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Presidents are rightly held responsible for managing the national economy—they exercise substantial discretion over fiscal policy
and have the potential for informally influencing monetary policy. At the same time, presidential accomplishments are circum-
scribed by market forces and institutions at home and overseas, and the complexities of fragmented authority and external con-
straints make judging performance difficult. I draw on the literature on economic policymaking and on the presidency to explicate
a set of criteria for comparing presidential economic policy leadership, construct quantitative indicators of each dimension, and
display the results of comparative analyses covering the second half of the twentieth century. The four criteria view presidents from
three different vantage points: the separation of powers, focusing on presidents’ success at gaining congressional approval for an
economic agenda; the public, based on an original compilation of survey data tracking the electorate’s evaluation; and the economy,
tracing how presidents’ policies affect overall prosperity and the distribution of income. Combining information about how crucial
audiences have perceived and responded to presidential initiatives, with outcomes in the economy, this approach emphasizes com-
parison, and thus complements the qualitative depth of narrative approaches.

R
ating presidents is one of the few political activities
that engages elites and citizens equally. Pundits and
politicians keep a running tab on the president, and

ordinary people have no trouble coming up with a peck-
ing order when some presidential decision goes awry on
an issue they care about. I seek to explicate and sharpen
the way we rate the quality of presidential economic pol-
icy leadership.

Comparison entails standardization, and if possible mea-
surement, of different units along a common, intuitively-
shared dimension. When we think about rating presidents
as stewards of the national economy, three quite different
ideas come to mind. Together, they yield four criteria for
comparing presidents’ economic policy leadership. The
first asks about the president’s success at gaining Congres-
sional approval for his agenda of economic policies. In a
system of separated institutions sharing policy authority,
this is a logical place to begin. The second looks at pres-
idential leadership of the economy through the eyes of
the public, bringing together survey data tracking the
electorate’s evaluation of the administration’s economic
policy. Both these approaches take the president’s goals

as given and define accomplishment in terms of support
from key audiences; they complement each other in dis-
tinguishing between whether the audience consists of elite
representatives or the mass electorate. As evaluative dimen-
sions, they are intuitively attractive and widely-used
approaches to the concept of “presidential success”: most
of the time, good leaders are popular politicians and good
policies gain the assent of congress. But the correlation is
not so regular as to constitute an adequate account of
presidential accomplishment: public popularity and even
congressional enactment might, for instance, reflect the
superficial attraction of a policy with quick payoffs, even
though a more patient alternative would have yielded
larger long-run gains. Judging the quality of presidential
leadership, then, requires some independent assessment
of how the president’s policies affected the material well-
being and economic opportunities of citizens. The third
approach takes up this intuition, asking how different
presidential administrations have shaped Americans’ wel-
fare, in terms of overall economic growth and the distri-
bution of the product of that growth. While the two
“popularity” criteria register how different audiences per-
ceive and respond to the president’s goals, the two eco-
nomic criteria reflect a complementary vantage point,
comparing actual accomplishments to more objective,
external standards.

Legislative Success
On average over the forty-eight year period from 1953 to
2000, the White House was victorious on just over half
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the legislative votes on which the president publicly
announced his position. Figure 1 tracks support for the
president’s economic initiatives in the House.1

Media reports and popular commentary characteristi-
cally personalize political narratives, attributing the varia-
tion among presidents to personal traits or idiosyncratic
features of leadership style. But the research literature
underlines the importance of other features of the politi-
cal context, and sorting out the influence of the president
requires taking these into account.2 Presidents with greater
electoral support, particularly if their party controls the
Congress and if they have run ahead of their congressional
partisans, can count on a larger and more reliable legisla-
tive coalition; conversely, divided government constrains
the president’s prospects. In addition, for most of the post-
war period, the legislators elected under the same party
banner have been far from monolithic in supporting the
national program. For instance, Southern Democrats,
although a minority in their own party, were key players
in shaping Congressional enactments through most of the
post-war years, whether voting with Republicans as the
Conservative Coalition or using their positions as senior
committee leaders to modify or block legislative propos-
als. Similarly, it was often possible for presidents to assem-
ble majorities for centrist compromises by building cross-
party coalitions of liberal Republicans and conservative

Democrats. More recently, the parties have become much
more ideologically polarized and programmatically homo-
geneous, with the proportion of “cross-pressured” mem-
bers of the House and Senate falling from nearly half in
the 1950s and 1960s to less than 10 percent by the 1990s.
The graph of presidential support in figure 1, then, reflects
two sources of variation, short-run differences in political
resources from one election or one president to the next,
and the secular trend of increasingly polarized elite poli-
tics at the national level. As party and ideology have become
more closely aligned, and members and coalition leaders
have translated that polarization into hostile parliamen-
tary tactics, later presidents have faced a less supportive
legislative environment than chief executives who served
earlier in the postwar period: while the support of their
own party in Congress has increased slightly, the pros-
pects for the president to gain votes from opposition par-
tisans has declined precipitously.3

Sorting out the influence of the president requires con-
trolling for these structural and political sources of legis-
lative support. Models of presidential success emphasize
the balance of legislative seats held by each party, divided
government, and party polarization. I estimate a model
that includes variables tapping each of these constructs,
and then deduct their effect from the observed level of
legislative support. Parsing out the degree to which a given

Figure 1
Presidents’ legislative success on economic initiatives, 1953–2000

Source: Compiled by author from Congressional Quarterly and Economic Report of the President, various years.
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president’s success can be attributed to the partisan and
ideological composition of the Congress leaves that por-
tion associated with political skill or leadership strategies
that are within the president’s control.4 Figure 2 shows the
degree to which each president garnered greater or less
legislative support than would have been predicted by the
distribution of preferences in Congress.

Once we separate out the way in which elections yielded
a particular partisan and ideological configuration in Con-
gress, abetted by the advantage that Congressional proce-
dures lend to the majority party, it is clear that postwar
presidents have varied greatly in the extent to which their
own strategic and leadership skills contributed to building
a successful legislative record. It is notable, for instance,
that nearly all the legislative success of presidents Johnson
and Reagan can be accounted for by the political and
ideological configuration of Congress. President Nixon,
on the other hand, gained more victories than his political
resources would predict, largely by framing his initiatives
so as to command the support of the Conservative Coali-
tion, in spite of the Democrats’ party majority in the Con-
gress.5 Of the four presidents whose economic policy
success exceeded their electorally-mandated legislative
resources, three—Nixon, Ford, and Clinton—were minor-
ity party presidents facing a Congress controlled by the
opposition. The four presidents who fall below the line
include two Republicans, Eisenhower and Bush, facing

Democratic Congresses, and two Democratic presidents,
Johnson and Carter, whose political potential could have
been used to greater advantage in promoting their eco-
nomic programs.6

Popular Evaluations of Presidential
Economic Leadership
In democratic polities, questions of leadership and respon-
siveness are intimately tied to the public’s view of the
quality of the government’s policies, and electorates are
more consistently and closely attentive to the government’s
performance in the economy than in any other policy
area.7 This section analyzes a new index of public evalua-
tions of the quality of presidential economic leadership,
combining information from the familiar “presidential pop-
ularity” question that elicits citizens’ opinions on “the way
the President is handling his job,” with an original com-
pilation of historical data from national surveys inquiring
explicitly about economic management. The approach thus
melds the strengths of the conventional presidential pop-
ularity data—the frequency of observations and the lon-
gevity of the time series—with the more specific and
concrete content of items focused on evaluations of eco-
nomic policy performance.

The most prominent trait of the conventional presiden-
tial approval question is the general nature of the cue it

Figure 2
Presidents’ legislative success on economic initiatives, 1953–2000

Note: Wins or losses not predicted by president’s party and ideological resources.

Source: Calculated from data on support for the president’s economic initiatives in the House (see n. 1). Data labels show annual
victories in excess of (or fewer than) the level predicted by the president’s party and ideological resources.
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presents to the respondent. This is logical, given that the
aim of the question is to track the ups and downs of
presidential popularity: the fact that the content of the
item is independent from current issues maximizes its open-
ness to whatever impressions are at the top of the voter’s
head.8 At the same time, the open-ended content makes
the interpretation of responses problematic: answers to
this question tell a very different story depending on the
issues of the day and on voters’ predispositions. When
international issues are at the top of the country’s agenda,
presidential approval rises or falls with the outcome of
foreign negotiations; when domestic problems such as crime
or education are the most salient, presidential popularity
covaries with social issues; and so on.

