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Abstract:  This thesis conducts an examination of the relationship between governing 
style and legislative success in order to identify the optimally effective method of 
governance during periods of united and divided government. The effectiveness of a 
presidential governing strategy is highly dependent on the relative ideological 
composition of the branches of government. Presidential strategies work differently when 
the president is of the same political party as the Congressional majority (united 
government) than when they differ ideologically (divided government).  For this reason, 
it is necessary for presidents to anticipate institutional majorities when designing their 
strategies, and adjust their method of policy implementation accordingly—if they wish to 
maximize their ability to affect change. To determine the superior leadership strategy 
during such conditions, I conducted a case study comparing the extents of legislative 
success achieved during the Clinton Presidency (1993-2001) and the Obama Presidency 
(2009-2017). In the end, my research revealed that an aggressive strategy is most 
effective during periods of united government, while a centrist approach to legislation is 
best utilized by the president when the government is divided. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
 
1.1 Methodology 

  
(a) Topic, Question, & Importance 

In the United States, a divided government is one in which the executive branch is 

occupied by one political party, while another party controls one or both houses of 

Congress.  Divided government may have an impact on the passage and implementation 

of new policy, efficiency and productivity of governance, and the occurrence of 

institutional conflict between the executive and congressional branches.  A split in 

ideology—whether it is between the facets of a governing body or on a smaller scale of 

leadership and management—will necessarily result in tensions and have various 

ramifications on the efficacy of rule.  In order to navigate these tensions in a way that 

allows one to retain power and push through his agenda, a leader must employ a 

prescribed, situational strategy.  To determine the most effective approach to executive 

rule under a system of checks and balances, this thesis project will conduct a case study 

of the William J. Clinton and Barrack Obama presidencies.   

I am particularly interested in extracting, from this case study, strategies for 

successful leadership that can apply to circumstances on a smaller scale, in which the 

leader must rule amid a governing body characterized by dissenting opinion.  The results 

of this thesis could pose a real-world benefit to future leaders and managers looking to 

optimize their impact and affect change in their given field or industry. 

In the interest of ascertaining the optimal leadership approach during periods of 

divided government, a case comparison of the Clinton and Obama presidencies is worthy 
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because they share a “‘most similar systems’ design” (Przeworski & Teune, 

1970).   According to Adam Przeworski of New York University (1970), a “‘most similar 

systems’ design” is a study involving “systems as similar as possible with respect to as 

many features as possible[, which] constitute the optimal samples for comparative 

inquiry” (p. 32).  Comparison between such samples allows for fruitful measurement of 

impact that might stem from differences that exist between the samples, which in turn 

lends to an illuminating observation of a particular social phenomenon.  

Clinton and Obama are both two-term presidents who are politically aligned with 

the Democratic Party.  Additionally, in terms of congressional majority, their 

presidencies followed a similar structure.  During the latter six years of Clinton and 

Obama’s presidencies, they both ruled under a divided government.  Furthermore, many 

of the policy initiatives that Obama and Clinton supported were based on a fundamentally 

similar set of ideologies. This similar ideology is evident in their health care reform 

initiatives, which includes Clinton’s 1993 Health Security Act (failed) and Obama’s 

Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA), signed into law March 23, 2010 

(Wilson, n.d.).1  

 

(c) Research Design 

Despite their similar governing conditions, the two Presidents pursued the 

implementation of policy through the utilization of divergent strategies.  The party with 

majority status in Congress maintains the ability to set the legislative agenda (Hamilton, 

2008).  Inasmuch, I logically expected that when Congress’s majority is of the same 

                                                        
1There are, however, various deviations from the ideal “Most Similar Systems’ Design” that exist between 
the Presidents’ ruling conditions, which will be discussed in this thesis’s conclusion (chapter 5). 
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political party as the President, more legislation in line with the President’s ideology 

would be proposed, and that the reverse situation would necessitate more compromise on 

his behalf.  Based on this assumption, I hypothesized that a centrist presidential strategy 

characterized by pursuit of ideologically ambitious legislation lends to a higher level of 

legislative success during periods of divided government, and that an aggressive strategy 

produces a higher yield of success when the government is united. 

In order to determine which president’s leadership strategy was more effective 

during times of divided government, I asked several key questions: First, what were 

Obama’s and Clinton’s initial legislative intentions? Second, how much of his intentions 

did each president succeed in enacting? Third, which president was more ‘successful?’ 

Fourth, what approach did the more successful president take in pursuing the enactment 

of his legislative intentions? And fifth, how did that approach lend to a higher rate of 

legislative success?  Inasmuch, this thesis follows the following research design: 

First, in order to identify Clinton and Obama’s initial legislative intentions I 

defined their political ideologies through analysis of public speeches, past voting records, 

and proclamations to the public.   

Second, to determine the extent of legislative success I analyzed the text of each 

individual piece of legislation passed by Congress during each president’s term in office 

in order to determine the central purpose(s) of the successful bill.  If the bill’s purpose(s) 

proved to be consistent with the political ideology of the president in office during the 

passage of that bill, I counted that bill as a Legislative Success.  

Third, I assigned each president an Itemized Success Score, which is a 

quantification of all incidences of legislative success.  In the course of my research it 
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became clear that not all incidences of legislative success have equal values.  In order to 

account for the value discrepancies amongst individual incidences of presidential success, 

I also calculated a separate Weighted Success Score for each president.   

Fourth, I compared the Success Scores, weighted and unweighted, of Clinton’s 

presidency with those of Obama’s presidency.  For an objective answer to the question, 

“Which president (Obama/Clinton) was more successful?” I refer to the quantification of 

each president’s Itemized Success Scores and Weighted Success Scores, in terms of their 

overall scores (those in consideration of their entire tenure in office) as well as their 

scores for each individual congressional session. 

The final phase of my research involved statistical analyses of these results in 

order to identify legislative patterns.  These legislative patterns, in turn, suggest the 

utilization of certain governing strategies and their subsequent applications. 

My research shows that over the course of their two-term presidencies Clinton 

and Obama enjoyed extremely comparable amounts of overall legislative success.  

During each of their first Congressional sessions (Clinton’s 103rd and Obama’s 111th 

Congresses) in office, both presidents scored the highest ISS and WSS of all four 

Congresses coinciding with their tenures.  However, Obama oversaw a considerably 

larger amount of legislative success during his 111th Congressional session than did 

Clinton during his 103rd Congressional session, both of which occurred during periods of 

united government.  On the other hand, during times of divided government—Clinton’s 

104th, 105th, and 106th Congressional sessions and Obama’s 112th, 113th, and 114th 

Congressional sessions—Clinton consistently outperformed Obama in terms of 

legislative success.   
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Inasmuch, my results confirmed my hypothesis.  This data indicates that, in 

accordance with my conjectures, an aggressive strategy is better suited for successful 

leadership in the midst of a united government, while a centrist approach to legislation is 

the more effective leadership strategy when one must expect to rule amid a governing 

body characterized by dissenting opinion, such as in divided government. 

 The contents of this thesis are organized into five chapters.  This section, Chapter 

One, contains an introduction to my research (subsection 1.1) as well as a review of 

relevant literature in order to provide previous works that contributed to my research 

(subsection 1.2, “Background and Significance”). Chapter Two is entitled “Defining 

Presidential Prerogatives,” and includes subsection 2.1, “Governing Structure,” in which 

I will elaborate about the parallels between Clinton’s and Obama’s tenures as president.  

It also includes subsections 2.2, “Revealed Legislative Intentions,” and 2.3, “Specific 

Campaign Promises (SCPs).” 

Chapter Three, entitled “Measuring Legislative Success,” will contain the results 

of my investigation. I will explain the process through which I developed a database 

containing all legislation that I considered to be instances of presidential success during 

all congressional sessions that coincided with Clinton’s presidency (103-106) as well as 

all congressional sessions that coincided with Obama’s presidency (111-114)2.  In 

Chapter Four, “Identifying Presidential Strategies,” I present a comparative examination 

of each President’s leadership strategy and discuss how their divergent strategies led to 

the extent to which they were able to fulfill their prerogatives. Finally, the concluding 

chapter (5) includes subsections 5.1, “Summary: Method and Results,” 5.2, “Substantive 

Implications,” and 5.3,“Opportunities for Future Research.” 
                                                        
2All Congressional legislative records obtained from https://www.congress.gov 
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1.2 Background and Significance 

Divided Government and Legislative Productivity 

Traditionally, a unified government had been thought to correlate with a high rate 

of legislative productivity while divided government was associated with gridlock and a 

general decline in legislative output.  David Mayhew (1993), however, challenged this 

long-held view when he published his influential work regarding the influence of divided 

government. 

In his innovative research, Mayhew catalogued and analyzed significant 

legislation passed into law between 1947 and 1990 in effort to discover the effects, if any, 

that divided government has on congressional gridlock and legislative productivity.  In 

order to compile an inventory of all significant legislation enacted in the given period, 

Mayhew developed a set of parameters for the identification of such legislation. To be 

included, the legislation in question must have either: (1) exhibited particular 

contemporaneous value, which Mayhew attributed to any law that, at the time of its 

passing, was hailed as a particularly “outstanding accomplishment” by the New York 

Times or Washington Post; or (2) featured a policy of particular historical importance, as 

determined retroactively following a sufficient passage of time.  

Pursuant to his research, Mayhew affirmed that the amount of significant 

legislation enacted by Congress during divided government is around the same as the 

amount enacted during periods of single party rule.  From these results, Mayhew 

concluded that divided government does not hinder production of significant 

legislation—contrary to long-held assumptions within the field.  
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Other researchers, however, questioned Mayhew’s assertions by pointing to 

oversights in his research design.  One study published in 2000 (Howard et al) offered an 

alternative theory as to the relationship between divided government and legislative 

productivity.  The study maintained that, due to flawed standards for the identification of 

“significant” legislation, Mayhew’s findings are not comprehensive and, ultimately, not 

valid (Howell et al, 2000). The conductors of this study criticized Mayhew’s decision to 

consider legislation whose significance could only be determined retroactively.  Due to 

an insufficient passing of time, the same measurement could not be applied beyond the 

99th Congress (ending in 1986), which bore the potential to skew the inventoried yield of 

significant legislation that occurred between the 100th and 103rd Congress.  Legislation 

enacted during the period of 1986-90 could only be evaluated on the basis of 

contemporaneous evaluations, and this dichotomy served to cast doubt on Mayhew’s 

model and, therefore, his results.   

The study attempted to correct for Mayhew’s oversights by reexamining his data 

with an updated four-category model for the identification of significant legislation.  

With a broadened concept of legislative significance, the study concluded that divided 

government does, in fact, result in decreased production of significant legislation—by as 

much as 30% (Howell et al, 2000). Additionally, the data further revealed that although 

divided government causes a decrease in the passage rate of significant legislation, it 

actually causes an increase in the enactment of trivial legislation. 

