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This article examines the degree to which President Obama’s public positions are

congruent with mass opinion, and compares his position-taking behavior with that

of recent administrations. We consider the impact of congressional agenda setting

and the electoral cycle on the degree of congruence between Obama’s positions

and public opinion. Additionally, we investigate whether positions that were only

marginally popular early in the term have retained support. The findings indicate

that Obama’s presidency resembles other recent administrations in terms of policy

congruence. First, blame-game politics between the president and opposition party

have significantly reduced policy congruence. Second, for recurring issues, electoral

proximity appears to be correlated with higher congruence. Finally, as in other

recent administrations, the overall level of responsiveness is not significantly greater

than one would expect by chance.
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President Obama

An enduring topic in the study of the rhetorical presidency is the relationship

between the president’s public positions and mass opinion. Scholars and other

political analysts have reflected on the degree to which presidents’ proposals

correspond to public opinion, how this correspondence varies with the political

context, and the extent to which responsiveness to opinion benefits society. On

the one hand, presidents are frequently accused of being too responsive to the

mass public and pandering at the expense of sound public policy. On the other

hand, when a president’s agenda is not sufficiently aligned with voters’

preferences, he or she is criticized for inadequately representing the will of the

people.

Obama, like presidents before him, has faced these tensions. At times, critics

have denounced him for kowtowing to public opinion. This charge accompanied

Obama’s decisions to renew the Patriot Act, to keep Guantanamo Bay prison
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open, and to use military tribunals rather than civilian courts to try alleged

terrorists.1 Likewise, the president, has been accused of promoting tax policies

that pander to public sentiment but fail to address the nation’s budgetary

problems.2 At the same time, the criticisms of pandering have not shielded

Obama from the alternative critique that he has disregarded voters’ preferences.

On health care, for instance, he was attacked for being “out of touch” with the

electorate.3 He has faced criticism for advancing “bailouts” of private sector

organizations despite popular opposition to these actions.4

Has Obama been more likely than previous presidents to cater to public

opinion, or more likely to disregard it? How, if at all, has the political context

affected Obama’s propensity to propose popular policies? At this point, we have

little systematic information upon which to answer these questions.

This paper explores the degree of policy congruence between President

Obama’s public positions and mass opinion, and compares these findings to

conventional wisdom about previous administrations. We draw on data that

scholars have previously used for similar purposes, reported in Congressional

Quarterly (CQ) about the president’s positions on key votes and budgetary

proposals. We consider not only the overall level of congruence but also the

impact of congressional agendas and the electoral cycle. In doing so, we examine

whether a majority of the public, as estimated by surveys, favored the president’s

position at the time of consideration of the legislation as well as the extent of the

initial support. For proposals that originally received marginal congressional

support, we investigate whether the policy has remained popular over time.

The data suggest that the partisan composition of Congress has had a

significant impact on policy congruence between the president and the public.

When the Democrats controlled Congress in 2009–2010, Obama’s positions on

key legislative votes were in line with a plurality of public opinion almost three-

quarters of the time. Yet once Republicans won control of the House in 2011, they

introduced issues on which the president’s preferred policies were out of step

with mass opinion. Not surprisingly, the congruence between the president’s

positions and mass opinion plummeted to less than 15 percent of key votes. By

comparison, when we look at the president’s budgetary proposals, his proposals

are more congruent with public opinion in the second half of his term than in the

1. See, for example, “Cowardice Blocks the 9/11 Trial,” New York Times, 5 April 2011, A22; Walter

Brasch, “‘No Drama Obama’ Needs a Strong Second Act,” Atlantic Free Press, 9 August 2010.

2. Robert J. Samuelson, “The Realities of a Buffet Tax,” Washington Post, 29 January 2012, A17. See

also Edmund S. Phelps, “The Monumental Fiscal Challenge,” Newsweek, 29 August 2011.

3. Carrie Budoff Brown and Jonathan Allen, “Decoding Health Care Politics,” Politico.com, 24 March

2010. See also “A Disastrous Year Domestically: Liberal Biltzkrieg Leaves Americans Cold,” Washington

Times, 3 January 2011.

4. Nile Gardiner, “The Stunning Decline of Barack Obama: 10 Key Reasons Why the Obama

Presidency is in Meltdown,” Telegraph, 12 August 2010.
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first half. As we will explain, each of these patterns is consistent with theories of

presidential and congressional position-taking.

The essay is organized as follows. The first section briefly reviews relevant work

on presidential responsiveness to public opinion and derives several predictions

from this literature. The second section describes the data and key findings. The

third section discusses how these findings compare with the conventional wisdom

and what they imply for our understanding of presidential position-taking.

Literature Overview

A vast literature exists on policy representation.5 Many of these studies are

concerned with normative questions, such as whether or when a society should

want politicians to follow public opinion. A smaller but still substantial body of

work is primarily empirical and examines how much policy congruence between

government actions and mass opinion actually exists. This descriptive literature

comprises three major strands: one focuses on political context; one emphasizes

the low level of policy congruence between leaders’ actions and majority

opinion; and one emphasizes a high level of responsiveness by leaders to change

in the public mood.