Scholars have sought to divine the meaning of presi-
dential approval by tracking the covariation of responses
with events or external conditions,9 and I use this approach
to estimate the proportion associated with the state of the
national economy. Although this approximation is no sub-
stitute for directly eliciting voters’ views of the government’s
performance on economic issues, the approach does allow
us to draw on the dense time series of presidential approval.
I first analyze the extent to which the presidential popu-
larity series covaries with conditions in the economy, then
use the estimated parameters from this analysis to gener-
ate predicted values for the “economic” component of the
series.10 The resulting series, which amounts to the presi-
dential popularity readings purged of variation not asso-
ciated with the economy, is one component of our index
of public opinion on presidential economic leadership.

The other component measures economic evaluations
directly. It consists of a newly-constructed time series
culled from a search of every public opinion survey that
elicited voters’ evaluations of the president’s success at
managing the economy, over the 48-year period from
1953 to 2000. Compared with the conventional “presi-
dential approval” data, these observations of public opin-
ion are thus more narrowly targeted, not only to the
specific issue area, but usually also to identifiable policies
(“What do you think of the president’s wage-price con-
trol program?”) or salient indicators of economic condi-
tions (“How well do you think the president is dealing
with the problem of unemployment?”). Moreover, poll-
ing organizations typically ask questions about economic
conditions in part because some specific problem or pol-
icy is prominent in the news. These observations, in short,
connect quite closely with the record of presidential suc-
cess in Congress, since they generally track public opin-
ion on the same economic problems or legislative issues.
Both the more specific and concrete referents of these
items, and the fact that respondents can readily anchor
their thinking in considerations that draw on personal
experience or recent media coverage, mean that responses
to questions about economic management are less likely
to echo the diffuse “climate of opinion” or the president’s

popularity at the moment, and also that responses are
less likely simply to register voters’ pre-existing partisan
biases. These observations, in short, have a strong prima
facie claim as especially valid indicators of opinion about
national economic management.

Data collection sought to identify all the available sur-
veys from the early 1950s to the end of the century, turn-
ing to the Roper Center Archive as the pre-eminent
collection of historical public opinion data. Using the online
access to the Archive, I conducted an extensive search of
all the public opinion polls fielded between 1953 and
2000.11 For each survey question that elicited a rating of
the government’s economic policy from a nationally rep-
resentative sample, I recorded the wording of the item,
the date of the survey, the response categories and the
percent choosing each one, and the sample size. The analy-
sis groups together positive responses (approve/satisfied
with the government’s handling of the economy; the
incumbent is a better choice to manage the economy than
the opposition; approve/praise the president’s plan for the
economy), and findings are presented as the percentage of
the public reporting that they approve of the president’s
program or believe that the government’s policies have
made economic conditions better.12 Finally, I combine
this indicator with the estimated economic component of
the general presidential approval time series.13 Figure 3
shows the distribution of favorable evaluations of national
economic policy over the post-war years.

The broad contours of the public’s views of presidential
economic management show that voters’ evaluations mark
a sensible response to events. For instance, the periods
when the public’s ratings of the sitting president were at
their lowest occur during the deep recessions of 1959–60
and 1991–92, along with the two oil crises of the 1970s.
And spans of economic growth, such as the early 1960s,
1982–85 and 1993–99, register in rising percentages of
the public praising the president’s economic leadership.14

Several patterns reveal evidence of a reasonably well-
informed linkage process in which the public holds gov-
ernments accountable and thus signals an electoral incentive
for good economic stewardship.15

First, public approval for the president’s economic lead-
ership clearly reflects the impact of recessions and prosper-
ity. The major recessions of the post-war period—1955–
56, 1959–60, 1973–74, 1980–81, and 1991–92—register
as significant downturns in support for the president’s pro-
gram. Opposite this trend is the public’s visible willingness
to praise the president for his role in promoting prosperity.
This pair of responses is, however, not a mirror image: blame
for disliked actions weighs more heavily than praise.16

The second pattern reflects the public’s distinction
between temporary economic booms and sustained pros-
perity. The public’s favorability toward the president’s
economic management spikes upward during cyclical
recoveries, to be sure, but the trend is quickly reversed if
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the government cannot convert recovery into growth.
This pattern is visible, for instance, in the Eisenhower
years, following the two energy supply shocks of the 1970s,
and in the period of hesitant growth in the late 1980s.
The pattern is quite different, however, through the post-
war years’ two long period of sustained economic growth.
During the 1960s and the 1990s—eras of unusual growth
not only in overall productivity but also of jobs and
earnings for the less well-off—public approval of the
president’s economic policies set records for favorability.

The third pattern relates the trend of public opinion to
the transition between economic policy regimes. Not every
president views economic policy as central to his govern-
ing goals, of course, but a president who hopes to embark
on a new direction needs the early momentum of popular
optimism about the prospects for his program. As candi-
dates, economically ambitious presidents campaign on the
issue of the economy, in the process seeking to inform the
electorate about their plans and to enlist the public sup-
port the administration will need to enact a change in the
status quo. The data in figure 3 display this pattern, an
“economic policy honeymoon” as it were, in the sharp
upward shift of public favorability in the early months of
such transitional administrations: Kennedy in 1961, Reagan
in 1981, and Clinton in 1993. Early-term favorability is
not by any means unconditional, however. In each of these

cases, initial praise for the promise of the new president’s
program falls off quite quickly, and the return to high
levels of approval appears to be contingent on the visible
results of the president’s efforts to enact and implement
his plans. For instance, the public’s initial high favorabil-
ity toward Reagan’s economic promises fell by more than
ten points and remained there through the recession of
1981–82, but then rose to a plateau as the economy recov-
ered and began growing by the mid-1980s. The profile of
the public’s economic views follows a slightly different
pattern during the Clinton years: favorability toward the
new president’s economic leadership dropped off almost
immediately after he entered office, only later beginning
its steep if somewhat jagged ascent to record high levels of
public approval, as the economy progressed through the
longest period of sustained growth in the nation’s history.

The process of opinion formation mapped in these
data—a pattern that opens with supportive optimism for
the new president’s plans but shifts promptly to watch-
ing and verifying on the strength of actual economic
conditions—strongly suggests that the public’s evalua-
tions are based on a realistic appraisal of the timing and
influence of presidential economic initiatives. In this
respect, the public’s response to presidents’ actions in the
economy can play a central role in the process of demo-
cratic accountability.

Figure 3
Public approval of presidents’ economic policies, 1953:1–2000:4

Source: nationally-representative surveys; various polling organizations. See text for details.
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How do the post-war presidents stack up as economic
leaders, in the eyes of the public? In figure 4, all the read-
ings of public opinion on a given president’s economic
management are aggregated into an average over the admin-
istration, and the degree of public approval is shown rel-
ative to the average over the span from Eisenhower to
Clinton.

Clearly, the public’s standards for economic steward-
ship are demanding ones. The only presidents with above-
average ratings are those who explicitly embraced the role
of economic leadership and who staked the reputations of
their administrations on economically innovative and polit-
ically risky initiatives—Kennedy, Johnson, Reagan, and
Clinton. Presiding over prosperous times doubtless con-
tributes to the public’s favorable opinion of the job the
chief executive is doing at managing the economy. But
poor macroeconomic conditions have an even more dra-
matic impact on the public’s view of the administration:
the three presidents whose economic programs rated low-
est in the public’s esteem served during the 1970s when
exogenous shocks to the economy made managing domes-
tic growth unprecedentedly challenging.

Economic Outcomes
Gaining congressional and public support for the admin-
istration’s legislative proposals is perhaps the most visible

measure of presidential success, but the legacy of a presi-
dent’s economic stewardship depends ultimately on how
his actions affect outcomes for American households.
Government policy affects national economic well-being
on two dimensions: the overall growth of the economy
and the distribution of the wealth and income that reflect
the value of the goods produced. How the country fares
on each of these dimensions is important to presidents,
but they take on political significance in quite different
ways.

Because economic growth is almost universally approved,
the parties do not take opposing stands on the issue, and
voters distinguish candidates not by their different posi-
tions but by the degree to which each is associated with
prosperity. Such “valence issues” have the potential to
cement a large electoral coalition, because they attract sup-
port that spans traditional cleavages. Naturally, this gives
incumbent presidents, regardless of party, a strong incen-
tive to ensure that the economy is growing as the election
approaches.17 The distribution of national income and
wealth, on the other hand, is a “position issue,” on which
parties compete for voters’ support by taking opposing
stands on policy questions that divide the electorate.18 For
the political parties, and particularly for activists, distri-
butional issues are ideologically defining and resonate with
the class composition of their core constituencies. The
desire to respond to party activists gives presidents a strong

Figure 4
Public approval of presidents’ economic policies, compared to average over post-war
presidents

Note: Average = 46.7; data labels show % favorable.