Other researches have also yielded results that challenge Mayhew’s findings, such 

as one study published in the American Journal of Political Science (Edwards et al, 

1997).  This study examined the failure of potentially important legislation between 1947 
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and 1992 in order to measure the impact of divided government.  Its primary concern was 

with whether divided government increases the tendency of gridlock where it concerned 

consideration of “significant legislation” (Edwards et at, 1997).  

In order to limit its examination to only significant legislation, the study relied on 

Mayhew’s identification of such legislation as well as determinations in the 

Congressional Quarterly Almanac.  Next, the study used “regression analysis,” (Edwards 

et all, 1997, p. 550) a process to statistically evaluate the significant legislation and the 

relationship between the variables they identified.  In the end, the results of the study 

were contrary to those of Mayhew’s investigation.  According to the researchers, “the 

pre-Mayhew conventional wisdom was correct: divided government inhibits the passage 

of important legislation” (Edwards et al, 1997, p. 562). 

 The existing research regarding the impact of divided government on the 

legislative process is thorough, but not without its holes.  For example, the 1997 study 

affirms, “Like Mayhew […], we are not interested in whether or not presidents succeed” 

(Edwards et al, p. 562).  As it turns out, that is the exact aspect of divided government 

that interests me, and inasmuch the opportunity to make discoveries from an alternative 

angle in the course of my research is vast.  As I proceed, using previous studies as a 

foundation for my own examination while making sure to note that the difference 

between the objective of past research and my objective will mean I must take a 

necessary departure in the method of analysis.   
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Chapter 2. Defining Presidential Prerogatives 
 

2.1 Governing Structure 

In attempting to identify the most effective strategy for navigating leadership 

among an ideologically disparate governing body, a case study of the Clinton and Obama 

presidencies is illuminating due to the “most similar systems’ design” of their governance 

structures (Przeworski & Teune, 1970). There exist numerous parallels between the 

Clinton and Obama tenures in the executive office.  For example, they are both members 

of the Democrat party and operate according to a similar set of values pertaining to 

individual rights, domestic issues, and defense and international issues.  

Additionally, both Clinton and Obama served as president for two terms, and, as 

is evident in Table 1, during that time they oversaw four Congressional sessions with the 

same majority party composition for each one.3  As evidenced through their campaigns 

and early public statements, their core legislative priorities also pertained to the same 

general policy areas: community affairs, public health & wellbeing, and 

economy/finance. 

Nevertheless, the presidents employed different leadership strategies in pursuing 

fulfillment of their prerogatives.  Given the “most similar systems’ design” of their 

governance structure and their crucially different leadership methods, my inventory of 

legislative successes during the congressional sessions coinciding with their tenures 

should reveal which strategy is superior during times of divided government.  

 

 
                                                        
3 Sources: Party Division. (2017). Retrieved from https://www.senate.gov/history/partydiv.htm; Congress 
Profiles. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://history.house.gov/Congressional-Overview/Profiles/ 

https://www.senate.gov/history/partydiv.htm
http://history.house.gov/Congressional-Overview/Profiles/
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TABLE 1. Congressional Terms under Clinton and Obama4 

 

2.2 Revealed Legislative Intentions 

Clinton and Obama’s initiatives, actions, and, subsequently, the strategic methods 

they utilized to implement their desired political outcomes stemmed from a set of 

fundamental, governing ideological values.  In order to gain an accurate preliminary 

understanding of their ideologies (and answer the question, “What were 

Obama’s/Clinton’s legislative intentions?”), I analyzed the stated intentions, values, 

promises, and end game ideals within their Democratic Nomination Acceptance 

Addresses and their First Inaugural Addresses.   

Due to the potential for a president to change his legislative approach, whereby 

altering the nature of his policy proposals, each president’s specific ruling situation must 

be considered and the likelihood of a president to become less transparent to the public as 

his term proceeds must be accounted for.  In an effort to exclude from the representation 

of their prerogatives the influence of later developments that might distort my findings, 

                                                        
4 Sources: Party Division. (2017). Retrieved from https://www.senate.gov/history/partydiv.htm; Congress 
Profiles. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://history.house.gov/Congressional-Overview/Profiles/ 
 

William Clinton, 42nd U.S. President (D) 
Term: 1/20/1993 – 1/20/2001 

Barack Obama, 44th U.S. President (D) 
Term: 1/20/2009 – [1/20/2017] 

103rd U.S. Congress, 1/3/93 – 1/3/95 
Senate: Democratic; House: Democratic 

Unified Government 

111th U.S. Congress, 1/3/09 – 1/3/11 
Senate: Democratic; House: Democratic 

Unified Government 
104th U.S. Congress, 1/ 3/95 – 1/3/97 
Senate: Republican; House: Republican 

Divided Government 

112th U.S. Congress, 1/3/11 – 1/3/13 
Senate: Democratic; House: Republican 

Divided Government 
105th U.S. Congress, 1/3/97 – 1/3/99 
Senate: Republican; House: Republican 

Divided Government 

113th U.S. Congress, 1/3/13 – 1/3/15 
Senate: Democratic; House: Republican 

Divided Government 
106th U.S. Congress, 1/3/99 – 1/3/01 
Senate: Republican; House: Republican 
                Divided Government 

114th U.S. Congress, 1/3/15 – 1/3/17 
Senate: Republican; House: Republican 
                Divided Government 

https://www.senate.gov/history/partydiv.htm
http://history.house.gov/Congressional-Overview/Profiles/
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this research places special emphasis on analysis of the statements from Obama’s and 

Clinton’s Presidential Primary Debates, Nomination Acceptance Addresses, and First 

Inaugural Addresses as the most accurate sources from which to extract indications of 

their initial ideologies and aims, untainted as of yet by circumstance.  

For example, Clinton’s Presidential Nomination Acceptance and First Inaugural 

Address speeches proved to be particularly revealing.  In his 1992 Address Accepting the 

Presidential Nomination at the Democratic National Convention in New York, Clinton 

shared his plan to take action on the political issues he identified as most pressing: a 

failing national economy, social injustice, international relations and defense policy, and 

environmental protections.5  Clinton’s 1993 First Inaugural Address as the 42nd United 

States President touched on the same core issues as his Nomination Acceptance Address, 

albeit in markedly broader terms.6  

Obama’s First Inaugural Address in 2009 as the 44th United States President was 

centered on his plans to combat the core issues of the weakened economy, the high cost 

of healthcare, failures of the public education system, energy (mis)use (and intended 

pursuit of alternative energy sources), environmental abuses, generational concerns, 

international relations and defense policy, and social inequality.7   

Through analyses of public statements made by Clinton and Obama during the 

period extending two years prior to- and up to six months following- the start of their first 

presidential terms, I identified their Main Areas of Concern (MAC) to conform to eight 
                                                        
5 See Clinton, W. J. (1992, July 16). "Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at the Democratic 
National Convention in New York," Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American 
Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=25958. 
6 See Clinton, W. J. (1993, January 20). "Inaugural Address," Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. 
Woolley, The American Presidency Project. Retrieved from 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=46366. 
7 See Obama, B. (2009, January 20). Obama’s Inaugural Address: The Full Text. Retrieved from 
http://content.time.com/time/politics/article/0,8599,1872715,00.html 
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distinct policy categories (each of which contains its own specific parameters and sub-

categories).  Refer to Table 2 to read more about the MAC categories.  

 
TABLE 2. Primary Areas of Concern (MAC) 

Of particular concern to both Clinton and Obama was the enactment of policies 

pertaining to Community Affairs (MAC 3), Public Health & Wellbeing (MAC 4), and 

Economy/Finance (MAC 7).  I refer to these policy areas as Core MACs.  Core MACs 

receive additional distinction on the basis that they encompass the issues most frequently 

emphasized by both presidents during their pre-election campaign periods.  

On an ideological scale ranging from -10 to +10, with -10 signifying a more 

liberal outlook and a +10 signifying a more conservative outlook, Clinton’s Ideology 

Scores (Figure 1) are as follows:  on ‘Individual Rights’ he scored -6; on ‘Domestic 

Issues’ he scored -3; on ‘Economic Issues’ he scored -4; and on ‘Defense and 

International Issues’ he scored -3 (InsideGov, n.d.). 

President Obama’s Ideology Scores (Figure 1) are as follows: on ‘Individual 

Rights’ he scored -6; on ‘Domestic Issues’ he scored -5; on ‘Economic Issues’ he scored 

-9; and on ‘Defense and International Issues’ he scored -2 (InsideGov, n.d.). 

Additionally, in order to differentiate Obama’s political ideology from Clinton’s, I 

utilized the non-profit organization OnTheIssues’s identification of Obama’s and 

(1) Natural Resources & Public Works 
(2) Social Policy 
(3) Community Affairs 
(4) Public Health & Wellbeing 
(5) Armed Forces & International Affairs 
(6) Government Operations 
(7) Economy/Finance 
(8) Judicial Affairs 
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Clinton’s ideological positioning in relation to a core set of political statements, as 

according to scale (strongly favors, favors, neutral, opposes, strongly opposes). For 

example, Obama ‘strongly favors’ the statement “abortion is a woman’s unrestricted 

right,” earning him +5 points on the Social scale, and he ‘favors’ the statement 

“comfortable with same-sex marriage,” earning him +2 on the Social scale; on the other 

hand, Obama favors the statement “stimulus better than market-led recovery,” earning 

him a -3 on the Economics scale (OnTheIssues.org, n.d.).  This provided the frame of 

reference necessary to place both presidents at specific points on a spectrum of political 

philosophy so that I could examine their ideologies in relation to each other.   

FIGURE 1. Clinton and Obama Ideology Scores, in comparison8 
Source: http://us-presidents.insidegov.com 

 

According to OnTheIssues, Barack Obama rates as ‘Hard-Core Liberal’ on the 

political philosophy spectrum (Figure 2) whereas William Clinton rates as ‘Populist-

Leaning Liberal’ on the same spectrum (Figure 2).  This also allowed me to analyze each 
                                                        
8 According to insidegov.com, the data that contributed to the calculation of Clinton and Obama’s Ideology 
Scores was “provided by Miller Center, PBS Presidential Biographies, Federal Register, The Roper Center, 
and OnTheIssues[.org].” 
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president’s ideological position and compare/contrast their ideologies to each other as 

well as to the position of the official DNC platform on the same spectrum.  This 

illuminated the extent that the presidents’ ideologies deviated from that of the DNC, and 

in what direction they deviated, which in turn gave me an objective standard against 

which to identify the president that pursued a more ideologically extreme prerogative 

(Obama). 

