Additionally, case-knowledge and in-

timacy informs all steps of an analysis with QCA. 

 Sets as key analytic building blocks of set-theoretic approaches establish a strong link between 

theoretical concepts and empirical analysis. 

All in all, set relations provide a fresh analytic perspective on the investigation of presidential 

legislative success based on an original dataset which is strongly in line with the way we think 

about presidents in the legislative arena. Before chapter 7 presents the QCA analyses, the next 

subsections provide a description of the set calibration strategies for the outcome and the key ex-

planatory factors. 

6.2 Calibrating Presidential Legislative Success as Outcome Set 

The outcome of interest is the degree of presidential success on the substance of important pieces 

of legislation for the presidencies of William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama 

(1993-2013). The discussion in chapter 4 has shown that presidential success in the legislative 

arena based on the substance of legislation is a concept which is not easy to grasp. Its conceptual 

fuzziness stems, first and foremost, from the fact that presidential legislative success as understood 

here shares the faith of many other social phenomena which are not directly observable, and es-

sentially contested (Gallie 1956). What counts as presidential success and what does not is difficult 

to assess because there is no objective standards or benchmarks available that would enable us to 

measure it unequivocally. Thus, the theoretical idea of what constitutes a presidential success in 

the legislative arena is inherently fuzzy once we decide to concentrate on the substance of legisla-

tion as the basis of our assessment. The question whether a given bill counts as a success for the 

president or not is hence always somewhat disputable, up to a certain degree. Another direct con-

sequence of its conceptual vagueness is that it is hard to define clear-cut thresholds of different 

degrees of legislative success and to rank cases accordingly (Goertz and Mahoney 2012, 139–60; 

Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 27ff; Verkuilen 2005, 462f). For instance, how many concessions 

make a given bill less than a full success for the president, when does a bill resemble an equal 

compromise between aspects the president likes and dislikes, and when does a bill become even 

less than that? In other words, the conceptual boundaries delineating different levels of presidential 

legislative success are blurry and not easy to pin down precisely. 
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The idea of fuzzy sets - at least partly - addresses this ambiguity of social science concepts via 

formalizing their fuzziness. As pointed out, with fuzzy sets cases can either show (i.) a perfect fit, 

(ii.) a perfect non-fit, or (iii.) anything in-between with the theoretical concept of interest. Under-

standing presidential legislative success in terms of fuzzy sets therefore requires asking to what 

degree does a given bill match the underlying concept of success? Once enough information is 

collected to answer this question, set membership values can be assigned which then indicates the 

congruence of the theoretical idea of success with the empirical case at hand. As now becomes 

clear, the presidential legislative success scale presented in subsection 4.2 already includes a set-

theoretic notion of success which makes it easier to calibrate a set for the concept of presidential 

legislative success. Table 6.2 displays the two sets of presidential legislative success which are 

constructed to be used as outcomes in further analyses.  

Table 6.2: Calibration for the Sets High and Very High Levels of Legislative Success for the President 

Conceptual Meaning 

High Legislative Success 

of the President 

Very High Legislative 

Success of the President 

Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Full Success 

The bill includes (almost) everything the president has originally 

sought for without significant concessions. 

1.0 

fully in the set 

1.0 

fully in the set 

Almost Full Success 

The bill incorporates virtually all important policies the president 

advocated; yet, it includes some few concessions which are non-

cosmetic in nature. 

0.875 

almost fully in the set 

0.8 

mostly in the set 

Success with Concessions 

The bill predominantly mirrors the policy of the president; yet con-

siderable tradeoffs had to be accepted but without alienating the 

general outlook of the bill. 

0.75 

mostly in the set 

0.6 

more in than out of the 

set 

Compromise Plus 

The bill is close to being a compromise; however, it tilts more to 

the positive side on behalf of the White House’s positions. 

0.625 

more in than out of the set 

0.4 

more out than in of the 

set 

Equal Compromise 

The bill reflects an equal compromise between positions the pres-

ident likes and positions he dislikes or are omitted from the statute. 

0.25 

mostly out of the set 

0.2 

mostly out of the set 

Compromise Minus 

Regarding the positions of the White House this type of bills tilts 

rather to the negative side but still cannot be considered a full non-

success. 

0.125 

almost fully out of the set 
0.0 

fully out of the set 
Full Non-Success 

The bill includes only a minority of the policy positions favored by 

the president or key aspects are opposed by the White House. 

0.0 

fully out of the set 

Own depiction based on the set framework provided by Ragin 2008, 31 & 88; Schneider and Wagemann 

2012, 29. The coding is based on the content analyses of each bill’s legislative histories. 
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The first set of high levels of legislative success is defined through the 0.5 cut-off point demarcat-

ing success from non-successes if a bill predominantly reflects the president’s policy preferences, 

i.e. it must be better than an equal compromise for the White House. The full membership value 

of 1.0 in the set of high levels of success is assigned to bills that include virtually all policy posi-

tions of the White House and show almost no concessions, or other policy features the president 

dislikes. Bills, on the other side, that either only reflect a minority of the policies advocated by the 

White House, or are opposed by the administration since they include issues the president does 

not like, are treated as full non-members in the set of high legislative success and receive a set 

value of 0.0. 

Between these three main anchor points which demarcate the sets most important hedges and con-

ceptual boundaries, gradations of partial (non-)success are assigned: equal compromise bills be-

tween positions the president likes and dislikes are labeled mostly out of the set of presidential 

legislative success and receive a set membership of 0.25. Here the point of reference is the guiding 

principle formulated above that to count as a success a bill should mostly comprise policy issues 

that are favored by the administration. A compromise, per definition, is thus not a success; yet, it 

is also not a full non-success and surely not a failure since a compromise bill still includes a con-

siderable number of things the president approves. Compromise minus bills which range between 

non-successes and equal compromises are consequently almost fully out of the set with a set value 

of 0.125. On the other side of the cross-over point, compromise plus bills which do slightly better 

than equal compromises are more in than out of the set with a membership score of 0.625 while 

bills that were coded as success with concessions receive a set value of 0.75. Again, conceptually 

speaking these bills mirror most of the policy positions of the White House but also include some 

clearly identifiable tradeoffs and concessions which, however, do not alter the central elements of 

the bill with respect to the president’s preferences. Lastly, almost full successes come close to 

being fully in the set of high levels of presidential legislative success with a set membership score 

of 0.875. 

The second calibration creates the set of very high level of legislative success which is based on a 

stricter benchmark towards the evaluation of legislative success. Here, for being a considered as a 

success from the vantage point of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, a bill can only include some sub-

stantive concessions and hence needs to rank better than a compromise plus bill to qualify as at 

least a partial success. Therefore, it is not enough that a bill predominantly resembles the presi-

dent’s policy priorities but it must be a decisive majority of provisions. While a full membership 

score of 1.0 is still assigned to bills that incorporate virtually everything the president wants, a full 
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non-membership of 0.0 is now ascribed to cases which score less than equal compromises from 

the administration’s perspective. All other gradations of legislative success receive partial mem-

berships as either partially in or partially out of the set of very high levels of legislative success. 

6.3 Calibration of the Conditions for Presidential Legislative Success 

To analyze which conditions enhance or restrict the prospects of success of the president in the 

legislative arena, it is neither feasible nor desirable to throw all factors which are theoretically 

reasonable and empirically possible into one single analysis. Too many explanatory factors easily 

let the model grow too complex and including an exhaustive list of variables can render results 

easily useless – no matter what approach is chosen (Achen 2005; Amenta and Poulsen 1994, 25ff; 

Schneider and Wagemann 2010, 6f). Yet, the selection of conditions for a QCA analyses is espe-

cially important. On the one hand, contrary to regression models there is no possibility to include 

control variables which is why one would like to consider as many conditions as possible. On the 

other hand, the inclusion of too many conditions easily exaggerates issues of limited diversity, i.e. 

that combinations of conditions experience no empirical reference case.87 Therefore, the number 

of and diversity among cases is interrelated with the numbers of conditions which is why one is 

best advised to incorporate only a moderate number of explanatory factors into the analysis, and 

to opt for parsimonious explanatory frameworks (Berg-Schlosser and De Meur 2009, 28; 

Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 276f).88 The choice of the conditions is hence guided by three 

selection principles (Amenta and Poulsen 1994; Berg-Schlosser and De Meur 2009, 25ff): 

 First, theoretical importance. As was highlighted in the introductory chapter on the state of 

presidency scholarship (see again section 1.3), and in the theoretical framework in chapter 2, 

two main theoretical lenses explaining the president’s position in the legislative arena exist: 

congress-centered and presidency-centered factors. The following analyses therefore includes 

both analytic perspectives, and selects the most important explanatory factors linked to these 

analytic vantage points. 

                                                 

87  On a technical note: The truth table as central analytical tool for the analysis of sufficiency displays all combinations of 

conditions which are logically possible. Thus, each additional condition doubles the number of truth table rows – aka all 

conceivable configurations of conditions. Consequently, this might lead to problems in the sense that many configurations 

are not observable in the empirical data. This is referred to as limited diversity which is a common pitfall in all social science 

methods (e.g., G. King and Zeng 2007) but clearly visibly in QCA. 

88  With a relatively large number of units of analysis, limited diversity might be of a minor problem. However, the quantity 

matters less than the empirical distribution of cases across the configurations. Although some benchmarks have presented 

they get easily inflated by enlarging the number of cases and thus do not make much sense (e.g., Marx and Dusa 2011). 
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 Second, empirical importance. Prior studies have shown that these factors are coherently 

linked or hotly debated with respect to presidential success in the legislative arena in general, 

and especially on the substance of legislation. Thus, they can be considered as the most rele-

vant ones with an eye towards existing scholarship, and include the major usual suspects when 

it comes to explaining legislative success of the president. 

 Third, configurative importance. The four conditions derive their theoretical and empirical 

importance not only individually and independently from each other but we can rather assume 

that they are linked in a combinatorial manner. This means that we assume that if one condi-

tion contributes to presidential success or not is crucially depended on presence or absence of 

other factors forming the configurational context which is the specific research angle of QCA. 

Based on these three selection criteria, four key conditions are identified, namely (i.) the partisan 

composition of Congress, (ii.) public support for the president, (iii.) direct legislative engagement 

of the White House in the legislative process, and (iv.) the going public activity by the president.89 

Taken together, the following paragraphs present the set calibration of presidential legislative suc-

cess and the selected conditions. Principally, set can be created from all kinds of qualitative and 

quantitative data which is why the study uses both quantitative indicators and qualitative infor-

mation collected on the legislative process. While qualitative data are best assessed from a set-

theoretic perspective from the beginning, quantitative indicators must be transformed into sets 

(Ragin 2008b, 85–105; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 35ff). To this end, the three main quali-

tative anchor points need to be defined - namely the threshold for the full membership (1.0), the 

full non-membership (0.0), and the 0.5 crossover point - in order to subsequently calibrate indica-

tors with at least ordinal scale into sets with the help of the software packages QCA/QCAGUI 

(Dusa 2016).90 

                                                 

89  A fifth major factor that is frequently used in the analysis of presidential success in the legislative arena is the aspect of party 

polarization. Studies focusing on a longer timespan demonstrate that party polarization and thus the ideological distance 

between the branches has a decisive effect on the position of the president in legislative arena (instead of many, Bond, 

Fleisher, and Cohen 2012; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Fleisher and Bond 2000a; Sinclair 2013; Theriault 2008). For 

the current analyses, polarization is a scope condition which guided the case selection since all three presidencies - Clinton, 

Bush and Obama - are considered to belong to an era of heightened partisanship (although, there seems to be both a quanti-

tative and qualitative difference between the three presidencies with the partisan warfare getting ever more extreme). More-

over, traditional indicators such as the ideological distance between pivotal actors in Congress and the president (measured 

via DW-nominate scores (VoteView 2017)) are almost perfectly correlated with party control. 

90  The following direct calibration is based on the logarithmic function to transform the raw indicator into fuzzy-set values. 

Similar functions are implemented in the fsQCA software (Ragin and Davey 2014) and other R packages such as QCApro 

(Thiem 2016). Basically, the transformation function should be linked back to theoretical consideration about the right choice; 

yet, the calibration results differ only marginally when different functions are chosen, and should not influence the further 

analyses (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 38ff). 
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Condition: Strong Party Control of Congress 

From a theoretical and empirical perspective, unified government - i.e., the situation in which the 

majority on Capitol Hill and the occupant of the White House come from the same party - is the 

single most important explanatory factor influencing the prospects of presidential success in the 

legislative arena (seminally, Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 1996; Edwards 

1989; Edwards 2000a; Sinclair 2006; Wayne 1978; see also section 2.1). Especially in today’s era 

of high polarization in which the parties in government are ideologically far more homogenous 

internally and at the same further apart from each other than at any time in American history, 

shared party control of Congress and the White House becomes even more crucial for the president 

and his policy agenda (Andres and Griffin 2013; Beckmann and McGann 2008; Bond, Fleisher, 

and Cohen 2012; Cameron 2002; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Rohde and Barthelemy 2009; 

Thurber 2013). Although parties in the United States are not comparable to their European coun-

terparts when it comes to providing (unconditional) party discipline (see for instance, Sieberer 

2006), they nevertheless play their part as important linkages between the two branches of gov-

ernment. For one, the commonalities concerning political and policy objectives are bigger within 

the same than across parties. Thus, the administration usually fares better when Congress is con-

trolled by a majority under the same party banner than the other way around since the predisposi-

tion tends to be higher that members of the same party have more in common when it comes to 

electoral or substantial goals. Likewise, the coordination mechanisms between the White House 

and the legislators on Capitol Hill run smoother and are rather characterized by cooperation and 

less by confrontation in times of unified compared to divided government (Andres and Griffin 

2013; Aldrich and Rohde 2000; Beckmann 2008; Fleisher and Bond 2000a; Fleisher and Bond 

2000b; Sinclair 2009; Sinclair 2013). 

Beyond this, the status of the majority party also comes with significant institutional powers such 

as control over the legislative calendar and thus the agenda of each chamber, the filling of the (sub-

)committee chairmanships, and many decision regarding the parliamentary rules. This holds true 

for both the House of Representatives and the Senate, although the powers of the majority party 

and its leadership are much more profound in the former than the latter (Aldrich and Rohde 2000; 

Lee 2009; Oleszek 2014; Sinclair 2006). Taken together, these institutional powers enable the 

majority party leadership to exert a strong influence over the legislative process and to steer a bill 

through the chamber’s procedural waters. Therefore, the leaders of the majority party can be a 

powerful ally to the president in lawmaking if their interests concerning politics and policy overlap 
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- a situation which is usually more probable in times of unified compared to divided government 

(Bond and Fleisher 1990; Fleisher and Bond 2000a; Sinclair 2000a; Sinclair 2009; Sinclair 2013). 

Yet, the number of fellow co-partisans in Congress who are predisposed to share the same elec-

toral, ideological, and substantial goals matters beyond the mere majority status, too. This is espe-

cially the case in the Senate with its individualistic set of rules and supermajority requirements. 

Since today’s Senate day-to-day business needs three-fifth of the present senators instead of 50 

plus 1 to pass legislation due to each senator’s right to put a hold on a bill or to threat a filibuster, 

each additional senator filling the ranks of the president’s party matters that brings the majority 

closer to the cloture threshold of 60 senators (Beth and Heitshusen 2014). On the other hand, a 

slim Senate majority for the president’s party, not to speak of a minority, complicates the bargain-

ing process from the vantage point of the White House since every agreement needs the support 

of a considerable number of senators from the other side of aisle which consequently increases the 

necessity to compromise. 

All in all, we can assume that strong unified party control between the branches increases the odds 

for the president to get his preferences turned into laws whereas split or divided government lowers 

the chances of the White House to get all its policy items included into a bill. Most empirical 

studies operationalize party control between the branches either via a dichotomous or trichotomous 

measure91 (e.g., Barrett 2004; Barrett 2005a; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; 

Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Eshbaugh-Soha 2005; Sinclair 2003; Villalobos 2013; 

Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012) or via the percentage of legislators belonging to the presi-

dent’s party (e.g., Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010a; Lebo and O’Geen 

2011; Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002), or both separately (e.g., Bond, Fleisher, and Wood 2003). 

However, as the prior remarks have shown the idea of strong party control must account for both 

majority status and numbers of co-partisans, especially with an eye towards the Senate. The cali-

bration of the set strong party control of Congress therefore takes up both aspects and integrates 

them in one single measure (see table 6.3). 

  

                                                 

91  A dichotomous measure distinguishes between unified and divided party control whereas a trichotomous measure further 

differentiates the latter between split-party government, where only one chamber is controlled by the opposite party than the 

White House, and divided government, where both the House and the Senate are controlled by the opposite party.  
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Table 6.3: Calibration for the Set Strong Unified Party Control of Congress 

Conceptual Meaning Coding 
Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Overwhelming Unified Party Control 

The president enjoys an overwhelming basis of po-

tential support due to its party control of Congress. 

The president’s party controls the House and addi-

tionally has a filibuster-proof majority in the Sen-

ate. 

1.0 

fully in the set 

Strong Unified Party Control 

The White House has a solid foundation for cooper-

ation with Congress but with a varying majority in 

the Senate. 

The president’s party controls both the House and 

the Senate; the membership decreases with the 

size of the Senate majority (59 senators = 0.95, 58 

senators = 0.9, … 51/50 senators = 0.55). 

0.95 - 0.55 

degrees of being 

more in the set 

Mixed Party Control 

The initial situation for congressional support is 

mixed since the president’s party controls only one 

chamber in Congress. 

The president’s party holds the majority on either 

the House or the Senate. 

0.25 

more out of the 

set 

Divided Party Control 

The partisan composition of Congress is per se ad-

versarial since both chambers are ruled by a oppo-

sitional majority. 

House and Senate are controlled by the opposition 

party of the president. 

0.0 

fully out of the set 

Own depiction. The coding for each bill is based on the party divisions overview published by the House 

The History, Art & Archives website, House 2016, and the Senate Reference Desk, Senate 2016. 

As can be seen in table 6.3, the president’s party must have a majority in both chambers to be more 

in the set than out of the set of strong party control of Congress. However, as the remarks have 

highlighted unified government is a necessary yet not sufficient criterion for strong party control 

because of the way the procedural specifics in the Senate are designed. For this reason, the question 

of unified government or not demarcates the 0.5 threshold defining the major difference in kind, 

while the number of fellow senators from the president’s party is added to introduce further dif-

ferences of degree.92 Thus the cases are just more in than out of the set of strong party control of 

Congress with a fuzzy-set value of 0.55 if the president’s party controls both chambers and has 

only a razor-thin majority of 50 plus one senator or the vice president as tie-breaker - as, for in-

stance, during the first six months of the 107th and during the 108th Congress. Going from there, 

the differences in degree increase by a set membership of 0.05 per every additional senator the 

president’s majority comes closer to the so-called filibuster proof majority in the Senate. A full 

membership score of 1.0 is then assigned to cases in which the president’s party holds a majority 

                                                 

92  Since the House of Representatives is based on majoritarian rules with strong institutionalized party leadership powers, ma-

jority status is much more important than additional legislators beyond the needed 218 representatives. 
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in the House and a supermajority of 60 votes in the Senate needed to invoke cloture - which hap-

pened during few months of the 111th Congress between the seating of Senator Al Franken (D-

MN) in July 2009 and the election of Scott Brown (R-MA) as the replacement of the late Senator 

Edward Kennedy (D-MA) in February 2010. 

On the other end of the conceptual spectrum, a full non-membership (0.0) in the set of strong party 

control is assigned to cases in which the opposition party to the White House has the majority in 

both House of Representatives and the Senate. Situations in which the opposite party only controls 

one of the two chambers are understood as mixed party control and thus receive a partial member-

ship value of 0.25 signaling that cases here are more out than in the set of strong party control but 

not fully out. The reasoning behind this calibration is straightforward: while the administration in 

times of divided government lacks both majority support and strong partners among the majority 

leadership, it has a partisan stronghold in one chamber under the condition of split-party control 

and thus at least some basis to generate congressional support and enjoys some procedural ad-

vantages associated with the majority status. 

Condition: High Levels of Public Support for the President 

Public support for the president is frequently seen as another important determinant for the admin-

istration’s success in the legislative arena. Yet, while variable-oriented empirical analyses show 

only mixed findings concerning the direct net-effects of presidential approval on the White House 

success in lawmaking, insiders within the Washington beltway as well as presidency scholars 

nonetheless perceive public support as a crucial component of the president’s political capital 

when it comes to the wheeling and dealing on Capitol Hill.93 Here, the main arguments of this 

narrative are straightforward: on the one hand, high levels of popular support for the president and 

his policies increase his standing vis-à-vis members of Congress. Thus, presidents who enjoy a 

strong public backing have a better position at the bargaining table, and consequently can make 

stronger claims about policy items or even push them through against the opposition of legislators 

who feel compelled to fall in line behind the administration’s policies. Popular presidents further-

more provide some cover for legislators back home if their vote cast ran against their constituents 

since they can point towards the sky-rocketing approval ratings of the man in the White House. 

                                                 

93  The literature here is ample. See among others: Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond, Fleisher, 

and Wood 2003; Bond and Cohen 2015; Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Canes-Wrone 2004; Cummins 2010; K. E. 

Collier and Sullivan 1995; Edwards 1980; Edwards 1989; Edwards 2009b; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010a; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010b; 

Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002; Villalobos 2013; Villalobos, Vaughn, and Azari 2012. 
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Presidents, on the other hand, who lack the broad support of the American people have a harder 

time in getting their policies positions fully adopted by Congress. In situations like these, legisla-

tors on Capitol Hill are much less inclined to follow the lead of the administration, and might even 

feel the need to distance themselves from an unpopular president by voting against his policies if 

they perceive this to be in their own best interest, or in the interest of the people they represent 

(Neustadt 1991; Bond and Fleisher 1990; Edwards 1980). 

Taken together, it is safe to assume that - all else being equal - high levels of support among the 

American public enhance the president’s position in the legislative arena whereas his prospects of 

substantial success drop if his popularity is declining. From a theoretical perspective, we can dif-

ferentiate public support along two main dimensions, namely personal approval of the president 

and issue support for the policy positions (see for detailed discussions of conceptualization and 

various operationalization strategies Edwards 2009b; Ponder and Moon 2005). The former is best 

understood as some sort of aggregate support that seizes the broader evaluation of the president’s 

performance in office. In this sense, it is a diffuse, and thus generic measure of the president’s day-

to-day business. The latter component, on the other side, is more specific and captures policy-

related support for the president’s issue position on a given piece of legislation (Borelli, Wrighton, 

and Bryan 1998; Canes-Wrone 2004; Canes-Wrone 2006; Canes-Wrone and Kelly 2013; 

Eshbaugh-Soha and Rottinghaus 2013; Manza and Cook 2002; Rottinghaus 2006). Since generic 

and policy-specific dimensions are important to the question of presidential legislative success, 

both are included into the analyses as a set called high public support. To this end, data is collected 

on personal approval and issue support which is then calibrated separately and combined into a 

macro-condition of popular support for the president. 

The first component of personal approval is based on the president’s job approval data taken from 

Gallup (Gallup Inc. 2016). In their polling, Gallup weekly tracks the president’s performance in 

office through the question “Do you approve or disapprove of the way [president’s name] is han-

dling his job as president?” so that we have a nearly complete record on the public’s approval of 

the president. Since public support for the president is a long-term factor that unfolds its effects 

over time, one is best advised to not take a snapshot picture of the latest poll before a vote but 

instead to assess the president’s approval over the whole time a bill is debated in Congress 

(Edwards 2009b, 348ff). Consequently, the average of the overall approval score is calculated over 

each bill’s lifespan, i.e., ranging from the first poll closest to bills introduction in Congress until 
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the last poll prior to the bill’s clearance for the White House. The resulting average approval rat-

ings are then calibrated into the set high presidential approval following the conceptualization 

depicted in table 6.4. 

Table 6.4: Calibration for the Set High Presidential Approval 

Conceptual Meaning Coding 
Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Overwhelming Presidential Approval 

The president enjoys overwhelming overall ap-

proval from the public for his performance in office. 

Average presidential job approval across the life-

time of a given bill is ≥ 60.0%. 

1.0 

fully in the set 

Majority Approval for the President 

The majority of the people approve the way the 

president handles his job but to varying degrees. 

Average presidential job approval across the life-

time of a given bill ranges between 59.9% and 

50.0% 

0.99 - 0.501 

degrees of being 

more in the set 

Minority Approval for the President 

Only a minority of the public approves the way the 

president handles his job but also to varying de-

grees. 

Average presidential job approval across the life-

time of a given bill ranges between 49.9% and 

40.01%. 

0.499 - 0.01 

more out of the 

set 

Lack of Presidential Approval 

The president clearly lacks the approval of a major-

ity of the public. 

Average presidential job approval across the life-

time of a given bill is ≤ 40.0%. 

0.0 

fully out of the set 

Own depiction. The coding for each bill is based on the data from Gallup (Gallup Inc. 2016). 

The 0.5 crossover point delineating the border of being more in and out of the set is fixed at an 

overall approval score of 50.0%. This makes sense since the margin of 50% marks the threshold 

between a majority of the American people approving the president’s job performance, on the one 

side, and only minority approval, on the other. Additionally, prior empirical research has shown 

that the positive effects of high job approval in the legislative arena kick in beyond a threshold of 

50% or more (Canes-Wrone and de Marchi 2002; Peterson 1990), which is why this is a frequently 

applied cut-off point in other studies (e.g., Canes-Wrone and Kelly 2013). Consequently, cases in 

which the average approval of the president over the timespan of a bill’s deliberation in Congress 

is above 50% signal majoritarian support of the people and therefore are more in set, whereas cases 

with a mean approval score below 50% are treated as more out of the set of high presidential 

approval. The upper boundary signaling a full membership in the set high presidential approval is 

defined at an average approval rating of 60% or higher signaling overwhelming support for the 

president’s job performance in office. While others have opted for a slightly lower benchmark of 

55% (Canes-Wrone and Kelly 2013), a stricter threshold is applied which reflects the underlying 

notion of high public approval (see, for instance, Peterson 1990). Conversely, cases in which the 
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president enjoyed less than 40% of overall approval receive a full non-membership set value of 

0.0. Based on these three anchor points, the direct calibration in QCA/QCAGUI (Dusa 2016) trans-

forms the raw indicator of average job approval into the set high presidential approval. 

The second component accounts for the degree of congruence between the public opinion and the 

president’s policy position on a given piece of legislation. For this purpose, policy-specific polling 

information on each bill is needed which was gathered via the iPoll database using keywords on 

the given topic looking for polls over the complete lifespan of a given bill (The Roper Center for 

Public Opinion Research 2016).94 The searches usually brought forward multiple polls that dif-

fered not only regarding the wording of the question but also with respect to the degree and even 

direction of the public opinion. Again, we opted against a snapshot approach which only focuses 

on the last polls closest to the final vote (Canes-Wrone 2006; Canes-Wrone and Kelly 2013; 

Eshbaugh-Soha and Rottinghaus 2013; Rottinghaus 2009). Instead, we relied upon a general as-

sessment of the policy support of the American people capturing differences in public opinion over 

time and depending on the framing of the question. 

Table 6.5: Calibration for the Set Strong Policy Congruence between the President and Public Opinion 

Conceptual Meaning Coding 
Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Overwhelming Policy Congruence 

The president enjoys an overwhelming support for 

his policy position among the American people. 

Virtually all polls show high levels of support (≥ 

60.0%) for and congruence with the president’s is-

sue position. 

1.0 

fully in the set 

Majoritarian Policy Congruence 

Most of the public backs the president’s position on 

most of the issues related to a given legislation.  

The polls predominantly indicate support by major-

ity of the respondents (≥ 50.0%), yet is not as strong 

or clear to account as full member. 

0.75 

degrees of being 

more in the set 

Mixed Policy Congruence 

There is some support for the president’s issue po-

sition, but also a considerable amount of opposi-

tion. 

The surveys either display a mixed picture of ap-

proval and disapproval, or only a relative majority 

(between 40.0-50.0%) in favor of the president’s 

position. 