The works that focus on political context identify several factors relevant to

the first three years of the Obama administration. Perhaps most obvious is the

electoral cycle. Various studies have found that politicians become more

responsive to public opinion two years before running for reelection, apparently

because voters tend to hold politicians accountable for recent decisions.6 Other

research indicates that a president may take an unpopular position early in the

term if she/he believes the policy will produce a good outcome, but her

willingness declines as the term proceeds because insufficient time exists for the

policy outcome to become known prior to the election.7 Still other research

suggests that early in their terms presidents will try to mold public opinion so that

it favors their proposals, but they will not do so later in their terms because there

is insufficient time before the election.8 All of this work leads one to expect that

5. For extensive reviews of this literature, see Jeff Manza, Fay Lomax Cook, and Benjamin I. Page,

eds., Navigating Public Opinion: Polls, Policy, and the Future of American Democracy (New York: Oxford

University Press, 2002); and Martin Gilens, Affluence & Influence: Economic Inequality and Political Power

in America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, forthcoming, 2012).

6. For example, Gerald C. Wright and Michael Berkman, “Candidates and Policy in United States

Elections,” American Political Science Review 80 (1986): 567–90; James H. Kuklinski, “Representativeness

and Elections: A Policy Analysis,” American Political Science Review 72 (1978): 165–77.

7. Brandice Canes-Wrone and Kenneth W. Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential

Responsiveness to Public Opinion,” American Journal of Political Science 48 (2004): 690–706.

8. For example, Lawrence R. Jacobs and Robert Y. Shapiro, Politicians Don’t Pander: Political

Manipulation and the Loss of Democratic Responsiveness (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 43.
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policy congruence should be higher in the two years immediately before the

president runs for reelection than during the first two years of her or his term.

However, another feature of the political environment can produce a

conflicting effect. Research on “blame-game” politics suggests that under

conditions of divided government, Congress will propose policies for which the

president’s preferences are out of step with public opinion.9 The opposition party

acts so as to affix the public’s blame upon the president for the failure of the

government to enact popular policies. The opposition’s game plan is to set the

agenda in Congress to increase the legislative probability that the public learns

about the policies on which Congress’s preferences are more in line with opinion

than are the president’s, and not about those policies on which the president’s

views are more popular and Congress’s are not.10

The research on electoral proximity and blame-game politics produce leads

to the following two predictions:

Electoral Proximity Prediction: On recurring issues, policy congruence bet-

ween the president’s positions and majority opinion should be higher in the two years

before a president runs for reelection than in the first two years of his or her term.

Blame-Game Prediction: Policy congruence between the president’s positions

on congressional votes and majority opinion should be lower under a divided

government than under a unified government.

The two predictions suggest contradictory pressures on policy congruence

during the first and second halves of Obama’s (first) term.11 The electoral cycle

prediction suggests that policy congruence should be higher in the second half,

while the blame-game prediction suggests that the transfer of House majority

control to Republicans after 2010 midterm elections should have encouraged

Congress, and in particular the House, to propose policies on which the

president’s views are not aligned with those of the public. In the empirical

analysis, we attempt to disentangle these effects by examining the House and

9. For example, Timothy Groseclose and Nolan McCarty, “The Politics of Blame: Bargaining before

an Audience,” American Journal of Political Science 45 (2001): 100–19; John B. Gilmour, “Sequential Veto

Bargaining and Blame Game Politics as Explanations of Presidential Vetoes” (College of William and

Mary Typescript, 2003).

10. The literature points to other features of the political context that may affect policy congruence.

For instance, research that indicates presidential approval is a factor includes Brandice Canes-Wrone,

Who Leads Whom? Presidents, Policy, and the Public (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006); Canes-

Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness;” Brandon Rottinghaus,

“Rethinking Presidential Responsiveness: The Public Presidency and Rhetorical Congruence, 1953–

2001,” Journal of Politics 68 (2006): 720–32. Other work emphasizes that presidential responsiveness is

higher when the public prefers the status quo (Gilens, Affluence & Influence). However, due to space

limitations and the nature of the data, we cannot examine every such prediction.

11. At the time of writing, it is not known whether Obama will be a one- or two-term president.
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Senate separately, as well as by analyzing a set of recurring budgetary issues that

should not be affected by blame-game politics, because the budgetary agenda

remains relatively constant over time.

Some scholars contend that generally the overall level of congruence will be

low. For instance, Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro argue that the impact of

public opinion on politicians’ policy choices has decreased since the 1970s and

that “politicians’ own policy goals . . . are increasingly driving their major policy

decisions.”12 In related works, the authors detail President Clinton’s efforts to

shape public opinion,13 and, separately, show that between 1989 and 1994 fewer

than half of the changes in government policies were congruent with public

opinion.14 Likewise, Alan Monroe produces evidence that government actions

were consistent with majority opinion only 55 percent of the time between the

years 1980–1993.15 With more recent data, Martin Gilens finds that the rate of

congruence between policy and majority opinion is not significantly higher than

one would expect by chance.16 Brandice Canes-Wrone and Ken Shotts examine

presidential budgetary proposals between 1972 and 1999 and similarly find that

the overall rate of congruence is only 51 percent.17

These studies generate an additional prediction about congruence: During the

Obama administration, if it is similar to other recent presidencies:

Lack of Responsiveness Prediction: The overall level of policy congruence

should not be significantly higher than one would expect by chance.