FIGURE 2. Political Philosophies of Obama (red) and Clinton (blue)9 

 

 

2.3 Specific Campaign Promises (SCPs) 

 In addition to revealing their general ideological values and issuing broad 

statements about their legislative intentions, both Clinton and Obama made a number of 

Specific Campaign Promises (SCPs) prior to winning the Presidential election.  SCPs are 

important to note because they provide additional insight into which contemporary 

political concerns (and the MACs that encompass those concerns) represented high 

priority issues for the President.   

                                                        
9 Source: http://www.ontheissues.org 
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Additionally, SCPs provide a definitive baseline against which to measure the 

president’s achievement performance in terms of his ability to implement his agenda.  

Legislative successes that are ideologically consistent with the general presidential 

prerogative are successes nonetheless, but they bear the potential of being incidental 

achievements; on the other hand, enactments that contain policy measures that, point for 

point, fulfill the terms of a specific, explicitly stated legislative intention are necessarily 

the result of calculated effort and influence on behalf of the president.  Inasmuch, SCPs 

are important to note. 

I compiled pledges made by Clinton during his 1992 Presidential campaign 

through analysis of public speeches, primary debates, the 232-page campaign book 

entitled “Putting People First,” which he co-authored with Vice President Al Gore 

(1992), and other various outside sources.10 In total, I identified 123 SCPs and, as is 

evident in Table 3, 46 of those statements pertained to Core MACs, or 37.4%. 

 

TABLE 3. Clinton’s 1992 SCPs, Organized by MAC11 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

SCPs 27 6 14 20 25 14 12 5 

% 22 4.9 11.4 16.3 20.3 11.4 9.7 4 

 

In order to amass SCPs made by Obama during his 2008 presidential campaign, I 

referred heavily to PolitiFact, which is a Pulitzer Prize winning “fact-checking website 

                                                        
10 See Dionne, E. J. (2001, December 19). Did Clinton Succeed or Fail? The American Presidency Project. 
Retrieved from http://prospect.org/article/did-clinton-succeed-or-fail; Cannon, R. A. (1996, August 18). 
Clinton's Promises -- President Did As He Said: 66% Of Campaign Vows Met. The Seattle Times. 
Retrieved from http://community.seattletimes.nwsource.com/archive/?date=19960818&slug=2344764 
11 Highlighted columns denote Core MACs.  

http://prospect.org/article/did-clinton-succeed-or-fail
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that rates the accuracy of claims by elected officials and others who speak up in 

American politics.” The PolitiFact website offers an online service that provides tracking 

of Obama’s “prospective statement[s] of an action or outcome that is verifiable,” by 

enlisting its staff members to “pore through speech transcripts, TV appearances, position 

papers and campaign websites looking for promises” (“Obameter: Tracking Obama’s 

Promises,” n.d).  In addition, I also reviewed a number of other credible sources, 

including statements contained in several policy measure plans written and released by 

Obama during his campaign in 2008.12  I compiled a total of 522 SCPs for Obama and, as 

evident in Table 4, 174 of the 522 SCPs (33.4%) regarded policy measures that belong to 

Core MACs. 

 

TABLE 4. Obama’s 2008 SCPs, Organized by MAC 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

SCPs 147 37 80 51 121 29 43 14 

% 28 7.1 15.3 9.8 23.2 5.6 8.3 2.7 

 

                                                        
12 See Obama, B., & Biden, J. (2008). Blueprint for Change: Obama and Biden’s Plan for America. 
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Chapter 3. Measuring Legislative Success 
 

(a) What Makes a Leader Successful? 

For the purposes of this thesis, Presidential Success is defined as the extent of a 

given leader’s ability to influence the enactment of legislation on the basis of his political 

agenda, as it is informed by his personal ideology.  Inasmuch, for this thesis, Legislative 

Success refers to the specific instance in which a given president oversaw the enactment 

of legislation whose central purpose is consistent with a legislative intention he explicitly 

stated to the public. 

In order to qualify Clinton and Obama’s efficacies of rule, I measured their level 

of Legislative Success through the analysis of the congressional records that coincided 

with their presidencies.  I enumerate Success Scores for each of Clinton’s and Obama’s 

Presidency by identifying the policies each president proposed that were successfully 

passed and adopted into law.  I then compare the success scores for the whole of 

Clinton’s presidency against that of Obama’s presidency as well as the scores of their 

individual congressional sessions and of the combined score of their latter three 

congressional sessions during which the government was divided. 

 

3.1 Legislative Actions 

Phase II of my research, “Measuring Legislative Success,” involves the objective 

quantification of Presidential Success.  In order to answer the question, “How much of 

Obama’s/Clinton’s intentions did each succeed in enacting?” I quantified Success Scores 

for each President’s tenure in office by inventorying the policies that each president 

supported and that were successfully passed and adopted into law.  To accomplish this, I 
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first compiled and assessed the records of legislative actions during Clinton’s 103rd 

through 106th congressional sessions and Obama’s 111th through 114th congressional 

sessions (indicators of Obama’s/Clinton’s “Extent of Fulfillment”).   

Next, I analyzed the text of each individual piece of passed legislation in order to 

determine the central purpose(s) of the successful bill.  If the bill’s purpose(s) proved to 

be consistent with the political ideology of the president in office during the passage of 

that bill, I counted that bill as an individual instance of Legislative Success. 

In order to refine my database to include only legislation that the given president 

would support, I excluded from consideration any passed legislation with an ideological 

value that is contrary or neutral to those promoted by the president in question.  I also 

excluded from consideration certain legislative activities containing provisions that are 

merely symbolic and do not affect change in a tangible way as well as others activities 

such as nominations, appropriations and authorizations (with exceptions), technical 

corrections, technical amendments, clarifications, resolutions, and bills whose titles 

include the following language: “for the relief of,” “to designate,” “to request,” “to 

provide,” “to address,” “to encourage.”  

I also noted whether or not an incidence of Legislative Success bore a particular 

significance that distinguished it from the passage of other public laws that were 

consistent with the president’s ideology.  In this thesis, I refer to a significant enactment 

as “major legislation,” which is legislation that can be retroactively considered to bear a 

policy measure of particular historical or sociological impact.  In order to identify what 

type of legislation should constitute as significant, I partially use the methods employed 

by political scientist David Mayhew (1991, chap. 3).  To accomplish the task, Mayhew 
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analyzed the determinations of credible sources, including the judgments of policy 

experts and annual congressional wrap-ups.  I, too, deferred to the judgments of experts 

in determining which instances of legislative success should qualify as “major 

legislation.”     

As I worked through the congressional voting records, I kept a log of all instances 

of legislative success (bills—H.R. and S.—that became public law).  In the log, I noted 

the following distinctions for each bill: ‘chamber origin’ (house versus senate); H.R./S. 

number; date of introduction; ‘political party’ of the proposing congressional member 

(republican versus democrat); date of enactment (passed into law); public law number of 

enacted bill; it’s associated MAC number; if the enactment can be considered major 

legislation; if the enactment contains any policy measure that directly addresses a SCP; if 

the enactment was the explicit subject of a positive public statement by the president (or a 

member of his cabinet) expressing support made shortly before or after its passage; and if 

the president issued a public statement expressing Qualified Support for some aspect of 

the legislation (or its passage otherwise represented ideological compromise). 

 

3.2 Itemized Success Scores (ISS) 

(a) Congressional Sessions during the Clinton Presidency (103-106) 

(i) THE 103RD CONGRESS 

The 103rd Congress, which coincided with Clinton’s first two years as president, 

met from January 1993 to January 1995.  Both chambers of Congress held a Democratic 

majority, and with Clinton in the White House the government was united.  At the start of 

the session, 57 Democrats and 43 Republicans occupied the Senate (“Party Division,” 

2017).  The House of Representatives contained 258 Democrats, 176 Republicans, and 
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one member from the Independent Party during the 103rd Congressional session 

(“Congress Profiles,” n.d.). With both the Executive Office and Legislature ideologically 

aligned in Clinton’s favor, he began his presidency well positioned to implement policy 

measures consistent with his ideology.   

In the 103rd Congress, Clinton achieved an ISS of 114.  This means that during 

his first two years as President, Clinton oversaw 114 individual incidences of legislative 

success, which is to say that 114 bills whose central purposes were consistent with 

Clinton’s ideological position were considered by Congress and successfully passed into 

public law, upon his final approval. 

As is evident in Table 5, the primary purpose of 19 of Clinton’s total 114 

(16.67%) legislative successes during the 103rd Congress pertained to Community Affairs 

(Core MAC 3), 7 of 114 (6.14%) legislative successes addressed Public Health & 

Wellbeing (Core MAC 4), and 23 of 114 (20.18%) legislative successes dealt with 

Economic/Finance policies.  In total, 49 out of 114 successes belong to Core MACs, 

which means that about 43% of Clinton’s legislative achievements during his first two 

years as president worked toward fulfillment of his highest priority agenda items.  Refer 

to Figure 3 for a visual representation of the MAC proportional composition of President 

Clinton’s legislative success in the 103rd Congress. 

 

TABLE 5. ISS Composition by MAC, the 103th Congress13 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 29 13 19 7 10 7 23 6 

% 25.44 11.4 16.67 6.14 8.77 6.14 20.18 5.26 

                                                        
13 Highlighted columns denote Core MACs.  
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FIGURE 3. Proportional Representation of ISS MAC Composition, the 103rd 
Congress 

  

 
Additionally, my inventory of Clinton’s legislative successes during the 

103rd Congress reveals that 14 bills out of the total 114 instances of legislative success 

(12.28%) are considered “major legislation,” in that their passage bore a particular 

historical or sociological impact on American society in a way that is still worthy of 

recognition today.  Of the 114 bills that Clinton signed into law, he released a Signing 

Statement or Presidential Remark14 in which he expressed explicit support for the passing 

of 55 of those bills, which amounts to 48.2%.   

Only one item of Clinton’s total 114 legislative successes during the 103rd 

Congress contained a provision or language that caused the president to give his 

Qualified Support 15, yet he still felt that the benefits of the bill’s passage outweighed the 

cost of compromise and therefore related an overall support for its successful passage.  In 

                                                        
14 See Clinton (1993-2001). Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton. 
Washington, DC: Office of the Federal Register, National Archives and Records Administration 
15 See “Statement on Signing the Foreign Relations Authorization Act, Fiscal Years 1994 and 1995,” Bill 
Clinton, April 30, 1994, regarding H.R. 2333. Included in reference: Clinton (1993-2001). Public Papers of 
the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton. Washington, DC: Office of the Federal Register, 
National Archives and Records Administration,  
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the course of the Congressional session, 36 instances of legislative success directly 

addressed one or more SCP. 