0.25 

more out of the 

set 

Lack of Policy Congruence 

The president clearly lacks the support of a majority 

of the public on a given issue. 

Almost all polls highlight a strong lack of policy con-

gruence (≤ 40.0 % of support) between the White 

House and the opinion of the respondents. 

0.0 

fully out of the set 

Own depiction. The coding for each bill is based on the diverse polling information collected via the iPoll 

databank at the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research (Roper 2016). 

                                                 

94  In some instances, also polls prior to the bill’s introduction in Congress were included if the topic of the legislation stretched 

over consecutive legislative sessions or the survey was clearly linked to the specific piece of legislation. 
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Table 6.5 displays the coding scheme which is translated into a four-scale fuzzy set of strong policy 

congruence between the White House and public opinion: 

 Bills are coded as full members in the set of high policy congruence between the president 

and public opinion if virtually all polls over the course of the bills’ deliberation in Congress 

show an overwhelming support for the president’s issue positions. Bill Clinton’s national ser-

vice initiative is a good example since it enjoyed massive popularity prior to its passage. In 

early 1993, a poll by the LA Times showed that 74% of the respondents somewhat or strongly 

approved the president’s program while a later survey taken by Gallup found that 81% of the 

people favored the national service initiative.95 

 A partial membership of 0.75 is assigned to bills that do exhibit a strong but not overwhelming 

overlap between the position of the president and the people. These cases are characterized 

by robust levels of public support well-above 50% but are somewhat less conclusive because 

public opinion varies across subthemes of the legislation or ebbs and flows over the time of 

the bill is discussed on Capitol Hill. For instance, 66% of the public agreed with the Bush 

administration that tighter regulations were necessary to curb malpractices concerning class 

action lawsuits. Yet, when asked about the specifics of the White House positions, support 

dropped to a bare majority of 50% in favor of it. 

 Bills receive a partial non-membership value of 0.25 in the set high policy congruence if they 

offer a mixed picture of approval and disapproval or if the president’s position reflects only 

the positions of a relative but not absolute majority of the American people. The issue of 

repealing the longstanding practice of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ with respect to the military service 

of gay and lesbian during the Obama administration fits this category. Here, some polls in 

2009 and 2010 show either slight majority or a slight minority in favor of the appeal with 

neither proponents nor opponents having a clear edge over the other. 

 Lastly, bills obtain a full non-membership score of 0.0 if the president’s issue position reflects 

a clear minority among the American people signaling a strong lack of policy congruence 

between the public opinion, on the one side, and the White House, on the other. One prominent 

example is the Military Commission Act of 2006 which was objected by a huge majority on 

the ground of various policies including immunity for CIA interrogators who applied torture 

                                                 

95  Information on this and the following polling data can be found in the appendix which includes all sources and materials. 

Furthermore, the overview for each bill also includes the relevant information and discussion of the coding decisions. 
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on detainees, a re-interpretation of the Geneva convention, or access to court materials and 

due process for prisoners captured during the war on terrorism. 

The last step involves the merger of the two components of high presidential approval and strong 

policy congruence into the macro-condition of high public support for the president in the legisla-

tive arena. Combining two or more sets - or any kind of indicators for that matter - requires the 

clarification of the theoretical relationship which guides the empirical aggregation. Here, the ag-

gregation rules can fall anywhere on a continuum between full substitutability, on the one side, 

and full non-substitutability, on the other, with manifold degrees of partial substitution in-between 

(see Goertz 2006b, 39–66). So, what is a suitable strategy to construct the macro-condition? Per-

fect substitutability conceptualizes the relationship between the two components as one of func-

tional equivalents which means that a high overall approval for the president can completely make 

up for very low scores on issue support, and vice versa. In other words, high degree of support on 

any dimension would be sufficient for high public support. Perfect non-substitutability, in contrast, 

understands the underlying connection between subcomponents in terms of necessity. In these 

instances, low levels of presidential approval and policy-specific support are not compensable but 

a high score on each dimension is necessary for a high combined value. 

Although the reasoning in perfect (non-)substitutability fits nicely with set-theoretic thinking,96 it 

places a too strict of a standard on the aggregation rule in the case of constructing a macro-condi-

tion of public support. Instead, it makes more sense to model the underlying relationship as one of 

partial substitutability in which the two components have a conditional effect upon each other. 

High values on one dimension hence can partially make up for low ones on the other. Therefore, 

the macro-set of high levels of public support is based on the harmonic mean of the two sub-

components. The harmonic mean is chosen due to its properties: (i.) it avoids the allocation of the 

exact 0.5 anchor point, (ii.) it is more suitable for combining measures with different scale levels, 

(iii.) it allows for some compensation but puts more weight on lower values, and (iv.) it retains 

complete non-substitutability if one component receives a set value of 0.0 (see Veri 2016 for a 

systematic comparison of different aggregation strategies with fuzzy sets).97 Table 6.6 presents the 

calibration strategy for the macro-condition high public support.  

                                                 

96  The logical reasoning for perfect substitutability is the logical OR-combination / set union, and consequently the maximum 

value of the components. Complete non-substitutability, on the other hand, is based on logical AND-combination / set inter-

section and therefore the minimum between the components. 

97  Policy-specific polling data was not available for all, but only 67 of 100 bills. In order that too many cases are lost due to 

missing data, the final calibration is just based on presidential approval ratings if policy-specific information is absent. 



 159 

Table 6.6: Calibration for the Macro-Set High Public Support for the President 

Conceptual Meaning Coding 
Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Overwhelming Public Support 

The president is supported by an overwhelming 

majority of the American public. 

Only if the public support is strong on both subcom-

ponents, i.e. job approval and policy-specific sup-

port (thus, both score 1.0). 

1.0 

fully in the set 

Majoritarian Public Support 

A wide majority of the public supports the presi-

dent and his policy positions. 

Based on the harmonic mean between the two sub-

dimensions. 

0.99 - 0.501 

degrees of being 

more in the set 

Mixed or Minority Public Support 

The president lacks broad public support. 

Based on the harmonic mean between the two sub-

dimensions. 

0.499 - 0.01 

more out of the 

set 

Lack of Public Support 

The president clearly lacks the support of an over-

whelming majority of the public. 

If at least one subcomponent exhibits a complete 

lack of public support or presidential approval (i.e. 

a fuzzy value of 0.0). 

0.0 

fully out of the set 

Own depiction. The coding for each bill is based on the two sub-components. 

Condition: Intensive White House Activity in the Legislative Process 

Party control of Congress and public support are the key parameters defining the context of con-

gressional-presidential relations. Yet, the president also has a broad toolkit of strategies at his dis-

posal enabling him to take an active part within the legislative arena (see Wayne 2006; Wayne 

2009a; Wayne 2009b for an overview of legislative tools of the president). As outlined in sec-

tion 2.2, the most important arrows in the legislative quiver of the White House include that he 

can propose own legislative initiatives to Congress and thus can set the legislative agenda and the 

terms of the following discussions. The White House, moreover, can also directly engage with 

legislators on Capitol Hill, either by negotiating with members of Congress over the pros and cons 

of the president’s policy positions or by lobbying targeted legislators who play a pivotal role in 

casting the ballot. When all bargaining strategies fail, the administration can also take a more 

confrontational course and threaten to veto a bill if it is not augmented or altered to its liking. 

The data presented in chapter 3 clearly highlights that the White House puts a lot of efforts into 

crafting policies and bargaining over them. Yet, the question if these labors also bear fruits at the 

end of the day and leave the president to be more successful in the legislative arena is still largely 

contested. On the one hand, insiders and pundits within the Washington beltway point towards the 

importance of White House activism and presidential leadership without a shrug of their shoulders. 

Why else, so they wonder, would the administration spend so much time, energies, and manpower 
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into lawmaking if they did not expect to be more effective being active than staying passive? 

Indeed, existing scholarship shows that presidents are more successful on bills which they come 

out in support of (Covington, Wrighton, and Kinney 1995; Beckmann 2010), or for which they 

formulate an own policy proposal (Covington, Wrighton, and Kinney 1995; Edwards and Barrett 

2000; Rudalevige 2002). Moreover, bills, on average, look more to the president’s liking if the 

administration actively engages in negotiations and lobbying with member of Congress 

(Beckmann 2008; Beckmann 2010), or if the president threatens to make use of his veto pen 

(Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Cameron 2000; Deen and Arnold 2002b; Sinclair 2003). 

On the other hand, major doubts remain in how far legislative activism by the White House sys-

tematically enhances the president’s position vis-à-vis legislators beyond Congress-centered ex-

planatory factors such as party affiliation, ideological proximity, or public support (Bond and 

Fleisher 1990; Cohen, Bond, and Fleisher 2013; Edwards 1989; Edwards 2009c; Fleisher and 

Bond 1996). For one, the need of the White House to get involved in the legislative process is 

higher if context conditions are inauspicious and unfavorable for the president, i.e. if his policy 

preferences do not enjoy ample of support among fellow partisans or do not ride high in popular 

polls. Thus, presidents must show strong levels of engagement when legislative outcomes impend 

to stray too far away from their preferred policy position and they want to move it closer into their 

direction (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckmann 2010; Cameron 2000; Peterson 1990; 

Rudalevige 2002). If, on the other side, all signs point into a positive direction for the administra-

tion, less activism might be needed. In other words, the more the president needs to be directly 

engaged, the more political resources he needs to spend, the more tools he needs to bargain or even 

threat to get what he wants, the less successful he might be. Understood in this sense, high intensity 

bargaining is rather a sign of a lack of policy overlap or failed silent ‘backroom politics’. 

Furthermore, strong involvement of the White House increases the salience of the underlying pol-

icy issue - a fact that works in favor of the president (Edwards and Wood 1999; Canes-Wrone 

2006; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010a). By the same token, it raises the stakes of the legislative game be-

tween the political camps, and therefore complicates the give-and-take between the parties of in-

terest (Lee 2008). James L. Sundquist aptly outlined the fundamental mechanism at play stating 

that 

“In the American form of coalition government, if the president sends a proposal Cap-

itol Hill or takes a foreign policy stand, the opposition-controlled House or houses of 

Congress - unless they are overwhelmed by the president's popularity and standing in 

the country - simply must reject it. Otherwise they are saying the president is a wise 
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and prudent leader. That would only strengthen him and his party for the next election, 

and how can the men and women of the congressional majority do that, when their 

whole object is to defeat him when that time arrives?” (Sundquist 1988, 629f). 

Although Sundquist has formulated his arguments at the dawn of the era of partisan politics, its 

logic is even more appealing in today’s era of hyper-partisanship where presidential endorsement 

of a piece of legislation or active participation in bargaining easily proves to be toxic for the bill 

provoking knee-jerk antagonism and for intensified opposition from political actors who run under 

a different party label than the administration. 

All in all, the theoretical expectations regarding the effectiveness of the White House’s legislative 

strategies are hence equivocal and ambiguous. While prior studies have focused on the net-effects 

of single tools such as proposing policies (Edwards and Barrett 2000; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 

2007), lobbying Congress (Beckmann 2008; Beckmann 2010; Peterson 1990), or threatening ve-

toes (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Cameron 2000; Sinclair 2003; Sinclair 2006), the follow-

ing analyses take a different perspective by looking on the overall extent of involvement of the 

White House in the legislative process. To this end, an index of presidential legislative engagement 

is constructed that combines the manifold legislative tools into an aggregate measure of presiden-

tial activism in the legislative arena. To this end, the legislative histories of each bill were scoured 

for empirical markers that signaled the involvement of the White House differentiating between 

what kinds of instruments were used and their degree of intensity.98 For instance, there is a differ-

ence in kind between the administration offering an own policy proposal or not, and a difference 

in degree if there is detailed policy initiative drafted by the administration or the respective depart-

ments, on the one side, and only some broad policy principles that are aimed to guide the legislative 

deliberations, on the other. Similarly, a distinction is made between situations in which the White 

House directly engages with legislators on Capitol Hill on a frequent basis, sporadically, or not 

all. The legislative instruments are weighted accordingly to reflect their disparate degree of presi-

dential activism: 

 Did the administration clearly endorse a specific piece of legislation throughout the delibera-

tions in Congress? (0 = no; 1 = yes); 

 Did the White House issue a legislative proposal? (0 = no; 1 = broad guidelines or a general 

framework presented; 2 = detailed plan or legislative proposal introduced in Congress); 

                                                 

98  The compilation of each bill’s legislative histories includes the sources and citations signaling the usage of each legislative 

instrument. A short summary justifies the coding decisions. See appendix for the details on each bill. 
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 Did the administration engage in personal lobbying prior to the floor votes or the final stage? 

(0 = no; 2 = yes); 

 Did the White House actively participate in negotiations with members of Congress through-

out the legislative process? (0 = no; 1.5 = if negotiations occurred but only sporadically; 3 = 

if negotiations took place regularly); 

 Did the White House issue a veto threat throughout the legislative process? (0 = no; 2 = yes). 

The resulting index of presidential legislative activism ranges from a score of zero showing com-

plete absence of legislative involvement to a score of ten indicating that the White House makes 

use of all its major legislative tools highlighting an enormous level of commitment and investment 

in the lawmaking process. The index is subsequently used for calibrating the set intensive White 

House activity in the legislative process (see also table 6.7). The 0.5 crossover point that defines 

the boundary of the being more in than out of set is allocated at an index score of 4.25. Empirically, 

the mean intensity of legislative involvement across all cases in the dataset is a score of 4.17, and 

the median value at 4.0. Thus, setting the anchor point between 4.0 and 4.5 allocates cases in the 

set which exhibit White House activism that is above average, whereas cases that have a legislative 

activism score below average are more out of the set. Yet, this empirically-driven decision also 

makes sense in the light of conceptual reasoning. With this threshold, any case that is assigned as 

being more in the set than out of the set needs either the combination of frequent negotiation efforts 

of the White House with at least one additional legislative tools, or any combination of at least 

three out of five strategies. For instance, a case is a member in the set intensive White House 

activism if the president introduces an own initiative AND issues a veto threat AND lobbies pivotal 

members on the floor of Congress. The full membership value of 1.0 is allocated at an index score 

of 7.5. This means that to be a full member in the set the president needs to invest some of his 

political capital in direct bargaining with legislators; in other words, having at least sporadic ne-

gotiations between the White House and Capitol Hill is a necessary component to be completely 

in the set of intensive White House activism. On the other side, cases receive a full non-member-

ship value of 0.0 with a legislative activity index score of 1.0 or smaller. Hence, cases in which 

the president only endorses a bill OR publicly announces some broad guidelines are not considered 

as intensive legislative activism and thus are fully out of the set, whereas the usage of at least one 

of the other legislative instruments already signals some degree of involvement, and thus receives 

some partial fuzzy set value. Again, the direct calibration strategy is applied based on the three 

decisions about the boundaries of the set intensive White House activity. 
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Table 6.7: Calibration for the Set Intensive White House Activity in the Legislative Process 

Conceptual Meaning Coding 
Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Very Intensive White House Activity 

The administration shows high levels of activism 

and uses multiple legislative instruments through-

out the legislative process. 

A case needs a score of 7.5 or higher on the legisla-

tive activity index. 

1.0 

fully in the set 

Intensive White House Activity  

The White House is actively engaged in the legisla-

tive process but does not use all its most important 

legislative strategies. 

A case scores between 7.0 and 4.5 on the legislative 

activity index. 

0.99 - 0.501 

degrees of being 

more in the set 

Low White House Activity  

The White House displays low levels of activism em-

ploying some few legislative instruments. 

A case scores between 4.0 and 1.5 on the legislative 

activity index. 

0.499 - 0.01 

more out of the 

set 

Lack of Public Support 

The administration stays virtually passive through-

out the deliberations in Congress. 

A case receives a 1.0 or less on the legislative activ-

ity index. 

0.0 

fully out of the set 

Own depiction. The calibration is based on the presidential legislative activity index compiled through the 

coding of the usage of legislative strategies found in the legislative histories. 

Condition: Extensive Going Public Activity by the President 

Besides directly engaging with members of Congress, a second strategy for the president to boost 

his prospects of success is to take a detour via the American people and make use of the bully 

pulpit of the presidency (seminally, Cohen 2010; Edwards 2003; Edwards 2009a; Eshbaugh-Soha 

and Peake 2011; Kernell 2006; see also section 2. x). The logic behind the strategy of going public 

is twofold. First, it aims at moving public opinion towards the direction of the president’s position 

through presenting policies to the American people. The core idea here is that by raising the sali-

ence of an issue (Canes-Wrone 2001; Cohen 1995; Edwards and Wood 1999) or boosting public 

support for it (Canes-Wrone 2006; Canes-Wrone and Kelly 2013; Edwards 2003; Eshbaugh-Soha 

and Peake 2011; Rottinghaus 2009), the administration tries to increase the pressures for legisla-

tors to act upon it, and in a manner that leads to more positive outcomes from the vantage point of 

the White House. Yet, public statements by the president are never just statements directed towards 

the public but to other political actors, and here first and foremost members of Congress (Barrett 

2004; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011; Fett 1994; Peterson 1990). Thus, 

public remarks by the White House offer important direct cues to policy makers on Capitol Hill 

who pay close attention to the public remarks of the president looking for aspects on which the 

administration indicates room for compromise, or where it draws a line in the sand. 
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The public expects leadership from the White House, and therefore modern presidents go public 

all the time using different tools and strategies such as issuing press statements, participating in 

news conferences and answering to the Washington press corps, or giving public speeches in front 

of local audiences and on the national stage (Barrett 2005b; Cohen 2010; Kumar 2010; Eshbaugh-

Soha 2006; Rottinghaus 2010). Yet, despite all the considerable amount of time and resources 

administrations invest into going public, the question if these strategies indeed improve the presi-

dent’s position vis-à-vis Congress is largely contested. While some studies do find consistent pos-

itive effects of going public on the president’s success in the legislative arena (Barrett 2004; 

Cummins 2010; Peterson 1990), others are much more skeptical and point towards the opposite 

direction arguing that the president’s gains from recurring to the bully pulpit are marginal at best 

(Edwards 2003; Edwards 2009c). Still other conclude, that the gains the administration receives 

from going public are conditional upon the salience of the issue and the support for the president’s 

position (Canes-Wrone 2001; Eshbaugh-Soha 2010a), or vary across different tools the White 

House applies (Cohen 2010; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Rottinghaus 2009). Yet, similar with direct 

engagement of the administration presidents need to go public if the auspices are less favorable 

for the him (Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011). In these instances, going public might be even more 

counterproductive, especially against the backdrop of modern days of polarization. If already pres-

idential position taking leads to stronger opposition from legislators from the other side of the aisle 

(Lee 2008), we can expect that making strong public claims amplifies these negative side-effects 

of going public and hence leads to more disadvantageous contexts for the president in the legisla-

tive arena. Here, the mechanisms are manifold, in the sense that a constant public campaign can 

stiffen the resistance of legislators who do not like being pressured, raise the profile of a policy 

issues at the price of also fueling its opposition, or undercut private negotiations and backroom 

deals through media prominence and publicly made positions which are hard to retreat from. In 

this light, it might be better for presidents’ to stay private and refrain from going public, all together 

(Covington 1987; Edwards 2000a; Edwards 2015). 

Table 6.8 shows the calibration decisions for the set extensive going public activity by the presi-

dent is hence based on the average number of presidential public remarks per week. The calibration 

thresholds are based on a mixed strategy of empirical information, case knowledge and common-

sense. A look at the distribution of the data reveals that the degree of activism varies greatly be-

tween a maximum of almost eight remarks per week and none. One quarter of all bills receive only 

0.1 remarks per week while another quarter receives quite frequent attention with 1.3 statements, 
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on average. Yet, the unequal distribution comes also forth in the wide spread between the median 

number of weekly remarks with 0.4 and a mean value of 1 statement per week. 

The upper threshold for a full membership in the set of extensive going public activity is defined 

at 1.0 presidential statements per week. This means that referring to a given piece of legislation on 

at least a weekly basis is considered high enough to clearly speak of an extensive public campaign 

by the White House. This decision is corroborated by at least three facts: First, it comes close to 

the empirical mean, i.e., cases that are full members in the set are bills on which the president’s 

level of public engagement is above average. Second, sources frequently refer to bills on which 

the administration launched a massive public relation campaign; comparing these qualitative em-

pirical references with the empirical indicator shows that these bills usually score higher than one 

remark per week. Lastly, it seems to be quite reasonable to judge an activity rate of one weekly 

statement as a sign of a regular public campaign by, especially if we keep in mind that the White 

House agenda is crowded with many items which cannot be handled simultaneously. The threshold 

for assigning a full non-membership score of 0.0 in the set extensive going public activity is put 

at 0.25 remarks per week. Going public only once a month or even less on a specific topic is judged 

as being too few statements to be considered an extensive PR campaign by the White House. The 

0.5 crossover threshold is fixed at 0.5 public statements per week, i.e. that the president needs to 

make a reference on a bi-weekly basis or twice a month to count as being more in the set than out 

of the set of extensive going public activity. 

Table 6.8: Calibration for the Set Extensive Going Public Activity by the White House During the Legisla-

tive Process 

Conceptual Meaning Coding 
Set Value & 

Verbal Qualifier 

Very Extensive Going Public Activism 

The administration goes public on a regular basis 

throughout the time a bill is debated in Congress. 

The average number of public remarks by the pres-

ident is one or more per week. 

1.0 

fully in the set 

Extensive Going Public Activism 

The White House makes frequent use of the bully 

pulpit but is not fully invested in a public relations 

campaign. 

The average number of public remarks ranges be-

tween 1.0 < and ≥ 0.5 remarks per week. 

0.99 - 0.501 

degrees of being 

more in the set 

Moderate Going Public Activism 

The president only infrequently issues public re-

marks on a given bill. 

The average number of public remarks per week is 

between 0.5 < and ≥ 0.25. 

0.499 - 0.01 

more out of the 

set 

Virtual Lack of Going Public Activism 

The president virtually refrains from making public 

claims on a given bill. 

The average number of public statements by the 

president is below 0.25 remarks per week. 

0.0 

fully out of the set 

Own depiction. Calibration based on the average of weekly remarks by the president during the lifespan of 

a bill collected via the Public Papers of the President database (U.S. Government Publishing Office 2017). 
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6.4 Concluding Remarks 

Examining presidential success in the legislative arena through a set-theoretical lens bears inno-

vative potential that first and foremost finds its expression in the diversity-orientation and case-

centrism inherent to QCA. The latter refers to the fact that QCA retains a strong nexus to the 

underlying cases. Instead of being based on measures of central tendencies across cases QCA’s 

core logic relies on the deconstruction of cases into diagnostic parts which then can be analyzed 

further. In combination with its Y-orientation - i.e. the explanation of a specific outcome in con-

trast to X-centered designs which focus on the effects of selected factors - this analytic decompo-

sition contributes to the attentiveness to cases instead of single variables in QCA (Ragin 2004). A 

set-theoretic approach moreover offers a novel research angle to the study of the presidency be-

cause it (i.) concentrates on the configurations of conditions as explanatory packages instead of 

identifying the net effect of individual variables, (ii.) revolves around patterns of equifinal expla-

nations for an outcome of interest, and (iii.) differs in its notion of asymmetry from standard re-

gressions techniques usually applied to the systematic cross-case analyses of presidential legisla-

tive success (Ragin 2008b, 109–23; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 76–90). Taken together, these 

ontological features closely correspond to the way we think about the president’s position in law-

making and the theoretical assumptions regarding the interconnectedness, interplay, and contin-

gency of conditions influencing his prospects of success. 

The upcoming QCA analyses inspect patterns of set relations between different degrees of sub-

stantial success of the president on important pieces of legislation and four main explanatory con-

ditions, namely strong party control of Congress, high levels of support from the public, intensive 

engagement in the lawmaking on the part of the White House, and extensive use of going public 

by the president. Table 6.9 provides some additional information on these sets. The second column 

gives an overview about the central calibration thresholds and summarizes their underlying theo-

retical and empirical motives. The third column entails some details on the data distribution within 

each calibrated set. Issues of skewedness within the data can affect the subsequent analyses caus-

ing troubles during the analysis of superset and subset relations, such as aspects of trivialness or 

low relevance, but also simultaneous subset relationships (B. Cooper and Glaesser 2011; Schnei-

der and Wagemann 2012, 232–50). The presented information shows that the calibrated sets in-

deed display some skewed dispersion. While the distribution above and below the 0.5 crossover 

point is still within reasonable margins, the outcome sets display a tendency towards higher values, 

e.g., 54% of all cases have a set membership of 0.75 or higher while 26% have a value of 0.25 or 

small. Yet, the explanatory factors display the opposite picture with a tendency towards lower set 
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membership scores. The following analyses hence must pay special attention to these issues. The 

last column summarizes the main directional expectations regarding the anticipated effects of the 

explanatory sets on the success of the president in the legislative arena. Based on the theoretical 

assumptions discussed above and in chapter 2, these expectations guide the handling of logical 

remainders when it comes to the truth table interpretation (Ragin 2008b, 147–75; Schneider and 

Wagemann 2012, 175ff). 

Table 6.9: Information About Set Calibration, Skewedness, and Directional Expectations 

Sets 

(Acronyms) 
Main Set Thresholds 

Information on  

Set Skewedness 

Directional 

Expectations 

Outcome Sets 

High Presidential  

Legislative Success 

(HighPLS) 

1.0 - fully in = bill virtually contains only policy items 

the president likes 

0.5 - crossover = bill is more than a compromise from 

the perspective of the president 

0.0 - fully out = bill includes only some few items the 

president likes 

74% > 0.5 < 26% 

54% ≥ 0.75 < 46% 

74% > 0.25 ≤ 26% 

--- 

Very High Presidential 

Legislative Success 

(VHighPLS) 

1.0 - fully in = bill virtually contains only policy items 

the president likes 

0.5 - crossover = bill predominantly reflects the pref-

erences of the president with some concessions 

0.0 - fully out = bill includes only some few items the 

president likes 

54% > 0.5 < 46% 

38% ≥ 0.75 < 62% 

74% > 0.25 ≤ 26% 

--- 

Explanatory Condition Sets 

Strong Unified Party Con-

trol of Congress 

(PartyCon) 

1.0 - fully in = unified government and filibuster proof 

majority in the Senate 

0.5 - shift from unified to split government 

0.0 - divided government 

45% > 0.5 < 55% 

33% ≥ 0.75 < 67% 

45% > 0.25 ≤ 55% 

+ 

If present, it con-

tributes positively 

to the presidential 

legislative success 

High Levels of  

Public Support 

(HighPubSupp) 

1.0 - fully in = high levels of public approval and issue 

support 

0.5 - crossover = based on the harmonic mean be-

tween public approval and issue support 

0.0 - fully out = low levels of either public approval or 

issue support, or both 

40% > 0.5 < 60% 

28% ≥ 0.75 < 72% 

61% > 0.25 ≤ 39% 

+ 

If present, it con-

tributes positively 

to the presidential 

legislative success 

Intensive White House 

Activity 

(IntWHActive) 

1.0 - fully in = president applies almost all legislative 

instruments 

0.5 - crossover = above average engagement in the 

legislative process 

0.0 - fully out = virtually no involvement in the legisla-

tive process 

48% > 0.5 < 52% 

37% ≥ 0.75 < 63% 

59% > 0.25 ≤ 41% 

+/- 

ambiguous theoret-

ical expectations 

Extensive Going Public 

Activity 

(ExtGoPub) 

1.0 - fully in = weekly public statements by the presi-

dent on an issue 

0.5 - crossover = bi-weekly remarks by the president 

on an issue 

0.0 - fully out = monthly statement by the president 

on an issue 

44% > 0.5 < 56% 

42% ≥ 0.75 < 58% 

51% > 0.25 ≤ 49% 

+/- 

ambiguous theoret-

ical expectations 

Own depiction.  
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7 How Many Roads Are There? Configurative Pat-

terns of Presidential Legislative Success 

A day after his first speech before a joint session of Congress in February 2001, a reporter asked 

President George W. Bush, how confident he was about his signature initiative of providing a 

major tax cut for the American people. “You know”, Bush replied, “it’s never easy for the Presi-

dent to get exactly what he wants.” (Public Papers of the President 2001a). The data previously 

presented has already demonstrated how accurate the appraisal of President Bush is. Presidents do 

indeed have a hard time in the legislative arena to get exactly what they want. However, this is 

surely not due to a lack of commitment on the part of the White House. We also know that presi-

dents have a broad range of instruments at their disposal, a toolkit they strategically use trying 

steer the outcome of the legislative process towards their preferred policies. Yet, we have also seen 

that how legislative actions and patterns of success depend upon the context of the legislative 

arena, namely the partisan composition between the branches and the standing of the president 

within the public. 