Thus, if policy congruence under Obama is no greater than one would anticipate

by flipping a coin, then the president has behaved just as the literature predicts.

The third strand of the literature on policy responsiveness provides evidence

that “dynamic representation” occurs. In other words, policymakers’ decisions

become more liberal or conservative as the public mood shifts to the left or

right.18 At first glance, this seems to contradict the work on historically declining

levels of responsiveness, but of course the overall level of policy congruence can

12. Lawrence R. Jacobs and Robert Y. Shapiro, “Politics and Policy Making in the Real World: Crafted

Talk and the Loss of Democratic Responsiveness,” in Navigating Public Opinion: Polls, Policy, and the

Future of American Democracy, ed., Jeff Manza, Fay Lomax Cook, and Benjamin I. Page (New York, NY:

Oxford University Press, 2002), 54–75, at 55.

13. Jacobs and Shapiro, Politicians Don’t Pander.

14. Lawrence R. Jacobs and Robert Y. Shapiro, “The Myth of the Pandering Politician,” Public

Perspective 8 (1997): 3–5.

15. Alan D. Monroe, “Public Opinion and Public Policy, 1980–1993,” Public Opinion Quarterly 62

(1998): 6–28.

16. Gilens, Affluence & Influence.

17. Canes-Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness.”

18. For example, Robert S. Erikson, Michael B. MacKuen, and James A. Stimson, The Macro Polity

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); James A. Stimson, Michael B. MacKuen, and Robert S.

Erikson, “Dynamic Representation,” American Political Science Review 89 (1995): 543–65.
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be low yet the percentage of liberal positions can still shift in response to the

public opinion. Some of the studies on dynamic representation examine

presidential positions on congressional roll-call votes.19 At the time of this

writing, it is not possible to extend such earlier analyses given that James

Stimson’s public-mood variable has not been updated since the George W. Bush

administration.20 However, in the conclusion, we will discuss how this scholarship

relates to our findings.

Data and Findings

To examine policy congruence between Obama’s positions and public opinion,

we collected two datasets. Each involves a type of presidential behavior that

previous research on policy congruence had analyzed. The main dataset is based

on President Obama’s positions on Congressional Quarterly (CQ) key votes; the

second on the president’s budgetary proposals. The main dataset is larger and

encompasses a broader set of issues, but the second has the advantage of

allowing us to examine policy congruence on a similar set of issues over time.

Description of Roll Call Data

We collected the roll-call data from the CQ Weekly articles that identify “key

votes” of the House and Senate.21 Some House and Senate votes concern

identical legislative issues. For instance, in 2011 both the House and Senate voted

on motions to repeal Obama’s signature health-care bill, the Patient Protection

and Affordable Care Act. The CQ considered each of these roll calls a key vote in

the relevant chamber. When we analyze the chambers jointly, we exclude such

duplicate votes. When we examine each chamber, we include all votes. Table 1

describes the CQ data.

The table excludes those Senate key votes that concern a legislative matter

identical to a House key vote that year. Columns 1 and 2 list the number the CQ

assigned to the bill and date. An “H” in front of the number refers to a House vote

and an “S” to a Senate vote. Column 3 describes the issue based on the language

used in the CQ title and summary of the vote.22 As the descriptions suggest, the

roll calls cover issues that have been salient in the media. For instance, in 2011

19. For example, Erikson, et al., The Macro Polity; Stimson, et al., “Dynamic Representation.”

20. Updated from James A. Stimson, “Public Opinion in American: Moods, Cycles, and Swings, 2nd

Edition (1999) available at: http://www.unc.edu/~jstimson/Data.html (accessed January 15, 2012).

21. “Key Votes” CQ Weekly (4 January 2010): 68–76; “Key Votes” CQ Weekly (3 January 2011): 63–73;

and “Key Votes” CQ Weekly (9 January 2012): 60–70.

22. For space reasons we do not identify except where absolutely necessary whether the roll-call

vote consisted of final passage, an amendment, or another type of roll call.
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Table 1
Obama’s Positions and Public Opinion on CQ Key Votes

CQ vote Vote date Vote description

CQ pres.

positions

Author-

identified

positions

Public

opinion

direction

55%

support

for pres.

position

H 14 1/19/11 Health Care Overhaul Repeal N Y 0

H 249 4/7/11 Prohibit EPA from Regulating Greenhouse

Gases

N Y 0

H 277 4/15/11 Fiscal 2012 Budget Resolution A N N 0

H 357 5/26/11 Trial by Military Commission N Y 0

H 376 5/26/11 Patriot Act Extensions Y Y 0

H 411 6/3/11 Prohibit the Use of Ground Forces in Libya A N Y 0

H 690 8/1/11 Debt Limit Increase Y N 0

H 771 10/11/11 Colombia, Panama, and South Korea Trade

Agreements

A Y N 0

H 789 10/13/11 Abortion Funding in Health Care Law N Y 0

H 858 11/18/11 Amend Constitution to Require a Balanced-

Budget

N Y 0

H 946 12/20/11 Extension to Payroll Tax Holiday and Expan-

sion of Unemployment Benefits/Motion to

Disagree

A N N 1

H 165 3/21/10 Health Care Overhaul Y N 0

H 317 5/27/10 Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell Policy Repeal Y Y 0
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Table 1 (continued )

CQ vote Vote date Vote description

CQ pres.

positions

Author-

identified

positions

Public

opinion

direction

55%

support

for pres.

position

H 335 5/28/10 Prohibit Funds from Transferring Guantana-

mo Detainees into U.S.