Source: Authors’ calculations, from nationally-representative surveys, various polling organizations. See text for details.
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incentive to advocate distributional policies, but over
against this incentive is the fact that such issues are deeply
divisive and thus risky when both parties depend on attract-
ing independents and defectors from the opposition in
order to win presidential elections.

Presidents and Economic Growth
Already the world’s largest economy by early in the twen-
tieth century, the fact that America was alone among the
advanced countries in escaping the destruction of the Sec-
ondWorldWar meant that peacetime growth would resume
from an established material foundation. Citizens’ expec-
tations of the government’s role in the economy, however,
had undergone a sea change in the 1930s and 1940s. With
the memory of the Great Depression still vividly in mind,
citizens came to expect that the government would manage
the economy to ensure a pace of growth vigorous enough
to foster productive employment for a growing popula-
tion, and a path of growth steady enough to avoid the ruin-
ous lurches from boom to bust that had typified the economy
since the nineteenth century.The first of these expectations
has been fulfilled with notable success: the overall growth
of the American economy during the post-war years has been
dramatic. Even corrected for inflation and for the growth
of the country’s population, the value of aggregate output
nearly tripled, with per capita GDP (in 2000 dollars) rising
from $13,083 in 1953 to $35,721 in 2000.19

While the image of growing material output is the most
prominent impression when the performance of the econ-

omy is viewed from the vantage point of a half-century
retrospective, politics and policy take shape in real time,
where neither governments nor citizens have the luxury of
the long view backward. Presidents choose economic pol-
icies to meet the conditions of the day, and citizens hold
political leaders accountable for current conditions and
those of the recent past. In the real world, then, fluctua-
tions around the long-run growth path matter a great deal,
and the American economy’s path has not been a smooth
one. Figure 5 shows the two components of macroeco-
nomic performance, unemployment and inflation, that
are most salient to voters.

The unemployment series maps the ebb and flow of
economic growth, with rising unemployment registering
weak demand and declining utilization of the economy’s
human and material resources. Eight recessions define the
historical span from Eisenhower to Clinton, with the econ-
omy actually shrinking (i.e., growth dipping below zero)
in seven years.20 Inflation is the other prominent indica-
tor of economic performance. Although modest price rises
are a normal aspect of growth in advanced economies,
sharp increases in the rate of inflation, especially if sus-
tained, undermine the predictability needed for sound deci-
sions about purchasing or investing, and create unfair
inequalities between those with and those without the
market power to raise the price for their products or the
wages for their work. The highest rates of inflation in
the post-war period are associated with the two oil supply
shocks of the 1970s.

Figure 5
Unemployment and inflation, 1953–2000

Source: Economic Report of the President, various years
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Figure 5 also shows the changing relation between
unemployment and inflation that developed over the
period, a change in the operation of the economy that
confronted policymakers with a challenge for which past
experience provided little guidance. During the 1950s and
1960s, the primary cause of inflation was excessive demand
in an economy expanding too quickly; when the govern-
ment imposed contractionary measures to slow the infla-
tion, the result was to push the rate of unemployment up.
The trade-off made fiscal policy a potent instrument for
guiding economic growth. The supply shocks of the 1970s
fundamentally upset the equation on which stabilization
policy had been based. The increases in the price of energy
and food during this period were not occasioned by excess
demand but by the actions of external producers and the
misfortune of a series of bad harvests. When consumers
tried to accommodate the increased cost of food and energy
by cutting back on other purchases, this reduced demand
(and raised unemployment) throughout the rest of the
economy. The novelty of the situation in which unemploy-
ment and inflation could rise together—“stagflation” as it
came to be called—had immediate and visible impacts in
the poor performance of the macroeconomy.

Stagflation also evoked a change in economists’ and
policymakers’ thinking about inflation, and this change in
the realm of ideas had a lasting impact on national eco-
nomic policy. So long as price increases could, to a sub-
stantial extent, be controlled with available monetary and
fiscal instruments, the problem of inflation ranked as just
one of several challenges to the goal of stable growth.
Supply shocks posed an altogether more intractable policy
problem. With the rate of price increase no longer respond-
ing to familiar policy tools, the potential arose that high
and persistent inflation would eventually undermine the
monetary stability needed to foster saving and invest-
ment. The effect of this realization—for leaders in both
political parties—was to elevate the salience of inflation
relative to older concerns about avoiding recession and
unemployment, a change signaled by the rise of monetar-
ism and the shift toward aggressively targeting inflation.21

Although figure 5 provides a good summary of the path
of economic growth, the data there lack validity for eval-
uating how well presidents have performed as managers of
the economy. The most frequent objection to unemploy-
ment as a summary indicator is that it impacts only a
small percentage of the population.22 Inflation is also lim-
ited, primarily because individuals’ subjective impressions
of inflation are highly susceptible to misperception. Peo-
ple tend to focus on rising prices without calculating
whether these are balanced out by wage and salary increases,
and hence overestimate the occurrence and economic
impact of inflation.23

Real disposable income per capita is a more representa-
tive and analytically preferable measure of economic con-
ditions. Calculated as the aggregate of all the various sources

of income (wages, salaries, rents, interest, and transfer pay-
ments), corrected for population and for inflation, real
disposable personal income captures the impact on mate-
rial welfare of unemployment as well as other symptoms
of economic decline, while parsing out purely monetary
changes in the price level. The result is a more valid pic-
ture of economic well-being than any other aggregate indi-
cator.24 Figure 6 summarizes the main contours of the
American economy’s performance, charting the growth of
real personal disposable income over the post-war years.

Economic growth appears to have become smoother
over time, as the magnitude of fluctuations from one year
to the next has diminished; and the pace of growth tends
to remain either above average or below average for several
years at a time.25 This record is the essential starting point
for any evaluation of presidents as managers of the econ-
omy, but drawing valid inferences about presidential per-
formance requires taking account of the economic and
political context. Media coverage, candidates’ campaign
rhetoric, and even scholarly research on economic voting
imply that the president deserves the credit—or the
blame—for economic conditions during his administra-
tion. But any government’s ability to steer the economy
over the short-run is limited, and presidents are not the
sole authors of stabilization policy. I control for four aspects
of the economic policy context: conventional stabilization
policy; military mobilization during the Vietnam conflict;
the actions of the Federal Reserve; and the effect of inter-
national economic events.

The president’s leeway is greatest in fiscal policy. The
administration’s budget maps out revenues and expendi-
tures for the coming year, and although Congress inevita-
bly modifies it, the president’s ideas frame the debate; he
sets the legislative agenda on longer-run policies such as
tax cuts and regulatory initiatives; he appoints the heads
of executive agencies tasked with overseeing the economy;
and his interpretation of the flow of economic statistics is
influential in shaping the public’s understanding of events
and trends. The president has been viewed as the “man-
ager of prosperity” at least since the Depression, and in
embracing this role all post-war presidents have accepted
the government’s responsibility to shepherd the macro-
economy so as to avoid severe recession or inflation.26

Much of this stabilization function is accomplished
without explicit governmental action, in the work of the
“automatic stabilizers,” programs such as unemployment
insurance and income tax collections designed to compen-
sate for cyclical fluctuations; but presidents regularly push
for the enactment of additional fiscal measures in response
to rising unemployment or inflation. To estimate a given
president’s impact on stabilization and growth, then, I
first control for the conventional response of fiscal policy
to short-term changes in macroeconomic conditions. Dur-
ing the late 1960s and early 1970s, military mobilization
for the Vietnam War imparted a significant fiscal stimulus
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that was largely independent of economic policy goals,
and we need to control for that effect in estimating pres-
idents’ impact on income growth.27 In addition to the
fiscal balance, the growth of real income is affected by
monetary policy, and the actions of the Federal Reserve
with respect to domestic interest rates, the money supply,
and the value of the currency in international transactions
are largely outside the president’s sphere of influence.28

Finally, the dominant position occupied by the U.S. in
global markets at mid-century has given way to a more
balanced and interdependent world, in which events and
policies in other countries have a greater impact on domes-
tic economic conditions—a shift of relative position first
clearly visible in the oil supply shock of 1973.