 
(ii) THE 104TH CONGRESS 

 The 104th Congress met from January 1995 to January 1997.  In the 1994 

elections, Republicans won control of both chambers of Congress. The newly divided 

government marked the first time Republicans gained the majority in both the House and 

Senate since the 1950s (Cupitt, 2000, p. 188).  At the start of the session, Republicans 

occupied the Senate majority with 52 seats (+9 since the start of the previous session), 

while Democrats held 48 seats (-9) (“Party Divisions,” 2017).  Republicans also held a 

majority in the House of Representatives with 230 seats (+54 since the start of the 

previous session), Democrats held 204 seats (-54), and the Independent Party held one 

seat (no change) (“Congress Profiles,” n.d.). 

 In the 104th Congress, Clinton achieved an ISS of 55.  This means that during the 

104th Congressional session, Bill Clinton signed 55 bills into law that were consistent 

with—and worked to advance—his political agenda as it stood at the time of the start of 

his first term in the Executive Office. 

As is evident in Table 6, the primary purpose of 6 of Clinton’s total 55 (10.91%) 

legislative successes during the 104th Congress pertained to Community Affairs (Core 

MAC 3), 8 of 55 (14.55%) legislative successes addressed Public Health & Wellbeing 

(Core MAC 4), and 13 of 55 (23.64%) legislative successes dealt with Economic/Finance 

policies.  In total, 27 out of 55 successes belong to Core MACs, which means that about 

49% of Clinton’s legislative achievements during the second Congressional session of his 

Presidency worked toward fulfillment of his highest priority agenda items.  Refer to 
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Figure 4 for a visual representation of the MAC proportional composition of President 

Clinton’s legislative success in the 104th Congress. 

 
TABLE 6. ISS Composition by MAC, the 104th Congress 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 17 1 6 8 5 3 13 2 

% 30.91 1.82 10.91 14.55 9.09 5.45 23.64 3.63 

 

FIGURE 4. Proportional Representation of ISS MAC Composition, the 104th 
Congress 
 

 

According to my inventory, 12 of the 55 legislative successes (21.82%) Clinton 

achieved during the 104th Congress qualify as “major legislation.”  Clinton released a 

Signing Statement or Presidential Remark for 43 of the 55 instances of success, which is 

78.18%. For 10 of the total 55 successes, the support that Clinton expressed was in some 

way qualified.16  In the course of the Congressional session, 15 instances of legislative 

success directly addressed one or more SCP. 

 
                                                        
16 H.R. 831, H.R. 889, S. 440, S. 735, H.R. 2854, H.R. 3019, H.R. 3103, H.R. 3448, H.R. 3610, H.R. 3666, 
and H.R. 3734, 104th Cong. (enacted). 
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(iii) THE 105TH CONGRESS 

 The 105th Congress met from January 1997 to January 1999.  In this session, 

Republicans not only maintained but increased their majority in the Senate when they 

won an additional three seats.  There were 55 Republicans and 45 Democrats in the 

Senate at the start of the 105th Congressional session (“Party Division,” 2017). 

Meanwhile in the House, Republicans lost four seats from the start of the previous 

session; three seats went to the Democrats and one seat went to an Independent 

(“Congress Profiles,” n.d.).  Nevertheless, Republicans retained their majority.  At the 

start of the 105th Congress, 226 Republicans, 207 Democrats, and two Independent Party 

members occupied the House of Representatives. 

In the course of the 105th Congress, Clinton achieved an ISS of 68.  This means 

that during the 105th Congressional session, Clinton signed 68 bills into law that were 

consistent—and worked to advance—his political agenda. 

As is evident in Table 7, the primary purpose of 16 of Clinton’s total 68 (23.52%) 

legislative successes during the 105th Congress pertained to Community Affairs (Core 

MAC 3), 4 of 68 (5.88%) legislative successes addressed Public Health & Wellbeing 

(Core MAC 4), and 14 of 68 (20.59%) legislative successes dealt with Economic/Finance 

policies.  In total, 34 out of 68 successes belong to Core MACs, which means that 50% of 

Clinton’s legislative achievements during the third Congressional session of his 

presidency worked toward fulfillment of his highest priority agenda items.  Refer to 

Figure 5 for a visual representation of the MAC proportional composition of President 

Clinton’s legislative success in the 105th Congress. 
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TABLE 7. ISS Composition by MAC, the 105th Congress 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 17 7 16 4 4 1 14 5 

% 25 10.29 23.52 5.88 5.88 1.47 20.59 7.35 

 

FIGURE 5. Proportional Representation of ISS MAC Composition, the 105th 
Congress 

 

According to my inventory, 7 of the 68 legislative successes (10.29%) Clinton 

achieved during the 105th Congress qualify as “major legislation.”  Clinton released a 

Signing Statement or Presidential Remark for 57 of the 68 instances of success, which is 

83.8%.  For 12 of the total 68 successes, the support that Clinton expressed was in some 

way qualified.17  In the course of the Congressional session, 21 instances of legislative 

success directly addressed one or more SCP. 

 
(iv) THE 106TH CONGRESS 

 The 106th Congress met from January 1999 to January 2001.  At the start of the 

session, there was no change in Senate membership from the previous session; 

Republicans occupied 55 seats and Democrats maintained 45 (“Party Divisions,” 2017).  
                                                        
17 H.R. 6, H.R. 1385, H.R. 2014, H.R. 2015, H.R. 2158, H.R. 2281, H.R. 2400, S. 1260, H.R. 2627, S. 
2316, H.R. 4259, S. 2344, 105th Cong. (enacted). 
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In the House of Representatives, the Republicans held onto their majority.  However, 

with the acquisition of four additional seats, the Democrats narrowed the gap.  At the 

start of the 106th Congressional session, there were 223 Republican seats (-3 from the 

onset of the previous session), 211 Democrat seats (+4), and one Independent (-1) 

(“Congress Profiles,” n.d.). 

In the 106th Congress—the final session of his presidency—Clinton achieved an 

ISS of 102.  This means that during the 106th Congressional session, Clinton signed 102 

bills into law that were consistent—and worked to advance—his political agenda. 

As is evident in Table 8, the primary purpose of 8 of Clinton’s total 102 (7.84%) 

legislative successes during the 106th Congress pertained to Community Affairs (Core 

MAC 3), 13 of 102 (12.75%) legislative successes addressed Public Health & Wellbeing 

(Core MAC 4), and 18 of 102 (17.75%) legislative successes dealt with 

Economic/Finance policies.  In total, 39 out of 102 successes belong to Core MACs, 

which means that about 38% of Clinton’s legislative achievements during his final 

Congressional session worked toward fulfillment of his highest priority agenda items.  

Refer to Figure 6 for a visual representation of the MAC proportional composition of 

President Clinton’s legislative success in the 106th Congress. 

 
TABLE 8. ISS Composition by MAC, the 106th Congress 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 40 9 8 13 5 2 18 7 

% 39.22 8.82 7.84 12.75 4.9 1.96 17.65 6.86 
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FIGURE 6. Proportional Representation of ISS MAC Composition, the 106th 
Congress 

 

According to my inventory, 13 of the 102 legislative successes (12.75%) Clinton 

achieved during the 106th Congress qualify as “major legislation.”  Clinton released a 

Signing Statement or Presidential Remark for 64 of the 102 instances of success, which is 

63% of the total.  For 6 of the total 102 successes, the support that Clinton expressed was 

in some way qualified.18  In the course of the Congressional session, 14 instances of 

legislative success directly addressed one or more SCP. 

  
(v) Overall ISS, 103-106 

In the course of Clinton’s presidency, he oversaw a total of 339 incidents of 

legislative success—155 of which can be categorized into one of the Core MACs (3, 4, 7) 

in that they worked to address the issues most central to Clinton’s 2008 presidential 

campaign platform.  Forty-six of Clinton’s cumulative 339 legislative successes as 

president are now considered to be enactments of “major legislation,” which is to say that 

the passage of such a law has had lasting historical and sociological impact on modern 

society.   

                                                        
18 H.R. 3514, H.R. 4444, H.R. 4577, S. 2796, H.R. 4931, H.R. 5461, 106th Cong. (enacted). 
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Eighty-six of the 339 successes were enactments that worked to fulfill one or 

more of Clinton’s 123 campaign promises of 1992.  President Clinton made 29 official 

public statements in which he expressed specific support for an enactment, either just 

before it was passed or directly following its passage.  Lastly, of Clinton’s 339 legislative 

successes as president between 1993 and 2001, he released specific public statements 

detailing how 219 of the enactments contained provisions with which he did not agree or 

that he thought were unconstitutional assertions, intentions that could not feasibly be 

fulfilled, or otherwise represented a compromise on his behalf, to which he conceded for 

the sake of the same legislation’s inclusion of policies important enough to lend it a 

definitively positive value, despite the negatives aspects of its passage.  This data is 

represented in Table 9, below. 
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TABLE 9.19 Clinton’s Itemized Legislative Success, 1993 - 200120 

 UG DG ALL DG DG-ALL 

 103 104 105 106 SUM AVG SUM AVG ΔAVG 

ISS 
114 55 68 102 

339 84.75 225 75 -9.75 
33.63% 16.22% 20.06% 30.09% 

CMAC 
55 27 34 39 

155 38.75 100 33.33 -5.42 
35.48% 17.42% 21.94% 25.16% 

ML 
14 12 7 13 

46 11.5 32 10.67 -0.83 
30.43% 26.09% 15.22% 28.26% 

SCP 
36 15 21 14 

86 21.5 50 16.67 -4.83 
41.86% 17.44% 24.42% 16.28% 

PS 
55 43 57 64 

219 54.75 164 54.67 -0.08 
25.11% 19.64% 26.03% 29.22% 

QS 1 10 12 6 29 7.25 28 9.33 +2.08 

 
 

(b) Congressional Sessions during the Obama Presidency (111-114) 

(i) THE 111TH CONGRESS 

Barack Obama began his presidency two weeks after the onset of the 111th 

Congressional session.  The 111th Congress, which met between January 2009 and 

January 2011, maintained a Democratic majority in both houses of the Legislature.  Like 

Clinton, Obama began his first two years as president as the Executive of a government 

                                                        
19 For the sake of preserving space and aesthetic value, Table 9 employs the following abbreviations: ISS 
(Itemized Success Score), CMAC (Core MAC), ML (Major Legislation), SCP (Specific Campaign 
Promise), PS (Public Statements), QS (Qualified Support), UG (United Government), and DG (Divided 
Government).  Additionally, ALL refers to the consideration of all Congressional sessions of the given 
President; SUM denotes the sum of all occurrences of the cross referenced heading in question; AVG 
(average) denotes the mean quantity of all such occurrences; and DG-ALL Δ AVG refers to the 
mathematical difference between the mean average quantity in consideration of all Congressional sessions 
of a particular category and the mean average quantity in consideration of only the latter three of four 
sessions of the same category, in which the government was divided.  
20 Percentages on Table 9 represent the proportion that each category’s (ISS, CMAC, ML, SCP, PS, QL) 
itemization has during a particular Congressional session to the whole of that category’s itemization 
throughout all of the sessions presided over during the tenure of that given President.  For example, the 
PSx103 quadrant on Table 9, which reads ’25.11%’ just beneath ‘55’ means that during the 103rd Congress, 
President Clinton issued 55 public statements (PS) expressing support for the passage of a particular piece 
of legislation, and the 55 public statements he released in the 103rd Congress make up approximately 
25.11% of the total quantity of public statements of that nature that he issued in the course of his 
Presidency (219 in total). 
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unified in his ideological favor.  At the start of the session, 57 Democrats, 41 

Republicans, one Independent, and one Independent Democrat occupied the Senate 

(“Party Divisions,” 2017).  The House of Representatives was divided between 257 

Democrats and 178 Republicans (“Congress Profiles,” n.d.). 