The following chapter addresses the question under what conditions the president is more, or less 

successful in getting his policy positions enacted into law. Based on multiple QCA analyses, the 

examination takes a new analytic angle to this question: Instead of focusing on the effects of single 

explanatory factors, the subsequent analyses investigate in what ways context- and presidency-

centered conditions interact in the legislative arena. The overarching goal therefore is to examine 

what kinds of configurations of conditions are able to consistently describe patterns of presidential 

legislative success, as well as its absence. To this end, we draw upon the previously identified key 

explanatory factors, namely party control, public support, intense White House engagement, and 

extensive going public activity. 

The standard protocol of QCA follows several analytic steps. Since looking for shared antecedent 

conditions to an outcome (superset relation), and checking for configurations that have the same 

outcome in common (subset relation) pertains to two different diagnostic perspectives, both need 

to be conducted separate of each other. Standards of good practice advise to start the analyses in 

QCA with the exploration of supersets (Ragin 2009, 110; Schneider and Wagemann 2010, 8f; 

Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 278). One main argument for doing the inspection of supersets 

before the one of subset relations is that insights gained throughout the superset analyses can yield 

insights that can help to avoid common pitfalls during latter stages of the analyses, such as deriving 
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false statements about necessity from the exploration of sufficiency, or to make contradictory as-

sertions concerning logical remainders (Ragin 2009, 109f; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 197–

219; Schneider and Wagemann 2013b; Schneider and Wagemann 2015).99 The examination of 

subset relations that enables the search for configurations with a shared outcome involves four 

analytic sequences: 

 The first step includes the construction and interpretation of the truth table. The truth table is 

the main diagnostic instrument for the analyses since it displays all logically possible combi-

nations and how consistently they are linked to the outcome. This assessment contains an ex-

amination of the subset relation of each configuration, as well as a critical examination of 

aspects related to limited diversity, i.e. configurations which entail no empirical reference. 

 In a second step, those configurations that are consistently associated with to the outcome are 

minimized with the aim of detecting those components that are essential for the explanation of 

the outcome. 

 Researcher furthermore need to inspect the so-called prime implicant chart for possible redun-

dant or equivalent components of the solution terms, and whether this includes any ambiguities 

of the findings. 

 The last step involves the interpretation of the cross-case patterns in the light of theory and/or 

against the cases under review. 

In the following, we conduct two separate analyses, one regarding high presidential legislative 

success and its absence (section 7.1), and another one with a stricter benchmark of success with 

very high legislative success and its absence (section 7.2). Each section first starts with an exami-

nation of the superset relations and followed by the analyses of subset relations. Since QCA is a 

relatively new approach, the first analysis gives a detailed description of the analytic steps taken 

and thus also introduces the sound application of the method. Section 7.3 concludes with a sum-

mary of the main findings.  

  

                                                 

99  This is part of the “enhanced standard analysis” (ESA) by Schneider and Wagemann. Some authors instead suggest a reverse 

order without concretizing the reasons for this (Marx, Cambré, and Rihoux 2013). Others criticize the incorporation of in-

sights from the superset analysis into the one of subsets (B. Cooper and Glaesser 2015), or pick at the opposite by blaming 

the separation of the analysis (Thiem 2014b). Yet, none offers practical remedies to the pitfalls outlined by Schneider and 

Wagemann. While this is not the place to resolve these issues, the separate analysis of supersets and subsets, as well as ESA 

is generally convincing. Nevertheless, insights from the truth table interpretation should inform the analysis of inconsistent 

superset relations. 
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7.1 Analyses of High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence 

Examination of Shared Antecedent Conditions for the Outcome and its Absence 

A superset relation between any condition set X and an outcome set Y exists if whenever the 

outcome is present the condition is present, too; or in case of fuzzy sets, if the set values in the 

conditions are consistently higher or equal to the ones in the outcome set (see above figures 6.1). 

In other words, with supersets the search for explicit set relational connections looks for shared 

antecedent conditions among those cases that have a given outcome in common (Ragin 2013). 

Table 7.1 provides the findings for the analysis of superset relations between single explanatory 

conditions and the outcome of high presidential legislative success, both regarding its presence 

and its absence. The consistency parameter needs to be considered first because it signals whether 

and to what degree two (or more) sets are in line with the statement that one is a superset of the 

other. Put differently, the lower the consistency the more the sets deviate from a perfect superset 

relation, whereas the higher the consistency the stronger the pattern.100 An inspection of the con-

sistency values shows that none of the included conditions individually comes close to displaying 

a strong superset relationship which is commonly defined at a consistency level of at least 0.9 

(Ragin 2006; Ragin 2009, 121; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 278f). 

Table 7.1: Analysis of Superset Relations for High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence 

Condition Sets 

Presence of High Levels of  

Presidential Legislative Success (HighPLS) 

Absence of High Levels of  

Presidential Legislative Success (~HighPLS) 

Consistency Relevance Coverage Consistency Relevance Coverage 

PartyCon 0.487 0.906 0.828 0.362 0.716 0.344 

~PartyCon 0.614 0.622 0.632 0.819 0.534 0.472 

HighPubSupp 0.560 0.880 0.824 0.401 0.659 0.330 

~HighPubSupp 0.544 0.670 0.619 0.786 0.607 0.500 

IntWHActive 0.520 0.774 0.689 0.694 0.687 0.514 

~IntWHActive 0.633 0.815 0.787 0.580 0.612 0.404 

ExtGoPub 0.473 0.783 0.667 0.509 0.667 0.401 

~ExtGoPub 0.575 0.721 0.677 0.578 0.574 0.380 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script. 

                                                 

100  The consistency of a superset relation is calculated via the formula 
∑ min(𝑋,𝑌) 

∑ min(𝑌) 
 (Ragin 2006). 
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Some authors have argued that a lower consistency benchmark of 0.75 should be applied (Thiem 

2014b, 494). Here, two conditions pass this relaxed benchmark, namely (i) the absence of unified 

government and (ii.) the absence of high levels of public support with a moderate superset linkage 

of 0.82 and 0.79. Figure 7.1 displays the superset relations in form of two scatterplots. A fuzzy set 

condition shows a very consistent superset connection if none or only few cases are located above 

the main diagonal since these cases contradict the statement that whenever the outcome is present, 

we can also observe the condition. Yet, the visualizations nicely point out that both conditions 

show only a modest superset relations to the occurrence of non-successes since there are numerous 

cases that are deviant. Thus, one should abstain from lowering the consistency benchmark, let 

alone interpreting them as necessary conditions which would mean to claiming that legislative 

non-successes can only occur if the president lacks strong party control or if his support among 

the American people is low. Instead, statements of necessity should only be based on very con-

sistent superset connections because otherwise, too many inconsistencies are allowed. 

Figure 7.1: Scatterplots for Selected Single Superset Relations Regarding the Absence of High Presidential 

Legislative Success 

  

Own depiction. 

Another step in the analysis of shared antecedent conditions involves the search for logical OR-

combinations among conditions. The guiding question here is if there is any combination of con-

dition A or condition B - or both since it is an inclusive ‘OR’ - that is always present whenever the 

president achieves a legislative success. In a set-theoretic perspective, OR-combinations are made 

up of set unions. However, this approach bears some pitfalls because, on the one hand, the creation 

of set unions might at some point lead to strong superset relations by default since, by definition, 
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the OR combination enlarges the set of conditions while keeping the outcome set constant.101 On 

the other hand, set unions of more than two conditions are usually hard to interpret in a meaningful 

way, nor might they be of very much informative value since any chain of OR-combination be-

comes necessary. 

For this reason, one is best advised to explore only those set unions that can be understood in terms 

of functional equivalents which means that they need to pertain some notion to a higher-order 

concept that is grounded in theoretical arguments (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 74f & 145ff). 

This can be either done in an exploratory manner since the software allows to search for all possi-

ble supersets that pass a benchmark set by the researcher (Bol and Luppi 2013; Thiem 2014b), or 

one can take a theory-driven approach by combining those conditions included in the framework 

that can be interpreted in relation to a higher-order concept. Here, we present only the theoretically 

motivated macro-conditions (see table 7.2). To this end, the four analytic conditions are combined 

in four ways. On the one hand, the two Congress-centered factors are combined since they both 

refer to aspects of the political environment that lie beyond the immediate control of the president 

(Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 1996; Covington, Wrighton, and Kinney 

1995). Thus, we can create two macro-conditions by combining the presence of unified party con-

trol and strong public support into a set capturing the absence of a fully disadvantageous political 

context for the president, and a second macro-set for the absence of a completely advantageous 

environment by forming an OR combination of the two conditions in their absence.102 On the other 

hand, the two presidency-centered conditions can be interpreted as functional equivalents because 

both speak to the degree of activism by the White House. Therefore, we can form two macro-sets; 

one covering cases in which the administration is not completely uninvolved since it either shows 

high levels of direct engagement or extensive going public activity, and a second set which cap-

tures those cases without very strong legislative activism by the president since he either lacks 

direct engagement with Congress or strong going public activity, or both. 

  

                                                 

101  Combining sets with a logical OR in a set union takes the maximum value of the sets that are merged. Yet, inductively 

searching for multiple set unions produces sixteen combinations of conditions for HighPLS, and eleven for ~HighPLS with 

a consistency value above 0.9 but none exceeds a relevance of 0.4. See R script for further analysis. 

102  Another plausible idea would be to assume that the presence of both strong unified party control AND high public support is 

necessary for the president to be successful, whereas on the other side the joint absence of the conditions could be deemed 

necessary for non-success. However, since already both of the two did not muster individually high consistency values for 

the superset analysis, the intersection of the two sets is not a superset either because the intersection of two sets is either equal 

or smaller than the starting sets which thus reduces the superset relation even further. 
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Table 7.2: Superset Analysis of Macro-Conditions for HighPLS and ~HighPLS 

Set Unions & Macro-Concepts 
HighPLS ~HighPLS 

Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov 

C
o

n
gr

e
ss

- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 PartyCon + 

HighPubSupp 

Absence of Completely Disad-

vantageous Context 
0.728 0.767 0.790 0.559 0.512 0.340 

~PartyCon + 

~HighPubSupp 

Absence of Fully 

Advantageous Context 
0.767 0.447 0.632 0.950 0.347 0.438 

P
re

si
d

e
n

cy
- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 IntWHActive + 

ExtGoPub 

Absence of POTUS 

Completely Silent 
0.635 0.639 0.656 0.774 0.525 0.447 

~IntWHActive + 

~ExtGoPub 

Absence of POTUS 

Highly Active 
0.744 0.608 0.699 0.755 0.436 0.397 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script. 

Table 7.2 shows that the absence of unified government or strong public support qualifies as a 

shared antecedent condition since patterns of non-success almost exceptionally occur if either one 

of the two or both are absent. Yet, one needs to be cautious to interpret the absence of a highly 

favorable context as necessary for legislative non-successes. The reason for this is that the data is 

skewed to low values in the outcome set and rather high values in the condition sets which makes 

it comparatively easy to fulfill the criteria for superset relations. This can be detected in the scat-

terplot in figure 7.2, because most cases cluster towards abscissa and the right-hand side of the 

graph. The skewedness of the data is also indicated by the two additional parameters for the eval-

uation of superset relations, labeled coverage and relevance of necessity (RoN). Both can be used 

to interpret the empirical importance of the superset relation since they assess how much bigger 

set X is in relation to set Y (Ragin 2006; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 235ff).103 Thus, the 

question is how often the respective condition is met and how often it displays the outcome or its 

negation. In this regard, we can state that, on the one side, we only observe a few cases that display 

both unified government and strong public support whereas, on the other side, there are not many 

instances of presidential non-successes either. This is reflected in the low scores on coverage (0.44) 

and relevance (0.34). 

                                                 

103  The coverage and relevance parameters assess how much bigger set X is in relation set Y. Here, the respective formula for 

coverage is  
∑ min(𝑋,𝑌) 

∑ min(𝑋) 
 (Ragin 2006). Schneider and Wagemann’s relevance of necessity measure performs better to detect 

superset relations that are based on skewed set membership distributions between X and Y. Both parameters should be used 

to substantially interpret those superset relations that are consistent enough. Its formula is 
∑(1−𝑋)

∑ 1−min(𝑋,𝑌) 
 (Schneider and 

Wagemann 2012, 235ff).  
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Figure 7.2: Scatterplot for the Superset Relation between the Absence of a Favorable Context and the 

Absence of High Presidential Legislative Success 

 

Own depiction. 

In sum, we can conclude the search for superset relations for the occurrence and absence of pres-

idential success with stating that there is no single nor any combination of conditions that is shared 

by all instances of legislative success. This is reasonable and perfectly in line with what we know 

from theory and observing the political process: A necessity claim would mean that the presiden-

tial legislative success cannot occur without strong party control of Congress, or high public sup-

port or intensive White House involvement in lawmaking. We now know that no condition is 

always present whenever the president is successful in passing his policy preferences stressing the 

fact that legislative success is possible under all circumstances. 

The picture, however, is less straightforward when it comes to the absence of legislative successes. 

Here, the absence of an advantageous context forms a highly consistent superset, meaning that 

whenever the president must accept equal compromises or even lesser outcomes one of the positive 

Congress-centered explanatory factors is missing. Yet, the empirical parameters point out that the 

relationship might be an artefact of the skewed data and the few observations with respect to pres-

idential non-successes in the legislative arena. For this reason, the superset connection is not fur-

ther interpreted as a necessary condition. 
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Examination of Configurations of Conditions with a Shared Outcome of High Presi-

dential Legislative Success 

The truth table in QCA represents all logically possible AND-combinations between the explana-

tory conditions included in the analysis. Since each factor can be present or absent, a total of four 

explanatory conditions leads to sixteen different possibilities to combine them.104 As an analytic 

tool, the truth table embodies each possible configuration through a specific row encompassing 

those cases that are characterized by the respective combination. In other words, the truth table 

enables to allocate each empirical case to that configuration of conditions that mirrors the case’s 

configurative features in the best way (Ragin 2008b, 124–30; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 

98ff). Based on the grouping of the cases according to their configurational characteristics the truth 

table allows the assessment of (in)consistent cases. Since perfect subset relations are rather excep-

tional in the social sciences - especially with fine-grained fuzzy-sets that easily display smaller 

inconsistencies - the consistency measure (Ragin 2006) and frequently additional parameters are 

added to the truth table to facilitate its evaluation. Moreover, the truth table points out issues of 

limited diversity in a very straightforward manner (G. King and Zeng 2007; Ragin 2008b, 147–

59; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 151–59). The phenomenon of limited diversity refers to the 

fact that sometimes not all logically possible combinations of conditions are observable and thus 

do not exhibit ‘real’ empirical cases. Here, QCA offers three strategies throughout the minimiza-

tion process which differ in their treatment of such so-called logical remainders - i.e., empty truth 

table rows - and which are further discussed below (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 160–77). 

Table 7.3 shows an augmented truth table. All sixteen conceivable configurations are represented 

in form of truth table rows, populated by those cases of important pieces of legislation that match 

the respective combination of conditions. Beyond that, the truth table also includes a battery of 

various parameters to facilitate the interpretation of and decision about the subset relation for each 

truth table row. The four columns next to the explanatory conditions comprise information regard-

ing the consistency parameter and the proportional reduction in inconsistency measure (PRI).105 

These parameters are calculated not only for the subset between the respective configuration X 

and the outcome Y but for all possible subset relationships. In this way, contradictory statements 

                                                 

104  Since every condition can be either present or absent a truth table consists of 2k rows whereas k stands for the number of 

conditions included into the analysis. Thus, four conditions result in sixteen truth table rows, five conditions in 32 rows, six 

in 64 rows, and so forth. As becomes clear now, the number of explanatory factors should be kept moderate to not inflate the 

truth table which can create potential pitfalls during the latter analysis. 

105  The consistency parameter for sufficiency equals the coverage for necessity. The PRI measure helps to identify simultaneous 

subset relations. The formula is 
∑ min(𝑋,𝑌) −∑ min(𝑋,𝑌,~𝑌) 

∑ min(𝑋)−∑ min(𝑋,𝑌,~𝑌)  
 (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 242ff). 
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stemming from simultaneous subset relationships - for instance, that a configuration is both a sub-

set of the outcome and the non-outcome - can be easily detected and thus avoided (B. Cooper and 

Glaesser 2011; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 244ff).106 While the column labeled cases displays 

how many cases are covered by a truth table row, the next column lists all cases based on their 

case ID. It furthermore gives information about the status of the cases as either a typical case, a 

deviant case in degree (marked in italics), or a deviant case in kind (bold letters), as well as the 

membership value of the case in the given configuration and the in the outcome set.107 Finally, the 

last two columns exhibit the consistency scores for those cases that are covered by the respective 

truth table row, and thus can be considered good representatives of the specific configuration (B. 

Cooper and Glaesser 2011, 9ff). 

The truth table facilitates the systematic analysis of configurations that are consistently connected 

to high presidential success in lawmaking. A subset statement is true if whenever X is present, Y 

is present as well - or with fuzzy sets X is smaller or equal to Y across all cases (revisit figure 6.1 

for the exemplification). The problem here is that the overwhelming majority of QCA applications 

does not invest enough time and effort into an in-depth inspection of the truth table using different 

kinds of information. Instead, we too often observe that short cuts based on existing benchmarks 

are applied mechanically, a procedure that runs into the danger of introducing contradictory or 

untenable statements about perceived subset relations (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 195–250; 

for an overview on applications, see Buche and Siewert 2015; Wagemann, Buche, and Siewert 

2016).108 

                                                 

106  Schneider and Wagemann elaborate that the use of fuzzy sets can lead to illogical situations where, for instance, a configu-

ration X is deemed to be consistent enough for both the outcome Y and its negation ~Y (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 

244–48; see also B. Cooper and Glaesser 2011). However, the statement that X is sufficient for both the occurrence and the 

non-occurrence of the outcome poses a logical contradiction which needs to be avoided. Here, the extension of the truth table 

helps to spot these simultaneous subset relationships that can result from issues of skewed data distribution. 

107  So-called typical cases are in line with the subset statement; they thus have a membership in X and Y > 0.5, while X is a 

subset to Y, i.e. X ≤ Y. Contradictory cases in degree are also members in X and Y but their membership in X exceeds that 

in Y (therefore, X, Y > 0.5, X > Y). Lastly, contradictory cases in kind are members in X but do not show (much of) Y; this 

can be formalized accordingly X > 0.5 > Y. 

108  Common standards recommend that “consistency levels (well) above 0.75 are advisable” (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 

279; see also Ragin 2008b, 46). In general, a consistency score of 0.9 or higher can be interpreted as a nearly perfect subset 

relation, 0.85 as very good and 0.8 as moderate (Ragin and Fiss 2017). Often, the critical benchmark is set at 0.8. However, 

statements like these should not be misread meaning that all truth table rows above a consistency of 0.75 or 0.8 can automat-

ically be considered in line with a subset relationship without further scrutiny. Instead, all parameters in QCA are dependent 

on the specificities of the underlying research design which is why decisions concerning, for instance, consistency thresholds 

need further justification. 
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Table 7.3: Augmented Truth Table for the Analysis of High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence 

Row 
Party 
Con 

High 
PubSupp 

IntWH 
Active 

ExtGo 
Pub 

X → Y X → ~Y ~X → Y ~X → ~Y 
Cases 

Cases (Membership in Configuration  
/ Membership in HighPLS) 

RowCases 
Cons Y 

RowCases 
Cons ~Y Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI 

15 1 1 1 0 0.947 0.906 0.478 0.074 0.649 0.572 0.378 0.243 4 
Bush 18 (.55/.75); Obama 6 (.56/.875); Obama 9 (.82/.75); Obama 11 
(.56/.625) 

0,972 0,402 

14 1 1 0 1 0.943 0.897 0.499 0.103 0.650 0.573 0.377 0.241 3 Clinton 1 (.64/1); Clinton 7 (.56/.875); Bush 24 (.70/1) 1,000 0,066 

13 1 1 0 0 0.941 0.924 0.282 0.073 0.630 0.541 0.403 0.260 9 
Clinton 2 (.76/1); Clinton 8 (.61/1); Bush 20 (.55/1); Bush 22 (.55/0); Obama 
1 (.9/1); Obama 2 (.9/.875); Obama 5 (.9/1); Obama 8 (.95/1); Obama 16 
(.75/.875) 

0,916 0,116 

6 0 1 0 1 0.911 0.793 0.658 0.207 0.665 0.590 0.380 0.242 2 Clinton 17 (.53/.625); Clinton 36 (.54/1) 1,000 0,350 

5 0 1 0 0 0.909 0.857 0.451 0.138 0.653 0.572 0.393 0.251 5 
Clinton 20 (.52/1); Clinton 21 (.66/1); Clinton 27 (.76/.875); Clinton 28 
(.66/.625); Bush 12 (.75/1) 

0,988 0,149 

16 1 1 1 1 0.898 0.785 0.597 0.146 0.660 0.585 0.379 0.244 3 Clinton 9 (.62/.875); Obama 3 (.86/.625); Obama 12 (.62/.75) 0,888 0,357 

2 0 0 0 1 0.892 0.749 0.679 0.251 0.674 0.600 0.385 0.244 4 
Clinton 12 (.61/.875); Clinton 33 (.56/.625); Bush 10 (.6/.125); Bush 39 
(.76/.875) 

0,812 0,484 

12 1 0 1 1 0.865 0.743 0.555 0.155 0.664 0.589 0.385 0.248 8 
Clinton 3 (.8/.625); Clinton 4 (.8/.75); Clinton 5 (.66/.625); Bush 1 (.55/.625); 
Bush 16 (.55/.25); Bush 23 (.55/1); Bush 31 (.75/.625); Obama 10 (.92/.75) 

0,847 0,416 

8 0 1 1 1 0.861 0.737 0.560 0.166 0.67 0.595 0.390 0.251 8 
Clinton 22 (.64/.875); Clinton 23 (.71/.75); Clinton 26 (.93/.625); Clinton 32 
(.66/.75); Clinton 37 (.83/.75); Bush 3 (.75/.875); Bush 6 (.75/.625), Bush 14 
(.75/.625) 

0,895 0,415 

11 1 0 1 0 0.845 0.710 0.620 0.290 0.653 0.578 0.368 0.232 1 Obama 14 (.68/1) 1,000 0,000 

9 1 0 0 0 0.825 0.767 0.424 0.233 0.648 0.567 0.378 0.236 9 
Clinton 10 (.64/.875); Bush 17 (.55/1); Bush 21 (.52/.625); Bush 25 (.75/1); 
Bush 27 (.62/.75); Bush 29 (.56/.25); Bush 33 (.75/.875); Bush 34 
(.66/.125); Obama 7 (.6/1) 

0,850 0,371 

10 1 0 0 1 0.813 0.667 0.626 0.333 0.661 0.586 0.372 0.232 5 
Clinton 6 (.52/1); Bush 19 (.55/.625); Bush 26 (.75/.75); Bush 32 (.75/0); 
Obama 13 (.67/.25) 

0,639 0,631 

7 0 1 1 0 0.775 0.609 0.617 0.336 0.667 0.593 0.372 0.232 6 
Clinton 31 (.92/.25); Clinton 35 (.83/.75); Bush 2 (.66/.625); Bush 4 
(.66/.75); Bush 7 (.7/.875); Bush 9 (.75/0) 

0,660 0,553 

4 0 0 1 1 0.737 0.529 0.681 0.430 0.701 0.629 0.377 0.225 11 
Clinton 19 (.62/.625); Clinton 24 (.62/.25); Bush 5 (.75/.625); Bush 11 
(.75/1); Bush 13 (.6/1); Bush 40 (.66/.75); Bush 43 (.88/.25); Bush 44 
(.9/.875); Bush 46 (.83/.25); Obama 17 (0.75/0); Obama 21 (.68/0.125) 

0,593 0,581 

1 0 0 0 0 0.705 0.564 0.592 0.398 0.693 0.616 0.372 0.216 15 

Clinton 13 (.56/1); Clinton 14 (.66/0); Clinton 16 (.64/.25); Clinton 18 
(.504/.25); Bush 8 (.75/.125); Bush 15 (.75/0); Bush 35 (.92/.75); Bush 36 
(.66/.625); Bush 37 (.72/.25); Bush 38 (.66/.125); Bush 41 (.56/0); Bush 47 
(1/.75); Obama 18 (.75/1); Obama 19 (.75/.75); Obama 20 (.75/1) 

0,558 0,599 

3 0 0 1 0 0.610 0.312 0.815 0.673 0.694 0.623 0.355 0.206 7 
Clinton 15 (.66/.625); Clinton 25 (.66/.875); Clinton 29 (.6/0); Clinton 30 
(.56/.625); Clinton 34 (.92/.125); Bush 42 (.88/.125); Bush 45 (.53/.125) 

0,462 0,781 

The truth table was created via the ‘truthTable command’ in the QCA package. Additional information based on own calculations. 
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To avoid this, the truth table needs a thorough elaboration based on a multitude of various kinds 

of information to rule out possible contradictions and to disclose the decisions about subset rela-

tions in a transparent and open way. The following discussion of the truth table therefore builds 

upon a synoptic interpretation of five interrelated criteria:109 

 First, acceptable high levels on the consistency parameter of 0.8 or higher are required signal-

ing an at least moderate degree of subset relations between the respective combination of 

conditions (truth table row) and the outcome of high presidential success and its negation 

(Ragin 2008b, 46; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 279). 

 Second, a frequency threshold is fixed to account for idiosyncratic cases which is why a truth 

table row must contain at least two cases or 2% of the sample, otherwise it is treated as a 

logical remainder (e.g. Maggetti and Levi-Faur 2013, 203ff; Ragin 2008b, 130ff; Ragin and 

Fiss 2017). 

Beyond these two necessary components, three additional benchmarks are applied, namely 

 controlling for simultaneous subset relations through an inspection of the PRI, and a compar-

ison of different subset consistencies (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 237–50), 

 looking for the contradictory cases in kind, and 

 the row consistencies based on ideal-typical cases in a configuration (B. Cooper and Glaesser 

2011, 9ff). 

The truth table (table 7.3) shows relatively high consistency scores across all rows ranging from 

0.61 to 0.95 (X → Y). The subsequent analysis applies three consistency thresholds including rows 

into the further minimization that reach a threshold of ≥ 0.89 (dark grey), ≥ 0.85 (medium grey), 

and ≥ 0.8 (light grey) following obvious gaps in the consistency parameter that echo established 

cutoff points. A consistency of 0.9 is usually interpreted as almost perfect subset relation, while a 

consistency of 0.85 is seen as a very good fit for a subset and a score of 0.8 indicates a moderate 

explicit connection between two sets. In this way, the findings are nested according to stricter 

benchmarks.110  

                                                 

109  There is no exhaustive or authoritative list of criteria. Ideally, case knowledge about specific cases should also be part of the 

truth table interpretation. However, in this large-N design it is less futile for making.  

110  Instead of mechanically applying cutoff points, e.g., 0.9, one is best advised to cluster those rows that are closest to each 

other. Therefore, row 3 is included into the upper threshold almost passing the 0.9 benchmark (see, e.g. Ragin and Fiss 2017). 
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The first seven rows (15 to 2) all display a consistency value of 0.89 or higher underscoring the 

presence of very good and consistent subset relations. Looking at these respective configurations, 

it becomes apparent that all of them display the presence of at least one context-centered explana-

tion, i.e. either strong unified government or high levels of public backing. Even more noticeable, 

we can find all four generally possible combination that represent a favorable context for the pres-

ident, namely the presence of both conditions among the six most consistent configurations (rows 

16 to 13). It also stands out that the first three rows with an almost perfect consistency of 0.94 are 

all combinations in which a favorable context is combined with complete inaction by the White 

House (row 13), or direct legislative involvement of the president and his staff (row 15) or going 

public activity (row 14). The configuration in which all four conditions are present (row 16), on 

the other side, displays a much lower consistency score. 