N Y 0

H 391 6/24/10 Campaign Finance Disclosure Y Y 1

H 413 6/30/10 Financial Regulatory Overhaul (Dodd-Frank) Y Y 0

H 432 7/1/10 Limit Use of Afghanistan Funding to With-

drawal of U.S. troops and Protection of

Personnel

N N 1

H 513 7/30/10 Offshore Drilling Regulation Overhaul A Y Y 1

H 518 8/10/10 Medicaid and Education Assistance Y Y 1

H 561 9/29/10 End NASA’s Manned Space Flight Program A Y N 0

H 625 12/8/10 Immigration Policy Revisions Y N 0

H 647 12/16/10 Tax Rates Extensions Y Y 1

S 5 1/26/10 Debt Limit Increase/Fiscal Task Force Y Y 1

S 16 1/28/10 Bernanke Confirmation Y Mixed 0

S 229 8/5/10 Kagan Confirmation Y Y 0

S 298 12/22/10 New START Agreement Y Y 0

H 50 2/4/09 Children’s Health Insurance (S-CHIP) A Y Y 0

9
2
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H 70 2/13/09 Economic Stimulus Y Y 0

H 104 3/5/09 Mortgage Loans Modification A Y Y 1

H 335 6/12/09 Tobacco Regulation Y Mixed 0

H 477 6/26/09 Greenhouse Gas Emission/Cap and Trade Y Mixed 0

H 682 7/31/09 Cash for Clunkers Y Y 1

H 884 11/7/09 Health Care/Abortion Funding Ban A N Y 0

H 887 11/7/09 Health Care Passage Y N 0

S 5 1/15/09 TARP Disapproval A N Y 0

S 14 1/22/09 Wage Discrimination/Lily Ledbetter A Y Y 1

S 194 5/19/09 Credit Card Company Regulation Y Y 1

S 233 7/16/09 Hate Crimes and Homosexuals A Y Y 1

S 262 8/6/09 Sotomayor Confirmation Y Y 0

Sources are described in text of paper and include Congressional Quarterly Weekly issues, presidential statements as reported by the Public Papers of the

Presidents, media reports, and survey data from the Roper iPOLL database of opinion polls.
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they included votes on extending the Patriot Act, on the regulation of greenhouse

gases, and on extending the payroll-tax holiday.

Column 4 lists the president’s position as identified by Congressional Quarterly.

“Y” indicates that the president supported a “yea” vote; “N” that the president

favored a “nay” vote; and “A” that CQ did not identify the president as taking a

position. Every year, CQ’s editors determine presidential support “based on clear

statements by the president or authorized spokesmen.”23 However, in our

research, the coding of “no position” seemed overly cautious in some cases

because we found evidence of Obama making statements about the legislative

issue in question. For example, in 2007 Senator Obama co-sponsored the bill HR

976, which was nearly identical to the 2009 State Children’s Health Insurance

Program (S-CHIP) bill, which CQ did not associate with a presidential position.

Furthermore, when the House passed the bill just on the eve of his inauguration,

Obama said that he hoped “the Senate acts with the same sense of urgency so

that it can be one of the first measures I sign into law when I am president.”24

Thus while we understand and respect CQ’s coding rules, we have supplemented

its reports with author-coded presidential positions based on presidential

statements, White House surrogate statements, and media reports. Column 5 of

Table 1 lists these presidential positions.25 All analyses are conducted both with

and without the author-coded presidential positions.

The remaining columns concern the public opinion data. In Column 6, a “Y”

indicates that a majority of respondents who offered an opinion supported a “yes”

vote on the roll call, and an “N” that a majority of opinion-holders supported a

“no” vote. We searched for surveys in the Roper iPOLL databank of polls. When

multiple polls existed, we examined those conducted within the year leading up

to the roll call, focused on those closest in time to the vote, and considered

whether different phrasings of the question altered the majority position. In cases

where the framing seemed to have this effect, we coded public opinion as

“mixed.” Because the roll-call vote itself may influence opinion, we only used

polls taken after the vote if none were taken prior to it, and even then we limited

the time frame to six months. However, in almost all cases the survey results were

consistent across question wordings and period of response.26 For a small set of

the CQ key votes, no public-opinion poll was available, and we therefore did not

examine policy congruence on these issues.27 We are aware that survey

availability is biased towards more salient issues, and therefore, as in previous

23. “Presidential Support Background,” CQ Weekly (11 January 2010): 117.