In the first Congressional session of his presidency, Obama achieved an ISS of 

133.  As is evident in Table 10, 26 of Obama’s 133 incidents of legislative success 

(19.55%) pertained to Community Affairs (Core MAC 3), 16 of 133 (12.03%) legislative 

successes addressed Public Health & Wellbeing (Core MAC 4), and 23 of 133 (17.29%) 

legislative successes dealt with Economic/Finance policies.  In total, 65 out of 133 

successes belong to Core MACs, or nearly 49%.  Refer to Figure 7 for a visual 

representation of the MAC proportional composition of President Obama’s legislative 

success in the 111th Congress. 

 
TABLE 10. ISS Composition by MAC, the 111th Congress 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 19 8 26 16 16 12 23 13 

% 14.29 6.02 19.55 12.03 12.03 9.02 17.29 9.77 

 
FIGURE 7. Proportional Representation of ISS MAC Composition, the 111th 
Congress 
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As per my inventory of legislative success during the 111th Congress, 26 of 

Obama’s 133-ISS points (19.55%) qualify as “major legislation.”  For 22 of his 

successes, Obama issued a public statement—either shortly before or after the bill’s 

enactment, via a Signing Statement, Presidential Remark, or the like—that expressed 

particular support for its central policy measure.  He only expressed qualified support for 

one bill.  I found that 36 of his legislative successes directly address one of his 522 SCPs. 

 
  (ii) THE 112TH CONGRESS 

 The 112th Congress met between January 2011 and January 2013.  Following the 

midterm elections of 2010, Republicans gained control of the House by a wide margin.  

Democrats retained majority of the Senate, but having lost six seats to Republican 

representatives, their superiority of numbers was a narrow one.  In the 112th Congress, 

Democrats held 51 seats in the Senate, Republicans held 47 seats, and one Independent 

and one Independent Democrat—both of which caucused with the Democratic members 

of their chamber—retained the remaining two (“Party Division,” 2017).  However, the 

House—composed of 193 Democrats and 242 Republicans—held a drastic Republican 

majority, and so the government was once again divided (“Congress Profiles,” n.d.).  

Furthermore, as noted by Salon contributor Alan Abramowitz (2010), at that point, the 

112th Congress had “the largest Republican majority in the House of Representatives 

since the 80th Congress (1947-49)” 

In the 112th Congress, Obama achieved an ISS of 46.  As is evident in Table 11, 6 

of Obama’s 46 incidents of legislative success (13.04%) pertained to Community Affairs 

(Core MAC 3).  In this congressional session, he had no legislative successes geared 

toward Public Health & Wellbeing (Core MAC 4).  Of his 46 successes, 7 (or 15.22%) 
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dealt with Economic/Finance policies (Core MAC 7).  In total, 13 of his successes during 

the 112th Congressional session belong to Core MACs, which makes up 28.3% of his 

total ISS.  Refer to Figure 8 for a visual representation of the MAC proportional 

composition of President Obama’s legislative success in the 112th Congress. 

 
TABLE 11. ISS Composition of ISS by MAC, the 112th Congress 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 8 3 6 0 10 6 7 6 

% 17.39 6.53 13.04 0 21.74 13.04 15.22 13.04 

 
 
FIGURE 8. Proportional Representation of MAC Composition of ISS, 112th 
Congress 

 

In his first Congressional session marked by divided government, 15 of Obama’s 

46 ISS points (32.61%) qualify as “major legislation.”  For 11 of his successes, Obama 

issued a public statement that expressed particular support for its central policy measure.  

He expressed qualified support for five enactments. 21  I found that 19 of Obama’s 46 

legislative successes during the 112th Congress directly addressed one of his SCPs. 

 
  (iii) THE 113th CONGRESS 

                                                        
21 H.R. 1540, S. 990, H.R. 2078, H.R. 3079, H.R. 3080, 113th Cong. (enacted). 
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 The 113th Congress met between January 2013 and January 2015.  The 

Democratic Party retained its majority in Senate, but, at 53 Democratic seats and 45 

Republican seats, the gap between them was still narrow (“Party Division,” 2017). In the 

2012-midterm elections, Republicans lost 8 seats in the House; nevertheless, they 

maintained their majority representation during the 113th Congressional session with 234 

seats, while Democrats held 201 (“Congress Profiles,” n.d.). 

In the 113th Congress, Obama achieved an ISS of 69.  As is evident in Table 12, 

13 of Obama’s 69 incidents of legislative success (18.84%) pertained to Community 

Affairs (Core MAC 3).  In this congressional session, he oversaw 5 incidences of 

legislative success (7.25%) geared toward Public Health & Wellbeing (Core MAC 4).  Of 

his 69 successes, 11 (or 15.94%) dealt with Economic/Finance policies (Core MAC 7).  

In total, 29 of his successes during the 113th Congressional session belong to Core 

MACs, which makes up about 42% of his total ISS.  Refer to Figure 9 for a visual 

representation of the MAC proportional composition of President Obama’s legislative 

success in the 113th Congress. 

 
TABLE 12. ISS Composition by MAC, the 113th Congress 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 17 3 13 5 11 5 11 4 

% 24.64 4.35 18.84 7.25 15.93 7.25 15.94 5.8 
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FIGURE 9. Proportional Representation of ISS MAC Composition, the 113th 
Congress 

 

In 113th Congress, 13, or 21.74%, of Obama’s legislative successes qualify as 

“major legislation.”  For 5 of his successes, Obama issued a public statement that 

expressed particular support for its central policy measure.  He expressed qualified 

support for one enactment.22  Of Obama’s 69 legislative successes during the 113th 

Congress, 28 directly addressed one or more of his SCPs. 

 
(iv) THE 114TH CONGRESS 

The 114th Congress—the final session of Obama’s presidency—convened 

between January 2015 and January 2017.  In the 2014 elections, Republicans won 9 seats 

in the Senate; they claimed the majority with 54 seats, while Democrats held 44 seats.  

This put them in control of both chambers of Congress, completely dividing the 

government (“Party Division,” 2017).  Meanwhile, in the 2012-midterm elections, 

Republicans won an additional 13 seats in the House; they held an even wider majority 

with 247 seats, while Democrats held 188 (“Congress Profiles,” n.d.). 

                                                        
22 H.R. 1911, 114th Cong. (enacted). 
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In the 114th Congress, Obama achieved an ISS of 67.  As is evident in Table 13, 

14 of Obama’s 67 incidents of legislative success (20.9%) pertained to Community 

Affairs (Core MAC 3).  In this congressional session, he oversaw 9 incidences of 

legislative success (13.43%) geared toward Public Health & Wellbeing (Core MAC 4).  

Of his 67 successes, 9 (or 13.43%) dealt with Economic/Finance policies (Core MAC 7).  

In total, 32 of his successes during the 114th Congress belong to Core MACs, which 

makes up 47.76% of his total ISS for the session.  Refer to Figure 10 for a visual 

representation of the MAC proportional composition of President Obama’s legislative 

success in the 114th Congress. 

 
TABLE 13. ISS Composition of ISS by MAC, the 114th Congress 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 10 4 14 9 4 15 9 2 

% 14.93 5.97 20.9 13.43 5.97 22.38 13.43 2.99 

 
FIGURE 10. Proportional Representation of ISS MAC Composition, 114th Congress 

 

In the 114th Congress, 9, or 13.43%, of Obama’s legislative successes qualify as 

“major legislation.”  For 10 of his successes, Obama issued a public statement that 
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expressed particular support for its central policy measure.  He expressed qualified 

support for one enactment.23  Of Obama’s 67 legislative successes during the 114th 

Congress, 31 directly addressed one or more of his SCPs. 

 
(v) Overall ISS, 111-114 

In the course of Obama’s Presidency, he oversaw a total sum of 315 incidents of 

legislative success—139 of which can be categorized into one of the Core MACs (3, 4, 

7).  Sixty-three of Clinton’s cumulative 315 legislative successes as president are now 

considered to be enactments of “major legislation.”  

Eighty-six of the 315 were enactments that work to fulfill one of Obama’s 522 or 

more campaign promises of 2008.  President Obama made 48 official public statements 

in which he expressed specific support for an enactment, either just before it was passed 

or directly following its passage.  Lastly, of Obama’s 315 notable legislative successes as 

President between 2009 and 2017, he released specific public statements detailing how at 

least 8 of the enactments merited his support, albeit in a qualified manner.  This data is 

represented in Table 14 below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
23 H.R. 2048, 114th Cong. (enacted). 
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TABLE 14: Obama’s Itemized Legislative Successes, 2009 - 201724 
  UG DG ALL DG  DG-ALL 

  111 112 113 114 SUM AVG SUM AVG ΔAVG 

ISS 133 46 69 67 315 78.75 182 60.67 -18.08 
42.22% 24.69% 21.90% 21.27% 

CMAC 65 13 29 32 139 34.75 74 24.67 -10.08 
46.76% 9.35% 20.86% 23.02% 

ML 26 15 13 9 63 15.75 37 12.33 -3.42 
42.37% 23.81% 20.63% 14.29% 

SCP 36 19 28 31 114 28.50 78 26.00 -2.50 
31.58% 16.67% 24.56% 27.19% 

PS 22 11 5 10 48 12.00 26 8.67 -3.33 
45.83% 22.92% 10.42% 20.83% 

QL 1 5 1 1 8 2.00 7 2.33 +0.33 

 

3.3 Weighted Success Scores (WSS) 

In his 1997 publication, “The Legislative Impact of Divided Government,” 

Edwards noted, “Many important policy changes can be bundled together in one bill [… 

and] it may distort analysis based on counting bills.” 25  I, too, encountered this issue in 

the course of devising each President’s ISS.  For example, while the passage of H.R. 698 

(Lechuguilla Cave Protection Act of 1993) and H.R. 2264 (Omnibus Budget 

Reconciliation Act of 1993) each represent an individual incidence of presidential 

success for President Clinton during the 103rd Congress, H.R. 2264 is a much larger bill 

with a significantly greater number of provisions that directly address campaign promises 

explicitly stated by Clinton, and so to consider them as presidential successes of equal 

statistical weight would be a misrepresentation.   