Altogether, since favorable context conditions for the president are part of those configurations 

most consistently linked with the presence of presidential legislative success, they underscore their 

importance corroborating previous studies. Row 2 scratches the 0.9 benchmark, and is the first 

configuration that does not include either strong party control or staunch support from the Amer-

ican people.111 All seven configurations with an almost perfect consistency of above 0.89 cover at 

least two empirical reference cases and are unproblematic against the backdrop of the previously 

stated additional criteria. The supplementary consistency measures and the PRI parameter point 

out that the subset linkage between those configurations and high presidential legislative success 

is by far the strongest if compared to the other parameters. Thus, we can rule out possible simul-

taneous subset relationships.112 Finally, the consistency parameter in the last two columns under-

scores that the subset connection is strongest with respect to high presidential success and less so 

to its negation. 

The following two configurations come after a clear break in the consistency parameter with 0.86. 

Row 12 and row 8 thus display a good subset relation. It is remarkable that they represent those 

combinations in which both presidency-centered conditions of intensive direct involvement and 

extensive going public are combined with either strong control of Congress by the president’s 

                                                 

111  This might be a compelling reason to analyze this row together with those cases in the next consistency cohort. However, 

row 2 seems to be special since it bears not much resemblance with the following configurations but has more in common 

with those at the bottom of the truth table. 

112  A PRI score between ≥ 0.6 and ≤ 0.4 indicates issues of simultaneous subset relations. This can be seen in row 4 and row 1 

whose consistency value for the subset relationship between the presence and absence of high presidential legislative success 

are very close to each other. 
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party or high levels of public support. Again, the additional parameters reveal that the subset link-

age is most relevant for the outcome when compared against all possible simultaneous subsets, 

and that the number of inconsistent cases is kept at bay - although both configurations are charac-

terized by several contradictory cases in degree. However, a glance at the last columns shows that 

the consistency is fairly high for those cases covered by the respective rows and that they are thus 

more associated with the outcome than the non-outcome. 

Row 11, row 10 and row 9 have a moderate consistency between 0.84 and 0.81, and follow another 

identifiable gap in the consistency parameter. It is interesting to note that all three share the pres-

ence of strong party control and the absence of high levels of support in combination with either 

intensive White House involvement or extensive going public, but also without any form of legis-

lative activity from the administration. Although showing a moderate subset linkage, they are 

problematic for different reasons. Row 10 and row 9 cover several cases but the ratio of contra-

dictory cases is quite high which diminishes the consistency value for row 10 if we only concen-

trate on those cases covered by both rows whereas it is still high for row 9. Both rows are consid-

ered consistent enough to be included into the further analyses. Row 11, however, is not consid-

ered, in the first place, despite its high consistency value of 0.84. Since the configuration comprises 

only one case, it does not pass the established frequency threshold, and therefore is treated as a 

logical remainder in the subsequent analyses.  

The last four configurations from row 7 to row 3 all exhibit low levels of consistency which means 

that they are not consistently connected to the outcome of high presidential legislative success. It 

strikes the eye that three of them are characterized by the complete absence of a favorable context. 

This makes the high consistency levels of row 2 - capturing the linkage between presidential suc-

cess and the presence of extensive going public in combination with the absence of the other three 

factors - even more remarkable because it resembles patterns that are rather comparable to the 

latter combinations, which are inconsistent, than to those at the top of the truth table. A look at the 

PRI score reveals that row 4 and row 1 are problematic regarding aspects of simultaneous subset 

relations. Here, the consistency levels for both high presidential success and its negation are too 

close to each other. The combination in row 3, however, is the only configuration that is consist-

ently linked to the absence of high presidential legislative success displaying a combination of 

absence of strong party control, a lack of public support, staying silent during the legislative pro-

cess but showing high direct engagement in lawmaking.  
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Before we proceed with the truth table minimization, a systematic treatment of the issue of limited 

diversity - i.e., the configuration for which we do not have enough empirical observable cases - is 

needed. Here, QCA offers three standard strategies to deal with logical remainders (Ragin 2008b, 

147–175; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 151–177): 

 the so-called conservative strategy treats all logical remainders as not being subsets for the 

outcome, and therefore precludes them from the further analysis; 

 the parsimony-driven strategy searches for configurations among those rows that show a reli-

able subset relation with the aim of matching them with the logical remainder row, and by this 

strives to detect factors that are possibly redundant; 

 the intermediate strategy engages in a theory-driven evaluation of the logical remainders and 

those rows that display a consistent subset connection and that are the most similar combina-

tion to the unobserved truth table row. 

Table 7.4: Logical Remainder, Matching Rows and Theoretical Expectations for the Analysis of HighPLS 

and ~HighPLS 

Row Type Party 

Con 

High 

PubSupp 

Int 

WHActive 

Ext 

GoPub 

Theoretical 

Expectations 

Included in  

Intermediate Solution 

11 logical remainder 1 0 1 0   

For HighPLS 

15 most similar row 1 1 1 0 Difficult counterfactual Not included 

12 most similar row 1 0 1 1 
Ambiguous theoretical as-

sumptions 
Not included 

9 most similar row 1 0 0 0 
Ambiguous theoretical as-

sumptions 
Not included 

For ~HighPLS 

3 most similar row 0 0 1 0 Difficult counterfactual Not included 

Own depiction. 

Applying the latter theory-driven strategy, table 7.4 presents an overview about the logical remain-

der row 11 and its possible partner rows for the analysis of high presidential legislative success in 

its presence and its absence. The theoretical assessment of the logical remainder and its most sim-

ilar combinations shows that none can be evaluated as a so-called easy counterfactual, and there-

fore is omitted from the intermediate solution (for a summary on the directional expectations for 

each condition, see table 6.9).113 Arguments about easy and difficult counterfactuals rest upon a 

                                                 

113  The standard practice of including directional expectations into the intermediate solution directly through the software leads 

to a wrong theory-driven analysis due to the treatment of ambiguous theoretical assumptions. The software only offers three 

possibilities to enter directional expectations: a condition contributes positively to the outcome in a) its presence or b) its 
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discussion about more likely and less likely scenarios. In the analysis of high presidential success 

in the legislative arena, for example, the question needs to be answered if the non-observed con-

figuration resembles a more favorable context for the president to be successful than a most similar 

combination of condition than can be identified as a consistent subset based on the information in 

the truth table? If theory tells us ‘yes’, then the logical remainder is considered an easy counter-

factual; if it the answer is ‘no’ it poses a difficult counterfactual argument. For the analysis of the 

absence of presidential success, it is vice-versa. Here, the unobserved configuration must be de-

scribed as a less advantageous context to allow an easy counterfactual statement. 

Comparing the logical remainder in row 11 to row 15, it becomes clear that the former is a difficult 

counterfactual. While in the latter configuration the president enjoys both strong unified party 

control of Congress and high levels of support, the context is less promising in the former combi-

nation of conditions which prohibits an easy counterfactual argument. The same holds true for the 

other most similar rows 12 and 9, because the theoretical assumptions concerning the positive 

effects of the president’s - direct and indirect - activism in the legislative are ambiguous. With an 

eye towards the analysis of the non-occurrence of presidential success, the matching row 3 and the 

logical remainder again pose a difficult counterfactual because the combination in row 11 offers a 

more advantageous configuration for the president to be successful than the former context. 

In sum, the theory-guided assessment of the only logical remainder points out that it cannot be 

matched based on easy counterfactual reasoning. It is therefore discarded for the intermediate 

strategy analyzing high presidential legislative success and its absence. By doing so, the interme-

diate solution equals the conservative term in the subsequent analysis. The parsimony-driven strat-

egy, on the other hand, also includes difficult counterfactuals whenever it allows to simplify con-

ditions that might be redundant parts of a combination. Yet, this strategy accepts counterfactual 

arguments that are difficult from a theoretical perspective, and moreover runs into the risk of mak-

ing contradictory assumptions about logical remainders. For instance, it becomes apparent that the 

logical remainder in row 11 can be included in the analysis of presidential success and its absence 

if it is not assessed against the backdrop of theoretical knowledge (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 

203ff).114 

                                                 

absence, or c) in its presence or absence (e.g., Ragin 2008b, 156). However, if assumptions are ambiguous they should be 

treated as d) being positive /negative neither in its presence nor its absence. While the former option implemented currently 

is driven by parsimony, the latter is theory-driven by not making difficult counterfactuals. 

114  The latter point relates to the enhanced standard analysis procedure (ESA) proposed by Schneider and Wagemann who stress 

the need to avoid contradictory statements in the treatment of logical remainders. Besides contradictory treatment of remain-

ders in the analysis for the outcome and non-outcome, two additional sources of contradiction need to be checked: First, there 
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The results of the enhanced intermediate solution using different consistency benchmarks are 

shown in table 7.5.115 Due to the nested nature of the truth table analysis applying different con-

sistency thresholds, the solution terms stand in a logical subset relationship to each other since the 

explanations with very high consistency (≥ 0.89) are a subset to the ones with good consistency (≥ 

0.85) which are again a subset of the solution terms with a moderate consistency (≥ 0.80) (Ragin 

and Fiss 2017, 131). All findings are derived through the minimization of the specified truth table 

(revisit table 7.3) via matching those combinations of conditions that consistently share the out-

come of high presidential legislative success if they are most similar besides one part of their 

configuration. For instance, row 14 and row 13 display the same configuration but differ only in 

one regard, namely that in the former situation the president makes high active usage of his bully 

pulpit whereas in the latter case he does not: 

PartyCon*HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive*ExtGoPub + 

PartyCon*HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive*~ExtGoPub 

Since both combinations are highly consistent for presidential success, extensive going public by 

the president in this situation is redundant and can be removed from the explanation: 

PartyCon*HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive 

The analysis with a very high consistency of ≥ 0.89 reveals three explanatory paths that share the 

outcome of high legislative success. Two of these involve the presence of strong public support 

for the president either in combination with strong party control or the absence of intense direct 

involvement of the White House in the legislative process. The first path highlights the importance 

of Congress-centered factors for presidential legislative success. Here, cases in which the president 

owns an extremely favorable context of unified government and strong public backing are very 

consistently linked to the outcome of high levels of presidential success irrespective whether the 

administration is involved in the legislative process or not. On the other hand, the second solution 

term points out that if the president enjoys the support of the American people, he can also be 

successful in the legislative arena no matter if his party controls both chambers of Congress or he 

                                                 

are no impossible remainders (e.g., a ‘pregnant man’). Second, the logical remainder cannot contradict a statement of neces-

sity since there was none identified (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 197–211). 

115  The analyses are performed using the ‘eqmcc’ command in QCA/QCAGUI. The results across all consistency levels and for 

all solution types (conservative/enhanced intermediate /most parsimonious solution) are the same regardless of the possibility 

of row dominance or not. The only exception is that the parsimony-driven strategy detects one inessential prime implicant 

for the consistency threshold of ≥ 0.89 if the row dominance is disabled; however, this inessential prime implicant is excluded 

since it makes the result more complex and not more parsimonious and does not lead to an equifinal model (Baumgartner 

and Thiem 2015). Model ambiguities play no role in this analysis corroborating the robustness of the findings (see the ap-

pendix for the R script and additional information on alternative analyses). 
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is not strongly engaged in the legislative process. The third path, finally, corroborates that in some 

instances the White House can indeed see the passage of important pieces of legislation that reflect 

its policy position in less favorable contexts. In the absence of strong unified government, the 

combination of an extensive use of going public in combination with low profile of direct engage-

ment with Congress is consistently connected to presidential legislative success, no matter if the 

president has high levels of public support or not. However, the raw coverage points out that this 

path only accounts for a small proportion of the outcome of high presidential legislative success.116 

Table 7.5: Conservative / Enhanced Intermediate Solution for the Analysis of HighPLS Based on the Three 

Consistency Thresholds 
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 ≥
 .8

9
 

Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) PartyCon*HighPubSupp + 

(2) HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive + 

(3) ~PartyCon*~IntWHActive*ExtGoPub 

0.920 

0.932 

0.864 

0.318 

0.373 

0.159 

0.077 

0.076 

0.057 

Solution Consistency: 0.902 Solution Coverage: 0.506 
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5
 

Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) PartyCon*HighPubSupp + 

(2) HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive + 

(3) ~PartyCon*~IntWHActive*ExtGoPub + 

(4) HighPubSupp*ExtGoPub + 

(5) PartyCon*IntWHActive*ExtGoPub 

0.920 

0.932 

0.864 

0.831 

0.863 

0.318 

0.373 

0.159 

0.257 

0.176 

0.029 

0.076 

0.045 

0.070 

0.063 

Solution Consistency: 0.864 Solution Coverage: 0.640   
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Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) PartyCon*HighPubSupp + 

(2) HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive + 

(3) ~IntWHActive*ExtGoPub + 

(4) HighPubSupp*ExtGoPub + 

(5) PartyCon*ExtGoPub + 

(6) PartyCon*~IntWHActive 

0.920 

0.932 

0.829 

0.831 

0.805 

0.854 

0.318 

0.373 

0.219 

0.257 

0.229 

0.334 

0.029 

0.076 

0.045 

0.063 

0.062 

0.058 

Solution Consistency: 0.831 Solution Coverage: 0.773   

These results are based on the ‘eqmcc command’ in the QCApackage with row dominance being disabled. 

Additional information on the settings can be found in the R script in the appendix. 

                                                 

116  The most parsimonious solution leads to the same results. If row dominance is disabled a fourth explanatory path is identified: 

PartyCon*~ExtGoPub*IntWHActive. This configuration, however, is based only on one empirical row and otherwise com-

bines with the logical remainder based on a difficult counterfactual. Moreover, it is a fully redundant and inessential prime 

implicant (see appendix for the results). 
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Lowering the consistency level to ≥ 0.85 leaves these three explanatory paths intact and adds two 

more. The fourth path further corroborates the narrative of the importance of the presidency as a 

bully pulpit. Thus, there are cases of legislative success in which the president extensively goes 

public on a bill combined with high levels of support from the American people. Path five, on the 

other side, shows that the president can be successful in pressing for his preferred policy positions 

combining both direct and indirect legislative tools but only in times of unified government.117 

Finally, applying a moderate consistency level of ≥ 0.80 adds one more explanatory path. The new 

sixth path covers those cases of presidential legislative success that share strong unified govern-

ment and the absence of intensive White House involvement, irrespective of the presence or ab-

sence of other factors. Moreover, it slightly affects the third and the fifth path. Regarding the for-

mer, the absence of strong unified government drops out leaving the combination of extensive 

going public together with less intensive direct engagement alone consistently linked to high pres-

idential legislative success in the legislative arena. Concerning the latter, the presence of strong 

White House engagements becomes a redundant component and is removed leaving the combina-

tion of strong party control of Congress and extensive going public activities a shared configura-

tion of presidential legislative success.118 

The results at a consistency level of ≥ 0.80 present a good ratio between explaining consistent 

enough with a solution consistency of 0.83, on the one hand, and explaining much of the outcome 

with an overall coverage of 0.77, on the other. If the solution terms are factored out some additional 

features come to the fore: 

Table 7.6: Enhanced Intermediate Solution for HighPLS 

PartyCon*HighPubSupp + 

(PartyCon + HighPubSupp) * (~IntWHActive + ExtGoPub) +  

~IntWHActive*ExtGoPub → HighPLS 

Own depiction 

 

                                                 

117  Again, a comparison with the most parsimonious solution corroborates the robustness of these findings. Allowing the am-

biguous counterfactual in row 10 effects path five by removing ExtGoPub as redundant component. Furthermore, the con-

figuration of PartyCon*HighPubSupp becomes an inessential prime implicant whose cases are also covered by other expla-

nations. Yet, this should be kept as explanation due to its high theoretical relevance (see appendix for results). 

118  The parsimony-driven analysis shows the same results for the second, third and fourth path. Path one, five and six are further 

minimized to the single condition of PartyCon if one follows the ambiguous directional expectation outlined in table 7.5 (see 

appendix for the results).  
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The factorization highlights that there are essential four types of enabling contexts for high presi-

dential legislative success identifiable: 

 Configuration 1 can be labeled favorable context path to presidential success. It is made up 

by the conjoint presence of unified government and high levels of public support irrespective 

of the actions taken by the White House. 

 Configuration 2 combines either one of the two favorable contexts with the absence of intense 

direct engagement or the presence of massive going public behavior. Thus, presidential legis-

lative success appears in situations in which the president can mobilize the public via his bully 

pulpit; yet, his public remarks must fall on fruitful grounds either with a Congress that is 

controlled by his party or within the public who supports the president’s position. On the other 

side, it is the absence of intensive White House engagement together with one of the context 

factors that is also linked to high levels of presidential success. 

 Configuration 3 is the only path that just includes presidency-centered conditions. Here, ex-

tensive going public activity together with the absence of intense involvement by the White 

House displays a consistent linkage with presidential legislative success. This finding under-

lines that the president indeed can get his policy position enacted irrespective of the context 

he is confronted with. 

These findings underscore the relevance of the contextual factors as enabling contexts. This is in 

accordance to those studies stressing that the fate of the president in the legislative arena is largely 

bound to aspects beyond his direct control. Strong party control or high levels of public support or 

both are present in all configurations that are consistently linked to presidential legislative success 

- except for one. In other words, ten out of eleven configurations that have a strong subset relation 

with high levels of legislative success include at least one positive context condition (see table 

7.3). Yet, thanks to the set-theoretic perspective it becomes clear that neither of the two factors 

alone is enough to guarantee that the president gets most of what he wants in the legislative pro-

cess.119 Instead, unified government or high levels of support need to be combined with each other, 

or complemented with either a permanent going public campaign by the president or the absence 

of direct engagement by the White House so that the president experiences high levels of legisla-

tive success. 

                                                 

119  Unless we accept difficult counterfactuals or even contradictory assumptions as in the most parsimonious strategy. 
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Going public and promoting a bill in front of the people shows up as another relevant factor since 

it is part of three out of six configurational packages that are associated with high levels of sub-

stantial legislative success. Here, one set of cases in which the extensive usage of the bully pulpit 

by the president is either embedded in the context of unified party government or goes hand in 

hand with high public support have in common that, at the end of the day, the president’s policy 

positions get predominantly enacted. The last configuration even points out that presidents can be 

successful irrespective of experiencing a positive or negative environment. Here, the combination 

of extensive going public with the absence of direct White House engagement also displays high 

legislative successes for the president, no matter if his party controls both chambers of Congress 

or if the president’s positions rank high or low in the polls. The fact that this path is part of all 

solution formula furthermore shows that it is highly consistently linked to success. 

Lastly, it strikes the eye that intensive involvement by the White House is only in its absence but 

never in its explicit presence part of a configuration connected to high levels of legislative success. 

Indeed, a look back at the truth table reveals that strong White House engagement in lawmaking 

is just positively associated with presidential success in the legislative arena four times whereas 

the other seven configurations that are linked to the outcome show its absence. Yet, in all four 

configurations which form a consistent subset of presidential success, high legislative activity by 

the administration occurs together with at least two other conditions. Thus, although strong direct 

White House involvement is a redundant factor, the president’s legislative engagement can play 

its part if it is joined with either a highly favorable environment in Congress and among the public 

mood or in combination with one positive contextual factor and an extensive public campaign. 

Examination of Configurations of Conditions with a Shared Outcome of Non-High 

Presidential Legislative Success 

Turning to the analysis of the absence of high presidential legislative success, we can learn from 

the truth table that only one complex combination of conditions displays a consistent subset rela-

tionship (revisit table 7.3). Thus, there is one configuration that is strongly associated with the 

president having to accept major compromises or more, namely the absence of unified government 

together with non-high levels of public support, non-extensive going public activity but intense 

White House involvement (table 7.7).120 It again underlines the ambiguous role of direct engage-

ment of the president and his administration in lawmaking. It shows that if the president faces a 

                                                 

120  The most parsimonious strategy reduces the path by identifying ~PartyCon as a redundant factor which leads to ~HighPub-

Supp*IntWHActive*~ExtGoPub as a result for ~HighPLS. This, however, is problematic because it makes use of the logical 
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disadvantageous congressional and public environment, he cannot overcome these negative con-

texts by massively engaging directly with Congress but instead must go along with major substan-

tial concessions. Considering the truth table, moreover, shows that engaging in a public campaign 

does not enhance the linkage since this configuration is neither linked to high presidential success. 

In general, it is noticeable that those configurations with the highest consistency towards the ab-

sence of high presidential legislative success all exhibit an unfavorable context for the president, 

independent of the actions he takes. 

Table 7.7: Conservative / Enhanced Intermediate Solution for the Analysis of ~HighPLS 

C
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 t
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o
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 ≥
 .8

0
 

Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) ~PartyCon*~HighPubSupp*IntWHActive*~ExtGoPub 0.815 0.235 0.235 

Solution Consistency: 0.815 Solution Coverage: 0.235 

These results are based on the ‘eqmcc command’ in the QCA package with row dominance being disabled. 

Additional information on the settings can be found in the R script in the appendix. 

7.2 Conditions for Very High Presidential Legislative Success 

Examination of Shared Antecedent Conditions 

The results shown in table 7.8 summarize the inspection of shared antecedent conditions for very 

high levels of presidential legislative success in its presence or absence. Once more, it becomes 

apparent that no explanatory condition individually exhibits a consistent superset linkage with the 

outcome set nor its negation. None of the included conditions exceeds or even comes close to the 

benchmark of 0.9 referring to a very consistent superset relation. We can furthermore see that the 

absence of strong party control of Congress and the absence of strong backing of the president 

from the American people - both conditions that had previously shown higher consistency values 

for the analysis of non-high presidential legislative success - decrease in consistency regarding the 

superset analyses of the negation of very high presidential legislative success. 

  

                                                 

remainder which was already used for the analysis of HighPLS creating a contradictory assumption that the counterfactual 

configuration is both a subset of the outcome and the non-outcome (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 203ff; Schneider and 

Wagemann 2013b). 
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Table 7.8: Analyses of Superset Relation for Very High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence 

Condition Sets 

Presence of Very High Levels of  

Presidential Legislative Success (VHighPLS) 

Absence of Very High Levels of  

Presidential Legislative Success (~VHighPLS) 

Consistency Relevance Coverage Consistency Relevance Coverage 

PartyCon 0.510 0.863 0.739 0.361 0.745 0.435 

~PartyCon 0.610 0.565 0.535 0.783 0.585 0.571 

HighPubSupp 0.589 0.831 0.737 0.406 0.692 0.423 

~HighPubSupp 0.539 0.618 0.522 0.748 0.660 0.602 

IntWHActive 0.499 0.709 0.562 0.685 0.748 0.642 

~IntWHActive 0.683 0.772 0.723 0.533 0.639 0.469 

ExtGoPub 0.457 0.726 0.549 0.516 0.712 0.515 

~ExtGoPub 0.596 0.674 0.579 0.548 0.605 0.456 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script. 

The tests for minimal supersets based on all possible set unions and theoretically-driven functional 

equivalents also corroborate the previous results. Again, all congress-centered and presidency-

centered combinations display strong inconsistencies, except for the macro-set capturing the ab-

sence of a highly favorable context for the president (see table 7.9). Here, the consistency value of 

0.93 indicates a solid superset relation that whenever the president is not very successful in the 

legislative arena either unified government or public support are absent as well. However, although 

the coverage of 0.54 is moderately high, it is once more the very low relevance measure of 0.39 

that points towards the trivialness of this macro-condition. Thus, it can be discarded as a necessary 

condition for the subsequent analysis because the superset relation is rather an artifact of the un-

derlying data. The exploratory approach to check for all possible OR-combinations returns thirteen 

configurations with a consistency of above 0.9 with respect to the presence of very high presiden-

tial legislative success, and a total of three configurations for the absence of very high presidential 

legislative success - including the just mentioned theoretically-driven macro-condition. However, 

none of these two- and three-way set unions achieves a relevance score above 0.5 which renders 

them all empirically trivial. Furthermore, none of the complex expressions consisting of two-way 

or three-way configurations can then be interpreted in a theoretically meaningful way.121 There-

fore, patterns of very high levels of presidential success in the legislative arena do not share any 

                                                 

121  See R script for the parameters of the analysis. The picture also holds for lower thresholds since no combination reaches 

satisfactory levels of relevance. 
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meaningful antecedent conditions beyond the one already detected before, namely the absence of 

an advantageous political context. 

Table 7.9: Superset Analyses of Macro-Concepts for VHighPLS and ~VHighPLS 

Set Unions & Macro-Concepts 
VHighPLS ~VHighPLS 

Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov 

C
o

n
gr

e
ss

- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 PartyCon + 

HighPubSupp 

Absence of Completely Disad-

vantageous Context 
0.748 0.691 0.691 0.569 0.551 0.437 

~PartyCon + 

~HighPubSupp 

Absence of Fully 

Advantageous Context 
0.759 0.379 0.532 0.933 0.385 0.545 

P
re

si
d

e
n

cy
- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 IntWHActive + 

ExtGoPub 

Absence of POTUS 

Completely Silent 
0.609 0.567 0.535 0.768 0.582 0.561 

~IntWHActive + 

~ExtGoPub 

Absence of POTUS 

Highly Active 
0.777 0.552 0.622 0.717 0.471 0.477 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script.  

Examination of Configurations of Conditions with a Shared Outcome of Very High 

Presidential Legislative Success 

The analyses of cases having very high presidential legislative successes in common apply again 

three nested consistency thresholds of ≥ 0.89 (dark grey), ≥ 0.85 (medium grey), and ≥ 0.8 (light 

grey). The truth table is depicted in table 7.10. It is noteworthy that much fewer configurations are 

being considered consistently linked to the president’s success in the legislative arena if we raise 

the bar of what counts as a success (revisit table 6.2 for an overview of the different conceptuali-

zations). Concerning very high presidential legislative success, only two combinations of condi-

tions pass the upper benchmark, signaling an almost perfect subset relation whereas three more 

show a very good subset relationship with a consistency above 0.85. All five combinations are 

unproblematic against the light of simultaneous subset relations, and moreover exhibit very high 

consistency values based on those cases covered by the respective truth table row. Finally, two 

more configurations can be considered as moderately connected to very high levels of presidential 

success in the legislative arena with a consistency level of ≥ 0.8. However, here row 2 needs to be 

examined critically since the consistency parameters indicating a subset relation are rather high 

for both the outcome and its negation, and because there is a clear drop in the consistency for the 

typical cases represented by those configurations. Nevertheless, this configuration is included in 

the analysis. 
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Applying a frequency cut-off of two bills per configuration (2% of all cases), row 11 is again 

treated as a logical remainder. First, it can be stated that the configuration is possible to occur and 

does not contradict any statement of necessity. The theory-guided assessment concerning match-

ing partner rows for the minimization process moreover reveals that the logical remainder can be 

either matched with row 15 for the analysis of the presence of very high presidential legislative 

success, or with row 3 if the absence of the outcome is examined.122 Yet, none of these matching 

rows constitutes an easy counterfactual which makes it more plausible for the (non-)outcome to 

occur in case of the counterfactual combination of conditions than in the observed configuration. 

Consequently, the enhanced intermediate solution discards the logical remainder from any mini-

mization for both the analysis of very high legislative success and its absence; thus it equals the 

conservative strategy (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 198–209; Schneider and Wagemann 

2013b). 

Taking a second look at the truth table depicted in table 7.10, it strikes the eye that the combination 

of a highly favorable environment with strong party control of Congress and high public support 

together with complete inaction on the part of the administration (row 13) exhibits by far the 

strongest linkage with very high presidential legislative success. The configuration with the next 

highest consistency also combines a highly advantageous context but this time with extensive go-

ing public activity by the White House. Looking down the rows, it becomes apparent that again 

all but one configuration in those rows that clearly are associated with very high presidential leg-

islative success includes at least one positive context condition, whereby all configurations creat-

ing the most favorable context show (moderately) high subset relations. Moreover, strong public 

backing by the people is part of six out of seven combinations. In contrast to the truth table for 

high presidential legislative success, configurations in which the president shows both high direct 

and indirect legislative activity in combination with either strong unified party control (row 12) or 

public support (row 8) are not consistent enough to be considered a path towards very high presi-

dential success. In general, strong direct engagement by the White House is again least frequently 

associated with the outcome. Only two out of seven configurations include intensive White House 

engagement whereas extensive going public is part of four combinations. 