24. Shailagh Murray and Ceci Connolly, “Long Stalled by GOP, Expansion of Children’s Health

Insurance Program is Approved in House,” Washington Post, 15 January 2009.

25. Supporting documentation for each author-coded position is available upon request.

26. Details of the survey data for each legislative vote in the table are available from the authors

upon request.
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work on congruence that uses opinion polls, the conclusions concern relatively

salient issues rather than more obscure ones.

The variable Policy Congruence is based on the data in Columns 4 through 6.

When the direction of opinion matches the president’s position, we consider the

position congruent with opinion. This definition is similar to that used by Canes-

Wrone and Shotts,28 and related to that used by Alan Monroe.29 Thus if both the

president’s position and public opinion have a “Y” coding or if both have an “N”

coding, Policy Congruence equals one. In the few cases where the surveys provide

mixed results as to the direction of public opinion, we coded policy congruence

as equaling 0.5. In all other cases, it equals zero.

The final column, Column 7, addresses the question of whether support for the

president’s position is solid or marginal. The score is one if the president’s

position was popular with at least 55 percent of respondents and zero otherwise.

A shift in public support of less than 6 percentage points is not considered signi-

ficant, even by scholars who emphasize the stability and rationality of macro-

opinion.30 Thus a position that is supported by less than 55 percent of

respondents could readily become one that lacks support from a majority of

opinion holders. This variable also captures the fact that, for many policies, a

substantial percentage of respondents answered that they “don’t know” what

their position is. For instance, around a month before the vote on the financial

regulatory reform bill, which is often dubbed the Dodd-Frank Act, a Pew survey

found that 39 percent of respondents favored the legislation, 33 percent opposed

it, and 28 percent didn’t know whether they favored or opposed the bill.31 If only

one-quarter of the “don’t knows” shifted their views to opposing the legislation,

a plurality would then oppose the president’s position.32

27. The CQ votes for which no poll is available are as follows. In 2011: H46, F-35 Alternative Engine;

H491, Patent Reform; H611, FAA Extension; H135, Disaster Relief and Myanmar Sanctions; S157, Dilatory

Motions; S222, Cloture on Halligan Nomination. In 2010: H316, F-35 Alternative Engine; H554, U.S. Trade

Currency Policy; H558, FY10 Intelligence Authorization. In 2009: H352, FY10 Commerce-Justice-Science

Authorizations; H680, Food Safety Overhaul; H719, Student Loan Overhaul; S72, D.C. Voting Rights/Gun

Laws; S235, Defense Authorization for F-22 Aircraft.

28. Canes-Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness.”

29. Our definition of congruence is identical to the definition of “policy consistency” in Monroe,

“Public Opinion and Public Policy.”

30. For example, Benjamin I. Page and Robert Y. Shapiro, “Effects of Public Opinion on Policy,”

American Political Science Review 77 (1983): 175–90; Jacobs and Shapiro, “Politics and Policy Making in

the Real World.”

31. The question was: “As you may know Congress is working on major legislation dealing with the

regulation of banks and financial institutions. From what you have read and heard, do you generally

favor or oppose the financial reform legislation being discussed in Congress?”

32. This example might raise the concern that with so many “don’t knows” and the prospect that

even those with an opinion may be poorly informed, opinion could shift easily, and such shifts would not

be very meaningful. However, political scientists find that mass opinion is highly stable and that when

large shifts do occur, they are predictable reactions to major events. See, for example, Erikson, et al., The
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Description of Budgetary Data

While the policy issues associated with roll-call votes can shift considerably from

year to year, budget data have the advantage of encompassing a fairly consistent

set of issues over time. For instance, the budget consistently deals with the

defense and the environment despite variation among presidents in their

preferred spending on each item. Moreover, because the Budget and Accounting

Act of 1921 requires the president to submit a budget each year, the president

cannot abstain from taking positions. Previous studies have leveraged these

advantages in the budgetary data to examine presidential responsiveness to

public opinion, and we build on this approach.33

The earlier studies examined eleven budgetary policies and a fixed set of

recurring public-opinion surveys that asked about these issues. The issues

include: crime, defense, education, the environment, foreign aid, ground

transportation, health, the national park service, social security, space, and

welfare assistance. The budgetary data are from the annual U.S. Budget table that

documents the president’s proposed budget authority by function and sub-

function codes, which categorize spending into major policy areas.34 The public-

opinion data are from the General Social Survey (GSS) conducted by the

National Opinion Research Center (NORC). In particular, the survey asks: “We are

faced with many problems in this country, none of which can be solved easily or

inexpensively. I’m going to name some of the problems, and for each one I’d

like you to tell me whether you think we’re spending too much money, too little

money, or about the right amount on [the given issue].”35

We collected these data for the fiscal year 2011 and 2012 budgets, which

were proposed in the beginning of 2010 and 2011, respectively. We did not

analyze the budget proposed in 2009 as it was released around the same time as

the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, otherwise known as the

2009 Stimulus Bill, and the budget did not contain the stimulus proposals. Also,

because the timing of the budgetary process encourages a new president to use

Macro Polity; Benjamin I. Page and Robert Y. Shapiro, The Rational Public: Fifty Years of Trends in

Americans’ Policy Preferences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).