                                                        
24 19 
25 Edwards, George C., Andrew Barrett, and Jeffrey Peake. “The Legislative Impact of Divided 
Government”. American Journal of Political Science 41.2 (1997): 551-552. Web. 
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In order to account for this distortion, so that the quantification of each president’s 

success score adequately reflects the varying weights (in terms of impact and 

significance) of the individual incidences of success that contributed to those scores, I 

calculated a separate Weighted Success Score (WSS).   

I determined the weighted value of each incidence of legislative success through a 

scale I devised, which I refer to as the “6-Tiered Point System.”  This system (refer to 

Table 15) enabled me to assign a number of points, ranging from 0.5 (minimum) to 8.5 

(maximum), to each legislative success that more accurately represented its relative 

value.  The total number of points each legislative success receives represents its WSS, 

and the combined value of all instances of legislative success represents the Weighted 

Success Score.  

 
TABLE 15. The 6-Tiered Point System26 
(1) Consistency with the president’s general political ideology (+1);  
(2) Direct provisional reference to a specific campaign promise (SCP) (up to +5);27  
(3) Pertaining to a Core Policy Area of Concern (MACs 3, 4, and 7) (+1); 
(4) Consideration as ‘major legislation,’ as determined by third-party sources (+1);  
(5) Expressed support for passage specifically referenced by POTUS in Signing 

Statement, Remarks, or Statement of Administrative Policy (+0.5);  
(6) Expressed support by POTUS is in some regard “Qualified” (up to -1) 

 

(a) The Clinton Presidency  

When appraised according to the parameters set forth by the 6-Tiered Point 

System, Clinton’s Itemized Success Score of 114 during the 103rd Congress becomes 
                                                        
26 The system lends more or less point value to each piece of legislation that qualifies as ‘legislative 
success’ on the basis of the listed distinctions. Note that each bill passed into law must satisfy level (1) of 
the 6-tiered point system in order to be considered an incidence of ‘presidential success,’ at the most basic 
level.  Levels (2) through (6) are not compulsory, but rather add to- or subtract from- the relative point 
value of a ‘presidential success,’ in consideration of the given president’s ‘weighted success score.’ 
27 Tier (2) of the 6-Tiered Point System is helpful appropriate in assigning weight to legislation that has a 
particular large amount of provisions. One point will be given to the enactment in question for each 
provision that satisfies the full terms of a separate, unrelated SCP, with a maximum potential of 5 points. 
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249.5.  This means that during the 103rd Congressional session, each individual 

legislative success had an average value of about 2.19.  Of particularly high average 

weighted value during this session were incidences of legislative success pertaining to the 

Core MACs 3, 4, and 7, which were worth an average of 2.84, 3.07, and 3.17 points each, 

respectively.  Refer to Table 16 in order to see the Average Individual Weighted Values 

(IWV) of legislative successes during the 103rd Congress, as organized by associated 

MAC. 

 
TABLE 16. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 103rd Congress, organized by MAC 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ISS 29 13 19 7 10 7 23 6 

WSS 35.5 19 54 21.5 21.5 13 73 12 

IWV 1.22 1.46 2.84 3.07 2.15 1.86 3.17 2 

 

After adjusting for relative value, Clinton’s ISS of 55 during the 104the Congress 

becomes a WSS of 139.  This means that during the 104th Congressional session, each 

individual legislative success had an average value of 2.53.  This is the highest average 

IWV of all of Congresses coinciding with Clinton’s Presidency (and higher than all 

average IWVs per Congress during Obama’s Presidency, as well).  During this session, 

incidences of legislative success pertaining to the Core MAC 4, (non-core) MAC 6, and 

Core MAC 7, had the highest IWVs as they were worth an average of 3.5, 2.5, and 3.65 

points each, respectively.  Refer to Table 17 in order to see the Average Individual 

Weighted Values of legislative successes during the 104th Congress, as organized by 

associated MAC. 
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TABLE 17. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 104th Congress, organized by MAC 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ISS 17 1 7 8 5 3 13 2 

WSS 26 1 16 28 9 7.5 47.5 4 

IWV 1.53 1.0 2.29 3.5 1.8 2.5 3.65 2 

 

As President during the 105th Congress, Bill Clinton oversaw 68 individual 

instances of legislative success, for a collective Weighted Success Score of 166.5.  This 

means that during this session, each individual legislative success had an average value of 

2.45.  Of particular value were legislative measures that pertained to the Core MACs 3, 4, 

and 7, which were worth a respective average of 3.34, 2.63, and 3.68 points each.  Refer 

to Table 18 in order to see the Average Individual Weighted Values of legislative 

successes during the 105th Congress, as organized by associated MAC. 

 
TABLE 18. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 105th Congress, organized by MAC 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ISS 18 7 16 4 4 1 14 5 

WSS 24.5 11.5 53.5 10.5 7 1.5 51.5 6.5 

IWV 1.36 1.64 3.34 2.63 1.75 1.5 3.68 1.3 

 

For a visual representation of the impact that variation in value of a particular 

achievement can bear on the extent of success experienced by the leader in question, refer 

to the following visual (Figure 11). 
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FIGURE 11.  A bar graph comparison of Itemized Success Scores and their 
associated Weighted Success Score values during the 105th Congress, organized by 
MAC categorization 

 

During the 106th Congress—his final Congressional session as president—Clinton 

achieved a WSS of 203 (from the ISS of 102).  During this session, each individual 

legislative success had an average value of 1.99.  Of particular value during the 106th 

Congress were legislative successes that pertained to the Core MACs 3, 4, and 7, which 

were worth a respective average of 2.5, 2.65, and 3.25 points each.  Refer to Table 19 in 

order to see the Average Individual Weighted Values of legislative successes during the 

106th Congress, as organized by associated MAC. 

 
TABLE 19. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 106th Congress, organized by MAC 
MAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ISS 40 9 8 13 5 2 18 7 

WSS 53.5 14 20 34.5 9.5 3 58.5 10 

IWV 1.34 1.56 2.5 2.65 1.9 1.5 3.25 1.43 
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Despite the fact that, during this Congress, Clinton’s score related the lowest 

average IWV of his Presidency, at the same time he also achieved his second highest 

success scores (Itemized and Weighted) of his four Congressional sessions; the highest 

was his first Congressional session and the only one in which he led amongst a unified 

government.  This suggests that during the 106th Congress, Clinton followed a path in 

pursuit of quantity over quality, in terms of legislative success.  However, also note that 

for all Congressional sessions coinciding with Clinton’s Presidency—except for one 

(104th Congress)—the Core MACS 3, 4, and 7 encompassed the policy measures with the 

highest average IWVs.  This may suggest the use of a completely opposing method to 

that of ‘quantity over quality.’   

The high average IWV of policies pertaining to Core MACs is the result of a 

particularly large disparity between quantity and point value.  For example, if a MAC 

encompasses the policies of eight instances of legislative success, and the weighted 

cumulative value of those successes is 28 (as is the case for Core MAC 4 during the 104th 

Congress), the policies in that MAC category could very well have a significantly higher 

IWV than a MAC category that encompasses more than twice as many instances of 

legislative success.  Inasmuch, the trend of Core MAC categories with the highest IWVs 

suggests that Clinton remained conscientious of his campaign promises and early 

priorities throughout the 8 years of his presidency, and devoted quite a bit of attention to 

the quality of legislation.  

Refer to Figure 12 for a side-by-side comparison of Clinton’s ISS and WSS 

ratings over the course of the four Congressional sessions coinciding with his Presidency. 
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FIGURE 12. Clinton Weighted Success Scores, by Congress (103-6) 

 

 
Overall, Clinton achieved a cumulative WSS of 758.  That averages out to a score 

of about 189.5 per Congressional session.  Additionally, since my objective is to learn the 

optimally effective strategy for a leader amongst a polarized governing body to 

nevertheless succeed in fulfilling his or her prerogative, there is also value in the 

consideration of a cumulative WSS that excludes Clinton’s first congressional session, 

which was unified.  This figure (Table 20) is useful in comparison with Obama’s WSS 

ratings and overall performance. 

TABLE 20. Clinton’s WSS by Individual Congressional Session, Cumulative 
WSS (All Sessions), Cumulative Average WSS, Divided Government WSS (Latter 
Three Sessions), and Average DG WSS 

 
WSS, 103-6   

 (UG) 103 249.5 WSS, DG ONLY 
(DG) 104 139 139 

105 166.5 166.5 
106 203 203 
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(b) The Obama Presidency 

After weighing Obama’s Itemized Success Score for the 111th Congress, his 

initial score of 133 becomes 303.5. During the first Congressional session of Obama’s 

Presidency, each individual legislative success had an average value of about 2.28.  Of 

particularly high average weighted value during this session were incidences of 

legislative success pertaining to the Core MACs 3, 4, and 7, which were worth an average 

of 2.4, 2.81, and 4.15 points each, respectively.  Refer to Table 21 in order to see the 

Average IWV of legislative successes during the 111th Congress, as organized by 

associated MAC. 

 
TABLE 21. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 111th Congress, organized by MAC 

PAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 19 8 26 16 16 12 23 13 

WSS 23 11 62.5 45 28 17 95.5 20 

IWV 1.21 1.38 2.4 2.81 1.75 1.42 4.15 1.54 

 

 During the 112th Congress, Obama’s ISS of 46 equates to a WSS of 111, which 

means that during this session each individual legislative success that Obama achieved 

had an average value of 2.41.  During the 112th Congressional session, incidences of 

legislative success pertaining to the Core MAC 3, (non-core) MAC 5, and Core MAC 7 

had the highest IWVs with a relative value of 2.58, 2.2, and 5.86 points each, 

respectively.  See the Average Individual Weighted Values of legislative successes 

during the 112th Congress, as organized by associated MAC, displayed in Table 22 

below. 
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TABLE 22. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 112th Congress, organized by MAC 

PAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 8 3 6 0 10 6 7 6 

WSS 8 3 15.5 0 22 13 41 8.5 

IWV 1 1 2.58 0 2.2 2.17 5.86 1.42 

 

During the 113th Congress, Obama oversaw 69 individual instances of legislative 

success, for a collective Weighted Success Score of 151.  Each individual legislative 

success for the 113th Congressional session maintained an average value of 2.19.  Of 

particular value were legislative measures that pertained to the Core MACs 3, 4, and 7, 

which were worth a respective average of 2.54, 2.2, and 3.27 points each.  Refer to Table 

23 in order to see the Average Individual Weighted Values of legislative successes during 

the 113th Congress, as organized by associated MAC. 