                                                 

122  Again, this creates a problem for the most parsimonious solution for which one needs to avoid contradictory simplifying 

assumptions (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 203ff). See appendix  
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Table 7.10: Augmented Truth Table for the Analysis of Very High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence 

Row 
Party 
Con 

High 
PubSupp 

IntWH 
Active 

ExtGo 
Pub 

X → Y X → ~Y ~X → Y ~X → ~Y 
Cases 

Cases (Membership in Configuration  
/ Membership in HighPLS) 

RowCases 
Cons Y 

RowCases 
Cons ~Y Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI 

13 1 1 0 0 0.911 0.881 0.330 0.109 0.528 0.394 0.507 0.367 9 
Clinton 2 (.76/1); Clinton 8 (.61/1); Bush 20 (.55/1); Bush 22 (.55/0); Obama 
1 (.9/1); Obama 2 (.9/.8); Obama 5 (.9/1); Obama 8 (.95/1); Obama 16 
(.75/.8) 

0,905 0,138 

14 1 1 0 1 0.898 0.820 0.536 0.180 0.551 0.435 0.475 0.339 3 Clinton 1 (.64/1); Clinton 7 (.56/.8); Bush 24 (.70/1) 1,000 0,105 

15 1 1 1 0 0.857 0.704 0.623 0.220 0.557 0.443 0.474 0.339 4 Bush 18 (.55/.6); Obama 6 (.56/.8); Obama 9 (.82/.6); Obama 11 (.56/.4) 0,847 0,627 

5 0 1 0 0 0.856 0.773 0.505 0.219 0.553 0.427 0.494 0.353 5 
Clinton 20 (.52/1); Clinton 21 (.66/1); Clinton 27 (.76/.8); Clinton 28 
(.66/.4); Bush 12 (.75/1) 

0,922 0,239 

6 0 1 0 1 0.850 0.641 0.733 0.359 0.568 0.453 0.478 0.340 2 Clinton 17 (.53/.4); Clinton 36 (.54/1) 0,879 0,495 

16 1 1 1 1 0.819 0.588 0.703 0.324 0.565 0.452 0.475 0.339 3 Clinton 9 (.62/.8); Obama 3 (.86/.4); Obama 12 (.62/.6) 0,771 0,571 

2 0 0 0 1 0.816 0.567 0.759 0.433 0.577 0.462 0.482 0.341 4 Clinton 12 (.61/.8); Clinton 33 (.56/.4); Bush 10 (.6/0); Bush 39 (.76/.8) 0,700 0,617 

9 1 0 0 0 0.767 0.687 0.486 0.310 0.549 0.426 0.478 0.335 9 
Clinton 10 (.64/.8); Bush 17 (.55/1); Bush 21 (.52/.4); Bush 25 (.75/1); Bush 
27 (.62/.6); Bush 29 (.56/.2); Bush 33 (.75/.8); Bush 34 (.66/.0); Obama 7 
(.6/1) 

0,795 0,492 

8 0 1 1 1 0.750 0.482 0.685 0.346 0.579 0.467 0.482 0.346 8 
Clinton 22 (.64/.8); Clinton 23 (.71/.6); Clinton 26 (.93/.4); Clinton 32 
(.66/.6); Clinton 37 (.83/.6); Bush 3 (.75/.8); Bush 6 (.75/.4); Bush 14 
(.75/.4) 

0,729 0,565 

11 1 0 1 0 0.745 0.554 0.683 0.446 0.556 0.443 0.463 0.326 1 Obama 14 (.68/1) 1,000 0,000 

10 1 0 0 1 0.733 0.513 0.697 0.447 0.564 0.450 0.468 0.329 5 
Clinton 6 (.52/1); Bush 19 (.55/.4); Bush 26 (.75/.6); Bush 32 (.75/0); 
Obama 13 (.67/.2) 

0,531 0,731 

12 1 0 1 1 0.720 0.427 0.701 0.389 0.575 0.464 0.474 0.338 8 
Clinton 3 (.8/.4); Clinton 4 (.8/.6); Clinton 5 (.66/.4); Bush 1 (.55/.4); Bush 
16 (.55/.2); Bush 23 (.55/1); Bush 31 (.75/.4); Obama 10 (.92/.6) 

0,663 0,565 

7 0 1 1 0 0.685 0.416 0.723 0.487 0.573 0.460 0.468 0.328 6 
Clinton 31 (.92/.2); Clinton 35 (.83/.6); Bush 2 (.66/.4); Bush 4 (.66/.6); Bush 
7 (.7/.8); Bush 9 (.75/0) 

0,553 0,697 

4 0 0 1 1 0.650 0.371 0.765 0.578 0.604 0.489 0.473 0.320 11 
Clinton 19 (.62/.4); Clinton 24 (.62/.2); Bush 5 (.75/.4); Bush 11 (.75/1); 
Bush 13 (.6/1); Bush 40 (.66/.6); Bush 43 (.88/.2); Bush 44 (.9/.8); Bush 46 
(.83/.2); Obama 17 (.75/0); Obama 21 (.68/0) 

0,516 0,678 

1 0 0 0 0 0.608 0.429 0.654 0.496 0.590 0.471 0.468 0.313 15 

Clinton 13 (.56/1); Clinton 14 (.66/0); Clinton 16 (.64/.2); Clinton 18 
(.504/.2); Bush 8 (.75/0); Bush 15 (.75/0); Bush 35 (.92/.6); Bush 36 
(.66/.4); Bush 37 (.72/.2); Bush 38 (.66/0); Bush 41 (.56/0); Bush 47 (1/.6); 
Obama 18 (.75/1); Obama 19 (.75/.6); Obama 20 (.75/1) 

0,457 0,662 

3 0 0 1 0 0.475 0.187 0.874 0.804 0.594 0.483 0.446 0.293 7 
Clinton 15 (.66/.4); Clinton 25 (.66/.8); Clinton 29 (.6/0); Clinton 30 
(.56/.4); Clinton 34 (.92/0); Bush 42 (.88/0); Bush 45 (.53/0) 

0,304 0,892 

The truth table was created via the ‘truthTable command’ in the QCA package. Additional information based on own calculations. 
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Table 7.11: Conservative / Enhanced Intermediate Solution for the Analysis of VHighPLS based on the 

Three Consistency Thresholds 
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 ≥
 .8

9
 

Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) PartyCon*HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive 0.910 0.274 0.274 

Solution Consistency: 0.910 Solution Coverage: 0.274 

C
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ld

 

 ≥
 .8

5
 

Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive 

(2) PartyCon*HighPubSupp*~ExtGoPub 

0.894 

0.889 

0.420 

0.246 

0.207 

0.034 

Solution Consistency: 0.884 Solution Coverage: 0.453   

C
o

n
si

st
e

n
cy

 t
h

re
sh

o
ld

 

 ≥
 .8

0
 

Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) HighPubSupp*~IntWHActive 

(2) PartyCon*HighPubSupp 

(3) ~PartyCon*~IntWHActive*ExtGoPub 

0.894 

0.864 

0.784 

0.420 

0.351 

0.169 

0.086 

0.077 

0.057 

Solution Consistency: 0.841 Solution Coverage: 0.554   

These results are based on the ‘eqmcc command’ in the QCA package with row dominance being disabled. 

Additional information on the settings can be found in the R script in the appendix. 

The minimized configurations that have very high presidential legislative success in common as 

an outcome, are depicted in table 7.11. Obviously, the overall coverage of all solution terms lags 

those of the previous analysis. Whereas the coverage before ranged between 0.51 and 0.72 de-

pending on the level of consistency, the coverage now lies between 0.27 and 0.55. This indicates 

that the solution terms explain less of the set very high legislative success as in the analyses before. 

Moreover, in comparison to high legislative success we can observe a considerably lower number 

of paths to very high presidential success in the legislative arena. With a consistency threshold of 

≥ 0.89, only one term is associated with major successes of the president in the legislative arena 

consisting of strong unified government and high public support in the absence of intensive en-

gagement by the administration. Based on slightly loosened consistency of ≥ 0.85, two solution 

terms are consistently connected with very high legislative success, namely either strong public 

backing without intensive involvement by the president or again a favorable context consisting of 

unified government and public support but this time without extensive going public efforts by the 

White House. Finally, if we also include the somewhat equivocal configurations with a moderate 

consistency of ≥ 0.80, a third term is added. This covers cases that display the absence of strong 
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party control together with a major public campaign but where the White House is not intensively 

engaged in lawmaking, irrespective of public opinion. Regarding the other two solution terms it 

must be noted that while the first path remains unaffected, the second changes since the presence 

of a highly favorable context, separately from any White House activism, is already closely asso-

ciated with very high legislative success irrespective of the degree of going public activity by the 

president.123 

In sum, these findings particularly underscore the importance of support by the people as an ena-

bling context for the president to get most of what he wants enacted into law. Public support is a 

necessary component of both solution terms at a consistency level ≥ 0.85, and in two out of three 

paths when a lower threshold is tolerated. The presence of unified party control is also relevant 

but only in combination with strong public backing. Not surprisingly, those paths that include high 

public support are also the ones that empirically cover most of the outcome. Presidential involve-

ment no matter if direct or indirect, on the other side, seems to be even less important for instances 

of very high success. It plays almost no role but for the third path, added in the last extension of 

the analysis when extensive going public by the president is part of the equation. Yet, this config-

uration is not only the least consistent path but also explains much less than the other solution 

terms. The presence of strong direct White House involvement, finally, is either a redundant part 

of any combination or appears in its absence marking a low legislative profile of the administration 

in instances of very high presidential legislative success. 

Examination of Configurations of Conditions with a Shared Outcome of Non-Very 

High Presidential Legislative Success 

The results for the absence of very high legislative success - i.e., bills that do not predominantly 

reflect the policy preferences of the president - presented in table 7.12 are the same as before with 

a relaxed benchmark regarding what constitutes a substantial success for the president (see ta-

ble 7.7). Again, only one configuration displays a connection to the non-outcome which is, how-

ever, highly consistent. It is again the joint absence of unified government and strong public back-

ing that creates a highly disadvantageous context for the president. In combination with the pres-

ence of strong direct engagement and the staying silent, the president is forced to accept major 

concessions during the process of lawmaking.  

                                                 

123  These results are a subset of the solution terms for the analysis of high presidential legislative success (see table 7.5).  
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Table 7.12: Conservative / Enhanced Intermediate Solution for the Analysis of ~VHighPLS 
C

o
n
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st

e
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 t
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ld
 

 ≥
 .8

0
 

Conservative solution / enhanced intermediate solution Cons RawCov UniCov 

(1) ~PartyCon*~HighPubSupp*IntWHActive*~ExtGoPub 0.874 0.199 0.199 

Solution Consistency: 0.874 Solution Coverage: 0.199 

These results are based on the ‘eqmcc command’ in the QCA package with row dominance being disabled. 

Additional information on the settings can be found in the R script in the appendix. 

7.3 Discussion 

The findings presented in this chapter underscore the added value of a set-theoretic perspective in 

studying the position of the president in the legislative arena. Instead of trying to single out the 

relative net-effect of single factors correlated with high or low degrees of legislative success while 

controlling for additional background or confounding variables, the underlying approach posed a 

different question by looking at various configurations of conditions that are jointly linked to pres-

idential success in the legislative arena. Thus, the main goal of the preceding analyses was to find 

answers to two question: Under what combination of conditions does the president get most of 

what he wants enacted into law? And vice versa, which configurative packages are consistently 

linked with the absence of high levels of substantial success in lawmaking? 

We have learned a couple of things in this regard. Most importantly, none of the included explan-

atory conditions alone is consistently associated with legislative success of the president or its 

negation. Instead, the findings presented above stress that only the joint presence or absence of 

several factors made up by two-way, three-way - and concerning the non-success even four-way - 

configurations create numerous enabling or prohibiting contexts for presidential legislative suc-

cess. The results furthermore show that there is usually not one single recipe but multiple, equifinal 

explanatory paths that are consistently associated with presidential success and non-success in the 

legislative arena. 

By doing so, the analyses offer a different analytic angle that turns away from understanding ex-

planatory factors as rivals that compete against each other on who has the single highest effect, 

and instead looks at how different explanations are complementing each other. In this sense, the 

identified configurational patterns corroborate the importance of a favorable political environment 

for the White House stressed by many previous studies(Bond and Fleisher 1990; Cohen, Bond, 
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and Fleisher 2013; Edwards 1989), yet they also allow to integrate important aspects put forward 

by proponents of a presidency-centered perspective (Beckmann 2010; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 

2007; Cameron 2000; Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002). Here, the finding that the president fre-

quently got most of what he wanted passed by Congress if he enjoyed both high levels of support 

by the people and strong party control of both the House of Representatives and the Senate, clearly 

speaks for the former line of argument. While this, however, may not be surprising per se, it shows 

that although the presence of unified government has repeatedly proven to be the most significant 

factor, it does not imply legislative success by itself but must be combined with additional condi-

tions. Similarly, public support is not alone sufficient for the president to get his policy positions 

enacted but additional conditions need to be present as well. 

This configurative nature yet opens space for presidency-centered explanations since the absence 

of intense direct engagement in lawmaking by the White House or the presence of a massive public 

campaign to promote a given bill is consistently associated with presidential legislative success if 

either one is combined with partisan majorities in Congress or strong backing by the public. Es-

pecially the latter finding fits neatly into the narrative that presidents can increase their prospects 

of success by turning directly to the people (Barrett 2004; Canes-Wrone 2001; Kernell 2006). Yet, 

the configurational perspective of the analysis again highlights that going public is only connected 

to high levels of success if it falls on favorable grounds with the American people or if the public 

remarks are taken up by the president’s fellow partisans on Capitol Hill. Additionally, one config-

urative path to legislative success even shows that making use of the bully pulpit by the president 

can bear fruits irrespective of the political context if - at the same time - his administration is not 

heavily involved in the process of lawmaking. This is empirically less relevant compared to con-

figurations that revolve around strong party control or high public support because the latter ex-

plain patterns of legislative success more broadly. Nevertheless, the detection of a distinct path to 

success based on only presidency-centered factors stresses that in some cases the president indeed 

can have a distinctive impact indeed, irrespective of the favorable or unfavorable context provided 

by the make-up of Congress or public opinion. 

Intensive direct involvement in the legislative process by the administration, on the other hand, 

appears in explanatory paths either as a redundant factor or in its absence. Even more so, the only 

path that is consistently linked to the absence of presidential success displays strong direct engage-

ment by the White House. This seems to reinforce those authors that claim presidential activism 

in the legislative arena is ineffective and complicates the process by harming rather than enlarging 

the president’s prospects of success (Covington 1987; Edwards 2015). Yet, the findings do not 
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mean that White House involvement per se is redundant or useless. We need to keep in mind that 

the respective set captures high legislative activism by the White House in form of an additive 

index of various legislative instruments that are at the president’s disposal to exert influence during 

lawmaking. That the presence of strong direct engagement is redundant or that it only appears to 

be linked to presidential success in its absence therefore does not mean that single tools such as 

offering detailed policy drafts (Edwards and Barrett 2000), issuing veto threats (Cameron 2000), 

or engaging in negotiations with legislators (Beckmann 2010) are not effective strategies for the 

White House. Seen in this light, the results in fact should be interpreted that if the president is 

compelled to use multiple arrows out of his legislative quiver, the prospects for success are rather 

dim for him to succeed otherwise he would handle his resources more sparingly. Therefore, one 

would need a more detailed picture on how the single legislative instruments of the president in-

teract and vary across contexts to see how effective they really are. 

The set-theoretic approach of this study separating the analysis of cases sharing the same outcome 

from the analysis of cases sharing the same antecedent conditions also showed that there are no 

conditions that need to present all the time for the president to be successful in the legislative 

arena. In other words, legislative success is attainable in various contexts and under different con-

figurations. However, while none of the conditions has been considered necessary for the success 

or non-success of the president in the legislative arena, certain borders within the data were rec-

ognizable. This pertains, first and foremost, the analysis of the absence of presidential success. 

Here, clear legislative non-successes are almost always absent if the president enjoys high levels 

of support or if the majority in the Senate approaches a filibuster-proof majority. Additional infor-

mation is needed to assess the relevance of these empirically observable patterns in order to gauge 

if they are merely an artifact of the data at hand or if there is something more theoretically 

grounded to them. And although the demands are currently not met to label any of the conditions 

necessary for presidential legislative success, the observable patterns regarding the occurrence of 

clear non-successes in the legislative arena point towards the existence of some sort of threshold 

effects that would justify further detailed attention. All in all, these findings add another puzzle 

piece to the picture by underscoring the importance of a (un)favorable context for the question of 

presidential success and non-success in the legislative arena. 

In closing, a few remarks regarding the explanatory power of the chosen analytic framework are 

in order. Throughout the analysis, it becomes apparent that the selected conditions in their inter-

play provide strong and robust insights into the matter of presidential success in the legislative 

arena - though to varying degrees and offering different focal points. 
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 First, it strikes the eye that the current analytic framework is only marginally able to explain 

the non-materialization of presidential success in the legislative arena. Just one explanatory 

path, namely the joint absence of unified government and high public support together with 

intense White House engagement and non-extensive use of going public strategies is consist-

ently linked to the absence of legislative success. While this indicates that the configurations 

underlying those paths associated with non-success in the legislative arena are not merely 

mirror images of the ones connected to success, the presented results point out another feature 

of asymmetry inherent to QCA. Since the conditions included in the current analyses are much 

better at outlining configurative components that display consistent linkages to high and very 

high levels of success, we might need to look beyond the usual suspects to derive explanations 

for its absence. In other words, the occurrence of clear non-successes might need an analytic 

angle that is different from the one we apply when looking for patterns of presidential success. 

 Second, by comparing the analyses of high and very high presidential legislative success two 

things stand out. For one, the overall coverage indicating how much of the outcome is ex-

plained by the solution is much higher for the presence of high legislative success than if we 

take a stricter benchmark at what counts as success. Thus, although the framework identifies 

multiple configurations that are consistently associated with legislative success across both 

analysis, it explains more in the former than in the latter case. Moreover, the two analyses also 

reveal that the patterns linked to very high presidential success are not only less diverse, but 

also more dependent on the presence of at least some positive context condition while, on the 

other hand, presidency-centered factors seem to matter less. Yet, even here we can find a 

configurative package that describes very high legislative successes for the president in the 

absence of strong party control if combined with extensive going public and the absence of 

intensive direct engagement. In the end, we can conclude that the rather parsimonious analytic 

framework is appropriate enough to come up with both consistent and broad explanations for 

the occurrence of presidential legislative success despite the idiosyncratic and highly contin-

gent nature of US lawmaking and the president’s position in it.  
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8 A Tale of Three Presidencies: Patterns of Success 

and Non-Success for Clinton, Bush, and Obama 

In the previous chapter, we examined multiple set-relational associations between legislative suc-

cess of the president and four main explanatory factors, namely party control of Congress, the 

level of public support, the intensity of legislative involvement by the White House, and the 

amount of going public by the president. In doing so, we identified conditions that are shared by 

instances of non-success as well as several pathways connected to different degrees of success and 

non-success. Especially concerning the latter, the set-theoretic perspective was particularly suited 

to address the configurative nature of the president’s position in the legislative arena. Offering an 

innovative angle to the core question of this study under what conditions the president is successful 

or not within the legislative arena, the preceding birds-eye view might, however, mask potential 

variations in terms of set relations between the presidencies of William J. Clinton, George W. 

Bush, and Barack H. Obama. 

For this reason, the following analyses are guided by the question what kinds of commonalities 

and dissimilarities there are concerning set relations if we investigate the three presidencies indi-

vidually. Considering instances of success (section 8.1) and non-success (section 8.2) separately 

from each other, the chosen set-analytic approach adopts again two distinct perspectives at the 

conditions for presidential success in the legislative arena: In a first step, the focus is on possible 

antecedent conditions, i.e. whether cases that exhibit the outcome of interest systematically share 

certain conditions, and if so, how we can interpret them in a meaningful way. The second step then 

involves the identification of configurations of conditions that consistently share the same out-

come, and thus serve as an enabling context for presidential successes and non-successes. 

The subsequent examination complements the previous picture in two ways: On the one hand, the 

comparative outlook on the three administrations enables to map out both general patterns across 

as well as distinct pathways for each single presidency. On the other hand, each step of the analysis 

discusses selected cases by linking them back to the patterns derived at the cross-case level to 

check whether the individual conditions and configurations facilitate our understanding of the un-

derlying cases (Schneider and Wagemann 2010). This specifically involves the inspection of 

(i.) cases that present a good fit of the respective the solutions, (ii.) cases that are missed by the 

identified solution terms and thus remain unexplained or underspecified, and (iii.) cases that ex-

hibit a specific set-relational connection but do not display the expected outcome compared with 
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other cases sharing the same configurative component(s). While the aim here is not to provide 

fully-fledged case studies to identify the causal mechanism (Beach and Pedersen 2016; Beach and 

Rohlfing 2015; Rohlfing and Schneider 2013; Schneider and Rohlfing 2013; Schneider and 

Rohlfing 2016), a cursory overview based in these underlying principles is already sufficient to 

assess the cases under review, and to address the main question of this study under what conditions 

the president is successful or not in the legislative arena. 

8.1 Analysis of the Presence of Presidential Legislative Success Across the 

Three Presidencies 

Shared Antecedent Conditions for the Presence of Presidential Legislative Success 

Table 8.1 presents the results for the examination of superset relations between high levels of 

presidential success and single conditions in their presence and absence differentiated according 

to the respective administration. It becomes apparent that no condition individually qualifies as a 

consistent superset, i.e. there is no condition that is shared by high levels of presidential legislative 

success across all presidencies. Although no single factor passes conventional thresholds to be 

considered necessary, we can nevertheless assess the consistency of the superset relations between 

the three administrations. Here, the patterns offer a quite uniform picture during the Clinton and 

Bush presidencies, whereas the Obama administration stands out since it performs differently re-

garding the status of presidency-centered conditions, on the one hand, and the question of party 

control, on the other. 

First, the superset relation between legislative success in the Obama years and the presence of 

direct legislative engagement or going public is almost half as strong if compared to the other two 

presidencies. This means that bills in which Obama got most of what he wanted at the end of the 

day do far less frequently occur together with intense White House involvement than for the other 

two. Second, the superset linkage between strong party control appears to be much stronger than 

for Clinton or Bush. This can be explained by the very high margin of the Senate majority during 

the Obama presidency which came close to 60 votes and thus being a full member in the condition 

set. The Bush and Clinton White House, on the contrary, experienced legislative successes with 

much smaller party majorities in Congress which diminishes their respective superset consistency.  
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Table 8.1: Results for the Superset Analysis on Single Conditions for HighPLS across Administrations 

Condition Sets 

Clinton Bush Obama 

Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov 

    

PartyCon 0.313 0.986 0.951 0.459 0.892 0.763 0.835 0.648 0.826 

~PartyCon 0.727 0.448 0.642 0.724 0.490 0.527 0.226 0.913 0.701 

HighPubSupp 0.637 0.852 0.839 0.414 0.896 0.745 0.687 0.883 0.901 

~HighPubSupp 0.504 0.793 0.718 0.646 0.490 0.527 0.431 0.846 0.756 

IntWHActive 0.522 0.782 0.719 0.597 0.754 0.671 0.383 0.805 0.673 

~IntWHActive 0.650 0.895 0.884 0.577 0.738 0.646 0.703 0.902 0.919 

ExtGoPub 0.543 0.800 0.747 0.542 0.770 0.656 0.230 0.782 0.490 

~ExtGoPub 0.506 0.761 0.689 0.510 0.650 0.532 0.810 0.899 0.939 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script. 

Turning to the analysis of those conditions that can be coalesced into macro-concepts based on our 

theoretical knowledge brings out three combinations that do not surpass but come close to a con-

sistency value of 0.9 (table 8.2).124 The absence of a fully favorable context shows a moderate 

consistency level for the Clinton administration (0.84) and for the Bush administration (0.87), and 

acceptable coverage parameters. Yet, what at first sight seems to be a rather counterintuitive find-

ing is exposed as trivial using Schneider and Wagemann’s adjusted measure for the relevance of 

necessity. A visual exploration of the data furthermore shows that one of the two components is 

almost always present for Bush and Clinton, no matter if they are successful or not, explaining its 

low relevance value (see appendix). The other two macro-conditions pertain to the Obama admin-

istration and involve components that were already individually consistent and imply high empir-

ical relevance to warrant further inspection. 

  

                                                 

124  The explorative search for OR-combinations with a consistency above 0.9 and a coverage of at least 0.3 results in seventeen 

combinations for the Clinton administration, thirteen for the Bush administration, and seven for the Obama administration. 

Just two configurations pass a benchmark of 0.9 on consistency, and 0.6 on relevance. However, neither PartyCon + High-

PubSupp + ~IntWHActive (Cons. 0.90; RoN 0.63; Cov. 0.81) for Clinton, nor HighPubSupp + ~ExtGoPub (Cons. 0.92; RoN 

0.72; Cov. 0.89) for Obama can be meaningfully interpreted. See R script for the command lines. 
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Table 8.2: Superset Relations between Macro-Concepts and Presidential Legislative Success across the 

Clinton, Bush, and Obama Presidency 

Set Unions & Macro-Concepts 
Clinton Bush Obama 

Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov 

C
o

n
gr

e
ss

- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 

Absence of Completely Disadvanta-

geous Context 

PartyCon + HighPubSupp 

0.758 0.803 0.845 0.632 0.784 0.718 0.849 0.606 0.817 

Absence of Fully Advantageous Con-

text  

~PartyCon + ~HighPubSupp 

0.843 0.310 0.663 0.869 0.305 0.578 0.456 0.836 0.760 

P
re

si
d

e
n

cy
- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 

Absence of POTUS Being 

Completely Silent  

IntWHActive + ExtGoPub 

0.697 0.622 0.707 0.707 0.614 0.630 0.401 0.714 0.600 

Absence of POTUS Being  

Highly Active 

~IntWHActive + ~ExtGoPub 

0.747 0.653 0.751 0.668 0.533 0.562 0.874 0.807 0.908 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script. 

Figure 8.1 provides a closer look at the two configurations during the Obama years. Both figures 

show that the distribution of bills during the Obama administration is skewed since both conditions 

- i.e., the absence of an unfavorable context and the absence of full-court press by the White House 

- are almost always present. The visualization further corroborates the interpretation that none of 

the two macro-concepts can be interpreted as being necessary for Obama’s success. With respect 

to the absence of a disadvantageous environment (left-hand side of figure 8.1), we can state that 

three cases strongly deviate since they exhibit almost perfect successes for the Obama 

administration despite the absence of both, unified government and public support. The three bills 

are the Leahy-Smith America Invents Act (Obama 18; Pub. L. 112-29), the Jumpstart Our Business 

Startups (JOBS) Act (Obama 20, Publ. L. 112-106), and the STOCK Act (Obama 19; Pub. L. 112-

105) which where all passed with a strong sense of bipartisanship.125 

Regarding the combination capturing the idea of White House restraint in lawmaking (right-hand 

side of figure 8.1), we can indeed see that most cases of legislative success under Obama share 

either the absence of intensive White House engagement or going public. Yet, it would be an 

exaggeration to claim it to be necessary for Obama that he did not get completely involved in the 

legislative process since there three bills that contradict the statement of necessity. Here, three 

major reform bills of the Obama era, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (Obama 3; 

                                                 

125  Here it is interesting to note that almost all patterns in this picture are explained by the presence of strong party government 

alone. 
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Pub. L. 111-5), the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (Obama 10; Pub. L. 111-148), and 

the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act (Obama 12; Pub. L. 111-203), 

have all in common that they predominantly - yet not as completely - reflect Obama’s policy po-

sitions and show high levels of White House involvement. 