Modeling Stabilization Policy. I draw on the economics
literature on stabilization policy to estimate a model that
takes account of these considerations.29 Specifically, I esti-
mate how the growth of real personal disposable income
varies across presidential administrations, after allowing
for the effects of (a) the conventional reaction of govern-
ment fiscal policy to changes in aggregate economic con-
ditions, (b) military involvement in Vietnam during the
Johnson and Nixon administrations, (c) the monetary
policy stance of the Federal Reserve, and (d) the greater
external constraints on domestic policy discretion that

date from the supply shocks of the mid-1970s. Here I
describe the specification of these adjustments, begin-
ning with a simple reaction function model of fiscal sta-
bilization policy.

In pursuing the objective of maintaining growth and
moderating the swings of business cycles, the government
employs revenue and spending policy to adjust the deficit/
surplus position of the budget, depending on the levels or
trends of unemployment and inflation. In recessionary
times, policy shifts toward deficit, in order to pick up the
slack in the private economy; when inflation threatens,
the government shifts toward surplus. Although there are
economic and political limits to the flexibility of the def-
icit as a policy instrument, the development and expan-
sion of automatic spending and revenue stabilizers, plus
the effect of inflation (during most of the period) to increase
tax revenues, meant that politicians could move the bud-
get toward surplus without taking any action and could
expand deficits by enacting politically popular tax cuts. I
control for the common use of fiscal stabilization policy
by modeling the deficit/surplus as a function of the trend
and level of unemployment, after testing specifications
that also include inflation and shifts in the target rate of
unemployment.30 The resulting model captures that por-
tion of the net fiscal balance accounted for as a response to
short-run economic conditions.

Figure 6
Percent change of real disposable income per capita, 1953–2000

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, National Income and Product Accounts, Table: “Personal Income and Its Distribution.”
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The next step is to combine this estimate of the
conventional fiscal policy reaction function with causal
influences on the growth of real disposable personal income
that are independent of short-run macroeconomic condi-
tions or that lie outside the president’s control. These
include military mobilization during the Vietnam period,
Federal Reserve monetary policy, and post-1973 external
constraints on fiscal flexibility.31 The residuals from this
regression are a measure of the change in real disposable
personal income not attributable to conventional fiscal pol-
icy commitments, the expansion of the military during
the Vietnam conflict, or other actors and international
constraints. Although this indicator has the inevitable
imperfections that follow from trading off qualitative detail
for comparability, it yields a good foundation for infer-
ring, to a first approximation, that differences between
administrations in the resulting measure of real income
growth can be attributed to the discretionary actions of
the president.

The declining volatility of real income growth, which
was visible in figure 6, is apparent even after controlling
for economic influences outside the president’s discretion.
More notable, however, are the differences among presi-
dential administrations. The net decline of real income
during the 1950s registers Eisenhower’s consistent con-
cern with quelling inflation at the first sign of rising prices.
Unlike his successors in the 1960s, Eisenhower and his
advisors were skeptical of Keynesian activism: the eco-
nomic model that guided thinking in both the White
House and the Federal Reserve centered on the danger of
inflation and held that pushing the economy beyond full
employment (i.e., unemployment at about 5 percent)
would create upward pressure on prices and eventually
cause inflation to accelerate. The outcome of Eisenhower’s
economic policies was slower growth but much less infla-
tion than later presidents would experience.32 Kennedy’s
economic policy moderated this restrictive trend, but his
narrow electoral margin and a Congress highly skeptical
of deficit spending impeded the enactment of the ambi-
tious Keynesian aims of the New Frontier. The Johnson
years opened with the new president persuading a reluc-
tant Congress to approve the tax cut that Kennedy had
proposed, and this initiative, intended to move the national
economy onto a higher growth path, signaled an historic
departure. Compared with the 1950s, economic policy-
makers in the 1960s and early 1970s held a much more
optimistic view of the prospects for expanding output and
employment without triggering inflation. The dominant
economic model not only pointed toward policies, such as
the 1964 tax cut, that would directly spur growth and
income, but also strengthened the case for spending ini-
tiatives (such as the Great Society’s education, civil rights,
and urban programs) which promised indirect economic
effects via investments in human capital and weakened
budgetary opposition to increasing military expenditures

in Vietnam. As growing opposition to the war and the
cost of Great Society programs threatened to constrain
Johnson’s principal initiatives, he used several expedients,
from disguising expenditures to playing on his advisors’
uncertainty about the inflationary process, to keep up the
momentum.33 The net stimulative effect of the sustained
government deficit was bound to spawn inflationary pres-
sures, even against the background of a long period of
very low inflation, but the process of economic growth
initially generated increases in output and employment
and only later took root in rising inflationary expecta-
tions. The result was that President Johnson largely escaped
the inflation to which his policies contributed; as fig-
ure 7 shows, most of the expansion of the Johnson years
amounted to genuine growth in Americans’ purchasing
power and standard of living.

Real income gains were essentially null during the Nixon
years, but this average summarizes an unusually turbulent
period. “Nixonomics” began with moderately restrictive
fiscal and monetary policy during the administration’s first
couple of years. Nixon had been skeptical of the policy of
“gradualism” from the start, and when it appeared that
economic growth would be flat or declining in the run-up
to the 1972 election, he lost patience with his economic
advisors and brought in John Connolly, the flamboyant
former Texas governor, to implement a dramatic program
that combined economic stimulus with wage and price
controls. Although clearly not a sustainable policy, the
combination produced several months of non-inflationary
growth in the period just before the election.34 The arti-
ficial cap on prices and wages inevitably generated rising
pressure for catch-up increases, and once controls were
relaxed the resulting inflation, along with the impact of
the OPEC oil price rise, erased most of the gains of the
administration’s early years. Both Presidents Johnson and
Nixon benefited from economic expansions whose infla-
tionary consequences were visible only after the political
benefits of increased national output and income had been
pocketed. The episodes thus highlight the difficulty of
attributing responsibility for economic outcomes, and I
discuss that in more detail below.

The recession that marked Nixon’s last two years in
office ended in the first quarter of 1975, with unemploy-
ment peaking at more than 8 percent, its highest level
since the Great Depression. President Ford’s brief tenure
(beginning in August 1974) thus coincided with the recov-
ery phase of the business cycle. Although Ford’s prefer-
ence was to attack inflation, which remained at historically
high levels, the Democratic Congress rejected virtually all
such plans, and the resulting standoff meant that no action
was taken that would inhibit the recovery. Carter’s presi-
dency, like Nixon’s, was marked by a sharp change of direc-
tion. The moderately stimulative policies of the first three
years, largely the result of activist pressures from congres-
sional Democrats, initially helped extend the recovery from
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the 1974 recession but by 1978 had reignited inflation.
Although the White House sought to publicize the danger
of inflation, it was only in the wake of the tripling of oil
prices during 1979 that President Carter clearly shifted to
focus aggressively on inflation, by implementing tempo-
rary credit controls and appointing the staunch monetar-
ist Paul Volcker to head the Federal Reserve.35

The overall path of the economy during the Reagan
years was largely defined by the central bank’s fight against
inflation.36 The long period of stringent monetary policy
produced the deepest recession of the post-war period,
with unemployment peaking at nearly 10 percent in 1982.
Once the Fed relaxed its monetary stance, the pace of
activity quickened as inflation continued to fall through
the early years of the recovery, until rising prices pro-
voked the Fed to tighten monetary policy in 1987, thus
slowing the recovery. The fiscal activism of Reagan’s first
two years, including tax cuts and increased defense spend-
ing, undoubtedly contributed to the economy’s growth
in subsequent years, but from the perspective of macro-
economic policy its most significant legacy related to the
distribution of taxes and government spending. As fig-
ure 7 shows, most of the variation in real disposable
income during the Reagan years is accounted for by mon-
etary policy.

Like Jimmy Carter, George H.W. Bush found it diffi-
cult to take a real interest in economic policy, and the

resulting presidential uncertainty, along with in-fighting
among his advisors, led to delay and inaction in respond-
ing to economic developments. Facing a stand-off with
the Democratic Congress and personally convinced of the
necessity of reducing the deficit, Bush’s reluctant decision
to raise taxes alienated his partisans but won praise from
economists. Once the economy entered the recession of
1990–91, Michael Boskin, the chair of the Council of
Economic Advisors, sought to persuade President Bush to
increase spending to stimulate job growth. Boskin calcu-
lated that such a policy would strengthen the recovery and
make Bush’s record of managing economic cycles compa-
rable to the post-war average. But he was sidelined by
Bush’s political advisors, and the president went on to
veto stimulative initiatives passed by the Congress. The
result was the sharply contractionary policy course tracked
in figure 7.37

President Clinton entered office focused strongly on the
economy, and early in his first year he settled on an uncon-
ventional approach to deficit reduction as the top priority.
Robert Rubin and several other advisors argued that the
growing deficit was undermining confidence in the econ-
omy and, by driving up interest rates, cutting off the flow of
productive investment.The policy was risky both econom-
ically and politically.The economic implication of the diag-
nosis ran counter to conventional Keynesian theory,
suggesting that tightening fiscal policy—raising taxes and

Figure 7
Change of real disposable personal income

Note: Corrected for conventional stabilization policy, post-1973 constraints on fiscal flexibility, Federal Reserve monetary policy, and
military mobilization.