33. Canes-Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness;” Canes-

Wrone, Who Leads Whom?

34. The function and sub-function codes are as follows: Crime, 754; Defense 050; Education, 500;

Environment, 300; Ground Transportation, 401; Health, 550; Foreign aid, 151; Parks, 303; Social Security,

650; Space, 252; and Welfare assistance, the subset of function code 609 that comprises Temporary Aid to

Needy Families (TANF).

35. The specific wording for each issue is as follows. Crime: “. . . law enforcement?” Defense: . . .

“the military, armaments and defense?” Education: “. . . improving the nation’s education system?”

Environment: “. . . improving and protecting the environment?” Foreign aid: “. . . foreign aid?” Ground

transportation: “Highways and bridges?” Health: “. . . health?” Parks: “. . . parks and recreation?” Social

Security: “. . . social security?” Space: “. . . the space exploration program?” Welfare: “. . . welfare?”
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estimates developed by the previous administration, the budget developed in the

first year in office often does not reflect the new president’s positions.36 The NORC

conducts the General Social Survey every two years, and we use the 2010

estimates for the budgets proposed in 2010 and 2011.

As did Canes-Wrone and Shotts, we coded policy congruence on these issues

as one if: (a) the president proposes an increase and more respondents prefer an

increase than prefer a decrease in spending, or (b) if the president proposes a

decrease and more respondents prefer a cut in spending on that issue than prefer

an increase.37 Otherwise, policy congruence equals zero. Other research that uses

these surveys also argues that the “median preference” of the mass public is best

measured by comparing the “too much” and “too little” categories.38

As background, Figure A1 depicts policy congruence on the budget for

previous administrations. The data, which is from Canes-Wrone and Shotts,39

extends from the end of Nixon’s presidency through Clinton’s first term. The figure

is consistent with the Electoral Proximity prediction; on the budgetary issues,

which are reasonably stable from year to year, congruence is generally higher in

the two years before the election. Indeed, this holds for each presidency other

than Carter, where it remains constant. Also, just as the Lack of Responsiveness

prediction suggests, the overall level of congruence is low. It averages 0.51, and is

an enduring feature of recent presidencies.

Policy Congruence under Obama: Data Patterns

The blame-game prediction suggests that after the Republicans won a majority of

House seats in 2010, the party should have forced roll calls on issues on which the

president’s positions were out of step with public opinion. As a result, we should

expect the congruence between mass opinion and Obama’s positions on House

roll-call votes to decline in the second half of his term. Moreover, while the

Senate retained a Democratic majority throughout the term, Republicans gained

Senate seats in the 2010 midterms and the Senate amendment procedures are

such that the majority party does not control the floor agenda as much as it does

in the House.40 It is thus reasonable to expect Senate Republicans to have

introduced some of the legislative issues voted on in the House, and the level of

36. For example, Brandice Canes-Wrone, “The President’s Legislative Influence from Public

Appeals,” American Journal of Political Science 45 (2001): 313–29.

37. Canes-Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness.”

38. For example, Christopher Wlezien, “The Public as Thermostat: Dynamics of Preferences for

Spending,” American Journal of Political Science 39 (1995): 981–1000, at 985.

39. Canes-Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness;” Canes-

Wrone, Who Leads Whom?

40. For example, Walter J. Oleszek, Congressional Procedures and the Policy Process, 8th ed.

(Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2011), 23–27.
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policy congruence to drop in the Senate as well, albeit to a lesser extent than in

the House.

While the blame-game prediction indicates that policy congruence on roll-

call votes should have declined in the second half of the term, the electoral

proximity prediction suggests that congruence should have increased on

recurring issues. Because the congressional agenda changes each year, it is not

obvious ex-ante whether the blame-game or electoral proximity effects should

dominate. On the budgetary data, however, the agenda is fixed across time.

Therefore, we should expect Obama’s budgetary proposals to be more congruent

with public opinion in the second half than in the first half of his term.

Table 2 describes the level of Obama’s policy congruence according to both

the CQ key vote data and the budgetary data.

The first three rows of results describe policy congruence over roll-call votes

using only the CQ-coded positions. In the first row, we see that if the chambers

are considered jointly, policy congruence on roll calls is 73 percent in the first two

years of Obama’s presidency. In other words, Obama’s positions agree with

majority opinion on 73 percent of the key roll-call votes for which we have

public-opinion data and information from CQ about Obama’s position. However,

consistent with the blame-game prediction, in the second half of his term, policy

congruence on roll calls plummets to 13 percent and this difference is significant

at po0.01 in a two-tailed t-test. The table also shows that the blame-game

prediction continues to receive support from the CQ-coded presidential positions

even when the House and Senate are considered separately. In the House,

congruence decreases from 64 percent to 14 percent and in the Senate from

75 percent to 20 percent.

When we add the author-coded presidential positions to the data, the House

and Senate results become more divergent. Policy congruence in the Senate

declines only to 43 percent in the second half of the term from 76 percent in the

first half, while congruence in the House still drops to 20 percent from 67 percent.

Moreover, while the difference for the House is highly significant, the decline for

the Senate is only marginally so (p¼ 0.09, two-tailed). This dissimilarity between

the chambers is not surprising given their partisan differences.