 
TABLE 23. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 113th Congress, organized by MAC 

PAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 17 3 13 5 11 5 11 4 

WSS 26 3 33 11 21 7.5 36 5 

IWV 1.53 1 2.54 2.2 2 1.5 3.27 1.25 

 

During his final Congressional session as President—the 114th Congress—

achieved an ISS of 67, which translates to a WSS of 155.  During this session, each 

individual legislative success had an average value of 2.31.  Of particular value during 
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the 114th Congress were legislative successes that pertained to the Core MACs 3, 4, and 

7, which were worth a respective average of 2.5, 2.78, and 4.0 points each.  Refer to 

Table 24 in order to see the Average Individual Weighted Values of legislative successes 

during the 114th Congress, as organized by associated MAC. 

 
TABLE 24. Average Individual Weighted Value (IWV) of Legislative Successes 
during the 114th Congress, organized by MAC 

PAC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

ITEMS 10 4 14 9 4 15 9 2 

WSS 19.5 6 35 25 7 24.5 36 2 

IWV 1.95 1.5 2.5 2.78 1.75 1.63 4.0 1.0 

 

As was Clinton’s experience, Obama’s WSS for his second Congressional session 

(the 112th Congress) included successful legislation of the highest average IWV (2.41) of 

all Congressional sessions that coincided with his Presidency (yet it was still not as high 

as Clinton’s highest IWV—2.53 during the 104th).  Also like Clinton, Core MACS 3, 4, 

and 7 encompassed the policy measures with the highest average IWVs during all 

Congressional sessions of Obama’s Presidency, except one.  Incidentally, Obama’s 

second Congress was the only session to deviate from that pattern, just as was Clinton’s 

second Congress.   

Refer to Figure 13 for a side-by-side comparison of Obama’s ISS and WSS 

ratings over the course of the four Congressional sessions coinciding with his Presidency. 
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FIGURE 13. Obama Weighted Success Scores, by Congress (111-4)

 
 

Overall, Obama achieved a cumulative WSS of 720.5, which is 37.5 points shy of 

Clinton’s cumulative WSS.  His score averages out to 180.125 per Congressional session. 

Refer to Table 25 to see the how cumulative average WSS changes in sole consideration 

of Congressional sessions coinciding with divided government. 

 

TABLE 25. Obama’s WSS by Individual Congressional Session, Cumulative 
WSS (All Sessions), Cumulative Average WSS, Divided Government WSS (Latter 
Three Sessions), and Average DG WSS 
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Chapter 4. Identifying Presidential Strategies 

 

4.1 A Comparative Look at the Results 

 Pursuant to my legislative inventory, Clinton’s leadership strategy was more 

successful during a period of divided government.  This is true in a cumulative sense (in 

view of the ISS/WSS they achieved for the whole of each of their tenures) as well as in a 

fragmented sense (in comparison of each individual Congressional session).  Refer to 

Figure 14 for a visual representation of their respective performances.  

 
FIGURE 14. Comparative Look at Presidential Legislative Performance (WSS), by 
Congress 

 

 
Nevertheless, Clinton and Obama achieved success scores so similar that it easily 
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one asked that question regarding periods in which a president and his governing body 

are ideologically similar, it becomes relevant to investigate further into Clinton’s 103rd 

Congress and Obama’s 111th Congress, during which the government was united in both 

presidents’ favors and Obama’s ISS and WSS alike were significantly greater than those 

of Clinton.   

In the attempt to answer the more general version of my question, the difference 

in the presidents’ success scores appears to be quite minimal.  As is evident in Table 26, 

Clinton’s overall ISS of 339—which averages out to an ISS of about 85 per 

Congressional session—is certainly in the neighborhood of Obama’s ISS of 315 and its 

average of nearly 79 successes per Congressional session.  That leaves Clinton in the lead 

nonetheless, but he claims that position with a numerical superiority over Obama of only 

about 6 legislative successes per session; a lead of that size could quite feasibly be 

chalked up to incidental factors.   

The gap between their scores widens slightly (Table 27) when the size, value, and 

importance of their varying legislative successes is taken into account and, via the 6-

Tiered Point System, the ISS is recalculated into its WSS counterpart to reflect their true 

value.  Even still, Clinton leads the way with less than 9 and a half legislative success 

points per Congressional session. 

TABLES 26 and 27: A Comparative Look at the Results 
Itemized Success Scores--All Congressional Sessions   Weighted Success Scores--All Congressional Sessions 

 
CLINTON OBAMA 

   
CLINTON OBAMA 

 103/111 114 133   103/111 249.5 303.5  
104/112 55 46   104/112 139 111  
105/113 68 69   105/113 166.5 151  
106/114 102 67   106/114 203 155  

SUM 339 315 Δ 24 OVERALL   SUM 758.00 720.50 Δ 37.5 OVERALL 
AVG 84.75 78.75 Δ 6 PER SESSION   AVG 189.50 180.13 Δ 9.38 PER SESSION 
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In the course of this thesis, however, I sought to understand both sides of the coin.  

Where it pertains to how one might best achieve success when the governing body with 

which it must lead is ideologically opposed to the values, policies, and intentions of the 

leader, there is a definitive winner: President Clinton.  The data from my inventory 

became more enlightening when I focused my attentions to only the governing situation 

that I sought to understand.  In attempting to understand their leadership behaviors during 

periods characterized primarily by polarization, I took a closer comparative look at the 

ISS/WSS they each achieved in the exclusion of the first Congressional sessions of their 

presidencies.   

As I suspected, the gap between their scores widened further without the 

consideration of Clinton’s 103rd Congress and Obama’s 111th Congress.  In Table 28, 

below, I re-calculated each president’s respective ISS to include legislative successes 

from the entire period in which the government was divided, extending from Clinton’s 

104th Congress until his 106th and from Obama’s 112th Congress until his 114th.  The 

difference between the Presidents’ Overall ISS nearly doubles from what it was in Table 

26.  In consideration of only periods of divided government, Clinton oversaw 43 more 

incidences of legislative success during his presidency than did Obama, which averages 

out to almost 14 and a half more successes per Congressional session (Table 28). 

 When I account for the size and value of specific pieces of legislation, the 

disparity between their scores is further deepened.  Clinton’s cumulative WSS for 

Congressional sessions 104, 105, and 106 is 508.5 whereas Obama’s is 417 (Table 29); 

there is a 91.5-point difference between their scores in exclusion of each President’s first 

Congress.  Clinton held a mere 37.5-point ISS lead when calculated for performance in 
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all four Congressional sessions, but this re-calculation is much more significant and 

revealing.  In this case, Clinton has an average 30.5-point WSS lead per Congressional 

session.   

 
TABLES 28 and 29: A Comparative Look at the Results 

Itemized Success Scores--Divided Government Only   Weighted Success Scores--Divided Government Only 

 CLINTON OBAMA 
  

 CLINTON OBAMA 
 104/112 55 46   104/112 139 111  

105/113 68 69   105/113 166.5 151  
106/114 102 67   106/114 203 155  

CUM 225 182 Δ 43 OVERALL  CUM 508.5 417 Δ 91.5 OVERALL 
AVG 75 60.67 Δ 14.33 SESSION   AVG 169.5 139 Δ 30.5 PER SESSION 

 

To provide a frame of reference, I will point out that thirty WSS points in a single 

Congressional session is hugely significant.  For example, Clinton had four big-ticket 

legislative successes in the 103rd Congress, every one of which satisfied each level of the 

6-Tier Points System apart from Tier 6 (which only detracts points) and included policies 

that are regarded today as some of Clinton’s most important achievements as president 

(Table 30).  These four legislative success cumulatively amount to 23 of Clinton’s 249.5 

WSS points for the 103rd Congress.  Note that great change can be implemented with 

[less than] 30.5 additional points per Congressional session. 

 
TABLE 30. Key Legislative Successes of the 103rd Congress  

BILL LEGISLATION NAME INTRO ENACTED Pub. L. MAC WSS 
H.R.1 Family and Medical Leave Act… 1/5/93 2/5/93 103-3 4 4.5 
H.R.6 Improving America's Schools Act… 1/5/93 10/20/94 103-382 3 5.5 

H.R.2010 National and Community Service… 5/6/93 9/21/93 103-82 3 4.5 
H.R.2264 Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act… 5/25/93 8/10/93 103-66 7 8.5 
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This begs the question: what about Clinton’s leadership strategy was so 

significantly better suited than Obama’s for achieving success in a climate of ideological 

division? 

 

4.2 Optimally Effective Strategy 
 

(a) Setting the Agenda 
 
 Clinton’s strategy for pursuing legislative success during divided government 

relied heavily on two key factors: public influence and ideological centrism.   

Clinton is a skilled lobbyer.  Since the president cannot actually propose 

legislation for congressional consideration, it is necessary for him to be strategic in the 

application of influence.  According to one scholar, "a president's [public] prestige is ...a 

factor that may not decide the outcome in a given case but can affect the likelihoods in 

every case and therefore is strategically important to his power" (Neustadt, 1991, p. 78).  

Inasmuch, Clinton’s understanding of how to utilize his very public platform was his 

distinct advantage.  When it came to the implementation of policy despite ideological 

opposition, Clinton knew that he would have to rouse public attention in order to set the 

agenda in his favor.   

Elena Kagan (2001) of Harvard Law School referred to this method as Clinton’s 

“’going public’ strategy,” which is when the president “reaches out to the populace 

through speeches, events, and press opportunities to promote himself and his policies” 

(2300).  She notes that, “announcing new actions captured more and bigger headlines 

than did simple opining on public issues.  And this recognition sometimes led him to 

commandeer, wholly after the fact, regulatory decisions made in the bureaucratic 

trenches…” (Kagan, 1991, p. 2301).  One way Clinton accomplished this was through 
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frequent use of Signing Statements and commentary in various Remarks.  In the course of 

his two terms as president, Clinton (1993-2001) communicated with the public via 

Signing Statement at least 365 times (Table 31).  Compare that with the mere 41 times 

Obama (2009-2017) issued a Signing Statement during his presidency (Table 32) and it 

becomes clear that this was a conscious feature of Clinton’s strategy. 

TABLE 31.28 
Signing Statements Issued by President Clinton, 1993-2000, Congresses 103-106 

 YEAR #SS CONGRESS #SS 
UG 1993 33 103 71 

 1994 38 
DG 1995 21 104 95 

 1996 74 
DG 1997 36 105 89 

 1998 53 
DG 1999 42 106 128 

 2000 86 
 
 

TABLE 32.29 
Signing Statements Issued by President Obama, 2009-2016, Congresses 111-114 

 YEAR #SS CONGRESS #SS 
UG 2009 8 111 14 

 2010 6 
DG 2011 6 112 7 

 2012 1 
DG 2013 6 113 12 

 2014 6 
DG 2015 1 114 8 

 2016 7 
  

                                                        
28 See Clinton (1993-2001). Public papers of the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton. 
Washington, DC :Office of the Federal Register, National Archives and Records Administration 
29 See Obama (2009-2017). Public papers of the Presidents of the United States, Barack Obama. 
Washington, DC: Office of the Federal Register, National Archives and Records Administration 
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As one scholar notes, the issuance of signing statements “emphasized the 

President's ability to speak to his supporters and other constituents through the unique 

bully pulpit of a signing statement ceremony” (Devins, 2007, p. 78). However, the 

benefits of issuing Signing Statements are not limited to the ability to gain public 

opinion.  According Neal Devins (2007), “[among the] advantages tied to the President's 

efforts to advance his policy agenda […is the fact that] by placing their views in the 

open, signing statements allow Presidents to put an exclamation mark behind their policy 

preferences” (p. 78). 