Source: Calculated by the author. See text for details.
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cutting expenditures so as to shrink the deficit—would fos-
ter higher and more sustainable growth by easing pressure
on capital markets and driving down interest rates.The polit-
ical climate was unusually hostile, as the Republicans in Con-
gress mounted an unprecedentedly unified opposition to
the plan. The 1993 budget, enacted on a one-vote major-
ity, translated this theory into policy, and the subsequent
growth of real disposable income exceeded what would have
been expected from the conventional mix of fiscal and mon-
etary policy.38

Presidents and the Distribution of National Income
The gap between the rich and the rest of the population,
which was a leitmotif of national politics from the late nine-
teenth century and the center of presidential campaigns dur-
ing the Great Depression of the 1930s, hardly registered as
a political issue from World War II until the 1980s. The
growing concern since then reflects the trajectory of inequal-
ity in the U.S. political economy. Whether we look at
income, wealth, or the prospects for economic mobility, the
distribution of the rewards from work has become much
more unequal and economic opportunity much more lim-
ited. Change in the American economy along this dimen-
sion is perhaps the most historically significant development
over the nearly five-decade span of our research.

The pattern characteristic of several measures of inequal-
ity is clearly visible in changes in the distribution of income.
From the early 1950s through the 1970s, the richest ten
percent of the population received just over 30 percent of
the nation’s total income. But that share began to grow in
the 1980s: by the end of the century, the richest 10 per-
cent received some 44 percent of total income. The bulk
of this increasing concentration is accounted for by dis-
proportionate gains at the very top of the income distri-
bution: the share of national income going to the top 1
percent rose from less than 8 percent in the 1970s to over
17 percent in 2000, more than the combined income
received by the poorest 40 percent of the population. If
the share of income going to those in the top stratum
increases, then of course it follows that the amount left for
those further down the scale must have fallen, and the
average real income of the lowest 90 percent declined by 7
percent over the last two decades of the century.39

Inequality has also increased if we look at wealth. Where
income measures current earnings, wealth or net worth sum-
marizes the total assets households command, and for most
families it represents their ability to invest in future-oriented
projects such as higher education or home ownership.40

Wealth is more unequally distributed than income: for
instance, households in the bottom 25 percent of the dis-
tribution hold less than three-tenths of 1 percent of total
net worth. And the distribution of wealth has become more
concentrated: in 1962, families in the bottom 90 percent
of the distribution owned about 37 percent of total net
worth, but by 2001 this proportion had fallen to 30 per-

cent. The changes at the bottom of the scale were driven by
gains in the share of total national wealth going to the already
well-off.Between1962and2001, the shareof totalnetworth
held by the top 5 percent grew from 51.6 percent to 57.4
percent, and the wealth share held by the top 1 percent grew
from 30 percent to 35.3 percent.41 By the end of the cen-
tury, in short, the share of the nation’s total net worth owned
by the richest 1 percent exceeded the combined wealth of
the bottom 90 percent of the population.

Economic inequality poses less of a challenge to values
such as equal opportunity and political equality if there is
a high degree of movement from one class to another.
When there is a great deal of mobility in a market econ-
omy, this suggests that economic rewards are a result of
each individual’s merit and hard work; where mobility is
limited, children are much more likely to inherit the socio-
economic status of their parents. Social mobility has
declined significantly over the past few decades. As recently
as the early 1970s, some 23 percent of men whose fathers
were in the bottom quarter of the income distribution
had risen to the top quarter; by 1998, that figure had
fallen by more than half, to 10 percent. Research drawing
on multiple data sources and analytical techniques con-
firms that the correlation has increased substantially
between parents’ and children’s social class, a trend Busi-
ness Week summarizes by noting that the U.S. economy “is
slowly stratifying along class lines.”42

Rising inequality in the U.S. is attributable to a num-
ber of sources—for instance, technological advances, the
movement of women into the workforce and other changes
in families, the proliferation of low-wage jobs and the dis-
appearance of manufacturing jobs paying middle-class
salaries, and the effect of international competition on
domestic markets. These forces have impacted advanced
economies across the globe. But national governments have
responded to the pressures of technological change and glob-
alization in different ways, choosing whether to use tax
policy, regulation and social programs to redress the growth
of market-based inequalities. When we compare countries,
the U.S. stands out: disparities in socioeconomic resources
have grown much more sharply in the U.S. than in other
advanced countries.43 Piketty and Saez have undertaken
the most detailed comparison of economic inequality in the
advanced countries, and figure 8, showing income trends
for households in the U.S. and France from World War I
to the end of the century, typifies comparisons between the
U.S. and European economies. The two countries moved
roughly in tandem through most of the period, reducing
inequality from the 1930s through the 1970s. But from the
early 1980s on, the U.S. has diverged quite dramatically,
becoming far more unequal: by the end of the century, the
share of U.S. national income going to the very rich was
double that in France.44

Two sorts of policies influence the distribution of eco-
nomic well-being, and the president’s goals and actions in
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the economy are crucial in shaping both. The first are
compensatory tax and transfer programs, such as Social
Security, unemployment insurance, subsidized health care
for low income families, etc., along with a system of pro-
gressive taxation of income and wealth. The cluster of
policies enacted together under the Poverty Program in
the Johnson years, for example, moved the distribution of
income toward more equality, while the Reagan tax and
budget cuts of 1981 increased inequality.45 The second
are macroeconomic policies that influence the rate of
growth—slower overall growth and increases in unemploy-
ment produce income shifts from the lower portion of the
distribution toward the top, while faster growth strength-
ens the purchasing power of families lower down the scale.46

Figure 9 traces the evolution of inequality over the post-
war years, showing the ratio of the share of national income
going to the most affluent 20 percent (those at or above
the eightieth percentile) to the share received by the poor-
est 20 percent (those at or below the twentieth percentile),
called the “80/20 ratio.”47

The path of economic inequality over the second half
of the twentieth century shows three distinct phases. From
the end of the Second World War through the late 1960s,
inequality fluctuated but remained essentially stable. At
the end of the period, its level was slightly lower than at
the beginning. In 1947, the income of families at the
twentieth percentile was $10,662 (in 2001 dollars), while
that of families at the eightieth percentile was $33,103,
for a ratio of 3.10. By 1969, the income of families at the
twentieth percentile was $20,690 and that of families at
the eightieth percentile was $61,040, for a ratio of 2.95.
During the 1970s and 1980s, inequality increased dramat-
ically, with the 80/20 ratio growing to 3.94 by 1993. Dur-
ing the 1990s, the degree of income inequality decreased,
ending the decade at 3.82.

Different presidents clearly made very different contri-
butions to the development of economic inequality over
the post-war years. I can summarize the variation in the
growth of inequality from one president to the next by
taking the average of the annualized rate of change in the
80/20 ratio during a given administration. Figure 10 shows
this coefficient for each president, relative to a baseline of
no change in the distribution of income.

Since the 80/20 ratio measures inequality, a positive
score indicates that the distribution of income became
increasingly unequal under the president’s policies, while
negative scores show expanding equality. Unlike eco-
nomic growth, where the parties agree on the goal if not
on the means, the party affiliation of the president pro-
vides a reliable first cut at accounting for variation in the
growth of inequality. As a rule, the policies of Republican
presidents lead to increasing inequality, while Democratic
presidents push toward greater equality. Moreover, when a
long-standing party regime is replaced, it occasions a quite
striking reversal in the trajectory of inequality. For instance,
when Nixon’s economic policies replaced Johnson’s the
effect was a net shift of nearly 8 percent in the pace of
growth of inequality, while the change accompanying the
transition to Clinton’s economic policies after a dozen
years of Republican rule amounted to a shift of over 4
percent in the direction more equality. This pattern repli-
cates earlier analyses showing strong and consistent differ-
ences between party governments in the U.S. and in other
advanced democracies.48 At the same time, substantial dif-
ferences among presidents are worth noting.