The final row in Table 2 deals with the president’s budgetary proposals.

Because the agenda does not change from year to year, the blame-game

prediction no longer applies; the electoral proximity prediction suggests that

congruence should increase between the first and second half of Obama’s term.

The data provide some support for this expectation. Congruence is 45 percent in

the first half of the term and 55 percent in the second half, which resembles the

findings by Canes-Wrone and Shotts during the Nixon through Clinton

presidencies, when congruence on these budgetary issues was 45 percent in

the first half of the term and 57 percent in the second half.41 While the difference
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in Table 2 is not statistically significant and the number of budgetary observations

is small, the similarity to earlier point estimates is striking.

More generally, Table 2 indicates that the total level of congruence is

comparable to what one would predict from studies of Obama’s predecessors.

The lack of responsiveness prediction suggests that the level of congruence

should not be significantly higher than what would occur by chance, and in none

of the estimates is this prediction refuted. The level is 55 percent in the roll-call

data that includes only CQ-coded presidential positions, 59 percent in the roll-

call data that include author-coded presidential positions, and 50 percent in the

budgetary data. In each of these cases, the level is not significantly higher than

one could expect by flipping a coin (p40.2, two-tailed).

Table 3 shows that even fewer of Obama’s positions had public support of at

least 55 percent. The table focuses on the roll-call data from the combined

chambers. In these data a presidential position may be congruent with mass

opinion but lack strong support of at least 55 percent either because a slim

majority of those with an opinion preferring the president’s position to the

alternative or because there is a high percentage of “don’t know” responses. We

do not examine the budgetary data in Table 3 because the associated surveys had

three responses in addition to the “don’t know” category, while the relevant

Table 2
Obama and Policy Congruence

1st

half of term

2nd

half of term

Two-tailed

t-test

CQ Key Votes

CQ presidential positions

Both Chambers 73% (N¼ 20) 13% (N¼ 8) po0.01

House 64% (N¼ 14) 14% (N¼ 7) p¼ 0.02

Senate 75% (N¼ 16) 20% (N¼ 5) p¼ 0.02

+ Author-coded presidential positions

Both Chambers 72% (N¼ 27) 27% (N¼ 11) po0.01

House 67% (N¼ 18) 20% (N¼ 10) p¼ 0.01

Senate 76% (N¼ 21) 43% (N¼ 7) p¼ 0.09

Presidential budgetary proposals 45% (N¼ 11) 55% (N¼ 11) p¼ 0.44

Sources are described in text of paper and include the following: Congressional Quarterly Weekly issues,

presidential statements as reported by the Public Papers of the Presidents, media reports, survey data

from the Roper iPOLL database of opinion polls, General Social Survey data, and the fiscal year 2011 and

2012 U.S. Budgets.

41. Canes-Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness,” 694.
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surveys for the roll-call data allowed only for agreeing with the president’s

position, disagreeing, or failing to state a position.42 As the table describes, in the

first half of the term only around one-third of the president’s positions on key roll-

call votes had a reservoir of support of at least 55 percent of respondents, and in

the second half of the term precisely zero of Obama’s positions reached this level

of popularity. The results are similar with the author-coded positions, which

suggest that 41 percent of Obama’s roll-call positions had the higher threshold of

support in the years before the midterm elections and only 9 percent in the

following part of the term.

When we consider Tables 2 and 3 in combination, the data suggest that

approximately half of Obama’s positions in the first two years are ones for

which public support was deep, while the other half had only marginal

popularity. For the latter positions, we collected recent survey data in order to

assess whether Obama’s marginally popular positions have retained support

over time. These positions include all of the legislative items for which policy

congruence equaled one but support was lower than 55 percent and the items

for which opinion was originally mixed. As before, we gathered the survey

data from the Roper iPOLL database. We searched for the latest survey(s)

available and required that they were taken at least six months after the roll

call vote.

Table 4 lists the relevant key votes along with a summary of recent opinion. As

the table describes, for three of the policy issues, no recent survey data exists. For

the other votes, the second column summarizes the level of recent support as

“high,” “marginal,” “mixed,” or “mixed to negative.” A “high” level signifies that at

Table 3
Presidential Positions with 55% Public Support

1st half of term 2nd half of term

CQ presidential positions 35% (N¼ 20) 0% (N¼ 8)

+Author-coded presidential positions 41% (N¼ 27) 9% (N¼ 11)

Sources are described in text of paper and include the following: Congressional Quarterly Weekly issues,

presidential statements as reported by the Public Papers of the Presidents, media reports, and survey

data from the Roper iPOLL database of opinion polls.