All in all, the analysis of superset relations for the invididual administrations largely corroborate 

the overall findings presented in the previous chapter. There is no single condition or macro-

conditions which is shared by all instances of legislative success if we concentrate on the three 

presidencies, independently. One open question is if the observed patterns during the Obama years 

are due to the limited number of bills included in the dataset, or if there is a larger underlying trend 

to it. 

Figure 8.1: Scatterplots for Selected Macro-Conditions and their Superset Relation to Success under Pres-

ident Obama 

  

Own depiction. 
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Table 8.3: Augmented Truth Table for the Analysis of High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence for the Clinton Administration 

Row 
Party 

Con 

High 

PubSupp 

IntWH 

Active 

ExtGo 

Pub 

X → Y X → ~Y ~X → Y ~X → ~Y 
Cases 

Cases (Membership in Configuration  

/ Membership in HighPLS) 
Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI 

13 1 1 0 0 1.000 1.000 0.108 0.000 0.670 0.589 0.338 0.176 2 Clinton 2 (.76/1); Clinton 8 (.61/1) 

14 1 1 0 1 1.000 1.000 0.257 0.000 0.680 0.602 0.336 0.175 2 Clinton 1 (.64/1); Clinton 7 (.56/.875) 

9 1 0 0 0 1.000 1.000 0.152 0.000 0.676 0.599 0.331 0.171 1 Clinton 10 (.64/.875) 

10 1 0 0 1 1.000 1.000 0.383 0.000 0.688 0.613 0.333 0.173 1 Clinton 6 (.52/1) 

16 1 1 1 1 1.000 1.000 0.440 0.000 0.690 0.616 0.331 0.171 1 Clinton 9 (.62/.875) 

6 0 1 0 1 0.948 0.877 0.632 0.123 0.733 0.661 0.357 0.183 2 Clinton 17 (.53/.625); Clinton 36 (.54/1) 

2 0 0 0 1 0.943 0.862 0.647 0.138 0.730 0.659 0.352 0.180 2 Clinton 12 (.61/.875); Clinton 33 (.56/.625) 

5 0 1 0 0 0.929 0.896 0.381 0.096 0.697 0.612 0.364 0.186 4 Clinton 20 (.52/1); Clinton 21 (.66/1); Clinton 27 (.76/.875); Clinton 28 (.66/.625) 

12 1 0 1 1 0.918 0.866 0.392 0.000 0.691 0.617 0.339 0.180 3 Clinton 3 (.8/.625); Clinton 4 (.8/.75); Clinton 5 (.66/.625) 

8 0 1 1 1 0.872 0.739 0.584 0.150 0.750 0.681 0.362 0.187 5 
Clinton 22 (.64/.875); Clinton 23 (.71/.75); Clinton 26 (.93/.625); Clinton 32 

(.66/.75); Clinton 37 (.83/.75) 

4 0 0 1 1 0.847 0.572 0.796 0.428 0.760 0.695 0.342 0.163 2 Clinton 19 (.62/.625); Clinton 24 (.62/.25) 

1 0 0 0 0 0.775 0.642 0.597 0.358 0.740 0.666 0.334 0.146 4 Clinton 13 (.56/1); Clinton 14 (.66/0); Clinton 16 (.64/.25); Clinton 18 (.504/.25) 

7 0 1 1 0 0.712 0.477 0.680 0.418 0.734 0.666 0.320 0.149 2 Clinton 31 (.92/.25); Clinton 35 (.83/.75) 

3 0 0 1 0 0.662 0.444 0.715 0.532 0.756 0.689 0.312 0.124 5 
Clinton 15 (.66/.625); Clinton 25 (.66/.875); Clinton 29 (.6/0); Clinton 30 

(.56/.625); Clinton 34 (.92/.125) 

11 1 0 1 0 - - - - - - - - - - 

15 1 1 1 0 - - - - - - - - - - 

Own depiction.  
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Table 8.4: Augmented Truth Table for the Analysis of High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence for the Bush Administration 

Row 
Party 

Con 

High 

PubSupp 

IntWH 

Active 

ExtGo 

Pub 

X → Y X → ~Y ~X → Y ~X → ~Y 
Cases 

Cases (Membership in Configuration  

/ Membership in HighPLS) 
Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI 

8 0 1 1 1 0.915 0.855 0.443 0.047 0.562 0.462 0.477 0.359 3 Bush 3 (.75/.875); Bush 6 (.75/.625); Bush 14 (.75/.625) 

15 1 1 1 0 0.907 0.780 0.670 0.200 0.576 0.481 0.461 0.340 1 Bush 18 (.55/.75) 

14 1 1 0 1 0.883 0.789 0.564 0.211 0.567 0.472 0.455 0.334 1 Bush 24 (.70/1) 

12 1 0 1 1 0.868 0.736 0.604 0.208 0.580 0.482 0.473 0.351 4 Bush 1 (.55/.625); Bush 16 (.55/.25); Bush 23 (.55/1); Bush 31 (.75/.625) 

5 0 1 0 0 0.854 0.752 0.558 0.248 0.574 0.473 0.470 0.345 1 Bush 12 (.75/1) 

2 0 0 0 1 0.828 0.618 0.723 0.382 0.592 0.496 0.468 0.342 2 Bush 10 (.6/.125); Bush 39 (.76/.875) 

13 1 1 0 0 0.817 0.683 0.606 0.317 0.577 0.479 0.464 0.339 2 Bush 20 (.55/1); Bush 22 (.55/0) 

7 0 1 1 0 0.816 0.697 0.568 0.290 0.575 0.475 0.466 0.341 4 Bush 2 (.66/.625); Bush 4 (.66/.75); Bush 7 (.7/.875); Bush 9 (.75/0) 

4 0 0 1 1 0.771 0.633 0.564 0.303 0.593 0.487 0.492 0.360 7 
Bush 5 (.75/.625); Bush 11 (.75/1); Bush 13 (.6/1); Bush 40 (.66/.75); Bush 43 

(.88/.25); Bush 44 (.9/.875); Bush 46 (.83/.25) 

10 1 0 0 1 0.740 0.566 0.661 0.434 0.579 0.483 0.453 0.328 3 Bush 19 (.55/.625); Bush 26 (.75/.75); Bush 32 (.75/0); 

9 1 0 0 0 0.708 0.610 0.543 0.390 0.576 0.472 0.461 0.328 7 
Bush 17 (.55/1); Bush 21 (.52/.625); Bush 25 (.75/1); Bush 27 (.62/.75); Bush 29 

(.56/.25); Bush 33 (.75/.875); Bush 34 (.66/.125); 

1 0 0 0 0 0.582 0.371 0.702 0.557 0.663 0.538 0.444 0.301 7 
Bush 8 (.75/.125); Bush 15 (.75/0); Bush 35 (.92/.75); Bush 36 (.66/.625); Bush 37 

(.72/.25); Bush 38 (.66/.125); Bush 41 (.56/0); Bush 47 (1/.75) 

3 0 0 1 0 0.513 0.056 0.970 0.942 0.620 0.530 0.434 0.300 2 Bush 42 (.88/.125); Bush 45 (.53/.125) 

6 0 1 0 1 - - - - - - - - - - 

11 1 0 1 0 - - - - - - - - - - 

16 1 1 1 1 - - - - - - - - -  

Own depiction. 
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Table 8.5: Augmented Truth Table for the Analysis of High Presidential Legislative Success and its Absence for the Obama Administration 

Row 
Party 

Con 

High 

PubSupp 

IntWH 

Active 

ExtGo 

Pub 

X → Y X → ~Y ~X → Y ~X → ~Y 
Cases 

Cases (Membership in Configuration  

/ Membership in HighPLS) 
Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI Cons. PRI 

1 0 0 0 0 1.000 1.000 0.157 0.000 0.736 0.688 0.289 0.161 3 Obama 18 (.75/1); Obama 19 (.75/.75); Obama 20 (.75/1) 

9 1 0 0 0 1.000 1.000 0.315 0.000 0.759 0.716 0.283 0.157 1 Obama 7 (.6/1) 

11 1 0 1 0 1.000 1.000 0.446 0.000 0.769 0.730 0.275 0.152 1 Obama 14 (.68/1) 

13 1 1 0 0 0.996 0.995 0.145 0.000 0.696 0.621 0.377 0.223 5 
Obama 1 (.9/1); Obama 2 (.9/.875); Obama 5 (.9/1); Obama 8 (.95/1); Obama 16 

(.75/.875) 

15 1 1 1 0 0.974 0.960 0.354 0.000 0.767 0.726 0.287 0.162 3 Obama 6 (.56/.875); Obama 9 (.82/.75); Obama 11 (.56/.625) 

12 1 0 1 1 0.794 0.567 0.665 0.298 0.817 0.787 0.257 0.134 1 Obama 10 (.92/.75) 

16 1 1 1 1 0.786 0.551 0.655 0.277 0.821 0.792 0.256 0.135 2 Obama 3 (.86/.625); Obama 12 (.62/.75) 

10 1 0 0 1 0.756 0.426 0.818 0.574 0.806 0.773 0.251 0.124 1 Obama 13 (.67/.25) 

4 0 0 1 1 0.250 0.444 0.966 0.956 0.822 0.792 0.200 0.064 2 Obama 17 (0.75/0); Obama 21 (.68/0.125) 

2 0 0 0 1 - - - - - - - - - - 

3 0 0 1 0 - - - - - - - - - - 

5 0 1 0 0 - - - - - - - - - - 

6 0 1 0 1 - - - - - - - - - - 

7 0 1 1 0 - - - - - - - - - - 

8 0 1 1 1 - - - - - - - - - - 

14 1 1 0 1 - - - - - - - - - - 

Own depiction. 
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Configurations Sharing the Presence of Presidential Legislative Success 

Table 8.6 presents a first comparative perspective on all possible configurations differentiated 

along the three administrations. This overview summarizes several pieces of evidence based on 

the information from the respective truth tables (see appendix for the individual truth tables). First, 

it shows which combinations of conditions are observed during the single presidencies and which 

ones constitute either logical remainders (--), i.e. configurations without any empirical reference 

case, or idiosyncratic combinations which only comprise a single case (*). Second, among those 

configurations that describe more than one case we further distinguish between those configura-

tions who do (1) and those who do not (0) display consistent subsets pertaining high levels of 

presidential legislative success. Third, differences in degree within those combinations of condi-

tions deemed to be connected to the occurrence of presidential success are highlighted via the use 

of multiple consistency thresholds marking those which show a very high consistency (≥ 0.9; dark 

grey), those displaying a good consistency level (≥ 0.85; medium grey), and those combinations 

with a moderate consistency (≥ 0.8; light grey). Lastly, the column labeled cases gives the propor-

tion of bills covered by the respective row in relation to all bills for each presidency. 

This way of presenting a joint truth table facilitates the comparison across the three presidencies: 

First, the variation among observed configurations displaying consistent subset relations is strik-

ing. The Clinton administration exhibits the greatest range with a total of seven different combi-

nations connected to high levels of success whereas patterns of legislative success during the 

Obama presidency can be described by just three different configurations. The eight years of the 

Bush administration take a middle position with five distinct combinations of conditions. There is 

only one configuration (row 13) which is shared by all three presidencies, namely the combination 

of a fully favorable context consisting of unified government and strong public backing and the 

absence of the two presidency-centered factors. However, while this configuration is highly con-

sistent for both Clinton and Obama, it is less so for the Bush administration. Beyond that, it is only 

the Clinton and Bush administrations that have three more combinations in common (row 8, 12, 

and 2), whereas no further overlap exists between pathways of success under Obama White House 

and the other two.126 

                                                 

126  The fact that the assessment for the Obama administration is just half complete covering his first term, is surely one part of 

the story but it can only partially account for the lack of overlap, especially since the first four years of Obama and Clinton 

were quite similar with respect to their background conditions such as unified government first, then shellacking during the 

midterms and heightened conflict. Also, the first four years of displayed similar patterns in reversed order after the GOP lost 

its Senate majority. 
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Table 8.6: Comparative Truth Table for High Presidential Legislative Success (HighPLS) the Clinton, 

Bush, and Obama Presidencies 

Row 
Party 

Con 

High 

PubSupp 

IntWH 

Active 

ExtGo 

Pub 

Clinton Bush Obama 

≥ 0.9 ≥ 0.85 ≥ 0.80 Cases ≥ 0.9 ≥ 0.85 ≥ 0.80 Cases ≥ 0.9 ≥ 0.85 ≥ 0.80 Cases 

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 11% 0 0 0 16% 1 1 1 16% 

2 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 6% 0 0 1 5% -- -- -- 0% 

3 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 14% 0 0 0 5% --DC --DC --DC 0% 

4 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 6% 0 0 0 16% 0 0 0 11% 

5 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 11% * * *DC 2% --EC --EC --EC 0% 

6 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 6% --DC --DC --EC 0% -- -- -- 0% 

7 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 6% 0 0 1 9% --DC --DC --DC 0% 

8 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 14% 1 1 1 7% -- -- -- 0% 

9 1 0 0 0 *DC *DC *DC 3% 0 0 0 16% *EC *EC *EC 5% 

10 1 0 0 1 *EC *EC *EC 3% 0 0 0 7% * * * 5% 

11 1 0 1 0 --DC --DC --DC 0% -- --DC --DC 0% *DC *DC *DC 5% 

12 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 8% 0 1 1 9% * * * 5% 

13 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 6% 0 0 1 5% 1 1 1 26% 

14 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 6% *DC *DC *EC 2% -- -- -- 0% 

15 1 1 1 0 --DC --DC --DC 0% * * *EC 2% 1 1 1 16% 

16 1 1 1 1 *EC *EC *EC 3% --EC --EC --EC 0% 0 0 0 11% 

 For Clinton: the configuration in row 4 reaches a consistency level of 0.85 for legislative successes. However, the same 

combination also displays a moderately high consistency for the non-outcome (0.8), which is why it is excluded from both 

analyses. Row 9, 10, and 16 are very consistent but do not pass the frequency threshold of at least one case. 

 For Bush: row 5 and 14 display a high, and row 15 a very high consistency but just cover one case, and are therefore treated 

as logical remainders. 

 For Obama: the configuration in row 9 and 11 are highly consistent but again only include one case, and thus are treated 

as logical remainders. 

DC = later used for the most parsimonious solution as a difficult counterfactual. 

EC = later used in the enhanced intermediate solution and most parsimonious solution as easy counterfactual. 

For more information, see the respective truth tables in the tables 8.3-8.5. 

Own depiction based on the respective truth tables for the single presidencies. 

Second, it becomes also apparent that certain paths are less widely and less consistently traveled 

if we compare patterns across the Clinton, Bush, and Obama presidencies. The three configura-

tions associated with legislative success during the Obama presidency are also the ones covering 

most of the bills with a total of 58% of all cases clustering in these three rows. The seven paths for 

the Clinton administration, on the other hand, also cover 57%, whereby here the cases are more 

evenly spread across multiple configurations. Concerning the Bush White House, it is remarkable 

that the rows which entail most of the cases are not consistent enough to be linked to legislative 

success. The fact that there is only one path that passes the 0.9 threshold, which signals a very high 
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consistent subset relationship adds another puzzle piece to the overall picture according to which 

patterns of legislative success for the George W. Bush are less coherent compared to the other two. 

Third, a closer look at the configurations that are and are not linked to legislative success also 

reveals some interesting patterns. For one, we already mentioned the uniqueness of row 13 dis-

playing a favorable political environment in combination with restrained White House activism as 

the one being consistent across all presidencies. Beyond that, all combinations that include unified 

government need to be combined with at least two more conditions to be connected to presidential 

success. Configurations which include just one presidency-centered factor, on the other hand, are 

not consistent enough or not observed at all. At the other end of the truth table, we can also see 

that two with the least favorable context are associated with presidential success, although differ-

ently across the three presidencies. 

Finally, regarding the individual presidencies it strikes the eye that during the Clinton administra-

tion, all configurations that are consistently linked his success except for one (row 5) include an 

extensive going public by the president. This is a pattern that fits nicely into the narrative of Clin-

ton as the great public orator (Campbell 2000; Edwards, Campbell, and Rockman 1996; Edwards 

2000b). Yet, the opposite is true for the Obama presidency. Here, none of three paths considered 

explicitly connected to his legislative success include him going public. Again, this resonates well 

with the overall portrayal of the Obama administration according to which once it engaged in a 

visible public campaign, it rather fortified than demolished the opposition to the White House 

policy goals (Heith 2012; Jacobson 2012). Concerning the Bush administration, we can observe 

that in comparison with the other two presidencies its paths to success are the ones that display 

direct legislative engagement most frequently. Here, in three of its five configurations the use of 

multiple legislative instruments is an essential component whereas it plays a minor role during the 

other administrations. 

Table 8.7 presents the enhanced intermediate solution terms based on the respective truth table 

analyses across all three presidencies.127 The overall consistency ranges between 0.8 and 0.96 for 

the three solution terms underscoring the coherence of the findings, especially against the back-

drop of the many idiosyncrasies involved in US lawmaking. The coverage parameter which as-

sesses scope of the explanatory power of the results, however, varies considerably between 0.53 

for bills passed during the Bush administration, 0.73 for Clinton, and 0.75 for the Obama admin-

istration. This highlights that although the explanations are rather concise, a sizeable proportion 

                                                 

127  All solution formula and further information on simplifying assumption can be found in the appendix. 
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of the outcome set is not covered either. This may result from the fact that some cases showing 

the presidential success are missed by the presented solution terms, or the membership in the con-

ditions sets cannot fully explain the high levels of success. 

Table 8.7: Solution Terms for the Enhanced Intermediate Solution and the Most Parsimonious Solution 

for HighPLS across the Clinton, Bush, and Obama Presidency 

 

● = core condition (presence) 

○ = core condition (absence) 

Conditions that are part of the intermediate and the most 

parsimonious solution. 

• = contributing condition (presence) 

◦ = contributing condition (absence) 

Conditions that drop out of the intermediate so-

lution if difficult counterfactuals are permitted. 

Own depiction based on the respective truth tables for the single presidencies. 

Regarding the Clinton administration, we can identify four enabling contexts for legislative suc-

cess: the presence of high levels of public support, either in combination with the absence of in-

tensive direct engagement (Clinton T1a) or together with the presence of extensive usage of the 

bully pulpit (Clinton T1b), are associated with President Clinton getting most of what he wants at 

the end of the legislative process. A third path comprises the presence of strong unified party 

government in combination with a strong going public campaign (Clinton T3). The only configu-

ration that is connected to legislative success irrespective of a positive political environment shows 

strong public engagement by the Clinton administration joint with the absence of a full-blown 

direct involvement in lawmaking by the White House (Clinton T2).  

For the Bush presidency, it strikes the eye that again three of the five final terms involve high 

levels of public support combined with the presence of any of the other three conditions. Thus, 

there is one path solely based on a favorable context (Bush T1a), whereas two more exist in which 

Enhanced	Intermediate	Solution

T	1a T	1b T	2 T	3 T	1a T	1b T	1c T	2 T	3 T	1 T	2

● • ○ ● •

● ● ● • ● •

○ ○ • ○ ● ◦
● ● • • ● • ○ ◦

0.96 0.86 0.93 0.93 0.87 - 0.83 0.80 0.87 0.99 0.96

0.45 0.38 0.30 0.14 0.24 - 0.29 0.16 0.19 0.56 0.64

0.22 0.12 0.04 0.07 0.07 - 0.12 0.08 0.06 0.11 0.19

Condition	Sets

Clinton Bush

Row	Coverage

Obama

Congress-Centered

PartyCon

HighPubSupp

Presidency-Centered

IntWHActive

ExtGoPub

Consistency

Unique	Coverage

Solution	Consistency 0.88 0.96

Solution	Coverage 0.73 0.53 0.75

0.80
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strong public backing needs to be combined with strong activism by the Bush White House - either 

through the use of political resources and legislative instruments directed at legislators on Capitol 

Hill (Bush T1b), or via strong appeals to the public (Bush T1c).128 Yet, two additional explanatory 

terms consist of three-way combinations, namely either the absence of unified government in com-

bination with the absence of intense direct legislative involvement but the presence of going public 

(Bush T2), or the joint presence of unified government and a full-court press by the White House 

consisting of both massive direct engagement in lawmaking and publicly campaigning on the 

given bill (Bush T3). 

Finally, there are two paths to presidential success observable for the Obama administration which 

are both highly consistent and broadly explain the general patterns of Obama’s legislative accom-

plishments. One combination includes the presence of an advantageous context of unified govern-

ment and strong public backing together with the absence of an extensive public campaign on the 

issue (Obama T1). The second path is independent from the contextual conditions and requires the 

complete absenteeism of the White House from lawmaking (Obama T2). 

A comparative look at the solution terms reveals several commonalities but also differences among 

the explanatory paths sharing the presence of legislative success for the Clinton, Bush, and Obama 

administration: The joint occurrence of unified government and high levels of support forms a 

prominent part of the explanatory patterns for the Bush (T1a) and the Obama presidency (T1). Yet 

it is important to note that for Obama this advantageous context only plays out if he stays silent 

and does not go public on behalf on a piece of legislation - something which is even more severe 

since it is a core condition which cannot be further minimized. 

Furthermore, the presence of strong public support is underscored throughout all presidencies, 

though in different combinations. Clinton and Bush share a path that speaks to the mobilization 

thesis by advocates who highlight the relevance of going public approaches. Here, both presidents 

were able to capitalize on their support if they simultaneously showed a strong mobilization cam-

paign on the respective policy issues (T1b for Clinton and Bush). Another path that is partially 

shared by Clinton and Bush (T3 for both) is the presence of strong party control in combination 

with the high levels of engagement. We can understand this as a functional equivalent path to the 

one before, since one favorable context condition is replaced by another. However, what stands 

                                                 

128  The latter term is a redundant path whose cases are already explained by the four other terms. However, it is included here 

because of its strong theoretical relevance as ‘going public on high support’ path.  
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out is that for Bush it is the combined presence of all legislative instruments, both direct and indi-

rect that is linked to success, whereas for Clinton high levels of direct engagement is not a neces-

sary component of the equation. 

Lastly, there is the combination of extensive going public and limited direct engagement in law-

making again shared by the Clinton (T2) and the Bush presidency (T2). Yet, while this path is 

irrespective of party control in the former scenario, regarding the latter it only speaks to cases in 

which Bush’s fellow Republicans did not control both chambers of Congress. 

Yet, we can also observe some unique configurations sharing legislative success among the three 

presidencies. For instance, one distinctive pattern for the Clinton presidency is the joint presence 

of strong backing by the public with a low profile during the legislative process (T1a), whereas 

for the Bush administration the path combining high levels of support and direct engagement (T1c) 

implies that the Bush White House had to spend more of his political capital in these cases than 

Clinton needed to get most of what he wanted enacted. During the Obama administration, the 

configuration of a very low profile approach (T2) stands out because it accounts for successful 

pieces of legislation irrespective of the political context. 

Bringing the Cases Back In 

We have seen that the identified pathways offer a consistent and comprehensive picture in which 

multiple configurations are linked to the presence of success of the president in the legislative 

arena. Yet, their explicatory power varies across the three presidencies both regarding how con-

sistently they assess existing patterns of legislative success as well as how broadly they describe 

the outcome of interest. QCA results, in general, permit a closer examination of three types of 

cases, each providing a different research purpose for the case study (Schneider and Rohlfing 

2013; Schneider and Rohlfing 2016; Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 305–13):129 

 Typical cases are good representatives of both the configuration of the solution term and the 

outcome set because they match the overall patterns detected on a cross-case level and share 

the outcome of interest. Therefore, analyzing typical cases aim at the verification of the con-

nection between the configuration and the outcome, and hence how the outcome comes about. 

                                                 

129  Cases that are neither covered by the explanation nor display the outcome constitute a fourth case type, call individual irrel-

evant cases. However, cases located here provide few to none insights at this point but play a major role during the latter 

interpretation of legislative non-successes. 
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 Deviant cases regarding consistency are a second type of cases; here, cases are part of the 

solution terms, i.e. display the respective configuration of conditions, yet miss the outcome. 

Studying this type of cases enables to detect factors that prevent the outcome to occur although 

the configuration in other cases is linked to the outcome, to identify omitted factors which 

would have triggered the outcome to happen, and to check whether configurations linked to 

the outcome display a reliable connection. 

 Deviant cases in coverage, lastly, show the relevant outcome of interest but do not fit into any 

of the identified solution terms and hence remain unexplained by the cross-case findings. In-

specting these types of cases sheds some light on possible omitted factors which provide an 

alternative explanation that lies outside the explanatory framework, or to detect idiosyncratic 

components that account for the presence of the outcome. 

The following discussion concentrates on one case type per presidency making use of its unique 

purpose. The scatterplot in figure 8.3 shows the fit for all important pieces of legislation passed 

during the Clinton presidency that were included in our dataset. As becomes apparent, the overall 

solution provides an accurate picture that describes patterns associated with Clinton’s legislative 

success. Most cases cluster in the upper right-hand corner of the scatterplot indicating a good fit 

with the respective solution terms, whereas no case can be found in the lower right quadrant which 

usually hosts deviant cases in consistency, i.e. cases that are part of a solution term but do not 

exhibit the outcome. Yet, there is a cluster of bills in the upper left of the figure indicating bills in 

which the Clinton White House was successful at the end of the legislative process but which are 

not described by any of the four explicatory paths (Clinton 15, 25, 30, 35). In addition, three more 

cases (Clinton 10, 13, and 19) appear close to the right-side denoting that they are partially repre-

sented by the overall solution. Because the Omnibus Consolidated Appropriations Act (Clinton 

25; Publ. L. 104-208) and the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act (Clinton 35; Publ. L. 106-102) display the 

highest levels of success for the president and at the same time close to none resembles with the 

discovered solution terms, they are the “best” representatives of uncovered cases, and thus are 

selected for further investigation into missed explanations. 
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Figure 8.2: Scatterplot for the Enhanced Intermediate Solution for HighPLS under the Clinton Administra-

tion 

 

Own depiction 

A glance at the truth table (see table 8.3) a first starting point to think about why these cases differ 

from others and why they are not included into the analysis. First all, we can state that the four 

cases listed above, which cluster to the left of figure 8.3 belong to those two truth table rows that 

exhibit the lowest consistency level, highlighting that these configurations show a very poor subset 

relation with legislative success. Here, the truth table reveals that the Omnibus Appropriations Act 

- whose major component was the immigration overhaul that was debated throughout the 104th 

Congress - is covered by the configuration of the absence of unified government, low public sup-

port, largely refraining from going public but intensive White House engagements including mas-

sive negotiations and veto threats. Furthermore, it strikes the eye that the same configuration also 

includes two more unexplained cases, which however rank just above compromise bills,130 as well 

as two cases on which the Clinton White House had to sign off on bills which it clearly did not 

like.131 In this comparative perspective, the bill stands out as surprisingly successful for Clinton 

whereas all other bills in this configuration display major concessions or even less than compro-

mise bills. Thus, what is different in this case? A look at how the bill developed over the legislative 

                                                 

130  The Telecommunication Act (Clinton 15; Publ. L. 104-104) and the Internal Revenue Service Restructuring and Reform Act 

(Clinton 30; Publ. L. 105-206). 

131  The Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (Clinton 29; Publ. L. 105-178), and the Y2K Act (Clinton 34; Publ. L. 

106-37). 
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process shows that a move late in the legislative process provided Clinton with a window of op-

portunity to extract further concessions from the GOP: key here was attaching the bill to the om-

nibus appropriations measure which provided the funding for several departments otherwise the 

bill would have probably died in Congress. This gave the White House a strategic advantage over 

congressional Republicans who had to give in on many of their positions (CQ Almanac 1996d; 

CQ Almanac 1996e; see also appendix for bill summary). 

The Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act, on the other side, is part of a different truth table row representing 

the absence of strong party control but preponderant public backing in combination with strong 

direct involvement without major going public efforts. It shares the same configuration with the 

housing act (Clinton 31; Publ. L. 105-276) which, however, displays an equal compromise out-

come. The statute aimed at the deregulation of the banking and financing sector on which there 

was a broad consensus between the Republican majority in Congress and the Clinton administra-

tion. However, the House and the Senate passed two very different versions: the former almost 

perfectly in line with the president’s policy preferences, and the latter almost resembling nothing 

of what the president wanted. To become law, the final bill thus had to be merged from two ex-

tremes, on which Clinton ended up with the upper hand. However, the crucial aspect in this com-

bination was that the administration and the Republican party in the House formed strange bedfel-

lows over the legislative process against a Senate controlled by the GOP. Without this situation, it 

would not have ended as positively for the president as it did under the existing conditions (CQ 

Almanac 1999; see also appendix for the bill summary). 

With respect to legislative success under the Bush administration, the scatterplot in figure 8.4 

nicely displays that the identified solution terms capture patterns of legislative success less accu-

rately and less broadly for the presidency of George W. Bush than for the Clinton administration. 

In the following, we therefore concentrate on the deviant cases in consistency which can be found 

in the lower-right quadrant of the scatterplot indicating that these four cases are part of the expla-

nation but do not exhibit the legislative success as we would expect based on the cross-case find-

ings. The two bills that show the highest membership in the solution without experiencing the 

outcome are the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act (Bush 9; Publ. L. 107-171), and the 

Sarbanes-Oxley Act (Bush 10; Publ. L. 107-204).132 

                                                 

132  The other two bills are the Jobs and Growth Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2003 (Bush 16; Publ. L. 108-27), and the 

American Jobs Creation Act (Bush 22; Publ. L. 108-357). 
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Figure 8.3: Scatterplot for the Enhanced Intermediate Solution for HighPLS under the Bush Administration 

 

Own depiction 

The farm bill belongs to the explanatory path formed by the conjoint presence of high public sup-

port and intensive direct engagement (Bush T1c), while the Sarbanes-Oxley Act is part of the 

solution that shows a combination of absence of strong party control, lack of direct engagement 

but extensive usage of the bully pulpit (Bush T2). Taking again a comparative look at the truth 

table underscores that the farm bill stands out since the three bills in the shared row are very good 

representatives of the respective configuration, and are also well described in the final solution 

(Bush 2, Bush 4, Bush 7). As it turns out, the regular renewal of the agriculture subsidies presents 

one of the warmly welcomed opportunities for legislators to do something directly for their dis-

tricts, in this case special interests for the agricultural lobby. Farm bills have a long history of log-

rolling where legislators from rural districts and senators of the big agricultural states cash in and 

call out the favors from their fellow congressmen for whom they vote on many other occasions. 

In the present case, Bush strongly opposed not only the size of the farm bill but also major parts 

such as the extension of the subsidy allocation formula in favor of a stronger focus on conservation 

policies, or the introduction of a new system of saving accounts for farms. Thus, although Bush’s 

public approval ratings ran huge in numbers and the Bush White House employed a broad range 

of legislative resources it failed to bring its fellow Republicans in the House of Representatives in 

line to shift the substance of the bill. In the end, the bill passed at every stage with broad cross-

partisan majorities (CQ Almanac 2001b; CQ Almanac 2002a; more information can be found in 

the appendix on the farm bill). 
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The Sarbanes-Oxley Act, on the other side, is situated in the truth table row which represents the 

absence of strong party control, a lack of public backing in combination with showing a limited 

direct engagement but many public remarks issued on the topic. Another case in the same row is 

the Energy Independence and Security Act (Bush 39; Publ. L. 110-140) on which the Bush admin-

istration scored a decisive success resembling almost everything he had asked for. A comparative 

look at the legislative histories of the two bills reveals that there are two interlinked crucial differ-

ences. On the one side, the Sarbanes-Oxley bill was in large parts driven and accelerated by the 

Enron scandal which brought malpractices between accounting firms and their clients to the light. 

The Bush administration largely resisted the new regulations that were proposed as an immediate 

answer to the apparent misconduct. However, the White House was mostly restrained in their ac-

tions and thus side-lined due to its campaign links with accounting firms - who had been among 

the biggest fundraiser of the Bush/Cheney campaign in 2000 - as well as its ties with Enron itself. 

Situated in this context, the space for negotiations and the leverage for the Bush administration 

was extremely narrow (CQ Almanac 2002d; see also bill overview provided in the appendix). 

Apparently, there were no constraints limiting the White House on the energy policy bill. It was 

therefore in a much better position to build up a strong line of defense against policy items it 

disapproved. The two versions of the energy bill that passed the House and the Senate were 

strongly opposed by Bush administration on several policy grounds. Thus, the bill entered the 

conference stage being a target for a presidential veto if it did not get altered. It was this veto threat 

that had a big effect on changing the trajectory of the final outcome. That the bill ended up as 

almost a full success for the White House, however, is hence rather surprising after taking a closer 

look at the within-case level which consequently leads us to question on the reliability of the iden-

tified path to success (CQ Almanac 2003; CQ Almanac 2005; see appendix for more information 

on the bill). 
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Figure 8.4: Scatterplot for the Enhanced Intermediate Solution for HighPLS under the Obama Administra-

tion 

 

Own depiction 

The solution terms for the Obama administration are pictured in figure 8.5. The two paths cover a 

total of twelve cases showing a good fit according to the cross-case patterns with a consistency of 

0.96 and a coverage of 0.75. Only the STOCK Act (Obama 19; Publ. L. 112-105), and the 

Children's Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act (Obama 2; Publ. L. 111-3) exhibit 

slightly lesser degrees of success, as would be expected by the respective configuration. The 

explanatory pathways for the Obama White House lend themselves for an analysis of typical cases. 

Table 8.8 presents an overview about the typical cases included in the two solution terms 

differentiating between cases which are uniquely explained by one path, and those which are part 

of both explicatory combinations. While the former are good candidates for an evaluation of the 

interplay between the individual components of the configuration that forms the enabling context, 

the latter are overdetermined in the sense that they fit to multiple descriptions, and thus need to be 

comparatively assessed against the background of both paths, in order to disentangle which one 

offers a better account of what contributed to President Obama’s success in the legislative arena. 

  



 219 

Table 8.8: ESA Solution Terms for HighPLS under Obama 

 T1: PartyCon * HighPubSupp * ~ExtGoPub T2: ~IntWHActive * ~ExtGoPub 

U
n

iq
u

e
ly

 

C
o

ve
re

d
 Credit Card Accountability Responsibility and 

Accountability Act (Obama 6); National Defense 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2010 (Obama 9); Health 

Care and Education Reconciliation Act (Obama 11) 

Leahy-Smith America Invents Act (Obama 18); STOCK Act 

(Obama 19); Jumpstart Our Business Startups (JOBS) Act 

(Obama 20); Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco 

Control Act (Obama 7) 

Jo
in

tl
y 

C
o

ve
re

d
 

Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act (Obama 1); Children's Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act (Obama 2); Serve 

America Act (Obama 5); Hate Crimes Provision (Obama 8); FDA Food Safety Modernization Act (Obama 16) 

Own depiction 

The cases that are uniquely covered by path T2 all display high levels of success for President 

Obama. All are independent of the majority status in Congress or the level of the president’s 

support from the public but have in common that the White House stays largely absent throughout 

the legislative process. The legislative histories of the bills reveal that the four bills were all based 

on a broad bipartisan consensus between Democrats and Republicans in Congress, on the one end 

of Pennsylvania Avenue, and the Obama White House on the other. In all cases, the need for 

Obama to get actively involved into the legislative process was limited to a bare minimum since 

the substance of the bills played out in ways which were mostly in line with the policy positions 

of the administration. However, the mechanism behind these cases is less that the absenteeism of 

the White House is required to get the bill passed but instead is a function of bipartisanship 

working in the background (Austen 2013; CQ Almanac 2009d; CQ Almanac 2011a; S. Goldfarb 

2013; Holden 2012; description for all bills in the appendix). 

The bills that are shared by the two solution paths are based on a different story, except for the 

FDA Modernization Act (Obama 16; Publ. L. 111-353). The latter bill also reflects a bipartisan 

piece of legislation fueled by several food scandals, and thus fits the former narrative (CQ Almanac 

2009a; CQ Almanac 2009d; CQ Almanac 2010b; see also bill summary in the appendix). The 

remaining bills, on the other hand, are better described by the other configuration which combines 

the present of strong unified party government and public support with the absence of going public. 

All four bills were passed as part of the new Democratic controlled Congress in a joint effort with 

the incoming Democratic administration. The substance of the bills would surely be a different 

one had it not been for the favorable context. Since the policy positions of the White House and 

the congressional Democrats widely overlapped, there was again no need for the president to 

actively get engaged in the legislative process and lobby on behalf of his interests (CQ Almanac 

2009h; CQ Almanac 2009b; CQ Almanac 2009i; CQ Almanac 2009e; more information in the 

appendix on the single bills). 
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Lastly, the bills uniquely described by the path T1 need a third narrative. They differ from the 

former in the fact that all three cases exhibit strong direct involvement by the president. While this 

condition gets minimized in a cross-case perspective, it needs to be added here since all three bills 

would have probably looked very differently differently had it not been for the White House 

excerting its influence. The Credit Card bill (Obama 6; Publ. L. 111-24) was a major initiative for 

the Obama administration which provided a detailed plan, and pushed for the bill during its 

deliberation in Congress. The National Defense Act (Obama 9; Publ. L. 111-84) and the Health 

Care and Education Reconciliation Act (Obama 11; Publ. L. 111-152) display even more 

presidential involvement. Regarding the latter, for instance, the Obama administration had to use 

all its strategic arrows in its legislative quiver from offering a detailed proposal, constant 

negotiations and even lobbying representatives on the House floor, to issueing veto threats at all 

stages of lawmaking. The former bill, on the other hand, included some corrections to the health 

care reform but mostly brought a massive change to the student loan system. Again, the Obama 

White House was heavily invested in this issue throughout the whole legislative process. In sum, 

the three cases point out that the president indeed matters, even if his engagement is redundant in 

other contexts (CQ Almanac 2009f; CQ Almanac 2009c; CQ Almanac 2009g; CQ Almanac 

2010c; see appendix for bill overviews). 

8.2 Analysis of the Absence of Presidential Legislative Success Across the 

Three Presidencies 

Shared Antecedent Conditions for the Absence of Presidential Legislative Success 

Legislative non-successes, i.e. bills on which the president does not get most of what he wants but 

instead must live with equal compromises or even less, are rare events. Most of the time, presidents 

are either able to move bills into their preferred direction over the course of the deliberations in 

Congress or to prevent unfavorable outcomes altogether. Yet, presidents occasionally do have to 

accept bills which they clearly not like. The fact that there are only few instances of presidential 

non-success in the legislative arena, complicates the analysis of supersets on technical grounds. 

Because non-successes happen infrequent, the set membership is skewed to low membership val-

ues. For this reason, superset relations are created quasi by default since supersets are compara-

tively easy to obtain because the membership in any condition exceeds the one in the outcome set 

(Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 233ff). 
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A glance at table 8.9 shows that despite the skewedness in the data, only the absence of strong 

party government is reported as being a very consistent superset for the legislative non-successes 

under the Clinton administration with a consistency score of 0.96. The same condition exhibits a 

moderate linkage for the Bush years with 0.82, and a low value of 0.47 during the Obama presi-

dency. Again, using additional parameters for the assessment of the relevance of the superset re-

lations shows that the condition can be discarded as being of lesser importance since many bills 

during the Clinton White House display the absence of unified government irrespective its levels 

of success (see more below). The fact that the absence of strong party control is not highly asso-

ciated with non-success for the other two presidencies, furthermore corroborates the decision in 

the previous chapter to abstain from interpreting the absence of strong party control as a necessary 

condition. 

Table 8.9: Results for the Superset Analysis on Single Conditions for ~HighPLS across Administrations 

Condition Sets 

Clinton Bush Obama 

Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov 

    

PartyCon 0.121 0.806 0.170 0.416 0.810 0.541 0.711 0.294 0.234 

~PartyCon 0.965 0.324 0.393 0.818 0.527 0.542 0.474 0.860 0.489 

HighPubSupp 0.570 0.587 0.347 0.259 0.776 0.364 0.583 0.501 0.255 

~HighPubSupp 0.735 0.676 0.483 0.818 0.487 0.522 0.773 0.709 0.451 

IntWHActive 0.815 0.678 0.518 0.596 0.679 0.524 0.814 0.720 0.477 

~IntWHActive 0.557 0.603 0.350 0.627 0.688 0.549 0.443 0.479 0.193 

ExtGoPub 0.505 0.598 0.321 0.431 0.661 0.408 0.841 0.820 0.596 

~ExtGoPub 0.601 0.614 0.378 0.636 0.644 0.521 0.280 0.379 0.108 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script.  
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Table 8.10: Superset Relations between Macro-Concepts and the Absence of Legislative Success across the 

Clinton, Bush, and Obama Presidency 

Set Unions & Macro-Concepts 
Clinton Bush Obama 

Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov Con RoN Cov 

C
o

n
gr

e
ss

- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 

Absence of Completely Disadvanta-

geous Context 

PartyCon + HighPubSupp 

0.617 0.481 0.318 0.487 0.644 0.433 0.725 0.269 0.232 

Absence of Fully Advantageous Con-

text  

~PartyCon + ~HighPubSupp 

1.00 0.192 0.364 0.953 0.269 0.496 0.819 0.692 0.455 

P
re

si
d

e
n

cy
- 

C
e

n
te

re
d

 

Absence of POTUS Being 

Completely Silent  

IntWHActive + ExtGoPub 

0.857 0.446 0.401 0.692 0.532 0.483 0.921 0.648 0.460 

Absence of POTUS Being  

Highly Active 

~IntWHActive + ~ExtGoPub 

0.785 0.425 0.365 0.793 0.511 0.522 0.524 0.320 0.181 

This superset analysis was performed in R using the ‘pof command’ in QCA package. See appendix for the 

R script. 

Controlling for logical OR-combinations of conditions in form of theoretically-motivated macro-

concepts produces two configurations that show very high consistency values (table 8.10).133 For 

one, it is the absence of a fully favorable political context that is shared by legislative non-suc-

cesses of the Clinton (1.0) as well as the Bush White House (0.95) while it only exhibits only a 

moderate superset relation for the Obama presidency (0.82). The second term that crosses the crit-

ical benchmark for very consistent superset relations pertains to legislative non-successes under 

the Obama administration (0.92). Here, instances of non-success have in common that Obama was 

either actively engaged in lawmaking or used his bully pulpit, or both. 

The scatterplots in figure 8.6 offer a comparative look at those macro-configurations that are 

shown as consistent antecedent conditions for the occurrence of non-legislative success. The su-

perset relation between the absence of strong party control or high levels of public support and 

non-success was already identified in previous chapter as displaying a very strong superset rela-

tionship, so it must also be observable at the level of the three individual presidencies. At this 

point, the analyses allow for much clearer picture at the cases that confirm or disconfirm the su-

perset statements. It becomes apparent that Clinton completely avoided equal compromises or 

                                                 

133  The inductive inspection of multiple OR-combinations with a consistency above 0.9 and a coverage of at least 0.3 results in 

five combinations for the Clinton administration, nine for the Bush administration, and six for the Obama administration. 

Among these only two for configurations found for Obama pass a critical standard of relevance above 0.6. In addition to the 

combination of IntWHActive + ExtGoPub discussed below, it is the combination of ~PartyCon + ExtGoPub (Cons. 0.94; 

RoN 0.67, Cov. 0.48). Yet, the latter cannot be meaningfully interpreted against theoretically expectations. For further infor-

mation, see R script with the respective command lines. 
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lesser outcomes in times his party controlled both chambers of Congress and he simultaneously 

enjoyed the support of a majority of the American people. As can be seen on the left-hand side of 

the panel, all cases lie below the diagonal for Clinton administration However, it can now be spec-

ified that in case of the Clinton White House, the absence of unified party government is already 

by itself a shared antecedent condition for Clinton’s non-successes. Just concentrating on the ab-

sence of party control, two cases are slightly deviant, namely the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation 

Act (Clinton 3; Pub. L. 103-66), and the National and Community Service Trust Act (Clinton 5; 

Pub. L. 103-82), on which the Clinton White House had to accept some major concessions despite 

the Democratic party’s majorities on Capitol Hill. 

The picture is very similar when we turn our attention towards the Bush administration. Again, 

almost all instances of non-success exhibit either the absence of unified government or a lack of 

public support. Yet, the data distribution also shows that the presence of a favorable context was 

rare for President Bush. The only case that strongly deviates from the superset relation is the 

American Jobs Creation Act (Bush 22; Pub. L. 108-357), marking a complete non-success for the 

Bush administration. Here, the control of both chambers of Congress by the Republican party and 

Bush’s moderate approval rating of 52% was not enough the prevent the passage of a bill in an 

election year that was a welcomed opportunity by legislators to hand out a series of tax cuts for 

special interests and large business. Although the Bush White House strongly opposed the bill it 

was forced to accept the measure since it was the vehicle to end certain tariffs that violated the 

rules of the World Trade Organization and which cost the United States fees running into the 

millions. Thus, it was a must-pass bill for the Bush administration which missed the leverage to 

shape the content of the bill more to its liking (CQ Almanac 2004; short summary in the appendix). 

The statutes that lie slightly above the diagonal are less contradictory since the president in these 

cases lacked unified party control on both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue (Bush 9, Bush 10).134  

 

                                                 

134  Bush 9 is the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act (Pub. L. 107-171), and Bush 10 the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (Pub. L. 107-

204). 
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Figure 8.5: Scatterplots for Selected Macro-Concepts and their Superset Relations to Legislative Non-Success across the Presidencies of Clinton, Bush, and Obama 

Clinton Bush Obama 

   

   

Own depiction. 
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The status of the absence of unified government or public backing as a shared antecedent condition 

of non-success for the Obama administration is only moderate. Yet we cannot observe a strong 

deviant case either, i.e. a clear non-success in times of strong party control and high levels of 

support. The passage of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (Obama 3; Pub. L. 111-5) 

is slightly inconsistent since it displays an outcome on which the Obama White House had to 

accept a large amount of concessions despite a highly favorable political context back in 2009 with 

an overwhelming majority of seats in the Senate and support from the American people. In addi-

tion, there are three more cases which are only slightly deviant. The Tax Relief, Unemployment 

Insurance Reauthorization, and Job Creation Act (Obama 13; Pub L. 111-312) is probably the 

strongest deviant case because the Democratic Party still had a majority in Congress, and presi-

dent’s policy positions - most prominently that the extension of the tax breaks for the upper income 

classes should expire - was backed up by a mere majority of the people. Yet, Obama’s approval 

ratings were in decline and the Democratic Party experienced a shell-lacking in the midterm elec-

tions. Thus, just days before a new Congress convened and the deadline for other tax extenders 

preferred by the White House ran out, Obama accepted the deal, compromising more than he 

would have liked (CQ Almanac 2009j; CQ Almanac 2010d; CQ Almanac 2010a; brief overview 

in the appendix). In the other two cases, the Budget Control Act (Obama 17; Pub. L. 112-25) and 

the American Taxpayer Relief Act (Obama 21; Pub. L. 112-240), the president clearly lacked 

strong support by the people in combination with split-party control after the House majority 

switched to the Republican Party mid-way of his first term (CQ Roll Call Staff 2013; Lesniewski 

and Dennis 2013; Schatz 2011a; Schatz 2011b). 

With an eye towards the macro-condition capturing the absence of complete inaction by the White 

House, it becomes apparent that all legislative non-successes of Obama share some form of high 

intense activity - either direct or indirect - explaining the very consistent superset relations (0.92). 

This makes complete sense since we would assume that confronted with bills they oppose or which 

current format they dislike, presidents employ all their legislative tools at their disposal with the 

goal of moving the bill closer to their position. In comparison, the Bush presidency stands out 

since we can observe several bills on which the Bush White House clearly did not get what it 

wanted, yet decided to remain passive at the sidelines of the legislative game. The two most in-

consistent cases here are again the American Jobs Creation Act (Bush 22; Pub. L. 108-357), and 

the Intelligence Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2003 (Bush 15; Publ. L. 107-306). The latter 

dealt with the creation of an independent commission to investigate the 9/11 terrorist attacks, an 

effort that was widely opposed by the Bush administration on the grounds that it would be better 
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to keep the oversight closer to the White House. Yet, pressured by the public and members of 

Congress the administration had to agree and only directly negotiated the final language as it be-

came clear that the idea of an independent commission could not be buried anymore (CQ Almanac 

2002c; summarized in the appendix). Turning to the examples during the Clinton administration, 

the most extreme case is Private Securities Litigation Reform Act (Clinton 14; Publ. L. 104-67). 

Yet, this is a very special case because the Clinton administration remained largely silent through-

out the deliberations on the bill, only interacting sporadically with members of Congress on the 

content of the statute. When the bill passed, everybody was surprised to see that President Clinton 

made use of his veto pen as the few signals prior to the veto were perceived differently (CQ 

Almanac 1995; bill summary in the appendix).  

Configurations Sharing the Absence of Presidential Legislative Success 

Turning to the analysis of configurations sharing legislative non-successes as outcome, it becomes 

apparent that the selected explanatory conditions are far less suited to identify patterns that are 

linked to those bills on which the president had to accept major compromises. We can see in the 

comparative truth table (see table 8.11; also revisit tables 8.3-.5) that the Bush and Obama presi-

dencies display just one combination that is strongly associated with the absence of presidential 

legislative success, whereas there is no consistent configuration during the Clinton administra-

tion.135 

Both combinations have in common that they show a disadvantageous political context for the 

president including the absence of unified government and a lack of public support combined with 

high levels of White House activity either through direct engagement (Bush) or joint efforts of 

going public and exerting influence on members of Congress (Obama). Again, the important ar-

gument here is not that intensive involvement in lawmaking implies non-successes in the legisla-

tive arena; rather it is the point that bills ending up as compromises or even lesser outcomes, from 

the vantage point of the White House, usually display a large amount of presidential engagement. 

This results from them being highly contested but also because the president tries to shift the pol-

icies towards a more favorable outcome. 

  

                                                 

135  The configuration in row 4 reaches a moderate consistency level of 0.8 for legislative non-successes. However, the same 

combination also displays a higher consistency for the outcome success, which is why it was excluded from both analyses.  



 227 

Table 8.11: Comparative Truth Table for Non-High Presidential Legislative Success (~HighPLS) during 

the Clinton, Bush, and Obama Presidencies 

Row 
Party 

Con 

High 

PubSupp 

IntWH 

Active 

ExtGo 

Pub 

Clinton Bush Obama 

≥ 0.9 ≥ 0.85 ≥ 0.80 Cases ≥ 0.9 ≥ 0.85 ≥ 0.80 Cases ≥ 0.9 ≥ 0.85 ≥ 0.80 Cases 

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 11% 0 0 0 16% 0 0 0 16% 

2 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 6% 0 0 0 5% --DC --DC --DC 0% 

3 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 14% 1 1 1 5% --DC --DC --DC 0% 

4 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 6% 0 0 0 16% 1 1 1 11% 

5 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 11% * * * 2% -- -- -- 0% 

6 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 6% -- -- -- 0% --DC --DC --DC 0% 

7 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 6% 0 0 0 9% --DC --DC --DC 0% 

8 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 14% 0 0 0 7% --DC --DC --DC 0% 

9 1 0 0 0 * * * 3% 0 0 0 16% * * * 5% 

10 1 0 0 1 * * * 3% 0 0 0 7% *DC *DC *DC 5% 

11 1 0 1 0 -- -- -- 0% --DC --DC --DC 0% *DC *DC *DC 5% 

12 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 8% 0 0 0 9% *DC *DC *DC 5% 

13 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 6% 0 0 0 5% 0 0 0 26% 

14 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 6% * * * 2% -- -- -- 0% 

15 1 1 1 0 -- -- -- 0% * * * 2% 0 0 0 16% 

16 1 1 1 1 * * * 3% -- -- -- 0% 0 0 0 11% 

 For Clinton: the configuration in row 4 reaches a moderate consistency level of 0.8 for legislative non-successes. How-

ever, the same combination also displays a higher consistency for the outcome success (0.85), which is why it was ex-

cluded from both analyses. 

 For Obama: the configuration in row 10 moderately consistent (0.82), yet does not pass the frequency threshold of at 

least two cases and is thus not included as subset. 

DC = later used for the most parsimonious solution as a difficult counterfactual. 

EC = later used in the enhanced intermediate solution and most parsimonious solution as easy counterfactual. 

For more information, see the respective truth tables in the tables 8.3-8.5. 

Own depiction based on the respective truth tables for the single presidencies. 

The findings of the subset analyses are presented in table 8.12. The results are based on the en-

hanced intermediate solution which equals the conservative solution since no logical remainders 

are deemed easy counterfactual scenarios.136 One important finding is that legislative non-success 

for the Clinton administration cannot be explained in a cross-case perspective. A look back at the 

truth table (see table 8.3), however, reveals that six out seven bills on which the Clinton White 

House had to accept more concessions than it probably would have liked to cluster in three con-

figurations, all showing highly unfavorable environments. However, none is consistently linked 

to non-success. Regarding the Bush and Obama administration, we cannot minimize the respective 

                                                 

136  All solution formula and further information on simplifying assumption can be found in the appendix. 
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configurations any further without accepting difficult counterfactuals. Therefore, the results only 

speak to those cases which are covered by the respective truth table row. As we have already seen 

when examining the comparative truth table, the two highly consistent paths to non-success are 

very similar. While both configurations display the presence of a highly unfavorable context and 

intense engagement by the White House in terms of directly negotiating with legislators on Capitol 

Hill, the only difference pertains to the role of extensive going public. Here, the path to non-suc-

cess for President Bush includes the absence of going public, while in Obama’s case extensive 

usage was made of his bully pulpit. In sum, the findings are extremely consistent (0.97), but are 

only able to assess for a small portion of the outcome set (0.22 and 0.35) while a large part of 

presidential non-successes in the legislative arena remains unexplained. 

Table 8.12: Solution Terms for the Enhanced Intermediate Solution and the Most Parsimonious Solution 

for ~HighPLS across the Clinton, Bush, and Obama Presidency 

 

● = core condition (presence) 

○ = core condition (absence) 

Conditions that are part of the inter-

mediate and the most parsimonious 

solution. 

• = contributing condition (presence) 

◦ = contributing condition (absence) 

Conditions that drop out of the inter-

mediate solution if difficult counter-

factuals are permitted. 

Own depiction based on the respective truth tables for the single presidencies. 

Bringing the Cases Back In 

Figure 8.8 and figure 8.9 provide a visualization of the enhanced intermediate solution for the 

analysis of legislative non-successes under the Obama and the Bush administration. Since both 

terms display highly consistent findings, there are no deviant cases located in the lower-right quad-

rant of the scatterplots. Although the coverage indicates a similar breadth of the explanation, it 

Enhanced	Intermediate	Solution

Condition	Sets Clinton Bush Obama

- T	1 T	1

Congress-Centered

PartyCon ○ ○

HighPubSupp ○ ◦

Presidency-Centered

IntWHActive ● •

ExtGoPub ○ ●

Consistency - 0.97 0.97

Row	Coverage - 0.22 0.35

Unique	Coverage - 0.22 0.35

Solution	Consistency - 0.97 0.97

Solution	Coverage - 0.22 0.35
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becomes obvious that the solution for the Obama presidency is both highly accurate and accounts 

for two of the three bills with an unsatisfying outcome, whereas the explanation for the Bush ad-

ministration misses to illuminate the patterns of non-success for the overwhelming majority of 

cases. The two cases that are represented by the solution term for the Obama administration are 

the Budget Control Act (Obama 17; Pub. L. 112-25) and the American Taxpayer Relief Act 

(Obama 21; Pub. L. 112-240). In both bills, the White House was heavily invested both in forming 

the content of the legislation as well as bringing the cause of the legislation in front of the people 

while facing a disadvantageous political climate. Less explained, however, is the Tax Relief, Un-

employment Insurance Reauthorization, and Job Creation Act (Obama 13; Pub L. 111-312) which 

was already discussed before with respect to shared antecedent conditions. Again, a second glance 

at the bill reveals that it fits less squarely with the explanation than it might look like. The main 

reason for the bills unfavorable outcome from the viewpoint of the White House was that the 

midterm elections did not give the Democrats the political mandate to roll back the taxes on higher 

income brackets which they had longed for. Confronted with an incoming Republican majority in 

the House, and declining approval ratings Obama had to accept the best deal before a new Con-

gress convened. Thus, the negative auspices were a driving factor explaining the nature of the 

compromise (CQ Roll Call Staff 2013; Lesniewski and Dennis 2013; Schatz 2011a; Schatz 2011b; 

see overview on both bills in the appendix). 