Eisenhower’s presidency, which included modest expan-
sions of the coverage of Social Security and unemploy-
ment insurance during his first term, was dominated by
two recessions and the president’s consistent resistance to
liberal initiatives from Democrats in Congress. Although
the 80/20 ratio fluctuated during the Eisenhower years,
overall his presidency had no discernable effect on the
distribution of income. Both Kennedy and Johnson were
committed to programs that would improve the eco-
nomic welfare of those at the bottom, but Kennedy’s ten-
uous legislative majority ruled out translating ambitions
into enactments. When Johnson’s landslide election brought
in an unprecedentedly liberal Congress, the president took
advantage of his brief window of opportunity to pass a
wide range of initiatives that cut economic inequality both
directly, as in the Poverty Program, and indirectly by attack-
ing the racial discrimination that had kept black Ameri-
cans from gaining education or well-paying jobs.

The economy was far down the list of topics that inspired
Nixon’s politically ambitious presidency, but when growth
faltered in his first year, he embarked on a series of initia-
tives that were stunningly effective at delivering short-run
political payoffs but showed virtually no concern for longer-
run economic outcomes. From the anti-inflation “freeze”
of his first term, which constrained wage increases much

Figure 8
Percent of total national income going to the
top 1% in the United States and France,
1913–2000

Source: Saez 2003.
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more narrowly than price rises, to an aggressively contrac-
tionary response to the supply shocks of 1973, the policies
followed by Nixon and Ford had the effect of sharply
reversing the 1960s trend toward greater equality.49 The

Carter presidency marked a crucial transition, coming to
terms both with the exhaustion of the activist ideology
forged in the New Deal and with an economy prone to
inflation and declining productivity. Moreover, Carter’s

Figure 9
U.S. economic inequality: 80/20 income ratio, 1947–2000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Tables, Table F-1.

Figure 10
Average annual change in economic inequality (80/20 income ratio), by administration

Source: Calculated from U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Tables, table F-1.
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personal economic conservatism oriented him toward lim-
iting new programs and toward market-based initiatives
such as deregulation. Overall, the Carter presidency con-
tinued the trend of growing economic inequality, although
the pace of increase slowed considerably.

If Carter’s presidency closed the chapter on the Demo-
cratic Party’s economic activism, Reagan’s first term set
national economic policy on a new course. Defining his
presidency with unusual clarity, Reagan’s rhetoric of old-
fashioned individualism shaped a consistent policy direc-
tion that produced lasting shifts in both the incidence of
taxes and the level of spending on redistributive social
programs. The administration’s legislative strategy com-
bined well-publicized tax cuts with less visible opposition
to adapting established programs to an economy now
defined by growing risks to workers’ employment and
income.50 The resulting growth of inequality during the
Reagan and Bush years was greater than during any com-
parable period back at least to the 1920s.

Clinton, elected as an “opposition president” in an era
dominated by a conservative public philosophy,51 focused
initially on getting the deficit under control, seeking to
stimulate investment and growth by lowering interest rates.
Although he had mapped out an ambitious agenda of
programmatic initiatives that aimed at expanding eco-
nomic equality, he could not command the legislative sup-
port to enact these proposals. In the end, the bulk of the
movement toward greater equality during the Clinton years
is attributable to his macroeconomic policies, which gen-
erated unprecedented job growth through the longest eco-
nomic expansion in the post-war period.

Conclusion
In comparing post-war presidents’ economic leadership,
I have distinguished four indicators of presidential
accomplishment—support for the president’s program in
Congress, the public’s evaluation of his economic man-
agement, the impact of the president’s decisions on eco-
nomic prosperity and on the distribution of the economy’s
output—and developed quantitative measures of each.
These indicators tell both about how elite and mass audi-
ences saw these presidents’ programs, and about how
adroitly their policies met the economic challenges of the
time while protecting the material equality that under-
girds effective democratic citizenship. This concluding
section looks at the project of comparing presidents from
two perspectives, first summarizing the analysis by bring-
ing the separate dimensions together into an overall indi-
cator of presidential economic leadership, and then
considering the strengths and limitations of a quantita-
tive approach.

The over-arching concept of presidential economic lead-
ership points toward combining these measures into a
global summary. I first align all the indicators so that high

scores show better performance (more legislative support,
higher public approval, more—and more widely-shared—
economic growth), then convert the original measures to
standard scores, and finally average the scores on the four
dimensions. Figure 11 shows this global summary of the
quality of economic policy leadership for the post-war
presidents from Eisenhower to Clinton.

Perhaps the clearest inference from this analysis of pres-
idential stewardship is that managing the economy well
requires a combination of policy commitment and polit-
ical skill that, while not unique, is certainly in short sup-
ply. Guiding the national economy in the context of
political accountability involves shaping policy so that it
serves both to foster the growth of material productivity
and to spread the opportunity and legitimacy that nour-
ishes democratic participation. Timing and the good for-
tune of favorable events also come into it, of course; no
president is above blaming his predecessor or market trans-
actions.52 But over a four-year term, the president has the
opportunity to fashion a trajectory and a configuration of
outcomes that will place his stamp on the economic his-
tory of his administration.53 The president cannot master
the job simply by resolving to respond promptly as new
economic contingencies arise. To keep the national econ-
omy on an even keel—leaving aside any intention to steer
it in a particular direction—he needs to have a clear idea
of his own goals, and enough economic knowledge, curi-
osity, and self-confidence to seek constructive diversity in
his advisors, and then to engage them in the give-and-take
of genuine deliberation.

Finally, studying presidents’ economic performance
reveals concrete opportunities for conversation between
quantitative and qualitative approaches. By classifying pres-
idential performance along these four salient dimensions,
this analysis strengthens our capacity to make clear and
precise statements about the economic accomplishments
of each administration, yielding comparisons that are less
a matter of judgment or partisan sentiment than of mea-
surement. But comparison involves standardization, the
move away from idiosyncratic features and toward catego-
ries. This step inevitably rests on decisions about how to
classify presidential actions and economic outcomes, and
how much information, particularly retrospective knowl-
edge, to include. In weighing such choices both quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches have a contribution to make.
Returning for another look at the economic policies of the
late 1960s and early 1970s provides an apt illustration of
the interplay between different methods.

The task of “managing prosperity” is undoubtedly com-
plex, but monetary and fiscal policy have been reasonably
well-understood since World War II: policy could, that is,
have restrained the rising inflation of the Johnson and
Nixon years before it reached unacceptable levels. Whether
the resulting failure to maintain steady economic growth
should be attributed to the president, however, depends
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on parsing the nature of the policy mistakes. Early in the
postwar period, for instance, the acceleration of inflation
was due to the central bank’s policy of accommodating
the Treasury’s management of the national debt by keep-
ing interest rates low, while the relatively brief inflations
of the 1950s appear to have been the result of limitations
on the economic statistics available to the government.
The inflation of the late 1960s and early 1970s, however,
is less easily attributed to inexperience or faulty data: dis-
cretionary policy was clearly stimulative, even though out-
put growth and inflation were already high. During the
Johnson years, the primary engine of expansion was fiscal
policy, although the central bank accommodated the mac-
roeconomic effects of rising expenditures on the Vietnam
War and the Great Society. In the run-up to the 1972
election, monetary policy was the primary source of stim-
ulation, although payments to Social Security recipients
were increased substantially in the month before the
election.

The unusually expansive policy, as well as the balance
between fiscal and monetary initiatives, is tracked well by
the analyses summarized in figure 7. Moreover, econo-
mists and political scientists are in agreement in seeing
these episodes as systematic and intentional. The quanti-
tative approach is, however, less suited to detailing the
causal mechanism. Among economists, DeLong argues
that the memory of the Great Depression sensitized offi-
cials toward avoiding the possibility of recession, and this

led to errant interpretations of trends and underestima-
tion of the risk of inflation. Taylor and Romer place more
emphasis on mistaken economic theories, particularly the
belief that a stable tradeoff between unemployment and
price rises permitted expanding demand without the dan-
ger of accelerating inflation. Political scientists and histor-
ians, on the other hand, have stressed the way economic
expansion served the policy and electoral aims of the pres-
ident, allowing Johnson to deflect criticism of the Great
Society and Vietnam, and permitting Nixon to fulfill his
goal of vigorous economic growth in the months before
the election.54 In this debate, the quantitative analysis helps
to sort out the net effects of fiscal and monetary policy
and shifts of popular support for the president, thus shar-
pening questions about the intentions of the president
and the beliefs of his economic advisors, queries for which
qualitative approaches are better suited.

This analysis shows the potential of well-grounded,
clearly conceptualized quantitative comparisons of presi-
dential performance. By sharpening the precision with
which we can make some comparisons, it also points toward
other aspects of presidential economic leadership that are
not well-indexed by a quantitative approach. The analysis,
then, can provide solid grounding for more qualitative
research on how presidents have set economic goals, orga-
nized their resources of information and persuasion, and
orchestrated political strategies to build support for their
policies in Congress and the public.