42. If we were to include the budgetary data, however, the patterns would conform to those in

Table 2 regarding the budgetary issues. Correspondingly, additional analysis suggests that the results do

not depend on whether the surveys allow for two or three responses. More specifically, for eight of the

budgetary issues we were able to find a relevant survey with the two responses, “can afford” or “cannot

afford.” The survey, which was conducted by Ipsos-Public Affairs in 2011, begins “As you may know,

Republicans have promised to cut billions of dollars from the U.S. budget this year (2011). In your view,

which of the following areas can we afford to cut back on . . .” If we substitute these data for the 2011

General Social Survey data, the variable measuring Obama’s policy congruence remains identical.
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least 55 percent of respondents favored the president’s position. “Marginal”

means that more respondents favored than disfavored the president’s position but

that support was lower than 55 percent. “Mixed”, as before, indicates that

different question wordings produced conflicting findings regarding majority

opinion. Finally, “mixed to negative” describes a few cases where the available

evidence was mixed but mostly suggested that the president’s position was no

longer popular.

As Table 4 makes evident, the recent survey data indicate that public opinion

has not changed a great deal. On three issues—the Dodd-Frank financial-reform

bill, the Sotomayor confirmation, and cap-and-trade legislation—opinion

remains qualitatively identical in the same category of support (i.e., high,

marginal, mixed, or mixed to negative) to what it was originally. On two issues

support has grown, but only on one did opinion change significantly. In

particular, survey data suggest that support for the children’s health-insurance

program was always quite strong, but that at the time of passage, which was in the

midst of the financial crisis, some respondents preferred the president to wait on

expanding resources. By comparison, in the case of gays in the military, public

support for repealing the “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” policy was marginal according to

several polls taken prior to passage but over time increased to consistently high

levels of support. This change in opinion appears to have been related to the

November 2010 Department of Defense report suggesting that the repeal would

not harm national defense. On the remaining two issues in Table 4, there is some

evidence of a downward shift in public support, but at least one reasonable

Table 4
Recent Public Opinion on Marginally Popular Positions

Vote descriptions Recent public opinion

Children’s Health Insurance (S-CHIP) High support

Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell Policy Repeal High support

Financial Regulatory Overhaul (Dodd-Frank) Marginal support

Sotomayor Confirmation Marginal support

Greenhouse Gas Emission/Cap and Trade Mixed

Bernanke Confirmation Mixed to negative

Economic Stimulus Mixed to negative

Kagan Confirmation No recent polls

New START Agreement No recent polls

Tobacco Regulation No recent polls

Sources are described in text of paper and include the following: Congressional Quarterly Weekly issues,

presidential statements as reported by the Public Papers of the Presidents, media reports, and survey

data from the Roper iPOLL database of opinion polls.
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question wording indicates that the president’s position is more popular than

the alternative. In short, public opinion has not shifted significantly on policies

that were originally of marginal popularity.

Taken together, Tables 2 through 4 suggest that the major difference in

congruence between earlier and later portions of Obama’s term has been a result

of changes in the congressional agenda. House Republicans, in particular, have

placed on the agenda policies for which the president’s position is out of step

with public opinion. When the author-coded presidential positions are used,

Obama’s positions on roll-call votes, particularly in the Senate, appear slightly

more congruent with public opinion. With either dataset, however, policy

congruence declines substantially after the 2010 midterm elections.

Discussion and Conclusion

We have examined the relationship between Obama’s policy positions and mass

opinion from data involving roll-call votes and budgetary policies. The results

suggest that policy congruence during the Obama administration resembles that of

recent administrations. In line with research on blame-game politics, the data show

that congruence on roll-call votes dropped off dramatically once Republicans took

control of the House in 2011. Republicans effectively focused the congressional

agenda on high-profile issues on which the president’s position was not in line with

public opinion. However, when we use budgetary data to examine a constant set of

issues over time, our findings are consistent with research that argues presidents

will become more responsive to public opinion as the term proceeds.

Also consistent with scholarship on previous administrations, we find a low

overall level of congruence between Obama’s public stances and the preferences

of the American public. In fact, the level is not higher than one would expect by

chance. In other words, Obama does not seem particularly responsive to majority

opinion, but at the same time, neither does he seem less responsive than other

recent presidents. Of course, Obama could have been more or less responsive

to short-term changes in the public mood than recent administrations. As

mentioned previously, we could not readily replicate and extend the research

on dynamic representation due to problems with data availability at this time. What

we can say is that the available data do not show that the president is particularly

unusual in his willingness to cater to public opinion or his proclivity to ignore it.

Whether it is a good thing that congruence has not been particularly high in

recent years is for scholars and policy analysts to debate. Some writers have

argued that presidents are not sufficiently responsive to public opinion and tend

to indulge narrow partisan interests.43 Other scholars have emphasized that

43. For example, Jacobs and Shapiro, Politicians Don’t Pander.
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leaders often have better information than the public about the long-term effects

of policies.44 It is beyond the scope of this paper to disentangle whether Obama,

when he has bucked public opinion, has been catering to narrow partisan

interests or exercising strong statesmanship. At first glance, it seems plausible that

some of each is happening. This paper has focused, instead, on the extent to

which the political context has shaped the level of responsiveness at different

points in the Obama administration. These findings suggest that even within an

individual presidency, congruence can change substantially depending on

electoral and congressional dynamics.
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Appendix

Figure A1

Historical Presidential Policy Congruence on Budgetary Issues

Source: Brandice Canes-Wrone and Kenneth W. Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of

Presidential Responsiveness to Public Opinion,” American Journal of Political

Science 48 (2004): 690–706.
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