Figure 8.6: Scatterplot for the Enhanced Intermediate Solution Term Concerning ~HighPLS during the 

Obama Presidency 

 
Own depiction. 
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With an eye towards the Bush presidency, the explanatory pathway provides a narrow, though 

very accurate picture. Only two bills can be found in the upper-right quadrant, namely the Supple-

mental Appropriations Act (Bush 42; Publ. L. 110-252) and with a reduced fit the Housing and 

Economic Recovery Act (Bush 45; Publ. L. 110-289). There are nevertheless numerous instances 

located in the upper-left quadrant of the scatterplot in figure 8.9 signaling that they lie outside the 

explanation according to which the lack of unified government and public support in combination 

with intense White House engagement and the absence of going public is linked to legislative non-

success. Thus, the question arises what additional factors can be identified? In the upper-left corner 

of the scatterplot, we can find those bills that President Bush signed despite major concessions and 

yet are not covered by the explanatory path. There are mainly six bills that lend themselves for a 

further inspection, namely the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act (Bush 9; Publ. L. 107-

171), the American Jobs Creation Act (Bush 22; Publ. L. 108-357), the Intelligence Authorization 

Act for Fiscal Year 2003 (Bush 15; Publ. L. 107-306), the Secure Fence Act (Bush 32; Publ. L. 

109-367), the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (Bush 10; Publ. L. 107-204), and the Bipartisan Campaign Re-

form Act (Bush 8; Publ. L. 107-155). 

Figure 8.7: Scatterplot for the Enhanced Intermediate Solution Term Concerning ~HighPLS during the 

Obama Presidency 

 
Own depiction. 
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A closer examination of these cases reveals four further mechanisms at play if President Bush had 

to accept major concessions on the substance of legislation: 

 First, if the bill has a very strong link to constituency interest of members of Congress that 

collide with the policy positions of the White House. This is case for both the farming bill and 

the American Jobs Creation Act. In each case, the Bush White House opposed the bill on the 

grounds of it serving a small and tailored constituency. On the other end of Pennsylvania 

Avenue, both bills were welcomed opportunities for the legislators to bring home some pork 

to their districts. That both items also fall into the category of a must-pass bill did not help the 

White House, but instead limited its room for maneuver and diminished its leverage. In the 

end, both bills passed with cross-partisan majorities in Congress with a portion of Republicans 

- from rural areas - voting together with a majority of the Democrats on the farm bill, and vice 

versa on the business bill - which included by the way some huge tax breaks for the tobacco 

industry (CQ Almanac 2002a; CQ Almanac 2004; also summary in the appendix). 

 Second, if the policy stances of the White House and the congressional leadership of the same 

party stand in sharp contradiction to each other as it was the case with the Secure Fence Act. 

While the Bush administration favored the approach of a comprehensive immigration reform, 

the leaders of the Republican party particularly in the House torpedoed any such attempt. In 

the end, both sides agreed on the least common denominator which in case of the immigration 

overhaul resembled almost nothing of what the Bush administration would have liked to 

achieve (CQ Almanac 2006; bill summary  in the appendix). 

 Third, if a political scandal or imminent crises increases the issue salience and draws a great 

amount of public attention. The two bills that exhibit this mechanism are the Sarbanes-Oxley 

Act and the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act. Being fueled by the Enron scandal and its 

aftermath, the former created a new oversight system, and new regulations for accounting 

firms, whereas the latter energized the call for an overhaul of the campaign finance system 

and its rules regarding hard and soft money donations. Both issues were opposed by the Bush 

White House. Yet, due to the close connections between Enron and several high-ranking 

members of the administration including President Bush and Vice President Cheney, the 

hands of the Bush were tied in raising opposition to both bills (CQ Almanac 2001a; CQ 

Almanac 2002b; CQ Almanac 2004; overview found in the appendix). 

 Lastly, if Congress and the White House face each other in a confrontation which relates to 

the powers of the other branch. Thus, some bills are less about policy or politics. Instead they 
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are characterized by institutional conflicts where Congress fears the encroachment of the ex-

ecutive branch, or the other way around. The Intelligence Authorization Act fits into this 

mechanism, which also has the power to transcendent the divisive party lines in Congress. 

Here, a broad bipartisan coalition including conservative Republicans, liberal Democrats, and 

moderates from both parties forced the establishment of an independent commission investi-

gating the 9/11 terror attacks against the will of the Bush administration and its allies in the 

Republican House leadership. Although politics was part of the equation - since it opened a 

way for Democrats to investigate the executive without overly criticizing the extremely pop-

ular president - one main driving factor was that the investigations leading up to the attacks 

should be conducted outside of the inner-circle of the White House to ensure more independ-

ence (CQ Almanac 2002c; summary provided in the appendix). 

The truth table furthermore reveals that four bills which are clear non-successes from the view-

point of President Bush cluster in one additional configuration displaying the absence of all four 

conditions (see table 8.4). Yet, the same configuration also includes three cases which show at 

least some degree of success for the president, viz. the US Troop Readiness, Veteran's Care, 

Katrina Recovery, and Iraq Accountability Appropriations Act (Bush 35; Publ. L. 110-28), the 

Implementing Recommendations of the 9/11 Commission Act (Bush 36; Publ. L. 110-53), and the 

Paul Wellstone Mental Health and Addiction Equity Act (Bush 47; Publ. L. 110-343). Here, an in-

depth look at these bills brings to the light that the latter two resembled clear non-successes at 

earlier stages in the legislative process, but that the Bush administration was able to avert a more 

disliked final product through strategically leveraging between the two chambers (CQ Almanac 

2007; CQ Almanac 2008; see overview in the appendix). 

What we have learned from the analysis of shared antecedent conditions is that in all bills except 

for one - the American Jobs Creation Act - unified party control of Congress and/or strong public 

support for the president was missing if the president signed a bill which was much less what he 

originally had longed for. Yet, these enabling conditions need to coincide with more idiosyncratic 

elements to produce legislative outcomes that the president strongly dislikes but which he is unable 

to prevent from occurring or to move them closer to his preferred position. Thus, non-successes 

seem to be more context-bound and item-specific, they occur less frequently, and by and large 

evade a systematic analysis. All in all, these insights speak to the fact that the question under what 

conditions the president is successful in the legislative arena must be treated separately from an 

investigation of how non-successes come about since they aim at different sets of factors. 
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8.3 Concluding Remarks 

The QCAs for the three individual presidencies have shown several commonalities, but also dif-

ferences across the analyses. Turning first to the examination of the legislative success, we can 

conclude that there is no single condition nor any higher-order combination that is shared by in-

stances of legislative success under Clinton, Bush, and Obama. This accentuates the good news 

for the White House: there is no condition that needs to be present, but full successes can and do 

occur under all kinds of circumstances. Hence, it is fitting that the QCAs revealed a variety of 

pathways that are linked to the presence of presidential success across the three presidencies. These 

patterns even more to the fore the interplay between context and agency in describing cases in 

which the White House received most of what it wanted. While we can see that the joint presence 

of unified government and high public support is sometimes enough for presidents to experience 

high levels of success, in most cases, one favorable context condition needs to combine with some 

form of presidential action. It is though remarkable to note that strong direct involvement in the 

legislative arena has less explanatory power than extensive going public activity by the president. 

With an eye towards the analyses of non-successes, we have seen that these are less well explained 

by the conditions included in the analytic framework than occurrences of success. There is a two-

fold reason for this: firstly, we observe much fewer instances in which the president had to com-

promise on an overwhelming majority of policy items. Bills like that, usually, do not become law. 

Since every bill needs eventually to be signed by the president, the buck stops at the desk in the 

Oval Office,137 and thus are in most instances blocked without being signed into law. Secondly, 

the short discussion of individual cases has highlighted that presidential non-successes are often 

subject to idiosyncratic features. As the analyses of shared antecedent conditions have brought to 

the fore, these non-successes usually do only happen if the president does lack either unified gov-

ernment or strong public support. Hence, if an unfavorable context for the president conjoins with 

one of these idiosyncratic features such as scandals, or specific policy-coalitions, he is not able to 

overcome them by his actions nor to block them completely. 

  

                                                 

137  It means that the president bears the power, but also the responsibility to take the final decision. The saying goes back to 

President Harry S. Truman who had a sign at his desk in the Oval Office and popularized the phrase in multiple public 

remarks (Truman Presidential Library & Museum 2017). 
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9 The Final Stage 

Our point of departure was the insight that the image of the modern presidency is to large parts 

shaped by legislative triumphs and fiascoes. When asked about the president’s accomplishments 

in the legislative arena over the last decades, you think about Bill Clinton’s achievement in forcing 

a deal with the Republican Congress on balancing the budget, George W. Bush’s major tax cut 

legislation, or Barack Obama’s signing into law the landmark health care reform bill. Yet, almost 

instantaneously other pictures occur as well: the attempt of the Clinton administration to reform 

the health care system that went shipwrecked, the failure of the Bush White House to get Congress 

to pass the president’s social security overhaul or to enact a comprehensive immigration reform, 

the calamitous showdown of the Obama administration with the Republican party over tax breaks 

for the rich or the collapse of the grand bargain on the deficit. If they want it or not, the legacy of 

the president is defined by his success in the legislative arena. 

This poses a trilemma to the presidency. On the one side, it is not the president but the Congress 

that forms the center of the legislative arena. In the system of separated institutions sharing powers 

this creates the necessity for the executive and the legislative branch to cooperate and work to-

gether, otherwise gridlock will be the result. On the other side, the president misses any hard pow-

ers to command his will in the legislative arena. Except for his veto power - which is, however, 

first and foremost a negative instrument to block legislation - the president thus must fall back on 

various soft power instruments and trying to get others to do what he wants them to do (see chap-

ter 2); or as Lyndon B. Johnson famously quipped “You can’t start yelling ‘frog’ at everybody and 

expect ‘em to jump!” (cited in Rudalevige 2017). Yet, the triangle closes with unrealistic expec-

tations about what presidents can achieve in the legislative arena that are projected upon the pres-

idency. It does not seem to matter that the outlined institutional dynamics are essentially the same 

for more than 200 years now. People envisage their presidents to be problem-solvers, they want 

strong leaders who master the art of deal-making and are able to get their policies turned into laws. 

In their evaluations, people usually do not care that the presidency is clearly located at the shorter 

end of the lever when it comes to the legislative arena. 

The art of presidential legislative leadership hence consists of selecting the right instruments with 

the aim of reaching a preferred outcome given that one faces a certain context (Beckmann 2010; 

Edwards 2009c; Elgie 2015; Wayne 2009b). This was where we started from by asking what pres-

idents do and when they do it, on the one hand, as well as how successful they are in achieving 
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their goals and how we can explain success and their non-occurrence, on the other. In the follow-

ing, we will reconsider the main answers to these questions. 

9.1 What We Learned …  

… About Legislative Engagement by the President 

Modern presidents have no other choice, but to actively engage in the legislative arena. Gone are 

the days of a presidency like the one of Dwight D. Eisenhower who in his first-year office refused 

to formulate an own legislative agenda for his administration. Characteristically, it was a member 

of Congress that complained “[d]on’t expect us to start from scratch on what you people want. 

That’s not the way we do things here. You draft the bills and we work them out.“ (cited in 

Dickinson and Bosso 2008, 676). Hence, the exercise of leadership in the legislative arena ranks 

among the fundamental tasks of every president. Washingtonian insiders nowadays frequently 

state that “if the president doesn't choose to get involved, he's not going to have a bill, because the 

divisions are so strong and the tensions are at explosive levels. I don't see Congress able to pull 

this off itself.” (cited in Adams 2003). Similarly, the Washington Post quoted “one nervous ad-

ministration” concerned about the upcoming battle about the Affordable Care Act that “[t]he pres-

ident's involvement and engagement almost exclusively on health care the next two weeks is es-

sential.” (Balz 2009). 

To answer these calls for more leadership in the legislative arena, presidents have a broad spectrum 

of informal tools at their disposal which they make pronounced use of. For instance, we have seen 

that the White House regularly formulates policy recommendations and guidelines, or even drafts 

complete policy initiatives. In an overwhelming majority of instances, administrations engage in 

direct negotiations with legislators on Capitol Hill haggling and bargaining over their policy pref-

erences. Yet, presidents do not shy away from targeting undecided lawmakers whose arms they 

can twist, or whom they can offer sweeteners to bring back home to their district if it wins them a 

vote at the end of the day. Moreover, veto threats are a common tool when it comes to extracting 

concessions and forcing Congress to move closer to the president’s preferred position. Beyond 

that, the president can always turn to his bully pulpit and present his case to the American people 

hoping that the signals he sends are either directly taken up by Congress, or that it raises the pres-

sures among the constituencies. As we have seen, none of these tools is exceptional (revisit sec-

tion 3.1); instead, they are frequently applied by the White House highlighting the importance of 

the president in lawmaking. 
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However, in the absence of abundant resources presidents have to make strategic decisions about 

when and which actions to take. Therefore, presidents orchestrate their behavior, for instance, by 

trying to set the agenda early in the legislative process, or via increasing their bargaining power 

over time. Concerning the latter, we have seen that intense negotiations but also heightened going 

public activity are more common at the final stage of lawmaking when presidents try to influence 

the ultimate language of the outcome. Vote-lobbying and veto threats, on the other side, are used 

independent of the timing of the legislative process. Yet, a veto threat seldom comes alone; more 

often, we can observe chains of events on which the president issues multiple threats across the 

sequence of lawmaking (Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000). A major insight in this regard 

is that we can identify similar chains for other strategies as well such as bargaining sequences or 

series of strong going public activity. 

Switching to the question of what affects presidential behavior in the legislative arena (sec-

tion 3.2), we can conclude that presidents display more activism when they face unfavorable con-

ditions in Congress, and partly also among the public. This points out that the White House gets 

actively involved in lawmaking when its engagement is badly needed, and not so much to claim 

victory on easy passage votes. However, this also means presidents usually are confronted with 

fighting uphill battles in the legislative arena since the rules of the legislative game and the odds 

of winning typically tilt towards Congress - all else being equal. In this sense, presidents face a 

situation which is double disadvantageous: having no tools to command but only to persuade leg-

islators, and using these means on legislators which have no incentive to cooperate. This is clearest 

when it comes to negotiating with Congress, and threatening to veto; on both tools the probability 

drastically increases the president need for action if the legislative branch is controlled by the party 

from the other side of the aisle.  

In addition to party control, it is first and foremost the status on the president’s agenda, and the 

type of coalition formation in Congress that influences legislative actions on behalf of the admin-

istration. While it is less surprising that items belonging to the president’s own program display 

considerably more engagement than off-agenda items, the fact that the White House is less likely 

to lobby, threaten, or negotiate on bipartisan issues adds another puzzle piece to the picture. Ac-

cordingly, if the coalition-building process is characterized by partisan or competitive cleavages, 

presidents are more likely to intervene, again underscoring the argument that presidential involve-

ment rather happens if the situation complicated and logjams imminent. 

Finally, having analyzed three presidents with very different approaches to governing and legis-

lating, we concur with other studies that the strategic behavior in the legislative arena is largely 
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driven by requirements coming with the office, and less so by the traits of individual presidents 

(Beckmann 2010; Edwards 2009d; Rudalevige 2002). To be clear: this does not refute claims that 

personality and leadership style matter in a specific case; the way how these strategies are executed 

on the tactical level surely contrasts between presidents. Yet, the on an aggregate picture it be-

comes clear that differences across individual administrations are only marginal, at best. 

… About Legislative Success of the President 

Presidential success in the legislative arena is an elusive concept (see chapter 4). For the current 

purposes, we defined it as the degree to which a given piece of legislation reflects the preferences 

of the president. Based on this definition, the overall pattern of presidential success on the sub-

stance of policies looks surprisingly positive. In an overwhelming majority of cases, president’s 

do indeed get most of what they want - although not always exactly what they want. Out of the 

one hundred bills examined for this study, 74% tracked the president’s preferences on a majority 

of policy items. This is clearly unexpected if we start out from the president’s position in the 

legislative arena. If we raise the standard and only count those bills as success on which the pres-

ident received virtually or almost everything he asked for, the success rate drops to 38% - which 

is, however, still a remarkable number of clear victories. Yet, we can turn this finding upside down 

by stating that the White House in most of the cases has to agree to tradeoffs. From this perspective, 

62% of all bills involve major concessions on behalf of the White House, while 26% reflect equal 

compromises or even less. Thus, the question how we assess the president’s success in the legis-

lative arena heavily depends on the expectations one has concerning the man in the White House. 

Turning to the individual presidencies, it becomes apparent that patterns of success vary consid-

erably across administrations. With respect to the considered timeframe, Barack Obama’s first 

term clearly stands out as extremely successful for the president. Especially his initial two years 

during which Obama enjoyed a near filibuster-proof majority in Senate can count even by histor-

ical standards as one of the most successful times in office. The presidency of George W. Bush, 

on the other side, ranks among the least successful administrations. Accordingly, Bush had to 

accept several bills which he obviously opposed but nonetheless signed into law. Other than that, 

the only time where Bush’s ratio of successes and failures tilts markedly towards the former is for 

the two years right after his reelection. Bill Clinton, lastly, stands out as the only president who 

scored a considerable number of successes while the opposition party controlled the other side of 

Pennsylvania Avenue during the 104th Congress. Moreover, Clinton achieved much of what he 

wanted during his first two years in office. 
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The descriptive patterns furthermore confirmed that presidential legislative success largely ebbs 

and flows depending on the partisan composition of Congress, and decisively so in the House and 

to a lesser degree in the Senate (Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Bond and Fleisher 1990; Bond, 

Fleisher, and Cohen 2012). Looking at the phases of the legislative process in times of divided 

government, it was noticeable that the ratio of presidential success increased from the floor to the 

final stage. Here, we can hypothesize that this is due to some increased efforts by the White House 

since we know that the president spends more resources at the later stages of the legislative process 

(Sinclair 2003). However, at this point it is not more than a first hunch based on descriptive coin-

cidences which needs some additional empirical testing (see below section 9.3).  

A major part of the analyses addressed the question under what conditions the president can boast 

more or less success in lawmaking. To this end, we conducted multiple QCAs based on the theo-

retically most important explanatory factors determining the position of the president in the legis-

lative arena. The decision to apply QCA instead of standard regression techniques was guided by 

three ontological assumptions, namely (i.) that instead of single effects, presidential success is 

better explained by configurations of conditions, (ii.) that there are equifinal configurative paths 

able to account for different cases of success, and lastly (iii.) that patterns linked to success look 

different from patterns that are linked to non-success. We can summarize the main findings of the 

overall cross-case analysis as follows (chapter 7): 

 Concerning the exploration of shared antecedent conditions, we do not find any conditions 

that are necessary for presidential success. We can therefore state that presidents are able to 

be successful in the legislative arena under all kinds of circumstances. 

 Regarding the analyses of configurations sharing the same outcome, we can identify three 

main types of configurations that are consistently linked to presidential success:138 (i.) first, 

the conjoint presence of a favorable context in form of unified government and strong public 

support, (ii.) second, any configurations that includes one favorable context together with ei-

ther strong going public activity, or the absence of direct engagement, and (iii.) the combina-

tion of going public and non-intensive White House involvement. Linking these results back 

to the theoretical perspectives, the analyses produced one context-only path - corroborating 

arguments by congress-centered approaches -, multiple paths based on the interplay of context 

and presidential (non-)actions, and lastly one path linked to success irrespective of the context, 

underscoring a presidency-centered narrative. 

                                                 

138  Based on the enhanced intermediate solution at a consistency level of 0.8. 
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 Turning to the examination of legislative non-successes, the analyses displays one highly con-

sistent superset connection. Hence, whenever the president has to accept a compromise bill or 

less, he either lacks the support of the public or unified government - or both. From a theoret-

ical point of view this is reasonable. However, additional test parameters advise us to be cau-

tious with far-reaching inferences since the dataset covers only few instances of non-success, 

and at the same time not many cases exhibit a fully favorable context. Yet, without further 

ambition of generalization we can indeed declare that presidential non-success on important 

bills under Obama, Bush, and Clinton share the absence of a fully-favorable context. 

 The investigation of configurations associated with presidential non-success shows only one 

path that consists of the joint absence of unified government, public support and going public 

in the presence of strong direct engagement by the White House. Two aspects are worth men-

tioning: firstly, it underscores that patterns of non-success are not just the mirror image of 

configurations leading to success, and secondly, the four explanatory factors do a rather bad 

job in assessing patterns of non-success compared to the satisfying performance in the analysis 

of success. Taken together, we can conclude that instances of non-success need different sets 

of explanations than the occurrence of success. 

In addition to the overall analysis, we also ran separate QCAs to detect possible commonalities 

and differences between the presidencies of Clinton, Bush, and Obama, on the one side, and to 

check the cross-case patterns against the underlying cases, on the other (chapter 8). The analyses 

on the individual presidencies largely confirmed the importance of configurations, as well as 

equifinal patterns detected at the first step, both regarding presidential success and non-success. 

However, the separate analyses also brought to the fore the variety of pathways since each presi-

dency experiences its distinct pathways to success, showing some partial overlap. 

9.2 About What We Need to Learn More 

The motivation behind this study was twofold. On the one hand, it aimed at providing a compre-

hensive picture about several arrows in the legislative quiver of the presidency and how these are 

used during the legislative process to exert influence. On the other hand, there was the idea that 

we need to test congress-centered and presidency-centered explanations of presidential success in 

the legislative arena in their combinations, and by doing so not treating them as mutually exclusive 

perspectives but rather look for their complementarities. On both fronts, we have updated our 

knowledge and provided new insights on the legislative presidency up to the most recent time of 
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hyperpolarized parties. Yet, we are still far from grasping the complex process of the give-and-

take in the legislative arena. 

The major problem - apart from data availability pertaining to White House lobbying and bargain-

ing efforts - hides behind the label ‘give-and-take’. Most of our studies, and this one is no excep-

tion, take a static perspective on the contextual conditions determining the legislative arena, the 

president’s actions within it, or the outcomes of congressional-presidential relations. Yet, the in-

terplay between Congress and the White House in the lawmaking is an inherently dynamic process. 

We therefore need to strive for more interactive designs which allow to address some of the mov-

ing parts of the complexities related to the legislative process. At this point, we can sketch out 

some few avenues for future research: 

One aspect - on which the present study has touched upon - pertains to the sequence of instruments 

throughout the legislative process. While some studies analyze presidential actions differentiated 

along stages of the process (Eshbaugh-Soha and Miles 2011; Beckmann 2008), we have seen in 

section 3.1, that a sequential perspective offers a more realistic picture about the strategic behavior 

of the presidency and the adaptability of the White House. In this regard, we can learn from ap-

proaches that model sequences of veto bargaining (Cameron, Lapinski, and Riemann 2000; 

Cameron and McCarty 2004) or veto threats chains (Guenther and Kernell 2015), and adjust them 

to other instruments in the president’s toolbox. 

At the same time, we should not lose sight of the bigger picture meaning the comprehensive anal-

ysis of the diverse tools at the president’s disposal. While the selective testing of single instruments 

within the context of the usual suspects of variables has its merits, it only provides a partial as-

sessment of the president’s strategic behavior in lawmaking. Here, the present study makes a first-

time attempt offering a glimpse at the question in what ways different actions by the administration 

go hand in hand. However, more complex scenarios need to be developed to provide answers on 

how certain strategies cluster together, or even how different combinations of tools play together 

across sequences. 

Yet, we not only have to think about presidential actions in dynamic terms, but also need to assess 

the outcome of the legislative process across different stages (Barrett 2005a). Again, we just hinted 

at the question how the president’s success on the substance of legislation varies across different 

stages (section 5.2). However, since lawmaking in the United States becomes less and less linear, 

designs that aim at the investigation of changes of presidential success during one phase of the 

process to another could help draw a more adequate picture of the give-and-take between a bicam-

eral Congress and the presidency. Once we start thinking in configurational patterns across actions, 
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outcomes, and time, we might be able to link these perspectives. For instance, we can analyze how 

configurations of legislative instruments are applied across different phases of the process and 

what effects they have on the outcome across stages. 

9.3 When Outcomes Don’t Match Expectations, Be Careful What You Wish 

For 

The trilemma of the presidential leadership in the legislative arena - having to cooperate with an 

independent and often hostile Congress, being ill-equipped to force a will upon anybody, and hav-

ing to meet unrealistic expectations - will not go away anytime soon. To be clear, presidents of 

both parties have contributed a great deal to raise the bars for their evaluation by creating images 

of “heroic expectations” (Mercieca and Vaughn 2014). However, based on the other two sides of 

the triangle, these expectations have no other chance than staying unfulfilled. Let’s take the Obama 

presidency as an example. As the reported data has demonstrated, the first two years were historic 

in terms of legislative accomplishments, both concerning the quantity of important legislation 

passed, as well as the quality of the successes on their substance. Yet even on this record, Obama 

got criticized not only from the other side of the aisle - something that is expectable - but also from 

major parts of this own party and supporters because in the eyes of the latter, Obama compromised 

too often and too willfully. It surely did not help that Obama shot back at one point, irritated by 

constant reproaches from within his own party, dismissing his inner-critics as “’sanctimonious’ 

and obsessed with staking out a ‘purist position.’” According to Obama, “they hold views so un-

realistic that, by their measure of success, ‘we will never get anything done.’” (Bacon and Wilson 

2010). The result of this is well-known as Obama and his fellow Democrats shipwrecked in the 

midterm election of 2011 bringing the Republican Party into power in the House, and later also in 

the Senate. Again, this experience is far from unique to Obama. Ten months into his presidency, 

Bill Clinton wondered: 

“I believe that when historians look at this first year, they will be hard pressed to find 

many first years of Presidencies that equal ours. The Congressional Quarterly said the 

other day that only President Eisenhower had had a higher success rate in Congress 

than I have. If you go out and ask the average American, they think I hardly ever get 

anything passed.” (Public Papers of the President 1993b). 
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Yet, if we agree that the hyper-partisanship of American politics is here to stay, and hence nothing 

will change on the side of the fundamental parameters of executive-legislative relations, the only 

way to mitigate the trilemma is by reducing the expectations to a healthy level, or to consent to 

the president the adequate means to fulfill the ends. Concerning the latter, we can notice an in-

creasing willingness among the people to call on the president that he should break the logjam 

with Congress and act unilaterally. One issue, on which this theme regularly came up during the 

Obama presidency, was immigration reform. On an event in La Raza, Arizona, people were chant-

ing at Obama to go forward alone: 

“Now, I know some people want me to bypass Congress and change the laws on my 

own. (Applause.) And believe me, right now dealing with Congress 

AUDIENCE: Yes, you can! Yes, you can! Yes, you can! Yes, you can! Yes, you can  

THE PRESIDENT: Believe me -- believe me, the idea of doing things on my own is very 

tempting.  (Laughter.) I promise you. Not just on immigration reform. (Laughter.) But 

that's not how -- that's not how our system works. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Change it!” (Public Papers of the President 2011a). 

Obama surely was honest when he stated that acting unilaterally is tempting - he had no problem 

with this on many other occasions. But in the end, we should be careful with those wishes since 

every president’s time in office is limited, and we never know who is going to follow. Thus, instead 

of handing more power to the president, it would be better to adjust our expectations, and don’t 

expect everything from the man in the White House. Because although it is true that it is never 

easy to get exactly what one wants in the legislative arena, Obama is right at the end of this quote: 

“THE PRESIDENT: That’s not how our democracy functions. That's not how our Con-

stitution is written.” (Public Papers of the President 2011a). 
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