Figure 11
Comparing the economic policy performance of post-war presidents: Congressional support,
public approval, economic growth, income distribution

Source: Calculated by the author. See text for details.
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Notes
1 Data are the proportion of presidential victories on

roll calls in the House, out of all the economic,
budget, or trade legislation on which the president
publicly announced a position. In assembling this
measure, we began by consulting the Congressional
Quarterly Almanac for each year, identifying signifi-
cant economic legislation that was introduced by
the president or on which he took a clear position
(omitting routine bills such as those to raise the debt
limit), and checking our list against news coverage

in the New York Times and mentions in the
president’s annual Economic Report. Although
the conventional compilations of “presidential suc-
cess” include items from all issue areas rather than
focusing only on the economy, our measure shares
substantial overlap with CQ’s early “Presidential
Boxscore” (published from 1953 to 1974) and CQ’s
compilation of presidential success on roll calls.
(For extended discussions of alternative measures of
presidential success, see Bond and Fleisher 1990;
Bond et al., 1996; Covington 1986.) From 1986 on,
CQ has published presidential support scores
on economic legislation, and we use that compila-
tion. The level of presidential success on economic
legislation is strongly related to overall success
(r ; .9). Several researchers have sought to go be-
yond whether the president won or lost on the final
bill, distinguishing how much of the president’s
initial request was enacted (Peterson 1990; Ruda-
levige 2002). Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha (2007)
generate such a listing of presidential success for
each congressional session from 1965 to 2000, and

our measure covaries quite closely (r ; .7) with that
series.

2 Valuable summaries of this large literature include
Lockerbie, Borrelli, and Hedger 1998; Bond and
Fleisher 1990; Edwards 1989; Kingdon 1981; Peter-
son 1990; Covington et al. 1995; Bond and Fleisher
2000.

3 Cf. Poole and Rosenthal 2007; Theriault 2005;
Sinclair 1997. The figure below shows the increasing
gulf between the Congressional parties in their
support for the president’s program.

4 The model (cf. Lockerbie, Borrelli, and Hedger
1998; Covington et al. 1995; Coleman 1999;
Binder 1999; Bond and Fleisher 2000.) regresses
the annual proportion of administration victories
on economic measures, against the absolute value
of the distance between the medians of the two
parties on Poole and Rosenthal’s measure of eco-
nomic ideology [DW-Nominate first dimension],
b � �.02; the distance [DW-Nominate] between the
president and the majority party median, b � .58;
and an interaction term combining the majority
party’s seat margin and the ideological distance of
the president from the majority party median (b �
�.22). R2 � .74. Figure 2 shows the residuals from
this regression.

5 On a “conservative coalition vote” a majority of
northern Democrats is opposed by a majority of
southern Democrats plus a majority of Republicans.
Aldrich (1995, p. 199) concludes that “During the
Nixon and Ford administrations . . . the conserva-
tive coalition was a genuine rival to the parties,
perhaps providing the only systematic option for
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victory for a Republican president facing a Demo-
cratic majority . . . .”

6 The historical literature suggests quite different
explanations for these two shortfalls, with Johnson
strategically avoiding public acknowledgment of the
need for an economic and budgetary course change,
in an attempt to insulate the Great Society and
Vietnam from political attack (Califano 2000);
while the Carter White House was frequently inef-
fective in advocating its economic initiatives ( Jones
1988).

7 Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000.
8 Edwards and Gallup 1990. MacKuen et al. (1992)

find that the question does not closely track eco-
nomic optimism as reflected in the University of
Michigan’s Index of Consumer Sentiment.

9 Stimson 1976; Sigelman 1979; Brody 1991; Brace
and Hinckley 1992.

10 I regress the quarterly presidential popularity series
on the growth rate of real personal disposable in-
come, unemployment, and inflation, plus inter-
action terms for each president by each of the three
economic indicators (e.g., LBJ * growth, LBJ *
unemployment, LBJ * inflation; omitting Eisen-
hower as the reference category). [R2 � .74] The
predicted values from this regression estimate the
variation in the presidential popularity series that is
associated with economic conditions during each
president’s term. Previous work along these lines
includes Kramer 1971; Hibbs, Rivers, and Vasilatos
1982; Chappell and Keech 1985; Wilcox and Allsop
1991.

11 Our search used a wide variety of keywords includ-
ing “economy” and its derivatives, “inflation,” “un-

employment,” “jobs,” “business” and “business
conditions,” along with “president” and each
president’s name, “government,” and “approve.”
Surveys include those conducted by all the major
survey organizations, such as Gallup, Harris, Roper;
ABC, CBS, CNN and NBC; the Los Angeles
Times, the New York Times, USA Today and the
Wall Street Journal. The Roper Archive is accessible
at http://web.lexis-nexis.com/universe/form/
academic/s_roper.html.//.

12 As with the presidential popularity time series, we
aggregated the polls in each three-month period into
quarterly observations. On average, there are 4.6
polls per quarter that included relevant questions on
the economy, although the frequency of economic
items is lower during the 1950s and early 1960s. For
the Eisenhower and Kennedy years, we fill in miss-
ing data by linear interpolation using adjacent
values.

13 Alpha for the resulting index is .6. Because the
predicted values from the presidential popularity
series cannot be completely purged of non-economic
content, they estimate the variable of interest with
less accuracy than the economic approval series. For
this reason, the index weights the presidential popu-
larity data at 1 and the economic approval data at 2.

14 It is worth noting, by way of validating our measure
of the public’s approval or disapproval of the
president’s handling of the economy, that this indi-
cator covaries quite closely with the University of
Michigan’s Index of Consumer Sentiment (cf. De-
Boef and Kellstedt 2004; Norpoth 1996). This
graph charts the Index from its inception in 1960
through 2000.
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15 Good discussions of the information needed for
citizens to monitor the government effectively in-
clude Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Schudson
1998. Page and Shapiro 1992; Erikson, MacKuen,
and Stimson 2002; Manza, Cook, and Page 2002
discuss issues relevant to interpreting the connection
between public opinion and public policy.

16 On the greater salience of negative evaluations in
determining candidate favorability and vote choice,
see Key 1964, p 60; Bloom and Price 1975; Kernell
1977; Lau 1982; 1985, but cf. Fiorina and Shepsle
1989. In addition to economic variables, DeBoef
and Kellstedt (2004, table 3, p. 646; cf. Hethering-
ton 1996) find a significant effect of media coverage.

17 Stokes 1992; Rogoff 1990.
18 Both parties subscribe, of course, to the ideal of

equal economic opportunity. But ideals take shape
only through concrete policies, and thus they impli-
cate questions such as how actively the government
should seek to mitigate market inequalities—at the
top by taxing corporations or wealthy individuals; or
at the bottom by funding healthcare or educational
scholarships for the poor, guaranteeing pensions for
retired people, regulating working conditions or
environmental impacts (Boix 1998; Hacker 2004;
Graetz and Shapiro 2005).

19 Source: Department of Commerce, Bureau of Eco-
nomic Analysis, Tables “Current-Dollar and ‘Real’
Gross Domestic Product (Seasonally adjusted annual
rates)” and “Personal Income and Its Distribution.”

20 The National Bureau of Economic Research defines
a recession as a “significant decline in economic
activity spread across the economy, lasting more
than a few months, normally visible in real GDP,
real income, employment, industrial production,
and wholesale-retail sales.” Quarterly dates of reces-
sions are 1953-II to 1954-II, 1957-III to 1958-II,
1960-II to 1961-I, 1969-IV to 1970-IV, 1973-IV to
1975-I, 1980-I to 1980-III, 1981-III to 1982-IV,
1990-III to 1991-I (NBER, “Business Cycle Expan-
sions and Contractions,” http://www.NBER.org).
All the post-war recessions save 1980 occurred under
Republican presidents, and some were especially
severe: growth (percent change in real GDP) was
negative in 1954, 1958, 1974, 1975, 1980, 1982,
and 1991 (Bureau of Economic Analysis, National
Income and Product Accounts, “Gross Domestic
Product, Percent Change from Preceding Period
[seasonally adjusted annual rates]”).

21 Both Carter’s appointment of Volcker and the strin-
gent monetary policy of the early 1980s are part and
parcel of this shift (Romer 1999; DeLong 2000).