Clinton’s expansive use of signing statements and, in general, his frequent 

communication with the public came as a distinct advantage during his divided 

government.  However, this tactic alone is not responsible for the success he experienced 

as president during a period of divided government. 

 

(b) The Centrist Approach 

The second key feature of Clinton’s governing strategy was developed 

specifically in response to the divided nature of his government following the 103rd 

Congress.  After Republicans gained a majority of the seats in the 104th Congress, 

Clinton brought Dick Morris on as his advisor to help ease the transition from a unified 

government to a divided one.  Morris developed a strategy for Clinton to achieve success 

despite congressional resistance called “triangulation” (Morris, 1999).  It proved to be an 

effective method that came to define Clinton-era politics.  Triangulation, according to 

Morris, is accomplished by “[taking] the best from each party's agenda, and [coming] to a 

solution somewhere above the positions of each party” (Bury, 2000). 
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For example, one of Clinton’s core ambitions was to majorly overhaul the 

educational system.  Morris advised that his best chance at passing such extensive reform 

through a Republican majority Congress was to do so through a sequence of minor, 

calculated proposals.  Morris advised Clinton to pursue many of his policy measures in 

this way, affirming that to do so would be necessary in order to succeed in implementing 

his policies. According to Morris, the resistant political climate brought on by divided 

government required a leader with, “the ability to persuade, the ability to float issues that 

kindle enthusiasm at the grass roots and change politics up and down the spectrum” 

(Bury, 2000). 

 There are those who criticized Clinton for his use of triangulation, discounting 

compromise as a sort of selling out of his core values. According to James Pfiffner (1996) 

of George Mason University, “[Clinton] was […] flexible in his policy priorities, often 

willing to compromise to win votes. But these assets were also cited as his weaknesses. 

At what point is willingness to compromise seen as ‘caving’ in to the opposition?” (p. 

171).  Nevertheless, Clinton understood that a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush; 

the nature of his Congress demanded that he sacrifice certain aspects of the policy 

measures he intended to implement in order to achieve success in implementing what was 

truly important.  His ability to compromise, in that sense, was more virtue than vice. 

 

(c) What Happened with Clinton’s Health Care Reform? 

  (i) Hindsight is 20/20 

 In Chapter 1 of this thesis, I explained that, in effort to satisfy major features of 

their campaign platforms, Clinton and Obama both pursued the implementation of 
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massive health care reform plans.  The legislation containing Clinton’s program30 failed 

to pass through Congress during the 103rd session.  However, Obama successfully 

enacted a similarly structured program31 during the 111th Congress; on March 23rd, 2010, 

Obama signed the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act into law.  Why did 

Clinton’s efforts fail while Obama’s succeeded? 

 Following a closer look at the circumstances, it seems the two outcomes are 

intrinsically connected.  Clinton launched his pursuit of health care reform during the 

103rd Congress, his only period of united government.  While the ideologically ambitious 

legislation represented a departure from his typically centrist approach and therefore 

should have garnered the support of his as-of-yet non-polarized governing body, Clinton 

miscalculated the reception he’d receive at the proposal of such a complete overhaul.  

The success of Obama’s similarly structure program, in many ways, is predicated on 

Clinton’s failure.  A 2009 ABC News article reinforces this notion32: 

 
President Obama's rhetoric and methods closely match those used by Clinton -- 
both pitched their plans in a speech before a joint session of Congress and both 
suffered from the lack of public support. In fact, polling numbers are surprisingly 
similar for the two. […] The new administration has also learned some lessons 
from past mistakes and is hoping the course they will chart on health care will be 
different. […] One significant difference, experts say, is that the Democrats' plan 
builds on expanding the current system, rather than completely revamping it. 

 

Inasmuch, the fact that Obama succeeded in enacting his program where Clinton 

failed is of no coincidence.  Clinton’s mistakes afforded Obama valuable insight into the 

                                                        
30 Civic Impulse. (2017). S. 1757 — 103rd Congress: Health Security Act. Retrieved from 
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/103/s1757; S. 1757, which was introduced on November 22nd, 1993 
during the 103rd Congress, was not enacted into law. 
31 Civic Impulse. (2017). H.R. 3590 — 111th Congress: Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. 
Retrieved from https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/111/hr3590 
32 See Khan, H. (2009, September 28). Throwback to 1993? What's New About Democrats' Health Care 
Plans. Retrieved http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/HealthCare/health-care-reform-president-obama-path-bill-
clinton/story?id=8675596 

https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/111/hr3590
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type of change that is actually feasible, rather than purely idealistic; in this case, Obama’s 

success depended on the failure that preceded it.  Obama’s abilities to consider issues 

holistically and to package proposals such that they are palatable to his peers are among 

his greatest strengths; these qualities account for much of the success he experienced 

while his own party held the majority in Congress. 

 

 (ii) Death by Gender: Archaic Notions vs. Modern Perspectives 

 In regards to President Clinton’s health care reform plan, it is also worthwhile to 

note the possibility that its content was dismissed on the basis of its unpopular 

messenger.  In 1993, the President placed the first lady and a future politician in her own 

right—Hillary Clinton—in charge of pushing the enactment of the legislation.33  It is 

distinctly possible that a female representative in 2010, when Obama tried his hand at 

implementing health care reform, could have more effectively garnered public support for 

such legislation than could a female in 1993.  The potential impact of sexism, however, 

would be very difficult to isolate given the other uncontrolled conditions associated with 

these events.

                                                        
33 Clinton’s health care reform program, Health Security Act, is colloquially referred to as “HillaryCare;” 
see Wilson, Anthony. (n.d.). "Why 'HillaryCare' Failed and 'ObamaCare' Succeeded." American Health 
Line. Advisory Board Company. Retrieved from http://www.americanhealthline.com/analysis-and-
insight/features/why-hillarycare-failed-and-obamacare-succeeded 
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Chapter 5. Conclusion  
 
 
5.1 Summary: Method and Results 
 

At the start of my research, I hypothesized that a centrist pursuit of an agenda 

would prove to be the more effective strategy when one with an unpopular ideology must 

lead amidst a polarized political climate, and that an ideologically aggressive strategy 

would likely yield better results when leading a government in which the President and 

his Congress are ideologically unified. Following my research, I learned that this is 

indeed the case. 

I launched an investigation into the relationship between presidential strategy and 

legislative success by conducting a comparative analysis of Clinton and Obama’s 

Presidencies.  First, I defined their ideologies in order to understand what types of 

legislation would constitute a “presidential success.”  Second, I inventoried all instances 

in which Congress enacted legislation consistent with each president’s respective 

ideology.   

Third, I developed a system for evaluating the instances of success revealed by 

my inventory, in terms of quantity as well as relative value.  In the course of that 

evaluation, I assigned each president two types of success scores: an itemized success 

score (ISS) and a second rating, adjusted for the various relative values of their legislative 

success, the weighted success score (WSS).  Fourth, I examined the comparative 

significance of my results by measuring Clinton’s success scores against Obama’s, which 

revealed Clinton to be the victor in terms of legislative success achieved during their 

tenures in the presidential office.   
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Finally, I analyzed the strategy each president employed in the pursuit of 

legislative success in order to make a determination as to the superior governing strategy 

(Clinton’s centrism). 

 

5.2 Substantive Implications 

 Looking at Figure 14 again (“Comparative Look at Presidential Legislative 

Performance (WSS), by Congress,” section 4.1, page 51), it seems clear that the centrist 

strategy is only superior in the case that the president wins a second term.  If the president 

is not reelected, however, the centrist strategy might be considered a missed opportunity.  

So, when designing their strategies, presidents need to anticipate institutional 

majorities—if they have a united government when they come into office, and whether 

the next midterm elections will take away that majority—as well as reelection chances.   

This point is significant because it speaks to the core nature of the United States 

Government, which operates based on a system of checks and balances.  This system of 

government has various implications on its smaller components, from the effectiveness of 

elected legislators to the legislation they impose to the people that elect those legislators, 

whom are subject to that legislation.  It is important to understand that presidential 

strategies work differently under united and divided government because it highlights this 

key feature of the American political system.  Additionally, acknowledgment of this 

allows each of those smaller components to understand their respective roles in the larger 

organization of government, which in turn allows them to maximize the opportunity to 

affect change within such an organization.  
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5.3 Opportunities for Future Research 

 
(a) Limitations 

 
I encountered certain limitations in the course of my research that opens doors for 

future analysis on the impact of divided government on the political process.   

 For example, there is an additional distinction between the Clinton and Obama 

presidential models.  During the 104th, 105th, and 106th congressional sessions, which 

coincided with the Clinton administration, both the Senate and the House had a 

Republican majority.  Whereas, during the 112th and 113th congressional sessions, at 

which points Obama occupied the White House, the Senate had a Democratic majority 

while the House had a Republican majority.  Despite the fact that Obama’s government 

was indeed divided, the nature of its division differed from that of Clinton’s divided 

government.  It is distinctly possible that this discrepancy had an influence on their 

variant approaches to leadership as well as the comparative significance of the legislative 

results they achieved.  

Another distinction between Obama’s and Clinton’s situation that had the 

potential to obscure my results is the changing of the times.  The popular response to 

social issues (like gay marriage, abortion, and healthcare) has drastically changed since 

the 1990s, and this could have had an impact on the application of governing strategy.  It 

is possible that the optimal strategy for legislative success in the 1990s would not yield 

the same results if applied today.   

Lastly, various scandals that came to public light during the course of Clinton’s 

Presidency—and the subsequent fallout—very possibly bore an impact on his legislative 
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results.  Perhaps a fruitful topic for future research would be an investigation into the 

extent to which personal matters can interfere with a leader’s effectiveness, or the like. 

 

(b) Outlook: Applicability of Findings 

In conducting this study, I was particularly interested in extracting strategies for 

successful leadership that could apply to circumstances on a smaller scale, in which the 

leader must rule despite the prevalence of significant polarization within his governing 

body.  I believe that it is entirely possible my findings would prove to be applicable in 

that way, should one conduct a study to test for the effectiveness of a centrist approach to 

leadership in a managerial setting.  That, however, is another matter for future research.
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