22 By averaging over the whole population, moreover,
the unemployment rate misses the fact that the
incidence of job loss is highly uneven: among work-

ers in blue-collar and lower-level service occupa-
tions, it is typically more than double that of white
collar workers (Hibbs 1987, table 2.3, p. 53; cf.
Mishel, Bernstein, and Boushey 2002; Galbraith
1998; Galbraith and Cantú 2001). In addition, data
on job losses show only the surface level of a syn-
drome of personal and social problems that typically
accompany unemployment (Schlozman and Verba
1979; Brenner 1976. Danziger and Gottschalk
1995, pp. 39–92).

23 Economists call this the “money illusion.” On the
psychology of inflation, see Katona 1975. Research-
ers find no effect of moderate inflation (i.e., a steady
low-single-digit rise in all prices and wages) on
aggregate real growth, real tax revenue, investment
or savings; and the small effect of inflation to de-
crease real purchasing power is concentrated at the
top end of the socioeconomic order (the richest
1%–5% of the population), who hold much of their
wealth in financial assets whose value is fixed in
dollars (Hibbs 1987, chs. 2–4).

24 In addition to these economic considerations, re-
search on the electoral impact of economic condi-
tions shows that real disposable personal income is
the preferable summary indicator in models of eco-
nomic voting (Bartels and Zaller 2001).

25 DeLong and Summers 1984; Romer 1986.
26 The Employment Act of 1946 and the Humphrey-

Hawkins Act of 1978 seek to formalize this respon-
sibility, but the informal expectation for moderate
fiscal activism has been accepted by presidents of
both parties since the 1930s (Stein 1969; 1994;
Feldstein 1980).

27 Alesina and Rosenthal 1995.
28 The authorizing legislation makes the Federal Re-

serve formally independent of the elected branches
of government, and even in practice the Fed is more
independent than central banks in most other ad-
vanced economies (Caporale and Grier 1998; Cuki-
erman 1992; Woolley 1984).

29 Economic research on reaction function models is
well-developed and the focus of sophisticated, on-
going inquiry. Several good reviews place the techni-
cal literature in its political and policy context,
including Alt and Woolley 1982; Lowery 1985;
Franzese 2002.

30 Net fiscal stimulus is measured as the ratio of the
annual deficit/surplus relative to current-year
GDP. (This measure is preferable to the current
dollar amount of the budget balance, because it
controls for nominal increases in the deficit/surplus
due to inflation. Cf. Golden and Poterba 1980).
Independent variables include prior year unemploy-
ment (Ut-1), change in unemployment from the
previous year (Ut � Ut-1), prior year inflation in
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the Consumer Price Index (CPIt-1), change in infla-
tion (CPIt � CPIt-1), along with unemployment
and change in unemployment variables adjusted for
changes in the natural rate (Fuchs et al. 1998; Saint-
Paul 2000).

In specifications that include Ut-1 and Ut � Ut-1,
none of the inflation variables is statistically signifi-
cant. This is consistent with research suggesting that
elected policymakers focus on using fiscal policy to
cope with unemployment, and rely on the Fed’s
direction of monetary policy to deal with inflation
(Samuelson 1983; Hibbs 1987; Franzese 2002). The
unemployment and adjusted unemployment vari-
ables are strongly correlated and so cannot be in-
cluded together in a single specification. Estimating
their effect separately yields specifications whose
statistical properties (R2, F) are essentially identical,
and given that estimates of the natural rate are sub-
ject to controversy among economists (Fuchs et al.
1998; Romer and Romer 2002), the final model
omits such adjustments. (Lowery [1985, p. 438]
reports similar results.)

31 Military mobilization is a modified dummy variable,
taking the value of 0 in years other than 1964 to
1974, when it is the proportion of the population in
military service (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995, ch. 9).
In the regression on change of RDPI, b � .11. The
stance of monetary policy is indexed by the Federal
funds rate, lagged one year (cf. Clarida, 2001); b �
.21. The post-1973 period is indicated by a dummy
variable taking the value of 0 from 1952 to 1972
and 1 from 1973 to 2000; b � .35. Presidential
policy (net deficit/GDP), b � .38.

32 On the economic policy of the Eisenhower years, see
Stein 1969; Friedman 1980; Gordon 1980; Weath-
erford 2002. Romer and Romer 2002 survey the
evolution of macroeconomic policy models.

33 Goodwin 1976; King 1985; Weatherford and May-
hew 1995. Romer (2007) makes a persuasive argu-
ment that economists’ policy models gave too little
weight to inflationary expectations, with the effect of
enabling excessive expansion under Johnson and
Nixon.

34 Tufte 1978; Woolley 1988; Matusow 1998; Bowles
2005.

35 Biven 2002.
36 Palmer and Sawhill 1984; Palmer 1986; Tobin 1988;

Romer and Romer 2002.
37 Carroll (1995) shows that the growth of GDP and

employment under the Bush administration were
the lowest of the post-war period.

38 Rubin and Weisberg 2003; Weatherford and Mc-
Donnell 1996.

39 Data are from Piketty and Saez 2003 and Saez and
Piketty 2006. They show that gains were even more

narrowly concentrated: excluding capital gains, so as
to abstract from the stock market gains of the late
1990s, the income of the top 0.1 percent rose by
343%, and the income of the top 0.01 percent rose
by 599%. Cf. Johnson et al. 2005; Atkinson 2003;
Atkinson and Piketty 2006; Katz and Autor 1999.

40 Net worth includes ownership of housing, busi-
nesses, savings and checking accounts, stocks and
other financial assets, retirement accounts, the cash
value of life insurance; see Scholz 2003; Wolff 2002;
Oliver and Shapiro 1997.

41 Data are from Scholz 2003. Wolff (2002), using a
different methodology, finds evidence of even greater
concentration at the upper end of the wealth
distribution.

42 Bernstein 2003; Aaronson and Mazumder (2005)
show that intergenerational mobility increased from
1940 to 1980, then “declined sharply since 1980.” Cf.
Gottschalk and Danziger 2001; Gottschalk 1997.

43 Smeeding 2003; Piketty and Saez 2003; Saez and
Piketty 2006; Saez 2003.

44 The disparity between the U.S. income distribution
and that in the major European economies and
Canada is even larger as the focus is narrowed to the
very rich: in the U.S., the top one-tenth percent
receive about three times as much of the total na-
tional income as in other advanced economies
(Piketty and Saez 2003).

45 Illuminating discussions of this source of economic
distribution include Hibbs 1987; Treas 1983; Feld-
stein 1995; Feenberg and Poterba 2000; Hacker and
Pierson 2005.

46 Bartels 2004 discusses this source of variations in
inequality. Hibbs (1987a, p. 232; cf. Hibbs and
Dennis 1988) summarizes the research: “In view of
. . . the incidence and net costs of unemployment to
individuals . . . the lower income classes are the . . .
distributive losers from recessions.”

47 This analysis extends Hibbs (1987, ch. 7; Hibbs and
Dennis 1988); cf. Bartels 2004. For comparison, if
national income were equally distributed, then each
quintile of the population would receive the same
share, and the 80/20 ratio would be 1.0. As the
proportion of total income going to the richest
quintile grows, the ratio increases.

48 Hibbs (1987, ch. 7) traces income inequality from
1948 to 1978, showing that virtually all the decline
of income inequality occurred during the 14 years
governed by Democratic presidents, with inequality
remaining steady or increasing during the 17 years
of Republican presidencies. Bartels’ (2004) analyzes
differences in income growth at different points in
the income distribution, and shows that, under
Democratic presidents, income grew much faster
than it did under Republican presidents, for every
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quintile below the top one. (For households above
the 80th percentile, there was no difference in the
rate of income growth between Democratic and
Republican presidencies.) Cf. Franzese (2002) and
Boix (1998) for evidence of similar differences be-
tween left and right parties in European
democracies.

49 Matusow 1998; Bowles 2005.
50 Hacker 2004.
51 Crockett 2002.
52 It is conventional, for instance, for Republicans to

complain that their Democratic predecessors be-
queathed them an inflationary economy, and that
defeating inflation weakened growth; and for Demo-
crats to insist that their Republican predecessors left
them with recession and high unemployment, and
that re-starting growth inevitably pushed up infla-
tion. While these stylized pictures are to some extent
correct, the controls in our analysis—for inflation,
consensual policy scripts, and openness to trade and
capital market fluctuations—rule out most such
accounts of the pattern shown in Figure 11.

53 Bartels 2008 includes a discerning analysis of the
time-path of economic policy and outcomes over the
course of the presidential term.

54 DeLong 1997; Taylor 1999; Romer 1999; Romer
and Romer 2002; Tufte 1975; Goodwin 1976; King
1985; Matusow 1998; Woolley 1988.
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